
  
    [image: Her Deadly Betrayal]
  


  
    
      HER DEADLY BETRAYAL

      A RUTHLESS REVENGE ROMANCE

    

    
      
        RACHEL WOODS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: BonzaiMoon Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

    

    
      
        Also by Rachel Woods

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Logo]
          
        

      

      
        
        BonzaiMoon Books LLC

        Houston, Texas

        www.bonzaimoonbooks.com

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the authors’ imaginations or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright © 2017 by Rachel Woods

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Editing by Kelly Hartigan of Xterra Web

        http://editing.xterraweb.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Woodlands, Texas

        Carlton Woods Gated Community

      

      

      Sione walked into the master suite, a spacious area as big as a one-bedroom apartment with a sitting area, reading nook, and a wall of French doors leading out to a large terrace. With a quick intake of breath, he stopped short, staring at the woman who’d stolen his heart, the woman he was falling more and more in love with day by day. The brazen and beautiful woman who had come into his life more than a year ago.

      Spencer Edwards.

      The first time he’d seen Spencer, perched on one of the divans in the lobby of his resort, the Belizean Banyan, he’d known he would, eventually, fall in love with her and the exhilarating descent would change his life—for better and not for worse, which was what his family believed.

      From the first moment he’d met her, Spencer had been sexy and full of secrets, not exactly honest and forthright about her real reasons for visiting Belize. She’d lied to him about so many things, too many things, but the lies she’d told him more than a year ago no longer bothered him. He had stopped wondering if the lies might be stronger than their love. He decided to forget about the lies, and the truth, and the worries about whether or not he would ever be able to trust this woman he’d fallen in love with—and whether or not she would be able to trust him.

      His mother’s assertions notwithstanding, Sione wasn’t convinced their love had been built on deception, something fragile and fractious, something that could fall apart easily and might collapse or implode.

      There had been a time when Sione had wondered if their relationship could survive the dishonesty. He’d doubted if love would really be enough to overcome deception, and thought the lies between them might have the potential, or the power, to destroy them. He’d feared the truth would come out despite his efforts to suppress it, or ignore it, and when it did, the truth would not make them free—it would arrest them, binding them in unbreakable chains.

      Those suspicious, unfounded fears had been fostered by his family, who’d tried like hell to make him believe Spencer was a lying bitch who couldn’t be trusted. Over the past year, as their love for each other had grown and deepened, Sione realized he couldn’t allow his family’s doubts to influence his feelings for Spencer.

      He loved her, couldn’t imagine his life without her, and had decided he wouldn’t live without her.

      Spencer was sprawled across the king-sized bed on her stomach with her legs in the air, ankles crossed, wearing a skimpy pair of purple lace panties and matching camisole. She had a piece of paper, maybe a crossword puzzle, propped on the pillow in front of her and was twirling a pencil between her fingers.

      Sione gazed at her ass for a while, entertaining enticing thoughts of being with Spencer forever, for better or worse, in sickness and in health, until death.

      Spencer turned over, a slow, languid, tempting roll and then sat up, arching a little so he could see her nipples straining against the sheer fabric.

      “Hi, John.” She smiled. “How was work?”

      “It was...okay...how was your day?”

      She shrugged. “All right.”

      “What you got there?” he asked. “Crosswords?”

      “Yeah, but I’m so bad at crosswords.” She tapped the pencil against her bottom lip, grabbed the paper, and perused it. “Like I’m stuck on this one...a four-letter slang word for copulation.”

      He smiled, knowing she was teasing him.

      “Oh, well...” She tossed the paper in the air, then moved onto her knees, and inched toward him, a playful yet salacious look in her brown eyes. She jumped off the bed, walked to him, and slipped her arms around his waist. “So, John, are you interested in a four-letter slang word for copulation?”

      “I am…” Sione stared down at her, mesmerized by how pretty she looked, how he could feel her nipples, as hard as pearls, and how he wanted nothing more than to swirl his tongue around those nipples before taking them into his mouth. “But, I’m more interested in an eight-letter word which symbolizes love, devotion, and commitment forever…”
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      The clothes were discarded quickly, as usual, and they tumbled onto the bed.

      Settling back against the pillows stacked against the tufted headboard, Spencer tried to ignore the hint of apprehension threatening to put a damper on her desire. As John loomed over her, Spencer reflected on his words, relishing and reveling in his heartfelt sentiment. She couldn’t take what he’d said to heart even though his intentions made her heart soar.

      An eight-letter word which symbolizes love, devotion, and commitment forever.

      Spencer had just smiled and kissed him, unable to respond when she realized the word he was referring to—marriage.

      Did John want to marry her?

      The thought filled Spencer with joy, but the happiness would be short-lived. If she married John, things between them would change. Especially in the bedroom. As his wife, he would expect her to accommodate him every time he was rock hard and ready to go. There would be no more slow, sexy, teasing foreplay. He would want her naked as soon as possible. He would always be in a damn hurry to be inside her. And, truthfully, Spencer figured she would be in a rush, too, because marriage would have turned her into “that wife” who would behave like a lust-stricken bitch in heat at the sight of her husband. She would crave him like a drug, aching to be filled to capacity.

