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A collection of bestselling romance novels featuring sizzling bosses and strong heroines destined to be together. 

The Playboy Billionaire
The Billionaire’s Proposition
An Unexpected Bride
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Blue Monroe needs to get her life together. The once-promising TV reporter was wrongfully fired by Channel 31 News, thanks to her jealous ex, and newly hired by the wealthy Romero family. She desperately needs this job. All she’s got to do is keep out of sexy, hot playboy Zack’s way and everything will be fine. Blue's got other things to worry about like putting food on the table, taking care of her younger sister and keeping her dark family secret secure.

Sexy philanthropist and playboy billionaire Zack Romero’s seductive past may soon catch up with him. Skilled in his taste for fine wine as well as fine women, he does a smooth job of running the Romero family’s prestigious award-winning winery and vineyard. But his world is soon rocked when a scandalous sex-tape with an ex-girlfriend threatens to surface. Zack's grandfather and the Romero patriarch, Toni’s ultimatum...control his love life! No sex for at least thirty days! But when Zack is forced to hire Blue Monroe to work closely with him to produce a documentary for the vineyard, will it be sour grapes or a sweet pairing from heaven? 
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CHAPTER ONE
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The glorious morning sun glowed radiantly over the sprawling estate owned by Mayberry Hill’s most affluent family, the Romeros. The breathtaking scenery of the massive Romero Winery and Vineyard in all its miles of fresh green grass that seemed to go on forever into the horizon and vibrant rows of flourishing crops could be seen from the floor-to-ceiling windows of the study at Romero Manor. Toni Romero sat, once again, in the study surrounded by several of his successful grandsons whom he had a hand in raising from their teens to young men. The Romeros were all dressed in their finest suits. Only the growing look of disdain on the elder Romero’s face made it evident that this morning’s family meeting was not going to be a pleasant one.  

Another scandal threatened to mar the reputation of the Romero family. This time, Zack Romero was the target. 

“What do you think will happen if the press gets wind of this despicable...video tape, Zack?” Toni growled. 

Zack leaned against the study desk with his arms folded across his chest. He was getting ready to give a tour of the winery to a few college students from the class where he was guest lecturing this semester. Nothing seemed to be going good right now.

“I’m sure I can handle it if that does happen.” Zack answered in a cool, low voice.

“Zack, this is a sex tape. A sex tape! This is much more critical than you could imagine.”

Dios Mio. His grandfather had a point. Zack's brother, Lucas, was plagued by some woman who’d claimed he was the father of her unborn child—a huge fiasco last year that almost blew up in his face. But this? This was different. Zack's ex, Selina, had a video recording of their rendezvous in Vegas. 

For chrissake. The explicit lovemaking was wild as sin on that video. He’d certainly performed some delicious sexual acts that could very well be illegal in some of the countries that distributed his company’s products. The kinky things he’d done with her in that tape were more than X-rated. Heck, if that ever got out there would be no turning back. For the first time during the family meeting Zack felt uncomfortable and loosened his silk Italian designed tie. He slid his fingers through his hair.

“He’s right, Zack,” Pamela, the family’s press secretary intervened. “We need to do pre-emptive damage control in case the tape does get out.”

“If the tape gets out,” Carl shot to his brother’s defense. 

The young men were dressed in corporate attire and getting ready to venture out to their prospective businesses. But one thing was certain about the Romero family—during times of crisis or impending trouble, they banded together like a pack of protective wolves. They were tight. Family came first. They would drop what they were doing and meet up at the grand estate to deal with matters if at all possible. Currently, Zack’s other brothers, Jules, Alonso and Dion, were out of town. Jules was in Europe opening up a franchise; Alonso, who practiced medicine, was in Haiti opening up a clinic; and Dion had flown to New York to deal with a merger. Lucas was with his pregnant wife Maxine but Carl remained by Zack’s side, brainstorming on a plan of action. Antonio III was with his wife Lucy and their toddler, Anderson.

“Zack, you really need to get a hold of that tape,” Toni pressed. “You’re going up for the National Winery Awards for Excellence in Community Service. A high honor. You’ve created more useful employment for young adults than any other organization. You’ve provided more guidance and practical skills to help lower the unemployment rate. You deserve it. But this...thing you’ve done needs to be cleared up or everything you've worked so hard for, dedicated your life to, will be over.”

“He’s right, Zack,” Carl reiterated. “You’re teaching at the college, man. Sex tapes and colleges don’t mix. Well, they do if you're some stupid jock frat boy, but in this case, the board will have a field day. By the way, I’ve already contacted the guys down at the office to look into the whereabouts of the video. The tech team is sending out searchers to see if any of it got online.”

Zack nodded. “Good. Keep me posted, Carl.” Ironically, it was Zack who’d helped Lucas the year before with hunting down the stalker who’d been terrorizing Maxine. Now, Carl was helping Zack while he tended to business matters. The brothers used a contracted detective agency to handle certain security matters from time to time. The head of the agency was a distant cousin of theirs and had office space at Romero Towers in the downtown core of the city.

Toni's lips were pinched with fury. “Why couldn’t you settle down with a nice girl? You need to stop dating different women and the wrong kind. You’re a Romero and a high profile one at that. I’ve told you boys before. We Romero men could be easy target and prey for media and publicity seekers. We need to take extra care.”

Zack felt a muscle twitch in his jaw.  He remained in cool, poised, daring the whole situation not to rile him up too much. He was often the smooth one who could control his emotions, especially his temper. But right now, his mind raced dangerously at the thought of what else was lurking.

Selina was his ex-girlfriend from many years ago. He’d ended it with her. Zack was upfront with her about not wanting to settle down. The trouble was, she had problems, but he never held that against anyone. He wasn’t perfect either. But she’d accumulated a lot of debt and played the casinos one too many times. Yeah, he’d helped her out even when they weren’t together. That was the Romero bloodline running through his veins. 

Romero was a Spanish surname meaning protector or guardian of the sacred place. It was in Zack's  (and his siblings to some degree) DNA to always jump at the chance to protect those who were close to him by any means. Even ex-girlfriends. Well, this instance had proved to be a costly mistake. Zack didn’t take very well to getting burned. Very few would cross his path if they knew what was good for them.

