

[image: Cover]



​Table of Contents

VENGEFUL SEDUCTION

Copyright

DO YOU LIKE FREE ROMANCE BOOKS?

Blurb

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Kaye

David

Sneak Peek – Chapter 1

Grant

Grant

Grant

Other Books in This Series

DO YOU LIKE FREE ROMANCE BOOKS?


 

VENGEFUL SEDUCTION

 

A Bad Boy Billionaire Romance

 

A Submissives’ Secrets Novel 5

 

 

Michelle Love


©Copyright 2023 by Michelle Love - All rights Reserved

In no way is it legal to reproduce, duplicate, or transmit any part of this document in either electronic means or in printed format. Recording of this publication is strictly prohibited and any storage of this document is not allowed unless with written permission from the publisher. All rights are reserved. 

Respective authors own all copyrights not held by the publisher.


DO YOU LIKE FREE ROMANCE BOOKS?

 

Sign up for my newsletter and get The Unexpected Nanny, Dirty Little Virgin and other romance books for free!

 

Sign up now

 

https://www.steamyromance.info/free-books-and-audiobooks-hot-and-steamy/

 

Want to see the rest of my books?

 

Go Here!

 

https://books2read.com/ap/8YkZvR/Michelle-Love


Blurb

 

I never wanted to become a billionaire.

Now, this grumpy bad boy wants to take it all from me.

 

I was only doing my job as a nurse, taking care of my patient until his last breath.

He was alone, just like me.

Even until his last day, he tried to contact his grandson.

A jerk who never reached out to him.

I met him at the funeral.

He was attractive, and I felt the world stop when he shook my hand.

It was something I'd never experienced.

Later, I discovered I'd inherited all of my patient's money.

And that was the beginning of my suffering.

 

Now the grandson hated me and slowly made me fall for him, only to trick me into fake marrying him.




Kaye

 

Morning dew covered the rose bushes that grew along the sidewalk. With a skip in my step, I tried my best to break the melancholy mood that struck me most mornings I went to work. 

It always made me just a little bit sad to go to work.

Not because of the patients. I knew I was one of the rare people who didn’t mind working with people who needed Hospice care. Most of the other nurses did it, and did it well because it was their job, but there was always this air of resentment. Hopefully not around the patients, but around each other. 

It’s never easy to know every single one of your patients will die under your care. Terminal diseases would take them all, no matter how well you cared for them. It took a particular kind of person to withstand all that comes with facing death head on and helping others accept their fate.

For me, though, I found it fascinating to interact with people in their last days. Not only did I get a chance to help them, to ease their pain and suffering, but I got to hear the stories these people had in their heads. The times they’d lived through, all of the things they’d said and done, it was all there. With just a little bit of patience, these human beings had the most interesting things to say, and insights to give from another time.

Theodore Black, however, had become my favorite patient. By far. It was sort of funny, but I could still remember how terrified I had been to meet him, since he was something of a local legend. He was the epitome of the local boy who succeeded in spite of everything that was stacked against him.

He’d ended up being nothing but a teddy bear. An old, almost deaf teddy bear, to be sure, but one without a mean bone in his body. A sweet, gruff old man who had won my heart almost immediately.

So it wasn’t him. He wasn’t the reason I’d been sad to come to work. Or not the whole reason. I was sad that I was going to lose him, but I knew I’d be richer for having known him.

The reason I was sad was that, in all of the time I’d been going to see Theodore—as he had insisted I call him—I had never, not once, seen anyone with him who wasn’t a health care professional. No friends, not even any family.

This man was the richest person I knew, but that certainly hadn’t made him happy. And that was what really depressed me, made me almost sick to my stomach when I thought about it.

No one should have to die alone, and if I were the only person who could be with him in the end, then I would be. Months ago, I’d made the request to be transferred full time to Theodore, and I had never been given cause to regret it.

“Kaye?”

Theodore had been in a particularly sour mood when I first became his nurse, and it hadn’t taken me long to figure out he mostly wanted to be left alone. Upon entering his home, I often stayed quiet, unobtrusive, until he called for me. To find him calling for me as soon as I walked in was a novelty. 

The cancer inside him was eating him alive, and he had become too weak to do most things for himself. Once such a strong man, then cancer had turned him into an invalid who had to be diapered, spoon-fed baby food, and bathed by his caretakers. I blinked at the thought, trying to push back my tears.

