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      For those who are shining and thriving in conditions where others thought they should shrink and fade into the background.  I see you.  Get it!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        You are powerful beyond measure. Don't be afraid to shine.

        TARAJI P. HENSON
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Denzel stared at the monitor in his home office as his attorney went over the final details surrounding his acquisition of controlling shares of CleanSun, the solar energy company.  Seated to his left, Wendy had her laptop open in front of her.  His personal business manager was always checking and double checking, no matter who dispensed the information.

      According to Derek, everything was in place.  A meeting with the board had been arranged for the next week.  Two days after Christmas, people were typically still in holiday mode.  It was impressive how the team had managed to keep this moving forward so quickly.  But, money was a great motivator.

      When Denzel received the call from Andrei about the company, he’d joked that someone must have fucked up to get on the big Russian’s radar.  He was right, but the recommendation had been sound.  With better leadership at the helm, CleanSun could more than double their profits and help the environment in the process.

      The meeting was just wrapping up when Denzel’s phone rang.  Looking at the screen, a smile spread across his face.  Waving to Wendy, he stood from the table.

      “What’s up, CJ?  Did you miss me?  We just video chatted two days ago.”

      Denzel plopped into the chair behind his desk and moved the mouse around to wake the computer.  He was slightly exaggerating about the last time they’d spoken.  It had been more than a week since he’d had to talk his friend down from going overboard with the buying for his and Alyssa’s yet to be born child.  Not that he totally succeeded, but at least he kept him from buying anything the baby wouldn’t be able to use until age three.

      “Miss you?  You call me every other day.  I could be just making sure your ass was still alive.”

      “Whatever, man.  I know you’re all broken up inside.”

      “Anyway...”  Carver dragged out the word, letting it be known he was done with the joking segment of their conversation.

      “I was checking to see when you’re coming in for the thing at Andrei’s place.”

      “Funny you should ask.  I have some business in Vegas next week.  So, I was planning to stay over since the festivities kick off on Saturday.  Why?  What’s up?”

      Denzel heard shuffling in the background and the closing of a door before Carver spoke again.

      “I heard through the grapevine… the queen might be coming in early.  I didn’t know if you knew.”

      Denzel’s pulse kicked up at Carver’s revelation.  He’d hoped, but it hadn’t been confirmed that Dominique would be in attendance at the Russian Holiday/Christmas celebration Andrei and his lady were having at his place.  Since they were cousins, there was a high probability Zaria would invite Dominique.  Until now, he hadn’t been certain.

      He would’ve gone regardless.   However, knowing she’d be there was the ice cream, cherry, and chocolate fudge on his sundae.  Pumping a fist in the air, he sat up straighter in his seat.

      “See.  That’s what real friends are supposed to do.  Let a brotha know what’s going on, so he can be ready.”

      “You’re welcome.”  Carver’s tone carried a cocky edge, but Denzel wouldn’t let the razzing dampen his excitement.  When he saw Dominique Truman again, things would be different.  He’d grown tired of their current dynamic.  It was time to stop playing around.

      “Question.”  Carver broke into Denzel’s mental planning.

      “What?”

      “Do you intend to actually talk to her this time?”

      “Fuck off.  You act like all I do is stare at her whenever I see her.”

      “Because you do, creeper.”  Carver quipped wryly, prompting Denzel to flip him off.  It didn’t matter if his friend couldn’t see him.  That part was irrelevant.
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        * * *

      

      Denzel worked to keep his fingers from tapping out a beat on the arm of the chair.  He was seated in the festively decorated sunroom at Andrei’s.  And fuck Carver Jamieson.  He was staring at the beautiful Dominique Truman.

      The urge to tap was to squelch the desire to stalk across the room and rip off Vitaly Antonov’s arm.  His logical mind said the little shit was fucking with him by deigning to touch her, but logic didn’t apply to this situation.  Knowing he was Andrei’s younger brother was saving the goalie from the consequences of being so forward.

      Denzel had heard all the rah-rah about them being a family now since Andrei was with Zaria, but he called bullshit.  The guy was clearly flirting with Dominique, and she was eating it up.  Every time she giggled, Denzel wanted to knock out one of Vitaly’s teeth.  Let’s see him smile pretty with big ass gaps where his incisors were supposed to be.

      The conversational hum in the room was background noise to the thoughts in Denzel’s head.  Knowing Vitaly was doing this shit on purpose wasn’t doing much to keep him from wanting to walk over there and tell him to get his hands off his fucking woman.

      The problem was, if Denzel gave in to that urge, it would definitely set him back with Dominique.  Not to mention what would happen with her parents being in the room.  Hell, he’d just listened to her father rip into and Vitaly the night before because they hadn’t included him in their little venture to eliminate a threat to Zaria.

      The man had been dead ass serious when he told them not to do it again without telling him.  While Denzel appreciated Neal Truman’s protectiveness, he wasn’t interested in being on the man’s bad side before he had a chance to truly win Dominique.

      Knowing he was bordering on being the creeper Carver accused him of, Denzel tore his gaze away from the small group gathered on the other side of the room.  Since Carver and Ryker were engrossed in their own discussion, Denzel went over to where Andrei stood beside a man who almost matched Andrei in height, but not in bulk.

      He'd been introduced as an associate by the name of Gregor.  Considering he’d been invited to an intimate gathering of family and friends, Denzel figured Andrei was being his usual secretive self with the introduction.  In all the years they’d known each other, he’d never met Gregor.  But, that didn’t mean much since there were probably tons of people in his own life Andrei didn’t know existed.

      Nodding at the two, he didn’t have a chance to say anything before Andrei made a crack about Denzel coming over to stare at Dominique from a new angle.  Fuck his big ass too.  This time, his internal thoughts spilled from his mouth.  Since when did Andrei Antonov have jokes?

      Denzel could only conclude it was one of the side effects of having Zaria Coleman in his life.  Hell, her family had even given him a nickname. A name which he quickly made known wasn’t available for everyone to use.  Shifting gears, Denzel mentioned CleanSun and his completion of the deal to secure controlling shares in the company.

      He probably shouldn’t have taken joy in showing Hiriam Baxter to the door.  But after hearing what he’d attempted to do to Zaria and meeting the man in person, any molecule of sympathy he could’ve had was blown into the stratosphere.  The man was a sexist, racist...hell, all the bad “ists.”  It had to be money and connections keeping him in control of the company for the number of years he’d been there.

      “I guess I’ll be seeing more of this city than usual.”

      When Andrei looked at him with a questioning expression, Denzel continued.

      “Until I feel out the board, and get someone better at the helm.  I’ll probably have to be here a few times a month to keep an eye on things.”