The last time Selina asked him, he finally told her he would no longer "loan" her money. He told her she needed to get help for her addiction before she saw another shiny dollar coin. So naturally, that revealing video they’d made years ago was going on the bidding block with the highest price from any slimy media outlet that would take it.

Zack grimaced at the thought. But the last thing he wanted was to make it his grandfather’s problem or his brothers. He was going to deal with it his way, on his terms. No way in hell did he take to extortionists, but he would think of something fast. Zack always got himself out of his troubles no matter how crazy things seemed. He got himself into it. He’d get himself out of it. Even if it killed him.

But this only served to reinforce his doubts about getting married or settling down with one woman. Ever. Good for his brother Lucas and Maxine. They were a nice pair. And good for his cousin Antonio and his bride Lucy and their lovely little son. But for Zack? No way in hell was he going that route. 

Women were nothing but trouble. 

“Don’t concern yourself any further,” Zack finally spoke up as he pushed away from the study desk. He shoved his hands in his pants pockets and lifted his chin as he faced his grandfather and brothers. “I’ve listened to each of you tell me what I should and should not be doing and I appreciate your input very much. However, I’m man enough to sort this out on my own.”

“Oh, no. We’re in this together. If your name goes through the dirt, so does the family name.” Toni stood up, his cane in one hand.

“I’ve got it under control,” Zack assured, his voice stern. He loved his grandfather but sometimes he felt Toni pushed too hard to keep tabs on the boys.

“Under control? Under control?” Toni’s face grew red. “You can’t even seem to control the zipper on your pants, Zack.”

“Ouch,” Carl said in Zack’s place.

“What did you just say?” Zack asked, incredulous. His grandfather was known to be a bold man all his life, one who spoke the truth even if it shot out of his mouth like a speeding bullet and woe to whoever was the intended target. But this? This took the prize. His ears must have deceived him because they were buzzing. 

“I think I’d better leave,” Pamela said, turning the color of the red dress she had on. She turned to leave but then paused at the door and spun around to face them again. “Oh, um...Toni, the writer will be here soon to get set up for the documentary production.” Pamela reminded him, “She’s the one you hired to work on the vineyard clip with Zack for the National Wine Awards. Her name is Blue.”

“Thank you, Pamela,” Toni said, his voice brusque.

“Blue?” Zack responded in shock. “Not that reporter who tripped up and secretly recorded you speaking with Lucas about an arranged marriage?” 

“Yes, that’s the one,” Toni confirmed, waving dismissively.

“And why?” Zack’s lips were pinched in anger.

“She’s an excellent writer and I told her it would be fine to work on the special feature story and documentary about the family business in the winery industry with a profile on your commitment to community. You realize that this segment will be featured at the Awards Ceremony so it is crucial that we don’t screw it up. And later, she could do a book on the family.”

“Don’t you think she’s done enough damage to the family?”

“I heard her side of the story, Zack, and I am satisfied that it wasn’t her fault. She was set up by the boyfriend as a joke. He also worked at the station. Besides, she no longer works there.”

Zack shook his head and chuckled. “I’m not working with her. I can handle my own publicity.”

Toni shook his head, his eyebrows creased with fury. “Back to the subject at hand.” Toni’s voice was firm as he made a point to switch the subject back to the reason they had all convened at Romero Manor.

“Back in my day,” Toni continued with his verbal lashing against Zack, “men were perfect gentlemen and we didn’t feel the need to...record such things as you’ve done with this Selina woman. What were you recording your business with her for? Educational purposes?”

“Granddad,” Carl interjected.

Zack silenced his brother with a raised hand and spoke. “That. Is. Not. Fair.” His tone was cool as a jazz musician.

“Not fair?” The old man breathed in deeply and sat back down with an unreadable expression on his face as if he was searching for the right words.  “Zack, I’m very sorry to have to be harsh with you...and your brothers but...this is not easy for me.” 

Emotion rose in Toni’s voice. “I love you boys very much. You’ve been through so much in your lives, from the time I discovered your father was my son and you boys were living out of his car after he lost his job. I was so happy to rear you as my own. But life is not easy in the so-called real world. There are people who would take pleasure in tearing you down because of your success and everything that you’ve worked so hard to achieve. You've seen it yourself. The press isn’t interested in the good things you do to help society, they just love a juicy scandal. They love to see you fall and fail so that their lives look more liveable. They are happy to see successful people hurt.”

“Don’t they think we have our own suffering? They want to have what I have?” Zack shot back, arching a brow, maintaining his emotion. 

“They can walk a mile in my shoes then.” Zack’s deep voice sharpened with a matter-of-fact tone. “Let them eat expired canned food as a child because their father lost his job and their home and had mouths to feed. Let them take the pleasure of being ridiculed at school because their clothes were ill-fitted because your folks couldn’t afford to buy clothes or cut your hair. Because that’s the path we took to get where we are.” Zack was making a mockery of the situation. His subtle sarcasm was usurping the conversation. His blood was hot. Fire burned in his veins. How dare they? Whoever they were. 

He was not going to let the naysayers or future haters stop him from doing what he had to do.

That was the burning passion behind his programs to create more jobs, heck, he even invented jobs so that every student who passed his program had gainful employment, well-paying jobs. Because jobs meant stability. And stability meant no one’s family had to suffer—the way he and his brothers did before they’d become so rich and powerful that they became the city’s most hated targets of luxury. 

“Listen, I’d better leave you two right now.” Carl rose from his chair and touched his brother’s shoulder as a sign of solidarity before walking out of the study. 

Toni turned to face Zack. “Zack. You know I love you, grandson.”

“Yeah. I’m just glad you don’t hate me or I’d be dead right now with all that verbal lashing.”

In spite of himself, his grandfather broke into a smile and Zack grinned slightly. He was still agitated as hell at all that was happening when he should be focusing on the tour later today and the National Winery Awards. 

“I’m glad to see you still have your sense of humor about it all. It would kill me if that...tape ever got out. Is there any way...?”

“Granddad, I already told you. I’m not negotiating with an extortionist. Period. If she wants to play hard ball, that’s in her court. But she will pay the consequences, and I doubt she’d get rich out of a reality show from that either.”

His grandfather grinned again. “Zack, I really hope so, for your sake.”