      Spencer struggled to focus. She couldn’t entertain wayward thoughts of John as her husband. He wasn’t her husband, and he never would be. Marriage wasn’t on the agenda—wasn’t one of the items on their list of things to do as they fell in love. Marriage wasn’t what she had in mind when she thought of happily ever after with John. She didn’t need to marry John to live together forever with him. All they needed was love and commitment.

      The road to happily ever after wasn’t paved with gold—or good intentions. There were cracks in the foundation and potholes. Sometimes, that sunset they were riding off into seemed so far away she felt as though they would never reach it; other times, it seemed too close, scorching and bright, with the power to expose everything she’d fought so damn hard to keep hidden away in the dark. But, she wouldn’t give up. She couldn’t because—

      You’re so close to getting what you want.

      The memory came out of nowhere, like a seemingly random attack, quick and brutal. Ben’s voice. His sarcastic advice, his condescending tone. Don’t blow it now, sweet girl…

      Abruptly, she felt his mouth on hers and his tongue slipping between her lips, swirling slowly. Moments later, he pulled back and stared at her, his dark eyes mesmerizing and menacing.

      Spencer gasped and tried to push him away.

      “What’s the matter?” John asked.

      Her heart pounding, Spencer stared at the eyes gazing at her, focusing on the swirls of green and light brown flecked with gold. Hazel eyes, beautiful and intoxicating, comforting. As John stared at her, his desire increasing, she forced herself to think of all the things she loved about him and all the reasons why, for her, he was the perfect man. He was loving and kind and compassionate and protective and supportive. John was the man of her dreams, the fantasy that had come true. He was—

      Not what you think, sweet girl. You think he’s your knight in shining armor, but the truth is, we are more alike than we are different. Squeezing her eyes shut, Spencer tried to will Ben’s voice and his image from her mind. What the hell was he doing in her head anyway? Why the hell was she thinking about him now? Why was she thinking about him at all?

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah…” she said, trying to smile, trying to think of something dirty and nasty to say, but a strange, ominous feeling had taken up residence within her, like some unwanted houseguest, and she was having a hard time getting it to leave.

      Gently, John teased her with soft, lingering kisses, but Spencer was impatient, desperate to have him inside her, and didn’t want to wait a second longer. She wasn’t really interested in foreplay. She needed vigorous thrusts, hoping the frenetic pounding would drive away the errant, intrusive memories of Ben Chang, his dire prophecies, and his terrorizing gaze.

      John’s fingers delved inside her, sliding and probing, and soon, he was finding spots she didn’t know existed, sending her over the edge several times, soaring and crashing...

      Before she could recover, he was burying his face between her legs, licking around her clit, slipping his tongue inside her, flicking and sucking, as his hands reached up the length of her body and grabbed her breasts.

      Panting, she arched her back, circling her hips as he took her over the edge yet another time.

      Soon, the sheets beneath her were soaked.

      Even after all that, there was resistance when he tried to thrust. The vagina that had been so welcoming moments ago closed ranks, refusing the head of his penis. Despite how wet she was, there was a refusal to accept him within her without struggle...

      Frowning, John asked, “You okay?”

      Spencer nodded, trying to relax and ignore the panic fluttering in her chest.

      John pushed, and insistence met resistance again, but for Spencer, it was like exquisite torture, and soon, the defenses began to break down, the barriers allowed them to be broken through, and full access was granted.

      As soon as his entire massive length and width was inside, she didn’t think she would get enough; she wanted it to last forever.

      With the first full thrust, she was moaning and panting.

      Teasing her, John withdrew entirely and then battled his way back in, past the decreasing resistance, so each time felt like the first time, over and over again, a constant ebb and flow, sending a surge of pleasure through her, flooding her, drowning and drenching...

      Finally, John found a pace, sliding in and out with velocity, but he didn’t commit to it. She hooked one leg over his shoulder as he entered her slowly, so she felt him inch by inch, and it was intense and delicious, but she was still impatient.

      He withdrew and entered her again. With the retreat and surge forward, she went over the edge, crying out as she went limp beneath him, panting and groaning. But, it wasn’t enough. She wanted more. Forcing him to switch their positions, she climbed on top of him and guided him inside her. Sliding up and down his long, thick length with vigor and determination, she moaned as she went over the edge again.

      Moaning and writhing, she kissed him, swirling her tongue in his mouth. Spencer sunk her nails into his shoulders as her moans grew louder as she moved up and down on him, wild and maniacal. Each time she rose, she squeezed him as hard as she could, and when she moved down, she was grinding against him, taking him in all the way.

      And it wasn’t long before she was thrashing, and when she came, she was screaming his name.
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      Sione stood at the island in the kitchen, whipping egg whites in a glass bowl as conflicting thoughts divided his attention.

      Sex with Spencer last night had been satisfying but not as spectacular as it could have been, as it usually was, and he had a feeling she’d been troubled about something. Whatever had been on her mind caused a disconnect between them. It was disconcerting, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the reason for her distraction. Speculation, of course, had run rampant, right out of his control, leading him toward disturbing conclusions. He hoped his suspicions were unfounded. But, the possibility that his suspicions might be true unnerved him and made him reluctant to ask questions.

      He stopped whisking, realizing he was seconds away from making a meringue instead of an omelet.