      Travel wasn’t new to Denzel.  He’d been doing it for years as an athlete.  Now, it was his business ventures which had him boarding a plane two to three times a month.  However, that pace was nothing compared to the one he’d kept during his time playing professional football when he was building his brand and expanding his business interests.

      Raised by a restauranteur and an economist, the concept of working hard, while also making your money work for you, was instilled in him from a young age.  So, as many of his counterparts were partying and paying for bottle service at exclusive nightclubs, he was asking for stocks, shares and other forms of royalties in addition to lump sum payments for endorsements.

      He partied, but he’d stuck with his plan to leave the field with his bank account and body intact.  After ten years, his body was a little worse for wear, but more together than many of the guys who played alongside him.  Even some who’d spent less time in the league hadn’t fared as well physically.  Financially, he could probably buy into a team at more than the minimum asking.  But he wasn’t interested in team ownership at this stage in his life.

      Professionally, he was quite happy with where he was.  It was his personal life which needed to be enhanced.  It seemed like the men closest to him were all finding their one.  He didn’t begrudge them their happiness.  It simply seemed to highlight what he didn’t have.  And it was past time that he did something about it.

      Wandering away from Andrei and his associate, Denzel went by the buffet set up along one wall.  Preparing a small plate, he strode across the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          WHAT THE HELL WAS GOING ON?

        

      

    

    
      Dominique released a giggle while simultaneously swatting at Vitaly.

      “Stop it!  You’re a nut!”

      “I’m serious.  I wouldn’t lie to you!”

      The twinkle in his bright blue eyes said he was not to be trusted and would indeed lie his ass off if it suited him.  She was certain he was afforded entirely too much leeway based on his looks alone.  Add in his career as the starting goalie for a successful hockey team, and he could essentially say popcorn rained from the sky and some people would argue in his defense when it didn’t happen.

      Arching an eyebrow, she looked up at him skeptically.  At five-ten, Dominique didn’t have to look up to many people on a daily basis.  But, leave it to her sister-cousin to get herself involved with a giant.  So, they were now in a room filled with his giant friends and family.

      To be fair, it was mainly the men who were larger than average.  Not that she wasn’t accustomed to tall men.  Her dad was over six feet, as was her brother.  It was likely because these men weren’t just big.  They gave off big energy.  There was probably very little they couldn’t have if they decided they wanted it.

      Movement to her right drew her stare from Vitaly’s mischievous face to the man approaching.  Man was actually too tame a word for Denzel Reyes.  Unbelievably handsome and fit, sexiness oozed out of Denzel’s pores.  He was seriously like looking at the definition of hot, sweaty sex.  The kind that ended in jelly legs, weak arms, and made a woman not care if her silk press was ruined.

      Whenever they’d met in the past, she’d always required an adjustment period to even respond to him when he spoke to her.

      She covered it well.  Those years of acting training came in handy.  Her theater professor would be proud of the way she hid her attraction to him.  From what she’d seen on social media and heard through mutual associates, he wasn’t one to stick and stay in one place.  Dominique’s years in show business had made her leery of men like Denzel Reyes.  Too handsome.  Too charismatic.   Too rich.  It was a recipe for heartache.  The line of women looking to attach themselves to such a man was long enough to wrap around the globe a few times.

      No.  Dominique was good with not jockeying for position next to a man who would discard her like pop-up tissue as soon as a fresher piece presented itself to be used.  That being said, he appeared to be coming toward their little group.  Zaria had disappeared a few minutes ago, leaving her with Vitaly, Alyssa, and Ensley.

      Alyssa was Zaria’s bestie and Ensley was a friend Zaria met through the African American Women’s Association for Nevada Attorneys.  Or, as she called it, the Black Lady Lawyer group.  Ensley was another southern transplant living right outside of Vegas.  Both women were giving Vitaly the same expression of disbelief that Dominique had worn before she realized Denzel Reyes was heading in her direction.

      Well, he could just be joining their group.  It was a small gathering; there weren’t many others to talk to unless he wanted to hang out with her parents.  Cisco had abandoned them more than thirty minutes ago.  Dominique didn’t blame him; he had game film to watch.  It had taken some maneuvering to get him free to come at all.  He had coursework and an away game a couple of days after he returned to campus.

      “This seems to be where the party is.”

      Denzel stopped next to her.  He was so close she could feel the heat wafting from his body.  Without conscious thought, she shifted toward him and away from the shelter of Vitaly’s arm draped across her shoulder.  An arm which suddenly felt heavy.  Much heavier than it had only moments before.

      When Dominique looked into Denzel’s face, the smile stretching his lips didn’t quite reach his eyes.  No.  His eyes held something entirely different.  Soon the rest of his face joined in the stony expression directed at Vitaly.  She couldn’t call it curiosity, but something compelled her to look at Vitaly to gauge his response.  The quirky grin he'd worn moments before began to slowly slide away.

      The mood of their little group transitioned and Dominique wasn’t certain what happened.  Denzel’s question was friendly enough, but she wouldn’t call the way he was staring at Vitaly pleasant.  Not remotely.  Glancing at Ensley and Alyssa, Dominique saw that they’d noticed as well.  What the hell was going on?

      Shifting her attention back to Denzel, she looked between the two men.  “Is something wrong?”

      At her question, he redirected his stare to her face.  The granite look faded from his eyes as he regarded her.

      “Not at all.  Right, Vitaly?”

      The swiftness with which the hardness replaced his pleasant countenance when he looked back to Vitaly was enough to make Dominique think she’d imagined the softer expression.  To make matters worse, Vitaly had grown stiff beside her.  The two stared at one another for what seemed like eons, but what was actually only a few seconds.

      The weight across Dominique’s shoulders lifted, and Vitaly shifted away from her.  Conflicting thoughts swirled in her mind.  The two men were acting like they were in a damn pissing contest.  Over her.  She couldn’t fathom why.  It wasn’t because she lacked confidence in herself, and her ability to garner a man’s attention.

      She knew Vitaly wasn’t interested in her romantically.  And Denzel had been playing the flirt since forever.  With the rotation of women she’d seen hanging onto him, she’d never taken him seriously.  It didn’t matter how her body responded to his nearness.  Her head had always placed him off limits.

      When a cool feeling brushed her left side, she realized that Vitaly had not only moved his arm, but his entire body.  Another person could now fit in the gap he’d left.  He was standing much closer to Alyssa and Ensley.  There was no way Dominique could prevent herself from glancing up at Denzel.  The mercurial shift in his demeanor was enough to make her head spin.  His dark eyes appeared to sparkle and his smile revealed even white teeth.