“Now what’s that supposed to mean?”

Toni sighed heavily. He looked at the fireplace and lifted his chin. Tears were moistening his eyes. “Zack, this is very hard for me but I have no choice.”

“What are you talking about, Grandfather?”

Toni shook his head, full of remorse. “Zack, I’ve already told you boys. I’m an old man. I don’t know how long I’ll be around. Or how much longer, I should say.” He coughed. “I just want you all to take things seriously. You’ve each come into your own, making valuable contributions. Lucas with his Healthy Start Software Program; Antonio with his real estate ventures. And what you’ve done with this vineyard. You’ve pretty much grown it over the past decade to what it is today. Remarkable.”

“But?”

“But you will lose it all if you don’t get serious about your private life.”

“Grandfather, let me handle my private life.”

“Good. Now that’s the most sensible thing I’ve heard all day.”

“I don’t get it. Where are you going with this, Grandfather?”

“I’m giving you an ultimatum.”

“An ultimatum? What ultimatum? Why?” Zack didn’t like the way this sounded. His hot defences shot up now and the heat in his blood was burning inside his veins. Zack was a healthy man. He and his brothers worked out hard at the gym, religiously. They took nothing for granted. They were fit as mountain lions, yet a sick feeling settled in his gut about what his grandfather was implying.

“Zack, I want you to settle down or leave the company.”

“What?” Zack stood to full height, his eyes filled with rage. “What’s that supposed to mean? You want me to get hitched to keep my position?”

“Not exactly. I just don’t want you having any more of these types of adventures with women unless it is the one you want to settle down with. Trust me, you’ll thank me later. I don’t mean to get into your personal life—"

“Too late for that.”

Toni held up his hand to silence Zack. “Zack, please allow me to finish. I’m only asking that you focus more on your business and what you are contributing to these wonderful programs that you have and less on...dating. No sex for at least thirty days. Just keep away from these women you meet.”

“What?” Zack could not believe his ears. For the first time, his lobes burned as if ice frost had bitten them. “No sex?” Zack chuckled humorlessly in spite of himself.  “You’re telling me when I can be with a woman? This is ridiculous.” Zack began to pace as he fumed. 

Zack never slept around. No way in hell. But he always had a "girlfriend" for at least six months. He always treated his women well and let them know the deal up front. He wasn’t in it for the long run. They knew it and they wanted to be with him, just the same. Sex was a four or five times a week pleasure for him, at the least. Sometimes four times in a day, depending on his current babe. Heck, he was a healthy, fit man who worked hard as hell.  Having a healthy mutually-beneficial sex life with his current woman was a huge deal in his life. If he couldn’t have it for a period of time—like say a month—he wouldn’t be able to sleep well at night. He loved women. 

He showered them with anything they desired and showed them a real good time—treating them like the goddesses they were. He expressed his emotions more with his actions not words. To him, sex was love in motion. Seducing the right woman was his thing. He loved the way the physical contact drove up his body’s oxytocin levels in his brain. The feel-good drug. Sex to Zack was a fundamental necessity. Toni was asking his grandson to starve himself of much needed affection the entire month? Was Toni going insane? Or did he want Zack to go there?

Of all the crazy, ridiculous, unreasonable things his grandfather had schemed in the past, this was the lowest and most insane. He did not...could not believe he was having this conversation with his old grandfather. This had to be the worst thing a man could listen to, next to his father wanting to have “the talk” with him. 

Zack Romero was a grown man, for heaven’s sake. An affluent businessman and influential citizen. He didn’t need to take this from anyone. Not even the patriarch of the Romero dynasty.

Toni sighed deeply again, pain reflected in his eyes. This must have been hard for him but it was Zack who was feeling the sucker punch to his gut like an iron fist striking his flesh. “I’m sorry, Zack, but I still have voting power in the estate and am head of the board. If I find out that you have not done what I think is best for you, then I will have no choice but to suggest your removal from the board.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Blue Monroe fiddled with the cream-colored cotton vest as she pulled it over her head and secured it over her curves. The darn thing was a little too snug, she observed looking into her full-length mirror in the bedroom of her apartment. 

“You do realize that’s the third change of clothes you’ve done in the last ten minutes, right?” Blue's eighteen-year-old sister, Courtney, teased her. Courtney stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips and a playful scowl on her face. “You really like this guy, don’t you?”

“Courtney.” Blue turned to face her sister. “That’s not fair. I’m just trying to make a positive impression. You know how badly we need this work.”

Courtney rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, sure. Whatever. You like him.”

“No. I don’t like him. And he certainly doesn’t like me. I just hope he gives me the job.”

“But I thought you already had the job. You said that rich guy Toni Romero hired you, didn’t he?”

“Courtney, he’s not some rich guy. He’s the founder of the Romero Corporation and Realty. His grandson heads the winery and vineyard and pretty much nurtured it from the ground up to what it is today. He told me he wanted me to film the documentary, but Zack, his grandson, has the final say.”

“Oh. Well, I’m sure he’ll like you.”

“Courtney, it’s not about him liking me as I want him to understand what my company can do for his image. This is the first real gig for my new production company.” Blue swallowed hard. It sure was the break she was looking for. She was fired from Channel 31 News after her conniving ex-boyfriend played a cruel joke on her and stole her cell phone and used it to record a private conversation between the Romero family some time last year in their boardroom. He was getting back at her for ending their tumultuous relationship as kindly as she could. He was emotionally abusive and Blue was sure she did the right thing. But what did he do? Set her up to get fired. Ugh. The recording showed up online and the rest, as they say, was history. She was just glad that Toni Romero, although his grandsons were harsh towards her, forgave her in regards to the scandal.

Blue had accumulated a lot of enemies during her time working at Channel 31. She was an investigative reporter, her first real job after graduation from the Communications and Media Studies program at the college. She had a tough time trying to prove herself. She ended up getting the worst assignments. Like uncovering racketeering schemes from organized crimes and worse, intervening in marriages by exposing cheating politicians. One in particular, a powerful ex-Senator Ryan Aitkin who was up for some lifetime achievement award, was the absolute crud assignment. She knew he was a cheat. The man was as slimy as they came. Blue shuddered at the thought. But now, word got out he was out to get her for trying to ruin his reputation. As if SHE ruined it. Yeah, right. 