      Cursing, he stared at the egg whites as the foam began to dissipate. His thoughts shifted, pivoting toward memories of his most recent trip to Belize. Two weeks ago, he’d traveled back to his birthplace—after being away for the past three months while Spencer spent some time with her sisters and grandmother—to deal with an issue concerning the luxury tree houses. The ambitious endeavor had quickly become a headache with all sorts of problems and issues he hadn’t foreseen from bad weather to construction workers threatening to strike and unionize to misguided tree-huggers creating human chains to protest what they considered his “rape” of the natural environment in the name of greedy capitalism.

      Beyond weather and employment concerns, the most pressing issue was always money, and his presence had been required in San Ignacio because he needed more funds. Raising capital wasn’t easy, particularly when the bank was a bit squeamish about loaning him more cash. He’d had to do a bit more leveraging of his property and liquefying of his assets than he’d been comfortable with, but it couldn’t be avoided. He didn’t want to put the project on hold, but he was starting to question his decision.

      Initially, the idea for the luxury tree houses had convinced Sione that he just might deserve the legacy his uncle had left him—the sprawling five-star Belizean Banyan resort. But the money problems and the uncertainty about whether or not he would be able to successfully solve them had shaken his confidence.

      Following a long, exhausting, somewhat successful meeting with the bank, the last thing he’d wanted to hear was his family nagging him about Spencer being the wrong woman for him, especially when those warnings were coming from Jared, who usually stayed out of Sione’s love life. Normally, Sione could shrug off his family’s dire predictions, but Jared was a calm, calculating detective, not prone to melodrama or histrionic hand-wringing. Jared was all about facts, and he had presented his case against Spencer in a logical, rational manner that was sobering and hard to dismiss.

      “Listen, I know you don’t want to hear this,” Jared had said after a few beers and some trivial banter. They were sitting out on the terrace behind the owner’s casita, watching the sun go down.

      “Then don’t say it,” Sione advised.

      “I think I need to,” Jared said, sitting his beer bottle on the ground. “I think you need to know the truth about Spencer.”

      “You been talking to DJ?”

      “No,” Jared said. “I’ve been talking to William Bermudez.”

      “William Bermudez?” Hearing the name, Sione almost flinched, remembering the sweat-soaked son of a bitch, remembering things he hadn’t wanted to believe, things he’d tried to forget.

      “The guy who told you where to find Spencer when you insisted on risking your life to look for her.”

      “What about him?” Sione asked, trying to keep his tone bored, with a trace of annoyance, but his heart was pounding.

      Sione nodded, trying to ignore the effects of the name that still had the power to infuriate him. What enraged Sione even more was Spencer’s connection to Ben—an indirect connection through Bermudez, who’d been her contact when she’d arrived in Belize to do Ben Chang’s bidding. Spencer had never met Ben, but Sione hated that Ben had been the reason for Spencer’s trip to San Ignacio. Like some sadistic puppet master pulling the strings, Ben had forced Spencer to do favors for him, deadly instructions given to her by Bermudez, assignments that had resulted in the twisted, ritualistic murders of three women.

      “You know Bermudez worked for Ben Chang, right?”

      Sione nodded and took another sip of the beer, wishing he had something a lot stronger.

      “You ever wonder how Bermudez knew that Spencer had been kidnapped and was tied up in that shack?”

      “All I wanted to know was where Spencer was so I could go get her,” Sione said. “I wasn’t really interested in how he knew where she was.”

      “Maybe you should have been interested,” Jared suggested.

      Sione had stared at his cousin. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Leaving the center island, Sione walked toward the breakfast nook, an airy, sun-splashed octagonal space with wide windows overlooking the expansive backyard.

      He didn’t want to think about what Jared had told him or how the information had led his cousin to believe Spencer was a liar who shouldn’t be trusted. Not because what Jared had said couldn’t possibly be true, but because it could. Spencer might have lied to him about more things than Sione had initially thought. Which wouldn’t really be so shocking. He knew she hadn’t been truthful with him about her trip to Belize. But—some lies were worse than others. Some lies were impossible to recover from.

      “Morning.”

      Sione turned. Dressed in a short silk kimono, Spencer headed toward the refrigerator, shuffling across the tile floor in fluffy slippers and rubbing her eyes.

      “Good morning,” he said. “I’ll get some coffee started.”

      “Don’t want any coffee,” she mumbled, opening the refrigerator.

      “You don’t?” That was odd. Usually, Spencer needed a large cup of straight black Sumatra blend to start her day.

      “No, I don’t,” she said, and when she left the refrigerator, closing it with her foot, she was holding the remaining two-thirds of a key lime pie he’d picked up for dessert earlier in the week.

      Chuckling slightly, he said, “Key lime pie for breakfast.”

      Shrugging, Spencer got a spoon from a cabinet drawer, took a seat at one of the stools around the island, and scooped out a large hunk of the pie.

      Sione went back to the bowl of egg whites he’d abandoned. “Are you okay?”

      “Why the hell wouldn’t I be okay?” she asked and shoveled another spoonful of pie into her mouth.

      “Because you’re eating pie for breakfast.”

      Rolling her eyes, she carved out another scoop.

      Sione cleared his throat, picked up the whisk, and whirled it around half-heartedly. “And because last night…”

      “What about last night?”