      “Your cousin outdid herself with this food.  As long as I’ve known Triple A, I’ve never come to his place and been served traditional Russian food.  This isn’t bad at all.”

      Denzel bit into a golden-colored bun, consuming half of it in one bite.  Humming around the food, he popped the other half into his mouth, quickly devouring the pirozhki.  The bun stuffed with meat, mushrooms, and glazed onions didn’t stand a chance.  Dominique was so flabbergasted by the shift in his behavior, it took her a second to realize the other three members of their little group had stepped away.

      “So, you’re just going to stand there eating, and pretend you didn’t just do...whatever it is you just did?”

      Denzel paused with another pirozhki halfway to his mouth.  His eyebrows shot up in surprise—like he had no clue what he’d done.

      “What did I do?  I walked over, mentioned that y’all seemed to be having a good time, and started eating my food.  Do you want some?  I haven’t seen you eat anything.”

      As he verbally offered her food, he placed a fresh pirozhki in front of her lips.  Dominique had no explanation for why she automatically opened her mouth to accept it.  She’d been about to call him on his blatant skirting of the facts, but had somehow transitioned into letting him feed her from his own hand.

      “Bite.”

      The command was low, but firm.  And, her jaw responded without consulting her, closing around the bun taking a generous bite.  The soft bread gave way and the flavorful mixture danced on her tongue.   Her eyes widened when he popped what was left into his mouth and began to chew.  The entire time, he regarded her silently.

      Unable to hold his stare, her gaze skittered away.  Heat crept up Dominique’s neck, but it was far from embarrassment causing the flames to lick at her skin.  She needed to get away from this man.  Immediately.  Before she could act on her internal mandate, strong, warm fingers clasped onto her hand, tucking it into the crook of his arm.

      “I forgot to get something to drink.”

      He began walking as if it were a foregone conclusion that she would join him.  Staring at his perfect profile did absolutely nothing to deter him.  But what did she expect? Her own limbs were betraying her.  Feet which had been firmly planted fell right into step with his strides as he took them from one side of the room to the other.

      A few round tables had been added to the space to allow for conversational groupings.  So, they did a little winding between them before Denzel placed his plate in an empty space and pulled out a chair.

      “Here, have a seat, and I’ll get us something to go with this food.  Anything in particular you want?”

      When she simply stared at him, he nodded.  “I’ll surprise you.  Be right back.”

      He continued on to the bar, which was set up next to the food.  As if her bum was glued to the chair, Dominique didn’t move.  She simply stared at him in disbelief.  The disbelief was equally aimed at herself and him.  Because...what the hell just happened?

      Someone loudly clearing their throat snapped Dominique out of the trance.  She stopped staring at Denzel’s broad back and wide shoulders, looking around the room.  When her gaze collided with her mother’s, a different kind of heat rushed to her face.  Belinda Truman didn’t miss much, and the single eyebrow lift let Dominique know a conversation would be had.  Sooner rather than later.

      Vibrating against her hip offered Dominique a reprieve from her mama’s knowing glance.  Thank goodness her dad seemed oblivious as he conversed with Andrei’s assistant, Frederick.  Tugging her phone from the pocket of the chic blazer her stylist said was all the rage, Dominique looked at the screen.

      Her pulse kicked up when she saw her agent’s name.  Standing, she rushed to the nearest door, which just happened to be the one leading outside toward the pool.  Uncaring about the cold air wafting past her, she answered the call.

      “Hey, Tammy.”

      “Hello.  May I speak with Marissa Clarke?  I was told I could reach her at this number.”

      It took Dominique a solid minute for the words to sink in.  Marissa Clarke was the name of the lead character for the nighttime drama set to be the anchor show for the Mosaic Media Network under the umbrella of Radiant Reels Studios.  Her name had been on a very short list of actresses being considered for the role.

      They were keeping things so hush-hush, they had each of the actresses shoot a pilot episode to be shown to the network execs.  It was unheard of, but they had a kick ass team of producers and a sought-after director on board, which meant the creators had been given more freedom than usual to explore all the options.

      Tammy saying the name, Marissa Clarke, meant Dominique had gone from under consideration to lead actress in a starring role.  Holy Shit!  The squeal of glee slipped from her lips and she bounced on the balls of her feet, dancing to music only she could hear.

      “Are you serious right now?  Don’t play with me!”

      “You know I wouldn’t joke about something like this.  Congratulations!  This is the role of a lifetime.  I’ve got a really good feeling about what this means for your career.”

      Dominique’s heart was already thudding from the news, but hearing the excitement in her agent’s voice added a new layer to her elation.  When the first drop of warmth slid down her cheek, she didn’t know what was going on.  After the second occurred, she swiped at it, realizing she was crying.

      Tammy launched into plans that needed to be made to get Dominique relocated to the Atlanta area to begin production.  She was going on about those details when warmth surrounded Dominique’s shoulders.  Gasping, she shot a quick look back to see who’d draped a coat around her to ward off the chill of the night air.

      Denzel stood behind her wearing a smile which slowly transformed into a look of concern.  His long fingers cupped the sides of her face as his thumb swiped at the tears Dominique had forgotten about.

      “Hey...What’s wrong?”

      His dark eyes searched hers.  At his initial touch, Dominique forgot all about her agent talking away in her ear.  That was until Tammy, repeatedly calling her name, pulled her back into the conversation.

      “Dom.  Dom!”

      Placing her free hand on Denzel’s chest, she shook her head before answering her agent.

      “Hey, Tammy.  I’m still here.  This is just a lot.  My emotions are all over the place.”

      “I know.  I know.  I’m dumping a ton of information on you at one time, but you know how things work in this business.  We have to jump on it.  I’ve already contacted Doug, and let him know a copy of the final contract from the studio should be in his hands tomorrow morning.  After he goes over it, we’ll all get together to confirm things.  The main thing to know is you’ll have to be in or around the ATL before the end of the month.”

      “The end of the month?  That’s quick.”

      “It’s the business.”  Tammy quipped.

      “I know, Tam.”

      “Cool.  I’ll let you get back to your family thing, and I’ll call you after I talk to Doug in the morning.”

      Dominique couldn’t ignore Denzel’s quiet, probing stare as she finished her conversation with her agent.  He hadn’t said a word after asking her what was wrong.  It appeared he’d accepted her touch and silent plea as a temporary hold to getting answers to his questions.  However, as soon as she said goodbye to Tammy, all bets were off.

      “So, you’re moving to Atlanta?”

      “How did you know?”

      Reminding her of their current position with his touch, he tilted his head closer to hers.  He’d transferred his hold to wrap his arms around her shoulders, holding the coat he’d draped across them in place.

      “I heard Tammy talking about searching for rental properties.”