She reluctantly took the story about Aitkin having an affair with a female subordinate in his office and an intern, on another occasion. His poor wife. Still, meddling in private affairs just wasn’t what gave Blue oomph for life. She wanted out of it. Being fired was probably a blessing in disguise. Now she could start her own business. A small production company called Blue Monroe Productions. It was a simple title but it worked. Her name happened to be unique so she didn’t mind using it. 

“Shouldn’t you be heading to class now?”

“It’s summer school.”

“But you have an exam today, right?”

“I know. I studied hard last night and during the past few weeks thanks to your whip-cracking.”

Blue grinned. “You’re a smart girl, Courtney. I know I push you hard but education opens the doors to a lot of wonderful things in life. Education and knowledge are the gateway to achievement.” The tears almost welled up in her eyes. 

Their parents fought so hard to give them good educations. Extremely hard. They’d sacrificed everything. And now look where they were.

“And pray for me that I do get this assignment with Zack Romero and his winery. Your fall tuition is due soon, isn’t it? August?”

“Yeah. I know. Look, Blue. You’ve done so much for me already. I can always get a job and work for a year before heading to college, you know?”

“No. Absolutely not.” Blue was adamant. She flung her jacket over her arm and grabbed her bag  and keys from the countertop. “You are going to college this year not next year, even if it kills me. I’ll come up with the fees. Don’t you worry. Okay?” Blue reassured, her voice almost on the verge of cracking. Courtney was a brave one. So brave but she knew it wasn’t easy for them. They had to get by on what they had.

“But you’ve got the rent to pay and the production expenses with your equipment and stuff.”

“Don’t worry about me, Court. I’ll be fine. Besides, my office is in my kitchen. I can use the studio at the college to do final production. I’ve still got my contacts there. Now go. Go and ace that mid-term exam.”

Courtney smiled and gave her sister a firm hug. “And go get that hottie,” she teased her older sister and winked.

“Not funny, Courtney. Not funny at all. Besides, I’ve got to be going. I’m going to see Mom and Dad first then I’m going to the appointment. I’ve still got an hour and a half.”

“You’re going to visit Mom and Dad, today?”

“Yes, today. It’s Mom’s...birthday.”

“I know.” Courtney said quietly before grabbing her jacket and her backpack. She wore blue jeans and a white plain t-shirt with her sandals. 

“I’ll give you a ride to school. Come on, let’s go.”

*   *   *
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Twenty minutes after Blue dropped Courtney at the high school parking lot to go into her summer school class, she drove off to a local florist. When she walked through the door, the door chime sounded. “Hey, my favorite customer,” the owner cheerfully greeted her. 

“Mr. Lockwin, you say that about all your customers,” she playfully dismissed the man.

“Maybe, but I only mean it for some. Here to pick out a nice bunch for your mom, right.”

“How did you know?”

“I always remember her birthday. She’s a nice lady, she is.”

Blue’s heart beat raced. A nervous beat entered her body. “Yes. Very nice.”

She chose a beautiful lilac arrangement. Her mother's favorite. 

After driving up north towards the Romero Winery and Estate she stopped off to drop off her mother’s bouquet.

Nervously, she opened the gate. “Why do you and Dad have to be here? It’s so not fair.” Blue wished in her heart that she didn’t have to visit her parents at a place like this. She walked a few steps and stopped. The summer breeze blowing through her hair. Her breath stopped momentarily. This was hard. In reality, it was never going to be easy. She knelt beside the tall marble gravestone with a beautiful picture of her mother and father secured inside the stone with the words: Mom and Dad. Forever loved. 

Their parents were taken from them so suddenly. It wasn’t fair. They were both killed in a deadly fire that was originally suspected to be the result of arson. The kids were away at the time. The pain gripping Blue’s heart was unbearable. But she would be brave. She could do this.

She kissed the marble stone where they were buried together underneath, coffin over coffin in a grave for two. She placed the flowers in front. “Happy birthday, Mom.” An ache lodged in her throat. “Hey, Dad,” she whispered, pain evident. “Courtney and I are fine. We’re going to be just fine. Please pray for us up there, that all goes well with...I know you’re both looking over us. I love you. Forever.”

With those words, Blue left the Pine Berry Cemetery and walked towards her car. But oddly, she heard shuffling behind one of the trees. Was it the strong summer breeze? Or her imagination? Why did she get the sinking feeling she was being watched? This unnerved her very much. She wouldn’t dare tell Courtney what was going on but for the last few weeks, she’d been taunted. Not just taunted but harassed. Her cell phone received a multitude of harassing phone calls and hang ups from an unknown number. Blue turned her head in both directions and looked far beyond the many rows of tombstones in the cemetery. She drew in a deep breath.

It was probably just her imagination. Who would follow her here?
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CHAPTER THREE
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Zack heaved the heavy weights off his muscular chest and replaced them on the bar. He sat up on the bench press seat, breathing deeply after an accelerated exercise regime. After bench pressing a hefty two-hundred-and-sixty pounds of iron weights, he was done with his late morning workout. 

Turbulent thoughts raced through his mind. The weights on the barbell were nothing compared to the weight on his shoulders. His thoughts raced dangerously as he considered the future of his winery enterprise and all that he’d worked for to create viable employment and a future for young entrepreneurs who needed a boost in life, like the one he and his brothers were fortunate to receive.

Just then his cell phone vibrated. It was Jen, his latest girl. Well, actually, his latest ex-girlfriend. They called it quits a few days ago. He couldn’t answer the phone. But his voicemail came on. He pressed the button to listen.

“Hey, sweetie,” the husky voice sounded on the recorder. “I know we’re supposed to be uh, not seeing each other right now, but, hmmm, I want you, Zack. Now. Please call me back. I’ll meet you anywhere, baby...” she cooed into the phone.

Zack grimaced, pain shooting through his gut. He groaned thinking of the time when he sat at his desk and she sat underneath his desk deep throating him. Something she loved to do. It was her idea to get all kinky in the office during a lunch break. It caught him by pleasant surprise the first time she did that to him.

“One month?” Thirty days of no physical contact with a woman? Was his grandfather out of his ever-loving mind? He couldn’t wait until those four weeks were up to prove he could do anything he put his mind to. He was a true Romero. Romero men were tough as hell and could do the impossible.