      “Just didn’t seem like…”

      “Didn’t seem like what, John?” she asked, licking the back of her spoon.

      “Didn’t seem like you were in the mood to make love.”
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      Spencer coughed as the pie she was about to swallow lodged in her throat.

      “Want some water?” John asked.

      Nodding, Spencer managed a few more fake coughs. As John walked to the refrigerator, she took a deep breath, thinking about how to respond to him. She had to be very careful even though his comment pissed her off. She had to watch her tone, though, because she didn’t want to lose the love of her life.

      “It wasn’t that I wasn’t in the mood,” she said, hoping to sidestep the issue. “I was just…”

      Memories of the intimacy issues seized her. Last night, the intrusive thoughts of Ben had threatened her lovemaking with John. For a moment, Spencer had worried she wouldn’t be able to take him all in, and it would have been Ben Chang’s damn fault. Somehow, she knew Ben would have mocked her if he knew his patronizing advice had almost derailed her desire for John.

      Sione would never forgive you if you made a mistake, sweet girl. He would never understand your choices, and he would condemn you for them.

      Spencer shook her head, wary, desperate to get Ben out of her thoughts. She didn’t want to think about the mistakes she’d made. There had been so many, too many. Starting with her decision to have dinner with Ben Chang when she’d first met him, lifetimes ago. It had been a somewhat mercenary decision, based on the designer shoes she’d noticed him wearing. She’d thought he might be a good prospect to “date” even though he wasn’t a dirty old geezer, her usual mark. As she’d enjoyed the duck confit, microgreens, and sweetbreads, she chose not to slip a few drops of GHB into his wine or to steal from him.

      Not dating Ben that night had been a stupid mistake.

      Her decision to date Ben several months later had been another stupid mistake. Of course, now she realized the ultimate mistake had been not getting up and walking away from Ben when he’d sat next to her on that park bench in front of the Houston City Hall reflecting pool.

      “Spencer…?”

      Jolted, she glanced at him. John was giving her a skeptical look, waiting for an answer. She had to come up with something to get him off the subject. Something that wouldn’t invite further conversation about an issue she didn’t want to deal with right now—marriage and how to explain why she didn’t want to get married. She didn’t know how to explain why she couldn’t get married.

      “I was just tired,” she said, the only lame excuse she could come up with.

      “You sure that’s what it was?” he asked.

      “Well, if it wasn’t,” she said, “then what do you think it was?”

      “I was hoping you would tell me,” he said. “Hoping you would be honest with me.”

      “You say that like you think I wouldn’t be honest with you,” she said. “You sound like your mother.”

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      “Like you don’t trust me,” she said, and finished the last of the pie, still craving the sweet tanginess. “Like you think I’m going to lie to you. That’s what your mother said, I’m a liar and—”

      “My mother said that? When?”

      “Last month, when I went back to Belize with you,” she said, her voice rising. “I came down to the kitchen, and she starts telling me that I’m not good enough for you. She said you’re only interested in my looks.”

      His frown deepened, turned to a scowl. “What?”

      “She said our relationship is just about sex,” she said, struggling to manage the wayward, escalating emotions and failing miserably. “You like me because I look good. But, one day, you’re going to wake up and realize that you’re no longer interested in these tits and this ass.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “You know that’s not true.”

      “Your mother said I should leave before you kick me out and I end up depressed and feeling like a damn fool,” she said, feeling even more irrational as she thought, incongruously, about licking the residual graham cracker crust and smears of key lime filling from the glass pan.

      “She said … what?”

      “Your mother is not the only one who thinks that,” she said, her voice rising again, in volume and volatility. “All of your cousins think that. And your aunts and uncles. And that’s just your Belizean relatives. I’m sure if you took me to that island where you grew up, your Tongan relatives would take one look at me and think the same thing. After all, what else is a girl with big boobs and a nice ass good for except—”

      “You really believe that?” John asked.

      “I don’t really know what to believe,” Spencer snipped.

      “Maybe you should believe me,” John said. “Maybe you should believe what I say instead of—”

      “Maybe you should tell me what you like about me besides the big boobs and nice ass.” Spencer dropped the spoon into the empty glass pie pan, wincing at the cacophony of metal against glass.
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      Pulling Spencer into his arms, Sione kissed her and then said, “My uncle Siosi told me to find the woman God wanted me to be with, and I did when I found you.”

      “Are you sure?” Her tone was dubious.

      “You don’t think you’re that woman?”

      “The woman God wants you to be with?” She shook her head. “I know I’m not. I can’t be.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…” She looked away.

      “Don’t let my mother upset you,” he said. “She’s wrong.”

      “Or maybe she’s right,” Spencer said.

      “Why do you think you’re not good enough for me?”

      “Because you’re, like, the perfect guy.” She gazed up at him. “You know you are.”

      “What makes you think I’m so perfect?” he asked. “You think I haven’t done stuff that I regret? You think I haven’t done things that I’m ashamed of?”

      “What?” She gave him a skeptical gaze. “You mean you broke some girl’s heart or something?”

      “No, I…”

      Not some girl’s heart, Sione thought. Her neck. Maybe. He still wasn’t sure. Multiple gunshot wounds to the face. Throat slit. Stabbed several times in the chest. Sione had wanted to end Moana’s miserable life. He’d hoped he had killed her. Knowing he might not have been responsible for Moana’s death filled him with an emotion he couldn’t identify. Maybe regret? Possibly relief?