      “Oh.  Well, yeah.  I’d been waiting to hear back about a role in a new series, and she just got the news.  As long as the contract is okay, I’ll have to be in the area before the end of the month for rehearsals. We start shooting in early February.”

      “Really?  That’s amazing!”

      Before Dominique could recover from the dazzle of his smile, Denzel literally swept her off her feet, spinning them in a circle.  Unbidden giggles spilled from her lips along with her thanks.  It felt like the most natural thing in the world.  Too natural.  Once he set her back on her feet, she attempted to put some space between them.

      The combination of the sensual scent of his cologne, the feel of his hard body pressed against hers, and the way he looked at her like she’d hung the moon... It was too much.  She was on sensory overload.  Only Denzel didn’t seem inclined to allow for distance between them.

      Dominique was once again given a reprieve when the sound of excited voices coming from the sunroom infiltrated their bubble.  They both turned toward the windows to investigate.  Whatever was going on had everyone on their feet gathered around Andrei and Zaria.

      The moment Denzel’s embrace slackened, Dominique took a step back.  Glancing up at him through her lashes, she murmured her thanks.  The breathiness of her voice only hinted at the effect their closeness was having on her senses.  Between the exhilaration of landing the part and the sexual tension between them, her head was in a losing battle with her feelings.

      Finally, she was able to string consecutive words together. “Um...I think we should probably go back in.”

      Extending his arm toward the door, he nodded.  “After you.”

      Hoping she could slip into the room unnoticed, Dominique tried to shrug off Denzel’s warm coat the moment she crossed the threshold into the room.  Letting her know he was right there, he lifted the garment, folding it over his arm as he pulled the door closed behind them.  Her hopes were dashed when her mother called out her name.

      “There you are, Dom!  Come look!  Zee-Baby and Dray are engaged!”

      Smiling genuinely at her cousin’s good news, Dominique rushed to join the cluster of people gathered around Zaria and Andrei.  Zaria’s face was brighter than ever.  Even the normally stoic looking Andrei wore a softer expression.  His eyes were trained on Zaria, and she was never more than a few inches away from his side.

      Getting closer, Dom offered her congratulations to them while listening to her mama chatter on about how she just knew it and her dad co-signing every word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          BOUT DAMN TIME

        

      

    

    
      Denzel regarded the celebratory atmosphere in the aftermath of the couple’s announcement.  He wasn’t surprised Andrei had popped the question.  Knowing him, he’d probably bought the ring months ago.  Denzel wouldn’t knock his friend for being a planner.  He’d seen the woman he wanted, and didn’t stop until he had her at his side.  It wouldn’t hurt to take notes.

      Although all things don’t typically work for all people.  And Denzel recognized that, while they were family, Dominique and Zaria were not the same woman.  What worked for Antonov might not work for him.  Besides, he and Dominique had a different beginning.  They’d met some years ago when he made an appearance on the sitcom she worked on.  She’d played the part of the quirky best friend and he’d been on the show as the temporary love interest of the main character.

      Six years ago

      Denzel walked onto the main set after spending the past half hour being primped, plucked, and powdered by the make-up artist.  While this was his first time on the set of ‘She’s It Girl’, it wasn’t his first time on the set of a television show. He’d made a few cameo appearances in the past.  He’d also had a small role in a movie playing a character other than himself.

      No starring roles, but being a serious actor wasn’t where he wanted his career to go.  He’d been working hard to establish himself as a legitimate businessman.  And, for the most part, he’d accomplished his goal.  Being behind the desk discussing the sport he loved was now something he did because he wanted to—not because he needed the seven-figure salary he’d garnered when he’d signed on with the network.

      Being on a set did pique his interest though.  He watched the crew scurry around performing last-minute tasks.  The person they assigned to babysit him was at his side waiting for any indication that Denzel needed something.  The kid seemed nice enough.  Young, eager, and hardworking.  Hopefully, the industry wouldn’t chew him up and spit him out.  Although Denzel did wonder if they assigned this particular kid because of their shared Latino heritage.  Where Denzel was biracial with a Mexican father and an African American mother, Cristiano was of Columbian descent.  Most likely, to the people running the show, they were the same.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you anything, Mr. Reyes?”

      Cristiano rolled the R in Denzel’s name the way he’d only heard it when he visited his Pop’s side of the family.  Not taking his gaze off the cookie cutter décor of the set, Denzel shook his head.

      “Nah.  I’m good.  Thanks.”

      Holding up the insulated mug the younger man had pressed into his hand, he gently shook it.  “I still have water in here.”

      The PureGlacial water was Denzel’s only request.  They had Craft Services food trucks set up.  If he was on set long enough, he’d give them a try.  However, at the moment, his only need was to acclimate himself to his environment.

      A throaty giggle drew Denzel from his perusal of his surroundings and the show activities.  He damn near forgot how to breathe when he discovered the owner of the voice creating the sultry sound.  Seated on a sofa off to the side was a familiar dark-skinned beauty.  Her smile revealed deep dimples.  It was possibly unfair to other women for her to be so beautiful and possess those coveted attributes.

      Seeing Dominique Truman in person was an unexpected gut punch.  All the hours he’d spent watching the show to familiarize himself didn’t prepare him.  Not even a little bit.

      It wasn’t as if Denzel hadn’t seen a stunning woman before.  From the minute he was old enough to understand what was happening, he’d been on the receiving end of advances from a variety of attractive women—models, movie stars, and their other glamorous counterparts.

      Most days, Denzel would consider himself smooth when it came to women.  While he didn’t often have to approach someone, it wasn’t a foreign concept.  And, he usually didn’t have an issue going for what he wanted, but Dominique Truman wasn’t just any woman.  He knew it from the moment he heard her laughter.

      He probably lost all of his cred with Cristiano when he stared at the woman so intently, he didn’t hear a word being said to him.  It took Cristiano tugging on his sleeve for Denzel to realize he’d been trying to get his attention.

      “Would you like to meet her?”

      Trying to regain his composure, Denzel looked at Cristiano with lifted eyebrows.

      “Meet who?”

      He’d already been introduced to Kelly Franks when they’d done a virtual table reading of their scenes together.  It hadn’t been in person, but they’d been introduced and interacted.

      “Miss Franks.  I read the script and you two have quite a few scenes together.”

      Hiding his disappointment that Cristiano wasn’t talking about Dominique, Denzel nodded.  Instead of telling Cristiano anything about his prior meeting with Kelly Franks, Denzel went along.  Primarily because Kelly was the other occupant of the sofa with Dominique.  And, being closer to her was a win in his mind.