Zack read somewhere that although it’s average to have sex with your partner three times a week, one in five people were having sex less than once a month. Well, typically, he was never in that statistic but...one month of no sex shouldn’t be hard. He was a man who could master his emotions and control his libido—if need be. It was going to be hard as hell but, surely, he could do it.

That was nothing, Zack thought to himself bitterly as he dried the sweat off his face with the towel in his hand. He could do better than that. Zack was a man who was known for his strength and his stamina both in the boardroom and outside the corporate world. He could do anything he set his mind to. He never lost a bet yet. And this was about his dream, his future, the very essence of who he was. So, the old man wanted him to control himself? Fine. He’d do just that. 

Carl entered the Romero private gym with his workout gear and walked over to Zack who was making his way over to the shower.

“Hey, how did the rest of the meeting go with Granddad?”

“Not good.”

“No?”

“Nope. He wants me to stay sex free for the next month.”

Carl grinned at first. Then he could not help himself and burst into a full-blown, hearty laugh.

“Hey, that’s not even remotely funny, bro.” Zack cocked a brow, slinging the towel over his shoulder.

“I’m laughing with you, Zack, not at you.”

“You know the funny thing about that statement is I’m not even laughing,” Zack answered with a humorless expression. “I’m going to hit the shower. I’ve got a business to run, a tour to do and a young woman to fire.”

“You mean that Blue Monroe chick?”

“Yes.”

“You can’t do that, Zack. You know that would tick off the old man.”

“That’s not my problem. He should not have hired her during the preliminary interview without my final say. I just don’t think she would be suitable for the job.”

“You're gonna go with that, huh? Come on, Zack.”

“Hey, don’t you have to go into the city for that meeting with the investors?”

“The manager of the firm will handle it. I’m giving her more control of the business so I can focus more on civic duties.”

“Oh, no. You’re still not thinking about running for mayor, are you?”

“You know it’s been my dream to make a difference, Zack.”

“Aren’t we all making a difference?”

“Yes. But politics is where my heart is. By the way, if I never told you before. I’m really proud of you, man.”

“For what?”

“For all you’re doing. You’ve really turned this vineyard thing around. Not only have to nailed the market but you’ve turned it into a lucrative deal for young entrepreneurs and future winery businesses. The National News made you out to be some hero, you know.”

“Really?” Zack kept abreast of industry news through his assistants but he’d specifically asked them not to tell him about gossip the press may have on him. He chose to ignore critics concerning his personal life. It just wasn’t worth getting worked up about, just in case.

“Yeah, they said you created more jobs, not just in the industry but related to the industry. Some economic growth impact. Good job, bro. You’re not as bad as you want us to believe,” Carl teased him.

Zack rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Don’t work out those muscles too much in your head,” Zack joked back.

“Yeah. Whatever.”

After Zack showered and changed into another suit, he left to go to the winery building and vineyard on the estate. It was a cool midsummer day, the cloudless blue sky glowed over the vineyard. He paused when he saw a white Ford sedan pull up by the gate.

That must be his guest ... who would soon be leaving.

Blue got out of her car unaware Zack was watching her. She seemed to be having trouble with her skirt. It was a snug fitting gray skirt that was riding up on her. A grin of amusement touched his lips. He leaned back in the office gazing at her.

My God, the woman is...lovely. Damn.

He had met her on many occasions casually whenever she was sent by her news station to cover events hosted by his family. He’d also seen her up close at the house when she came to apologize personally for her cell phone being used to record the private conversation of his brother and grandfather. A heaviness centered on his chest at the thought of that invasion—though she claimed it wasn’t her fault. Don't they all?

Blue closed the door of her car and went to the trunk to grab some equipment. She made her way up the stone pathway leading to the vineyard.

Hmm. The woman had one heck of a figure. She was shapely as sin, too. Her smooth, black, below-her-shoulders hair swayed to the smooth rhythm of the summer breeze. Her beautiful, deeply-tanned complexion was exotic and pleasing on the eyes. She was stunning. Damn. He wanted to know what it would feel like to brush his fingers against that delicious caramel-tanned skin of hers.

Zack felt himself getting aroused. Not good. Not good at all. A bad sign. Zack took full note of her shapely legs and naughty thoughts crossed his mind of those slender legs wrapped tightly around his waist as he pleasured the woman to oblivion.

Zack was known to make a woman scream out his name while forgetting her own name during a passionate night of pure erotic love-making.

He squeezed his eyes shut momentarily then opened them up. He had to get a hold of himself. He was on a celibate run right now, anyway. Besides, he had to fire this woman. He was going to let her down gently of course. 

He watched as the guard let her through the gates. Any moment now she would be making her way to the building. But gosh, why was he so captivated by this gorgeous woman with the deep, rich, sultry voice. One that sounded like it could be used on an adult phone line. Her voice always had that seductive touch to it from what Zack recalled.

Women were nothing but trouble, he reminded himself. Sure, it always started off good. The sparks. The seduction. The sex. Then the departure because he let them know up from that he was not a guy who did the commitment thing. And it almost always ended terribly because even though he told them and they consented to his terms, they would change their minds and want more from him. Damn.

Well, right now he had a potential sex tape scandal to deal with that could ruin everything for him. So this good-looking princess was going to have to go.

*    *    *
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Blue sucked in a deep breath as she entered the foyer of the winery building—a converted luxury mansion. It was, completely, utterly intimidating. The office worker let her in and buzzed Zack through the intercom. The woman then handed Blue, as she was probably instructed beforehand, some brochures about the Romero Winery and Vineyard in addition to a map of the grand estate. Blue glanced through the digitally-colored, expensive-looking brochures.

“He’s really nice, Blue. You’ll like working with him,” the young woman told Blue.

“Thank you. I’ve heard a lot of good things about Mr. Romero in regards to his winery.” And his women.

“I’m Venus, by the way.” The woman extended her hand over the desk.

“Nice to meet you, Venus.”

“Blue’s a nice name. It’s unusual.”

“Thank you. Right before I was born, my mom had a fascination with Picasso's Blue Period. So, how long have you worked here?” Blue asked genuinely. May as well start her profile of Zack Romero and his roster of employers.