      “John?”

      Ignoring the disturbing memories, Sione said, “What I love about you, even more than the big boobs and nice ass, which, trust me, I absolutely love, is that you are courageous, tenacious, resilient, supportive, loyal, compassionate, caring—”

      “You don’t have to say things you don’t mean to make me feel better about myself.”

      “Why do you think I don’t mean it?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe you do, but…”

      “But you don’t think you deserve to be loved or that anyone could ever love you because of how your mother treated you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about my mother,” she said, pulling away from him.

      Sione pulled her back, tightening his arms around her. “I don’t either. I want to talk about the eight-letter word which symbolizes love, devotion, and commitment forever.”

      Sighing, Spencer squirmed in his embrace, her expression furtive and frustrated.

      “Wait, I didn’t tell you what else I love about you besides the big boobs and nice ass.”

      Glancing up at him, she seemed suspicious but willing to listen.

      “I love you because you are a loving woman who cares about other people,” he said, and then stopped for a moment to kiss her forehead, her nose, and finally her lips. “You’re smart and you definitely have your own opinions, but you’re not judgmental. You’re someone I can trust, someone who will help me be a better person.”

      “You know that’s not me, John,” she said, frowning. “That’s who you want Mrs. Tuiali’i to be.”

      “And that’s who you are,” he said, staring at her. “You are who I want to be Mrs. Tuiali’i.”
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      “Did she tell you about the key lime pie for breakfast?” Rae asked, laughing as she took a swig of her mimosa.

      “Yes, and I couldn’t believe it,” Shady said. “He had to have been suspicious.”

      “He was distracted,” Spencer said. “The night before, we’d had sex, but it was more catastrophic than cataclysmic. Took a while for the earth to start moving. And then he confronted me about it.”

      “And you just wanted to eat some damn key lime pie,” Rae said.

      “Absolutely!” Spencer said, laughing a little. “I was, like, can I just eat this pie in peace? I mean, practically every night, I’m Cowgirl Spencer, in the saddle.”

      Shady giggled, and Rae rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t know why he wants to bitch because I just happened to not be in the mood to have that damn elephant trunk shoved up my twat,” Spencer complained and then grabbed another honeydew melon cube, wrapped a strip of prosciutto around it, and popped it in her mouth.

      “Oh, Spencer,” Shady admonished, shaking her head as she picked up the glass of lemonade on the coaster in front of her and then took a sip.

      “What do you mean, ‘Oh, Spencer’?” Rae gave Shady a pointed stare.

      “Don’t have to be so vulgar,” Shady said.

      “Whatever, Shady,” Rae said, rolling her eyes.

      Ignoring Rae, Shady looked at Spencer. “What did he say when you asked him what he liked about you besides your looks?”

      “He said everything I wanted to hear,” Spencer said. “And then he said something that I couldn’t believe.”

      “What did he say?” Rae asked.

      “He didn’t say it explicitly.” Spencer amended. “But I could read between the lines. I think he wants to marry me.”

      Shady squealed and clapped her hands. “I knew it! I knew he was going to ask you to marry him.”

      “Did you say yes?” Rae asked, her gray eyes dancing with a delighted excitement.

      “Were y’all listening? I said I think he wants to marry me,” Spencer said. “I didn’t say he proposed.”

      “Well what exactly did he say?” Rae asked.

      “He said that I was who he wanted Mrs. Tuiali’i to be,” Spencer said, her heart pounding just as it had yesterday, when John first said those words. She hadn’t really known how to respond and was thankful when John kissed her, scooped her into his arms, and took her upstairs to their bedroom. As he made love to her, she couldn’t help thinking John was wrong about her. She couldn’t be Mrs. Tuiali’i. She didn’t know how to be the wife John deserved, and she couldn’t stomach the thought of disappointing him.

      What terrified her even more was the fear of becoming like her mother.

      She didn’t want to get married and turn into “that wife”.

      “He’s going to propose,” Shady said. “I just know it. I can tell he’s crazy about you.”

      “Well, if John asks me to marry him, then …” The thought of a proposal filled Spencer with panic, made her feel dizzy and faint.

      “Then you better say yes,” Rae commanded.

      “What else would she say except yes?” Shady asked.

      “I would say that I can’t,” Spencer said, shaking her head.

      “What do you mean you can’t?” Rae asked.

      “You have to,” Shady insisted. “You love him. He loves you. Marriage is the next step.”

      “I don’t believe in marriage,” Spencer said. “Y’all know that. And you know why.”

      “Yeah, and it’s a very stupid reason,” Rae said. “What the hell is “that wife” anyway?”

      “Spence, you can’t let the past dictate your future,” Shady said.

      “Enough about marriage, okay? It’s not going to happen,” Spencer said. “Besides, I have bigger problems.”
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      Standing in the butler’s pantry, Sione stood still, listening.

      He felt like a spy and a sneak, like some paranoid jealous boyfriend, trying to catch his girlfriend admitting she’d cheated on him. Which Sione wouldn’t have been worried about, and probably could have handled, if that was what Spencer was hiding from him. He doubted it. Still, he wanted to know what she and her sisters were talking about.