      While they walked over, Denzel mentally ran lines in his head, trying to remember if there was any interaction between himself and the lovely starlet.  If memory served him correctly, they did.  During the table read, someone else had stood in for her as it was only Kelly, himself, and one of the producers on the video chat.

      So, Denzel allowed Cristiano to take him over to Dominique and Kelly, introducing him to the duo.

      “Nice to finally meet you in person.”

      Kelly’s smile showed all thirty-two of her teeth.  She was pretty, in a glammed up to glam down mid-western way.

      “It is.”  Responding politely to Kelly, Denzel shook her hand, releasing it as quickly as possible without being rude.  Then, he turned his attention to Dominique.

      “It’s nice to meet you as well, Miss Truman.”

      When she accepted his handshake, while courteously replying in kind, Denzel had to grit his teeth to keep from pulling her to him and biting those full lips of hers.  She was even more stunning up close.  Without thinking, he stroked his thumb across the back of her hand as he reluctantly allowed her to pull it free.

      “How does anyone get any work done around here with two such beautiful women in the cast?”

      He’d meant it as a joke, but the minute the words left his lips, he saw the light behind Dominique’s eyes fade.  He didn’t know how, but he’d fucked up.  Pasting a determined smile on his face, he continued to make chit chat, pulling both women in by asking them questions about the show.  When it was time to shoot the first scene, Dominique wasn’t as standoffish, but the previous warmth hadn’t returned to her eyes when she looked at him.

      

      Present

      Drawing closer to the small crowd, Denzel didn’t take his eyes off Dominique.  It was obvious she was genuinely happy for her cousin.  So much so that she made no mention of her own good news.  He was certain her family would want to celebrate her achievement as well, but she remained mute about it.  Selfishly, he kind of liked being the first to know and offer her congratulations and support.

      Staying on the outskirts, allowing those closest to Zaria to be near the center of the action, Denzel purposely ignored Carver sauntering over to stand next to him.  Denzel didn’t have to wait long to find out what was on his mind.

      “So, I see you decided to stop staring and do something.”

      “I did.”

      Both men continued to look straight ahead as they spoke to one another.

      “Bout damn time.”

      At Carver’s comment, Denzel finally tore his eyes away from Dominique.

      “Excuse you.  I know the man who waited more than fifteen years to claim his woman isn’t talking shit to me.”

      “Fuck you.  At least I made myself known.  She just got scared and ran from me.  Can you say the same?”  Carver wore a knowing smirk.

      Flipping him the bird, Denzel leaned in closer to make sure he wasn’t overheard.

      “Yeah...You made yourself known, but it was after you sabotaged any potential relationship she could’ve had in college.”

      “Why are you bringing up old shit?”

      “Why are you over here poking me about what I’m doing concerning my woman?”

      “Your woman?  Does she know that?”

      Returning to devouring Dominique with his gaze, Denzel lifted one shoulder.

      “If she doesn’t, it won’t be much longer before she understands.”

      “Uh huh...If you say so.”

      “I know so.”  Denzel nodded as if the motion made every word spoken covenant.

      Chuckling, Carver nudged Denzel with his elbow.  “That’s what I like about you, man.  You’re confident.  Even when you’re being delusional as fuck, you do it with complete faith in your abilities.”

      Tearing his gaze away from Dominique, Denzel stared at Carver.

      “Why are we friends again?”

      “Don’t play.  You know you love me.  I’m the brother you never had.”

      Shaking his head, Denzel left Carver standing to approach the happy couple, and offer his congratulations.  If doing so put him closer to the woman he wanted to be near, all the better.
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        * * *

      

      After some of the excitement died down and it seemed the party was waning as well, Denzel found himself seated in a different chair in a different room.  But the results were similar.  He was once again watching Dominique.  Only this time, he was waiting to see when or if she’d clue her family in on her own good news.

      While her cousin was busy talking her mother off the big extravaganza wedding cliff, Dominique sat next to her, smiling and backing up the wishes of the bride-to-be.  Occasionally, her eyes would find his, but quickly dart away.  Those moments were when he knew for sure he hadn’t been wrong about her feeling the chemistry between the two of them.

      She was an excellent actress, but something had changed; and she couldn’t seem to hide behind a nonchalant exterior anymore.  Not when it came to him.  After what felt like eons, the conversation shifted when Dominique’s phone pinged.

      “I thought we said no phones.”  Her mother looked at her with a semi-stern expression.

      “When did we say that?”

      Zaria came to Dominique’s rescue.  Belinda Truman looked at her like she’d committed the ultimate betrayal.

      “This is family time.  We don’t have our phones out during family time.”

      “I’m sorry, Mama.  It might be Tammy.  She said she would let me know when she got in touch with Doug.  I thought it would be tomorrow though.”

      “Tammy?  Your agent Tammy?  Why is Tammy calling you on the holiday?”

      Denzel had to cover his mouth to hide his chuckle at the expression on Dominique’s face when she responded to her mother’s questions.

      “Mama... You remember this is a holiday we chose to celebrate, right?  For most Americans, January seventh has no significance.  It’s just another day.”

      Swatting at her, Mrs. Truman sucked her teeth.  “Don’t get fresh with me.  I know that.  It’s still Sunday night.  If she’s calling and messaging you on a Sunday night, it must be important, right?”

      Denzel settled into the cushioned comfort of the chair, watching his Una squirm under her mother’s knowing look before she finally spilled the beans.

      “She called to tell me I got the part.  I still can’t say much until they make the official announcement.  But, assuming everything works out with the contract, I’ll be moving to Atlanta for a while to start rehearsals before we go into full production.”

      “What?”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “How long have you known?”

      Zaria and Mrs. Truman tripped over one another’s questions, not giving Dominique a chance to answer.  Their loud exclamations drew the attention of the others, who came closer to find out what was going on.

      “What’s happening over here?”  Neal Truman stopped next to his wife, putting a hand on her shoulder.

      “Dom just told us she got the part in that show in Atlanta.  She’s coming home!”

      Not listening to Dominique’s corrections regarding coming home, her mother squeezed her in a hug.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell us immediately!  You know how much I’ve been praying to have you closer to home.  Zee-Baby ain’t never coming back, but I was hoping Atlanta being the new Hollywood might get you closer.”

      Accepting her mother’s embrace, Dominique patted her arm.  Once she released her, Dominique’s father reached in to hug her as well.

      “That’s great news, baby girl.  When do you get started?”

      “It’s going to move pretty quickly.  I have to find a place to live, if I don’t want to live out of a hotel the entire time.”

      Dominique’s face scrunched at the possibility of an extended stay in a hotel.

      “Well, Atlanta can be pretty rough.  So, maybe you wanna look for a place on the outskirts?”

      Her father had the right idea, giving Denzel the perfect segue to enter the conversation.