The woman sighed. “Cute story. Inspiration comes from the oddest of sources, doesn't it? Anyway, to answer your question, not long enough. Wish I started out here. I’m doing my masters degree in business with an emphasize on entrepreneurship. I have a two-year-old so it’s really hard to juggle time elsewhere. The Romeros are really sweet about letting my son come by when I can’t find a babysitter. Mr. Romero’s wife, Toni’s wife, she’s so sweet and helps out a lot. I hate to sound cliché, but it's like one big family. Zack is so cool with my little guy. Most employers would try to get rid of you or make it an issue but he tells me I can bring my son any time I need to and they’ll have someone look after him. How cool is that?”

Blue was beyond impressed. Her eyes widened. She’d heard of Zack-the-smooth-operator, lady’s man. But she’d never seen this side to him or read about his compassion towards his employees like this. Wow. Just wow.

“Wonderful. That’s...wow. Just amazing.”

“I know. I’m so grateful to be working here.”

“So you’re starting off as a receptionist? Gaining experience in the winery business?”

“Oh, no. Well, yes and no. I’m one of the vineyard workers. That’s what I applied for. My great-uncle back home where I’m from used to have a small grape garden, we used to call it. He died a while back and the estate was sold but since we moved to the US when I was a kid, I’ve always been fascinated by farms and home-grown produce.”

“Good,” Blue nodded her head, equally enrapt.

“Mr. Romero...I mean, Zack is awesome. He gives all of us experience with every facet of the business. I’ve never seen anyone like him before. He’s like mega rich but he's so down-to-earth. Well there’s a lot of rich, self-made businessmen who sort of stay in touch with reality these days. He’s one of them. You’ll love him.”

Oh, I already do.

“Miss Monroe, good of you to come.” The silky, deep voice that interrupted their conversation caused a tingling reaction to course through Blue's blood.

Blue’s mouth fell open for the first time today.

The man approached her was not really the businessman she expected. He appeared to be something else. 

Her breath paused.

Zack Romero.

He was more stunning than she remembered. His dark, shiny, thick hair was brushed off his face with a few tendrils loose at the front. He had a sexy groomed stubble framing his luscious lips that caused her belly to flip flop. The man had the most beautiful face she’d ever seen. Could a man be considered beautiful? This man could. His dark, sexually-charged eyes, complemented by his long, dark lashes, gleamed with awesomeness. 

He was taller than Blue remembered, seeing him up close now. He was inches from her. His hands were in his pockets. He wore a crisp dark, Italian cut suit. It was an expensive designer inspired suit. She guessed, maybe Armani, or maybe it was tailored only for him. It had to be. Look at that broad, muscular frame. He looked like a pro athlete filled out in the suit. She could see the firmness of his sculpted build under his suit. His arms must be ripped with muscles she could certainly tell by the way he filled out in the expensive fabric. His posture was erect as a drill sergeant. Confident and powerful. 

No way in hell could she work under this man and keep herself under control. Maybe she should turn around and leave. He was already causing her brain to freeze up. Too much of that hormone rushing through her frontal lobe. 

Breathe, Blue.

Take a deep breath. He’s just a man. Really.

No. He’s a sex god and you know it. 

Never had Blue reacted that way over a man. He literally stole her breath away. She forgot who she was or why she was there. She’d almost forgotten that Venus was there, until Venus cleared her throat.

Close your mouth, Blue. Stop drooling.

He’s a Romero. Romero men can do that to a woman. 

Yes, she’d heard of the Romero men having that type of magical, sexually potent effect on the feminine gender. It was no wonder they were always in the tabloid for naughty behavior despite their remarkable accomplishments in various industries. 

“Th-th-thank you,” Blue managed. Okay, why was she acting like such a love-struck idiot? Snap back to reality, girl. It’s a job. Only a job.

“Would you care to follow me outside?” he commanded more than questioned. His sexy gaze held hers and she felt giddy all of a sudden.

“S-sure.”

Zack escorted her outside of the building. Blue was actually quite grateful. She needed fresh air to level her head. The sweet-smelling fragrance of the vineyard and surrounding land was perfect for her senses. Maybe it would clear the way for her sanity to come back.

She held tightly to her recorder and her notebook, hugging it to her chest. Blue licked her lips, out of nervousness. For heaven’s sake, she was a grown woman. A professional. A business owner. A highly educated journalist. She really needed to get herself together. But how could this man’s aura and presence cause this sort of reaction inside her?

“I was about to fire you, Miss Monroe.”

Blue halted. Zack, who was walking beside her, had a smooth grin on his face as he followed suit and paused. “Something the matter?” he asked casually, looking more amused than anything.

“You were about to fire me? W-why?” Blue could not control the flutter inside her belly. Her heart was beating erratically.

“Because I didn’t think it would be a good idea for us to work together. I didn’t think we’d have the right...working chemistry.”

“And what changed your mind?” Blue asked, as they both continued to walk through the vineyard pathway.

“I overheard your conversation with Venus, one of our finest workers. I was impressed as to your interest in her knowing she was working at reception, before you found out she was working on her masters and working in the vineyard.”

“Oh?” Blue flushed. She felt heat rise to her cheeks, yet it had nothing to do with the summer sun beaming overhead.

“You can tell a lot about a person by not how they treat the wealthy and perceived powerful, but how they treat those who aren't. Some, probably most, people don’t even think of talking to the cleaners or frontline workers with such intrigue and respect. I like that about you, Blue.” His voice was authoritative and sharp. She could not quite read his emotion but he was impressed with her. 

“Wow, you really do sum up a person rather quickly.”

“In life, you have to. It’s too short to go through a long haul. I’m a to-the-point, do-it-now person. I’ve no time to waste. I want something, I get it now. Period.”

“Oh.”

“My grandfather always taught us that personality can open many doors, but it is character that will keep those doors open.”

Inwardly, Blue felt relieved. So she wasn’t going to be fired from this job after all. That was a good thing. She would certainly be able to pay for Courtney’s tuition this fall. Oh, thank you, God.

But now she had another matter to deal with. Sexy-as-sin Zack Romero. Officially, her new boss. 

“I was also intrigued by what you did what covering that Eli Christopher case.”