      Minutes ago, he was heading into the kitchen when he’d heard them. Just before he stepped over the threshold, Spencer had said something about an elephant trunk, and he’d stopped, amused and curious about their conversation.

      When things turned to marriage, his heart had sped up a bit. He didn’t want to eavesdrop, but he was anxious to get more insight into Spencer’s thoughts about marriage. From their conversation yesterday, Sione had started to suspect she was against the idea. Those suspicions had been confirmed when Spencer had told her sisters she couldn’t marry him. But why? Her sisters seemed to know, but they hadn’t elaborated or expounded on Spencer’s issues with holy matrimony. He’d been hoping Spencer would explain her views, but instead, she’d mentioned some “bigger problem.”

      “A cell phone?” Shady was saying.

      “No, not just a cell phone. A burner.” Spencer said.

      “When did you get it?” Rae asked.

      Sione was wondering the same damn thing. Who the hell would send her a burner? And for what?

      “It came a week ago,” Spencer said. “Courier service.”

      Shady said, “And you’re sure it’s from—”

      “Who the hell else would have sent her a burner phone?” Rae cut Shady off.

      Shady asked, “Has he contacted you?”

      “Not yet,” Spencer said. “But I wish he would.”

      Sione’s stomach twisted a bit. Shady’s and Rae’s responses had suggested they knew who’d sent the burner, but Spencer’s reply had confirmed it. Spencer knew exactly who the sender was, and she was waiting for him to get in touch with her.

      Rae asked, “You do?”

      “I’m ready for him to be out of my life for good,” Spencer said. “That’s not going to happen until I give him—”

      Shady interrupted with, “But you can’t give it to him unless he gives you—”

      “Right,” Spencer said. “I know that.”

      Rubbing his jaw, Sione took a deep breath, not sure he wanted to hear any more. Not sure he needed to hear anything else. He had a feeling he knew who’d sent the burner to Spencer, but he didn’t want to be right. He was praying he was wrong, praying she wasn’t waiting to hear from the man who had blackmailed her and taken advantage of her, forcing her to do favors to pay off a debt she owed him.

      Slowly, Sione let out a breath, feeling pathetic for eavesdropping, but he couldn’t bring himself to walk away. He had a feeling Spencer was talking about Ben Chang. Somehow, the bastard had contacted her, maybe because he wanted her to do another favor. More deliveries of fake passports and money to another group of women stupid enough to get involved with Ben. Women who could end up like the three women Spencer had made deliveries to in Belize—dead. Each of them murdered, shot in the head and—

      His cell phone vibrated.

      Cursing under his breath, Sione removed the phone from the inside pocket of his sports coat and stared at the screen. His banker in Belize. What now? he wondered, hoping nothing was wrong as he turned and headed out of the butler’s pantry.
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      “You can’t worry about that envelope until Ben calls you,” Rae said. “So let’s get back to more important matters.”

      After popping a melon ball in her mouth, Spencer asked, “What’s more important than that damn envelope?”

      The envelope was the key to her freedom from Ben Chang.

      Ben had blackmailed her into traveling to Belize to look for the envelope—that was the “favor” he’d forced her to do, but she hadn’t really done the favor; she hadn’t completed all the “steps” Ben had required her to take. The final, and most important step, had not been completed.

      Spencer hadn’t delivered the envelope.

      She would have to, one day. When she least suspected it, Ben would make his way back into her life, sly and insidious, like the slimy snake he was, and demand that she take the final step. Spencer would be ready for him. She still had the damn envelope in the bottom of that bright blue Hermes Birkin bag. Easily accessible, it was hidden in the bottom drawer of the bureau in one of the guest bedrooms that no one had ever used.

      Spencer was willing, and anxious, to complete the final step. But only if Ben would hold up his end of the bargain and give her the evidence he’d used to blackmail her into doing the damn favor—the surveillance tapes which clearly showed her stealing Rolex watches and stacks of cash from a drawer in his closet.

      “Spence, did you really just say that?” Shady asked. “That envelope is not more important than—”

      “Shady, please, okay? I don’t really want to talk about it.”

      “Girl, you have to talk about it,” Rae said. “But not to us. You have to discuss it with Sione.”

      “I can’t do that,” Spencer said.

      “Why not, Spence?”

      “Because I’m not sure how I feel about it myself,” Spencer said. “It’s going to change our lives.”

      “Yeah, but in a good way,” Shady said.

      “You don’t know that,” Spencer disputed. “Who knows if we’re ready? I mean, John and I are still trying to figure out this relationship. Don’t forget, there are things about me that he doesn’t know, things I can never tell him. Things that, if he found out about them, would make him hate me.”

      “Girl, whatever,” Rae scoffed. “You think that mofo ain’t got no secrets? You think he’s told you everything about himself?”

      “Nobody tells anybody everything about themselves,” Spencer countered. “I know that there are things John hasn’t told me. John and I are still getting to know each other. So, yeah, there are things I don’t know about him. But what I don’t know isn’t anything bad.”

      “How do you know that?” Rae asked.

      “Remember what Ben said?” Shady asked. “Something about Sione isn’t really what you think?”