      “I can help with that.”

      “I’ll bet you can...”  Belinda Truman mumbled the words, but Denzel heard them.  Shooting her a smile, he returned his attention to Dominique.

      “I own several properties in the area.  Many of them I use specifically to rent to celebrities and people who will be there for less than a year, but longer than a month.  They typically want a place outside of the city, but close enough to get around.  And they’re all in gated communities or a building with on-site security.”

      “So, you’re saying you can put Dom up while she’s in town?”  Mrs. Truman leaned forward, crossing her legs and propping her chin on her folded fingers.

      “I can check with the property manager to see what’s available.  But, I’m sure I can help.  The Atlanta area has been my home base for a few years now.  We can work something out.”

      “Uh-huh...”

      Denzel avoided the penetrating gaze of Dominique’s mother.  Her response to his offer to help was drawing her husband’s attention.  Neal was now staring a hole in the side of Denzel’s head as if he’d turned into a different creature, and wasn’t the same man he’d shared drinks and played cards with the previous night.

      Pulling his own phone from his pocket, Denzel unlocked it and passed it to Dominique.

      “Put your number in, and I’ll let you know what I find out when I talk to my guy in the morning.”

      Blocking out anyone not in his direct line of sight, he worked to keep his expression all business while he watched Dominique enter her number into his contacts.  Considering the access he had, he could’ve secured her number a long time ago, but having her give it to him was far better than getting it from somewhere else.  Besides, getting it on the sneak tip felt stalkerish.

      When she was done tapping at the display, she surprised him by calling herself from his phone.  Ending the call, she passed the device back to him.  Until then, he hadn’t been sure she’d believed him when he said he could help with her housing situation.  Her mother had done most of the talking after he’d brought it up.

      “Now that we got housing worked out, I think it’s time for one more toast.”

      The remainder of their celebratory group gathered near the bar.  Those who were able to drink had alcoholic beverages in their hands as they raised their glasses to toast Dominique.  Chatter and laughter followed the toast, and the group began to slowly disperse.

      The moment reminded Denzel of home.  If he hadn’t just spent the Christmas holidays with his own family, he was sure the scene would’ve sent him to his phone to call his parents.  For Denzel, the only thing missing was him being closer to Dominique instead of several feet away.

      His one consolation was knowing she would soon be much closer to him.  When he’d started the night, he’d already planned to end it with Dominique Truman being more aware of his intentions.  He’d felt the crumbling of the barrier between them when they were outside next to the pool.  Denzel intended to completely obliterate that wall very soon.

      As the group dispersed and non-family members were saying goodbye to their hosts, Denzel nodded to Andrei in farewell before approaching Dominique.  She was standing next to Alyssa, who was more animated than Denzel was used to seeing her.  Carver stood nearby with her coat in his hands, staring at his wife indulgently.

      Approaching, Denzel realized she was going on about the comic book character, Queen Neferata.  Alyssa was an avid fan of the series. Once Carver learned the image on the majority of the covers and the star of the series was modeled after Dominique, he’d started referring to her as the queen whenever her name came up in conversation with Denzel.

      Denzel caught the tail end of Alyssa trying to pry any inside information from Dominique regarding the rumors that major studios were looking to turn the series into a live-action movie or short serial for a streaming services.  Shaking her head, Dominique smiled.

      “As far as I know, they’re just rumors.  But if I did know something, you know I couldn’t tell you.”

      Dropping her voice, Alyssa stepped closer.  “I wouldn’t tell anyone.  Who would I tell?  Carver?  Zaria?  It would go in one ear and out of the other with those two.  Come on, Dom.”  Alyssa dragged out Dominique’s nickname.

      “I wish I had something to give you, but I really don’t know anything.”  Dominique touched Alyssa’s shoulder.

      Pouting, Alyssa finally held out her arms to let Carver help her into her coat.  Casting one last hopeful glance at Dominique, she waved goodbye.  Bumping forearms with Carver as he passed by, Denzel said goodnight to both.

      He knew a driver was probably parked outside, waiting to take him to the local apartment he’d recently acquired.  However, he wanted a minute alone with Dominique.  They’d been surrounded by people most of the night, with the exception of their brief moment next to the pool.  Capturing her hand before she could walk farther into the house, he kept her near him as his friend lead his wife through the door.

      Questions swirled in Dominique’s eyes as she looked up at him.

      “Walk with me for a second.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          WALK WITH ME

        

      

    

    
      She tried it.  Dominique had attempted to get away from Denzel Reyes and his magnetic presence, but he’d caught her.  The heat of his hand clasped around hers sent a shiver skating along her spine.  It felt entirely too good to have his large hand enclosing hers.  Those hands had made him a formidable opponent when he played football.

      Dominique recalled hearing a sports analyst say Denzel had one of the lowest fumble rates in league history.  Once he had his hands on the ball, it was secure.  No one could get him to let it go until the whistle blew, ending the play.  The way his fingers curled around hers, she understood why.  His hold was firm, but flexible enough to allow him to move with her, if necessary.  There was no getting away.

      His lifted eyebrow reminded her that he’d used those kissable lips of his to ask her a question.  Wait. He hadn’t asked.  He’d made a statement.  More like a command.  Walk with me.

      “Umm...Okay... Walk with you where?”

      Dominique looked around the foyer.  The rest of Zaria’s and Andrei’s guests were gone.  Her parents had called it a night, and were in their room upstairs.  Zaria stood with Andrei next to the front door.  Dominique caught Zaria’s questioning gaze and gave the slightest shake of her head.  She didn’t need a rescue.  At least she hoped not.

      Denzel had volunteered to help her find a place in Atlanta.  That’s probably all he wanted to discuss.

      “This way.”

      His ease with navigating the property made Dominique wonder how often he’d visited Andrei.  From what she’d learned about her sister-cousin’s new fiancé, he wasn’t big on visitors.  But, Denzel was one of the few people he considered a friend.   With one last look back at Zaria and Andrei, Dominique allowed him to lead her away.

      When he led her to a door which opened to the outside, she was surprised.  She hadn’t realized it was possible to get outside that way.  The chill of the night air didn’t have a chance to set in because Denzel once again draped a coat around her shoulders.  His scent enveloped her.  She couldn’t stop herself from breathing in the masculine aroma.

      For a few moments, they walked in silence along the path between the house and the outer buildings on the property.  Since he’d initiated this little outing Dominique held her tongue, waiting to see what he had to say.  Finally, he broke the silence.

      “Congratulations again.  I know you’ve been grinding for years to make your mark.  So, I’m sure it feels really good to have your hard work pay off.”