Blue felt her heart turn over in her chest. She remembered that case. A young man had gone missing and so had a few thousand dollars. They suspected he had stolen the funds from his employer and left the country. But her gut was telling her otherwise. She dug up a lot of information on Eli's background and realized the man had a hard life and had been in and out of the foster care system, but there was something in his eyes that touched Blue when she interviewed him once before the fiasco. She kept digging for the truth. Even after his arrest, by doing some investigative reporting, what she uncovered was that he was an immigrant who was set up by his employer to take the fall. The poor guy thought he wouldn’t stand a chance and fled. He had been taking care of his disabled mother and little brother on his modest income. Because of what she uncovered, the truth was revealed and Eli's employer went to prison for embezzling funds.

“Well, you know me,” she said, sheepishly. Embarrassed that Zack had taken the time to do his due diligence as to her reporting history and background. But she also felt a pang of longing. Deep, gut wrenching loneliness settled over her heart for far too long. One could be in a relationship as she had been with Elliot and still feel alone. Elliot never really cared for her or cared much about how her day at work went or how she felt. They never truly conversed. But Zack? He was only her boss, yet Blue felt that ease around her heart that he actually, genuinely cared about her work and how she felt. It was odd to think it but she felt a little connection with him. She was comfortable and satisfied in telling him about the things that mattered to her. That meant the world to Blue. 

“I try to get to the heart of the story,” she continued. 

“And that’s what makes you unique. Most reporters would have just left it at that. Why did you probe further?”

“Because I always believe that news is about people. I care about people, I guess.”

“You guess? You need to sound, no, be more confident in your convictions, Miss Monroe.”

“I care about people,” she grinned, cocking her brow. “A lot. And justice.”

“It shows.”

Blue flushed. This was nice, she thought. Why was it when a man treated her well, she reacted this way? Her ex, Elliot, was nothing like Mr. Romero. Elliot and she had worked at Channel 31 together but instead of commending her on her efforts, he would often try to pick out a fault in the situation. “Oh, you didn’t cover this angle of the story,” or “You should have asked one more question.” Blue wasn’t an approval seeker, but neither did she feel any better when her own boyfriend chastised her every move and never missed an opportunity to berate her.

“We have that in common,” Zack continued as they strolled through the vineyard.

“We do?”

“Yes. I like to see people do well in life” was all he said in a sturdy, richly deep voice.

“It’s good what you do for students and for a lot of aspiring entrepreneurs from the Humanity Program. You help people from all reaches of economic background. That’s wonderful.”

He grinned.

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh, nothing. I was briefed about your work before you got here, just so that we are clear. I wanted the people at human resources to gather as many clips of your work for me to peruse.”

“Oh?” Blue felt morbid. What else had he seen in those footage? Of course, a man of Zack’s stature would never just trust his grandfather’s preliminary interview to agree to work with her. 

“There was a clip of you covering the Anti-Poverty Rally at Queen’s Park.”

“Oh.” Her stomach lurched. She was practically inadvertently tossed around from side to side as the protesters rushed to the picket line—it looked comical at first. Then when she got out of their way, she’d backed away slightly...into the water fountain. She came out dripping wet but continued her story as if it was nothing out of the ordinary. All in a day's work. 

When she looked at Zack, she noticed his grin fade. “You were not harmed, so that’s why it was amusing. You are tenacious. A lesser woman would have stormed out or backed down. I love a woman with tenacity. You stuck it out and you made light of it later at the news desk. It takes a strong, confident woman to humor herself in a...difficult situation.”

Strong? Confident? She sure didn’t feel like it that day. She merely got on with the job the best way she knew how. Yes, it was comical and it was the only time that a few of the protesters actually grinned when they learned she was okay.

“Everyone falls some times,” he continued. “But getting back up and back into the game takes courage.” His silky tone rang with seriousness. Blue captured raw hurt glinting in his eyes. What had his heart gone through in the past? Blue wondered. Zack was a mysterious man. But she was somehow in awe of him. She felt connected to him. His very being. She loved the way he took a spin on life. Sure, he had taken some hard knocks according to what she knew about him, but there he was, a true Romero. Those men always seem to get back up fighting. No matter what life dealt them. 

Being on the giving end of the camera was one thing, but Blue couldn’t handle being on the receiving end of the news. How awful to be captured at any given time for the world to see...in print and online.

“Thank you,” she responded to his encouragement. Elliot never championed her, come to think of it. Her ex seemed to take great pleasure in belittling at the most insignificant of foibles, disguising it as jest, humor. But many a truth was spoken in jest as the saying went.  

Still, she was glad to have been assigned the human interest stories such as the anti-poverty movement.  

She was covering the event but she also felt passionate about the way low-income families could not provide for their children. She was all for raising the minimum wage. She took nothing for granted.

The thought caused moistness to sting her eyes. Blue knew how it felt to not have much. But then, she’d learned about Zack’s background, too. He’d been through humbling impoverished times as a youngster before he met his famous grandfather. But she was not about to bring that up. She would allow him to. Since she knew it was a raw spot and it wasn’t something that the Romero brothers flaunted when they worked within the community.

Blue learned the Romero brothers were known for their compassionate work, not for their boastful words. 

“You can begin recording,” Zack ordered her, in his commanding, deep voice. He walked so powerfully and dignified with his shoulders squared.

Conscious of her own posture, Blue straightened up. Her eyes scanned the breathtaking scenery at the estate. It was a massive sea of greenery with fresh grapes tinting the verdant view as they dangled from vines. There was a beautiful mini cottage that was the garden shed but it was more like a beautiful home with its own shrubs, stone pathway and a double French door like the main house. How marvellous they designed it that way. It was Zack’s brainchild, apparently.

The scent of his cologne was irresistible to Blue's nose. Everything about the man was. She felt her nipples getting hard, straining under her bra and through her knitted summer top. She prayed Zack would not look directly at them. It would be so embarrassing.  Her skirt was beginning to ride up again. The fabric was not one she was used to wearing and had a bit of stretching Lycra material in it to complement her curves. She just wished she’d worn it beforehand to understand how it would behave. What a day to wear this outfit. Blue tried to change the direction of her thoughts back to her work. 

“Blue’s an intriguing name.”