      “Ben said that he and Sione were more alike than you thought. Don’t you wonder what he meant by that?” Rae asked

      “Ben was just trying to trick me. He didn’t want me to trust John because he was pissed off that I’d fallen in love with John,” Spencer said.

      Lips pursed, Rae said, “Well, I think—”

      “I don’t care what y’all think,” Spencer snapped. “John is nothing like Ben, okay? John is kind and decent and caring. He’s not some blackmailing criminal who probably murdered three women.”

      “You really think Ben killed those women?” Shady asked, skeptical.

      “Girl, that don’t make no sense,” Rae said. “Why would Ben tell you to deliver money and fake passports to them if he was gonna turn around and kill them?”

      “I don’t even want to understand Ben,” Spencer said. “Who the hell knows what goes on in that psycho’s twisted mind?”

      “All right, whatever,” Rae said, sighing. “You still haven’t told us what you’re going to do.”

      Frowning, Spencer pushed her empty plate away. “Because I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “You’re not going to be able to keep it a secret forever,” Rae said. “Sione is eventually going to notice.”

      “I know that,” Spencer snipped, exhaling her annoyance.

      “Spence, you have to tell him,” Shady said.

      “I know that, too.” Spencer dropped her face in her hands for a moment and then trailed her fingers down the sides of her cheeks, trying not to cry as she looked at her sisters. “I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I’m going to have to find a way to tell John that I’m pregnant.”
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      Spencer was in the shower, and since she’d made it clear she didn’t want company, Sione figured he might as well look at some budget reports his assistant manager had emailed him. After grabbing a file from the desk in the study nook, a circular alcove to the right of the terrace doors, he crossed to the bed.

      Settling against the pillows stacked against the headboard, with his legs stretched out toward the tufted footboard, he opened the file and scanned the latest projections, paying close attention to the budget variance. The numbers weren’t making sense. Sione suspected his confusion was due to something he’d been trying to ignore for the past week—the things he’d overheard Spencer talking about with her sisters. Or, more importantly, the things he hadn’t heard.

      “I’m ready for him to be out of my life for good,” Spencer said. “That’s not going to happen until I give him—”

      Shady interrupted with “But you can’t give it to him unless he gives you—”

      The him Spencer wanted out of her life was Ben Chang. Sione was sure of that. What exactly did Spencer have to give Ben to get him the hell out of her life for good? Sione doubted there was anything Spencer could give the bastard to make him go away forever.

      The situation bothered him.

      He was sick of Spencer thinking she had to be tough and fierce, never admitting or acknowledging fear. She was still keeping things from him. She still didn’t trust him. He’d tried like hell to convince her that he would protect her and fight for her. He would be on her side even when everyone was telling him he should break up with her because he deserved better than some beautiful liar.

      The pillow rumbled beneath Sione, and he sat up, confused.

      What the hell?

      He heard a faint buzzing, then picked up the pillow, and saw a cell phone wedged between several accent pillows Spencer had stacked against the headboard. Frowning, Sione picked up the phone and glanced across the bedroom toward the short hallway leading to the en suite bathroom. The shower was still going.

      Staring at the phone, his confusion quickly turned to clarity as one particular speculation captured his thoughts, refusing to allow him to think of any other conclusion. He was holding the burner phone he’d overheard Spencer talking to her sisters about last week.

      Conflicted, Sione debated whether or not to answer the burner or check the text message or the voice message or whatever the vibration indicated. He didn’t want to snoop or pry into her business.

      Sione sat up, turned the phone on, and glanced at the screen. It was a text. Glancing toward the en suite, he listened to make sure the shower was still running and then read the message. We’ll make an even exchange, sweet girl. An even exchange? What the hell did that mean? Sione took a deep breath. There were more messages, several texts sent days before. Scrolling to the first message, from two days ago, he read through the messages.

      We need to meet, sweet girl

      When? Where?

      next Thursday. Toyota center after the basketball game.

      After the game? It’ll be too crowded. How will I find you

      Don’t worry, sweet girl. I can pick you out of a crowd.

      Fine

      Bring what you owe me

      And you’ll bring what you promised me?

      We’ll make an even exchange, sweet girl

      Heart pounding, Sione read the chain of text messages several more times, trying to rationalize it, trying to pretend it couldn’t mean what he knew it meant, what he was hoping it didn’t. There was no way he could fool himself into thinking he didn’t know who the text message was from…

      Ben Chang.

      The bathroom door opened. Wary of being caught holding the burner, Sione leaned over the side of the bed and tossed the phone under the nightstand. Rising quickly, he grabbed the file and opened it. Spencer came into the room, wearing one of the silk kimonos she liked to wear, showcasing those fabulous breasts, swaying and bouncing beneath the thin fabric.

      Instantly, he felt himself growing stiff as a board.

      “Well, I made a mistake.” Spencer hurried to the bed, then crawled across it, and curled up next to him, resting her head on his chest.

      “A mistake?”

      “You were right.” Placing her palm on his chest, she walked her fingers from the right pec to the left, reaching to touch his biceps. “It was no fun being in that shower alone.”

      He eased an arm around her and picked up his report again. “I tried to tell you, but you didn’t listen.”

      “John…” she started. “I, um…”

      He looked down at her, wondering why she’d trailed off. What was she about to tell him? Maybe the truth about the burner phone? Curious, he prompted, “What is it?”