      Nodding, Dominique shot him a quick glance before she refocused on the winter foliage along the stone walkway.

      “It does.  It feels great.  But the work isn’t over.  The hard stuff is coming.  Being the lead is a lot of pressure.  More spotlight.  Which means more people thinking they have the right to know every little thing about what goes on in your life.”

      Until she’d said it aloud to Denzel, Dominique hadn’t permitted herself to dwell on that aspect.  Some things in her life would have to change.  She wasn’t thrilled about it, but it wasn’t going to bring her down.  There was little chance Tammy or Doug wouldn’t bring up the changes when they met in the morning.

      “I understand.  People be peopling way too hard when it comes to celebrities and public figures they like.  And don’t let them dislike you.  They’ll damn near go broke trying to prove to everyone else you aren’t all that.”

      Dominique stopped and looked up at him.  “Was this supposed to be a pep-talk?  Because it’s taking a turn.”

      Denzel’s lips stretched into one of his signature grins.  “It’s not-not a pep talk.  But if nothing else, I’m gonna keep it real with you.”  He recaptured her hand, giving her fingers a squeeze.

      “I’m just saying that this is a great opportunity, but people are gonna people harder than ever, when the announcement drops.  You’ve probably already seen some changes with the success of the comic, and them talking about possibly making it into a live-action movie.”

      Dominique had been staring down at their joined hands, but her eyes flew to his when he brought up the comic she was the title character for, Queen Neferata.  Although it was gaining more attention, it was still kind of niche.  So, she was shocked he knew about it.  Apparently, her thoughts were written on her face.  Denzel chuckled, bumping her lightly with his arm.

      “What?  You thought I only cared about football?”

      Shaking her head, Dominique tightened her grip on his fingers before relaxing her digits.

      “No.  I know there’s more to you than sports.  I just didn’t take you for a comic-head.”

      “I’m not.  But I’m a Dominique Truman head.”

      Dominique nearly stumbled and fell flat.  Looking into Denzel’s face, she was confronted with the honesty in his expression. He wasn’t running game.  His dark eyes peered into hers, projecting nothing but honesty.  Well damn... How was she supposed to respond?

      The intensity of his stare held her captive.  She wanted to look away, to hide from what she saw there, but she couldn’t.  Earlier, she’d wondered what the hell was going on when he’d interrupted her conversation with Vitaly.  Now, there was no hiding from it.  Denzel Reyes wasn’t simply flirting.  This wasn’t like the previous times they’d met.

      “Um...I’m not sure what to say to that.”

      “You don’t have to say anything.  It wasn’t a question.  It was a statement.  I’ve followed your work.  I think you’re amazingly talented.  Being beautiful and fine as fuck is just icing on an already delicious smelling cake.”

      The warmth Dominique felt when he first began praising her became a heat snaking down to her center.  The passion undergirding his words was... a lot.  She wasn’t sure how to navigate the situation.  They’d never been completely alone before.  They always encountered one another through work or socially in a room full of people.  Having Denzel’s undivided attention was simultaneously intoxicating and distressing.

      “Do you need an understudy in the bushes to call out your next line?  Because you look like you want to say something, but you forgot your lines.”

      Denzel chuckled lightly, then slid his arms around her back, gently pressing their fronts together.  “This isn’t a gig, baby.  Like I said.  You don’t have to say anything.  I’m just putting it out there.  I’ve paid attention.  And I’ll keep paying attention.”

      Nodding mutely, Dominique allowed herself to enjoy his embrace.  Her heart thundered in her ears so loudly she was astonished she heard a word.  No amount of reminding herself about his reputation could squelch the feeling.  Besides, she had no proof any of the things said about him were true.  People loved to make up things about the rich and famous.  It had become an American pastime that was also a lucrative business for some.

      “Let’s go back.”

      Denzel turned them toward the house with one arm lying across her shoulders..  They’d stopped near the front of the ice rink, but didn’t even step onto the landing.  As they walked, Dominique found her footing again.

      “Question.”

      “Answer.”

      Bumping him with her hip, Dominique couldn’t suppress her grin.

      “Smart ass.  I meant, I have a question.”

      “And I meant, I have an answer to your question.”

      “Whatever.”

      Dominique pursed her lips, looking away from the broad smile on his face.  She held the pout until he stepped in front of her, stopping her in her tracks.

      “Okay.  No joking around.  What’s your question?”

      Now that he’d confronted her and once again given her his undivided attention, her tongue seemed to glue itself to the roof of her mouth.  Denzel didn’t nudge or prod her to speak up.  He simply stood in front of her with his hands on her shoulders, sending warm tingles emanating from where they rested.  The drive to know the answer was what forced her to ask, despite the heat licking up her neck from being so close to him.

      “Don’t get me wrong.  The walk was nice, but...What was the purpose?”

      Without missing a beat, Denzel responded and snatched her breath with his bald honesty.

      “I wanted a moment alone with you.”

      “Why?”  Dominique was proud of herself for gathering enough air to push out the single syllable.

      “Because, it seems like whenever I see you, there are always a ton of people around.  I didn’t want the opportunity to pass me by.”

      “If that’s the case, why are we going back in so soon?”

      Lowering his head until their eyes were mere inches apart, he stared directly into hers.  Dominique could see the light reflected off his dark brown irises.

      “I just wanted a few minutes before I had to go.  Since you’ll be in my city, I’m sure we’ll have more opportunities to see one another.”

      Pulling back slightly, he gave her the space she needed to rediscover how to exchange oxygen for carbon dioxide.  Rubbing along her arms, he continued speaking.

      “Besides, we’ll talk before then.  I need to know what kind of place you’ll want to live in while you’re there.  My property manager will need the details to find the perfect place.”

      Dominique started to say she could have her assistant communicate with the property manager, but something warned her it might be the exact wrong thing to say.  So, she kept it to herself.  Instead, she simply dipped her head in acknowledgement.

      When Denzel ran his tongue along his bottom lip, her heart started doing that thing again—pounding in her ears.  She’d been in enough pretend romantic scenes and real ones to recognize his expression.  What he wasn’t saying with his words, he was saying with his eyes and the wetting of his bottom lip.  He wanted to kiss her.

      With a hand to his chest, Dominique put the brakes on the moment.  As attracted as she was to the man, things between them had gone from zero to Speed Racer, and she needed a minute.  He acknowledged her unspoken request by stepping away.  Then he turned, taking them back down the path and into the house.

      He didn’t stop until they were once again at the front of the large double doors leading to the canopy where everyone’s driver waited for them.  Sure enough, when he opened the door, a man was leaned against the passenger side of a dark SUV.

      Cupping the side of her face, Denzel leaned forward, dropping a kiss on her cheek.  The breath Dominique inhaled when he touched her was released as he pulled away.