“Thank you. My mother’s favorite artist was...” Blue almost choked trying to utter the words. It was so painful to think about Mom. Even now. “Picasso, so I'm Blue, after his Blue Period.” She finished her sentence, almost inaudibly.

“Is everything, okay?” Zack asked in a deep, low voice as if he was in tune with her every word, her every tone. Blue really had to be careful around him. She had to keep her emotions in check. She realized that now.

“Yes,” she said softly, trying to bring her confidence up a notch. “Mother always told me that Blue was synonymous energy and it also meant calm and relaxation.”

“You don’t seem relaxed,” Zack observed as he stopped walking after they’d reached the plush garden shed cottage. “If you’re going to work with me, Blue, as much as I like your aura, you’ll need to remain focused on what you’re doing. Is that going to be a problem?”

She shook her head. But tears were beginning to form in her tear ducts. “I just had a really busy morning, sir. But I-"

Zack held up his hand to silence her. “Firstly, we’ll cut the formalities. Around here, we’re on a first name basis.”

A grin of amusement touched his lips. “I’ll be the exception when I deem it necessary, Miss Monroe.” His voice was deep and rich, and so smooth it slid down her spine with a tingle. Was he playing games with her? Was he saying he didn’t want them to be on a first name basis? Or he didn’t want use a first name when addressing her? What was with him?

Whatever it was, Zack caused a reaction in her like she’d never experienced. She was addicted to him with just one taste of his presence and that was going to be a problem. She knew it. She could feel it. But she had to get on with the job and focus. She already had a crazy ex-boyfriend in her personal-life portfolio. She didn’t want or need another one. She knew of Zack Romero’s reputation with women. He was the scream-out-loud sexual pleaser who didn’t do seconds. She was not going to be another notch on his king-sized bedpost. She assumed he would have a giant bed with silky, expensive fabric and a room with naughty seductive adult toys, probably.

Blue shook her head trying to push the thought out of her mind. How awful to judge this man based solely on his reputation and what was said about him. Even having worked in the media, she knew too well, not every sound bite was captured. There was always more to a story. Always.

But for now, it seemed as if he were making it clear. She would only be Miss Monroe to him. A worker. A contractor. And...to her private disappointment, she could be nothing more to him. 

Later that day, after touring the premise, assisting in the vineyard and doing tons of paperwork, Zack and Blue walked through the enchanted-looking garden leading to the driveway where her car was parked. “Are you sure you don’t want me to call a car? It’s been a long day. You look pretty beat.”

“Oh, no. I can get myself home, thank you.” 

“You know, it’s interesting that you left your job at Channel 31. I thought you were the most annoying reporter there, but you were gifted. You often got to the heart of a story.”

She turned around looking stunned and surprised, her folders clutched to her chest. “Annoying?”

He grinned. “In a good way, Miss Monroe. People in my position never like to see media personnel swimming around their fish bowl.”

She laughed. The wind swept her dark, beautiful strands of hair into her face and he automatically brushed the tresses away before she could. Her hands, after all, were full. An electric surge rushed between them. He wanted to touch more than her hair. He wanted to lower his head to hers and press his mouth to her sweet berry lips.

He realized then that he probably shouldn’t have done that. Her eyes widened. But a look of amazement flashed in them. Was she blushing? 

“Sorry. Your hands were full.” His voice came out more authoritative and rigid than he intended.

She chuckled sheepishly. “Thank you. And to answer your question, I didn’t leave Channel 31. They fired me.”

“Fired you? Oh. Because of that debacle with your cell phone?”

“Yes. My crazy ex.”

“Your crazy ex?” So there was a man in the picture. An ex-boyfriend. 

Zack opened the car door for her after she squeezed her starter and remote key from her keychain.

“Thank you.” Blue placed the folders and her recorder on the passenger seat of her car. She turned to face Zack. “It’s nothing really. Like I said before, he was trying to get back at me for...ending our relationship and...well...”

“The man sounds like a real lowlife.” Zack’s tone was harsh. His lips curled in disgust. “What kind of man would do that to a woman?”

“Clearly not a gentleman.” Blue smiled, though Zack could see the pain in her eyes.

“You deserve better, Miss Monroe.”

She seemed surprised at his response. And a smile of appreciation graced her face. 

“What is his name?”

“What? Oh, no. It doesn’t matter. Leave him be. I’m not like that.”

“Like what? Allowing people to walk all over you?”

“No. I’m not about revenge. I have better things to do with my time.”

Now it was Zack’s turn to be taken aback. His eyes widened with amusement and surprise. He’d met a lot of women in his time but many of them who were wronged had a whole lot of bitterness and revenge seeping through them, so much that it was unattractive. His stomach clenched at the audacity of his ex-girlfriend, Selina. She was a winner in that category for sure. He still had to deal with the ramifications if that sex tape ever got out. God help him. 

But Blue? Heck, she was all heart. Here was a man who ruined her reputation and career and she wasn’t even the least bit interested in seeing him suffer. The very thought of Blue’s delicate, forgiving nature caused more desire to burn through Zack's body. 

“You can tell a lot about a person by the way they treat their enemies, Miss Monroe.”

“Well, I guess, it’s the way I was raised. Revenge is a time waster. Time is better spent trying to get ahead in life.”

“Not to mention, harboring resentment is like sipping on a glass of poison and expecting it to lead to the demise of one's wrongdoer.”

She grinned. “You’re a man of many words, Zack.”

“I’ve been there before, Miss Monroe. You get to meet all kinds of people in my line of work. And in my position. Besides, our experiences of the past are what shapes us into who were are today.”

“That’s so true,” she echoed.

“Still, it’s the ones who make the best of their experiences instead of taking the bad, who will go further in life.”

“You’re so right. There’s always two ways of dealing with the past.”

“Yes. You can become bitter or strive to become better.”

“Hey, I like that. I’m going to write that down and add that to the documentary notes.”

Zack grinned. “I’m glad you decided to set up business for yourself, Miss Monroe. I like to support anyone bettering him- or herself and creating his own path in life. Outside of this documentary that you’re filming here at the vineyard, you must let me know if there is anything I can do to help you.”

“Oh, my. Thank you. I...don’t know what to say.” Blue swallowed so hard that he could see the lump in her throat move.  

The sun
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