      “Nothing.” She squirmed a bit, and he sucked in a quick breath as her nipples pressed against him, making his groin tighten.

      “Nothing that you want to tell me?”

      “Nothing that you would understand,” she said.

      “How do you know I wouldn’t?”

      Spencer angled her head to look up at him. “Because you’ll probably think I’m worrying for nothing.”

      Wary, he asked, “What are you worried about?”

      “I’m worried that you think I didn’t want to make love the other night…”

      Sione leaned back against the headboard, half-listening as she went on about how she really had been tired. Part of him thought about bringing up the subject of marriage and her issues with the institution, which he believed was the real reason why she’d been distracted during sex. Another part of him, a more demanding part, was still wondering about the burner phone and the texts.

      “John?”

      Startled, Sione glanced down at her, his heart pounding.

      “Did you hear me?” Spencer asked.

      Embarrassed he hadn’t been paying attention, Sione pulled her closer. “What did you say?” He shifted, pissed he’d allowed the past to make him lose awareness of his surroundings.

      “Are you upset that I was tired the other night?”

      “What I’m upset about is that…” He put the file on the bed table and then pulled her on top of him so she straddled his hips. “I didn’t get to have any fun with you in the shower, so…”

      “So you want to have a little fun in bed?” She leaned forward, kissing him.

      “I want to have a lot of fun in bed,” he struggled to say, while he still could, before the desire he felt for her overtook him.
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      On her hands and knees, Spencer had her head low to the ground and seemed to be peering under the nightstand.

      Sione stopped near the foot of the bed to watch her, wondering what the hell she was doing.

      Minutes ago, he’d walked into the bedroom and stepped out of the driving shoes he’d been traipsing around in all day, listening to a hard sell from a guy anxious to unload several apartment complexes he owned in the Greenspoint area. Sione was interested, but it wasn’t a good idea to seek investors for a new acquisition when the situation with the tree houses was tenuous.

      Tired and slightly frustrated, he shrugged off his jacket, remembering how he’d slid the phone under the nightstand two days ago, hoping she wouldn’t catch him with the burner. She was looking for the phone, he figured. Probably, sometime within the past few days, she realized she didn’t know where it was, probably concluded she must have misplaced it. Most likely, she’d been searching for it and hadn’t found it, even after retracing her steps over and over. Now she was frantic, panicking because she needed the burner.

      Bring what you owe me

      And you’ll bring what you promised me?

      We’ll make an even exchange, sweet girl

      Sione exhaled, rubbing his jaw. Since finding the burner phone and reading the chain of text messages, he’d thought about almost nothing else. The more he turned it over and over in his mind, deducing and examining it from all conceivable angles, the more he was absolutely certain that Ben Chang was behind the scenes, pulling all the strings.

      The way Sione figured it, Ben planned for Spencer to meet with one of his associates. Probably some low-level triad enforcer, like that bastard Tommy Fong, the son of a bitch with the green snake tattoo who’d followed Spencer to Belize to terrorize her. Fong had been given orders to attack Spencer, but those sadistic directives hadn’t come from Ben Chang, it turned out.

      Pushing the thoughts of Fong from his mind, Sione cleared his throat. “What are you doing down there?”

      Spencer gasped and then stood, using the nightstand to help her get up. “Oh, I was, um…” She faced him, pushing errant tendrils of hair back into her loose chignon. “I was looking for my earring.”

      “Looking for your earring?” he repeated, wishing he wasn’t so suspicious.

      “Yeah, I was taking it off,” she said. “And I dropped it and I thought it rolled under the bed table.”

      “Oh…” he said. “You want me to move the table so you can—”

      “No, that’s okay,” she said, her response quick but not enough to make him suspicious. “It wasn’t under there.”

      “Was it the earrings your grandmother gave you?” he asked. “Those pearl ones you misplaced when you were staying in my casita at the resort?”

      Her eyes narrowed imperceptibly, a slight hint at possible suspicion of his question, but then she shook her head and walked away from him. “No, not those…”

      Sione turned around.

      Spencer stood near the settee at the foot of the bed, pinching her right earlobe. “The diamond hoops you bought me a few months ago.”

      Sione knew the earrings—a fifteen-thousand-dollar “just because” gift he’d purchased on a whim. Removing his blazer, he tossed it on the bed, went to the settee, and sank down onto the plush cushion. Spencer sat on his lap, snaked an arm around his neck, and kissed him. “So, how was your day?”

      “Encouraging,” he said.

      “Encouraging?” She kissed him again and smiled.

      “I may have a new investor.”

      “That’s great news!”

      “Hopefully,” he said. “It’s a potential investor.”

      “I have no doubt that you’ll convince this potential investor to become an actual investor,” she said.

      “I’m taking him to dinner Thursday night,” he said, waiting for her reaction, wondering what she was thinking. Was she afraid he might ask her to come with him to the dinner? Was she desperately thinking of some half-assed excuse just in case he asked her to accompany him?

      “Thursday night?” she asked, her voice just an octave lower than shrill with a hint of worry. “Where are you taking him?”

      “I told him he could pick the place,” Sione said. “Since I don’t know anything about Dallas.”

      She frowned. “You’re
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