      “Talk to you soon.”

      With her nod of agreement, he released her.  She was helpless to prevent herself from watching him walk away.  The man had swag oozing from his pores.  After he reached the vehicle, he stood before the door the other man opened for him.  Turning to her, he lifted two fingers in the peace sign, then mouthed, “Go inside.”

      Glad no one was around to see how she folded for him, Dominique backed into the house and closed the door.  Resting her back against the sturdy wood, she stared into space.   After she gathered herself, she took the stairs on the left, going up to her room.  This night had been a doozy.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure this is the right place?”

      Dominique’s brow dipped as she looked from her cellphone screen to the passing landscape.  Her assistant Madison was on the other end of the video call, giving her an expression Dominique had become quite familiar with.

      “I have no idea, since all I can see is your pretty face, ma’am.”  Madison quipped.

      “Don’t be a smarty pants.”  Dominique rotated the phone view so it displayed what she saw.

      “It looks like the pictures to me.  Just...bigger.”

      “That’s what I mean!”

      Dominique switched the display back around.  The driver, hired to bring her from the airstrip to the house which would serve as her home base, had turned onto a long driveway after she tapped her phone against the box at the gate to use the passkey she’d been sent via an app.

      Instead of the subdivision she expected, there was only one house in the distance and it was obvious the buildings in close proximity were a part of the same property.

      “Something isn’t right here Maddy.  Do you still have the property manager guy’s number?”

      Dominique and Denzel had spoken a lot during the two weeks it had taken her to get things together to make the move.  He’d relented and connected her assistant with his property manager.  Yet, somehow, she still didn’t have the man’s contact information.

      “I’m sure I do.  Let me look.”  While Madison went through her messages and contacts, Dominique stared at the sprawling estate she was getting closer to by the second.

      “Oh shoot!  I’m so sorry, Dom.  I have to call you back.”

      “Excuse me?  You can’t do me like this, Maddy.  For all you know, this could be a kidnapping situation.”

      “Ma’am, don’t be dramatic.  You used the passcode to get into the gate.  You aren’t being kidnapped.  I’ll text you the number, but I really have to go.  Paige Knight just messaged me.”

      Pouting, Dominique looked at the phone.  “Fine.  Be like that.  Run off to your richer, more famous client.”

      “Ma’am, don’t play with me.  I’ll call you back as soon as I can.”

      Madison ended the call.  A smile tugged at the corner of Dominique’s lips.  Despite the bout of uncertainty in the situation, she wasn’t really upset with Madison for seeing what Paige needed.  Dominique wasn’t her only client.  She had a couple of others she assisted.

      Of the three, Paige had the more demanding schedule.  With the way roles were coming in for Paige, Dominique was certain she’d have to start looking for a new assistant soon.  Paige would keep Madison so busy she wouldn’t have time for more than one client.

      The vehicle rolled to a stop in front of the sprawling Mediterranean style estate.  Dominique still felt like something had to be off.  Then, she looked to the left, and she saw the cute little bungalow from the pictures.  Finally!  Something looked familiar.  She didn’t recall Madison mentioning the place was someone’s guest house, but maybe she had, and Dominique hadn’t internalized the information.

      Considering how busy she’d been since finalizing the contract, it was a definite possibility she was given the information and had let it go in one ear and out the other.  The driver opened Dominique’s door, then went to the back of the SUV to unload the small rolling luggage she traveled with.

      Her other belongings, she felt she’d need, had been shipped in advance.  The man declined the tip Dominique offered.  Her ride had been arranged through a service.  So, there wasn’t a rideshare app she could use to give it to him automatically.

      Shrugging, she looked at the little attached bungalow and considered going there, but she didn’t actually see the entrance.  The driver had placed her luggage near the double doors of the main house.  So, essentially, the decision had been made for her.

      Ascending the short flight of stairs, the front door opened when she reached the top.

      “Hello!  Hola, Senorita!”

      A trim Latina woman with smooth light brown skin and a ready smile was framed in the doorway.  Her black hair was swept away from her face in a bun.  Returning her smile, Dominique admired the way silver strands shot through her hair, as if they didn’t dare land in any location that took away from her attractiveness.

      “Hello...”  Although she was smiling, Dominique was still somewhat confused.

      “Come in!  Come in!  I’m Silvia, the house manager.  I’ve been expecting you, Senorita Truman.”

      “Please, call me Dominique.”

      Following the other woman into the house, Dominique had to clench her jaw to keep it closed.  Throughout her career, she’d been in some extraordinary mansions and estates.  So, it was rare for her to be overly impressed.  But, whoever designed and furnished the place was a very talented individual.

      The entryway was grand while still somehow managing to project warmth.  The marbled tile led to a sweeping, curved staircase leading to the second floor.  From the open doorway, Dominique glimpsed the plush furniture of a living room.  Large colorful pillows were strategically placed on a light tan sofa.  It appeared to be oversized, similar to some of the pieces at Andrei’s.

      “Okay, Dominique.” Silvia smiled; the apples of her cheeks rose so high her wide eyes became barely open slits.

      “It’s so nice to finally meet you.  Your things arrived.  I didn’t know how you wanted them.  So, I had them put in your rooms, but I didn’t put anything away.  I hope that’s fine.”

      Slightly dazed, Dominique nodded.  “It’s no problem.  I appreciate you taking care of it.”

      As much as she wanted to be polite, she was too confused and concerned to continue to act as if she knew what was going on.  Sure she was busy, but she was positive she would’ve remembered Maddy telling her the new place came with a house manager.  She didn’t have a house manager at her place in Cali.

      To be fair, though, her house in L.A. could fit inside this one at least three times and there would still be room to spare.  It was large enough for her as a single person who didn’t have many visitors aside from her immediate family.  So, there were enough bedrooms for when they visited, but it wasn’t large enough for the lavish parties people believe all celebrities throw at their homes.

      “Miss Silvia?”  Dominique’s steps were slow as she moved farther into the house.

      “Please, just Silvia.”

      “Silvia, I’m confused.  My assistant did most of the coordination with the property manager, but I think there’s been a mistake.  This place is much bigger than what I expected.”

      Dominique didn’t add that there was no way she was willing to pay the price tag to rent something this large—even if it was only for six months.  Had she considered renting out her own house, she knew she wouldn’t garner enough proceeds to cover half of what this house was worth.  It was obvious Denzel was cutting her some kind of break.

      The short-term lease she signed wasn’t the cost of what he could get for an estate like this.  From talking to her associates in the business who’d worked out of Atlanta recently, the housing market was overwhelming to navigate.  She was lucky she knew someone
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