The last thing a nurse should do was cry for their patients. Not in front of them, anyway. Though I knew when the inevitable happened, I would cry plenty. I had been doing this since I was twenty-two. Four years ago I started my career as a nurse for Hospice Care. During that time, I had seen far too many incredible people die.

Theodore was something else, though. I knew his death would be even worse than any of the others I’d nursed until they passed. But I wasn’t going to let that get in the way of giving him the best possible care. So I pasted a smile on my face and bustled into the room.

“Hello, Theodore! Are you hungry?” I didn’t really expect the answer to be yes, though I was hoping it would be. In the year I’d been nursing him in his home, he’d never been a huge eater, but it had gotten to the point where he was eating almost nothing.

He looked at me, his dark eyes seeming to burn as they ran me over from head to toe. He was taking my measure, I knew, and I looked at him right back, wanting to seem like I was the sort of person he could trust.

“Kaye,” he repeated my name, and I fought the urge to bite my lip. He clearly wanted to know if he could count on me, and I didn’t want to show any sign of indecision.

“I’m here, Theodore,” I murmured, letting my voice become a soothing balm. “What is it? What can I do to help?”

For a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to do it. That his old habits of secrecy would go with him to the grave. I knew who he was. A big deal businessman who had made a fortune and who had had two different wives try to take that fortune from him. I knew that only because it was pretty much common knowledge in Portland, though, not because he had ever spoken such things to me himself.

He had never spoken much about his past. The things I did know mostly came second hand.

His eyes had once been blue, from the photos I’d seen around his opulent home. They’d turned to such a pale color in his old age. Those pale eyes drooped at the outer edges. His lips quivered with the energy it took just for him to speak. “I need you to do something for me.” 

I kept my smile firmly in place. I didn’t let it widen, no matter how much I wanted to. He’d finally asked for a favor. Before now, he wouldn’t let himself be vulnerable like that.

“Anything.” I couldn’t think of a single thing he would ask for that I wouldn’t be willing to give him.

One hand pulled up from his side. A long, bone thin finger pointed across the room. I followed the direction and saw he was gesturing to the landline telephone that sat on the dresser. “I need you to dial a number for me.”

My eyebrows wanted to rise, but I kept them schooled carefully. This was a big deal. He’d never asked me to make a phone call before, but I couldn’t act like it was strange, or it could alienate him.

Though a knot had formed in my throat as emotion threatened to take me over, I managed a smooth tone. “Of course.”

Just treat it as routine.

When I went to the phone, I found it had a very long cord. I took it over to sit by his bed. It was one of those old kinds, with the curled cord that always ended up tangled. Picking it up, I half listened to the dial tone. I stayed silent, somehow sensing that, whatever happened, it was going to be a big deal. I was going to find out something about this man’s life, and I didn’t want to do anything to derail it. I didn’t want him to change his mind about letting me help him this little bit he was finally allowing.

I waited. The silence stretched on, and I turned my gaze toward Theodore. He didn’t look back at me, apparently too fixated on his own wasted hands resting on his comforter, which was far thicker than most people would need with the heat of the summer lingering on into September. He was always cold, though.

Gently, I dropped the phone back into the cradle, and he turned his eyes on me. “What are you doing? I need you to call someone.” 

He had always been courteous to me, even when he was in massive pain from the cancer that was eating at him. The fact that he wasn’t now meant this was even more serious than I’d thought.

All in a rush, the digits of the phone number burst out of him. “Five, five, five, six, three, one, twenty-four hundred.” 

It might actually have been one of the more courageous things I had ever seen, watching this scared, sick old man trust me enough to share his life with me. It wasn’t something he’d done much of in his life, I knew that very well.

It was a good thing I had been paying attention. I was able to pick the phone up again and dial the numbers before I forgot them all. Breathless, I handed the phone to him and then tried to give him some space. I tried to act as if I wasn’t eavesdropping, though to be honest, I totally was.

Theodore didn’t ask me to leave, though, and that meant a lot to me, too. It was all more trust than I thought I deserved, but I couldn’t help but be deeply honored by the whole thing.

I could hear the phone as he clasped it in his shaking hand. I heard it ring, once, twice, a third time, and then the line abruptly went to voicemail. I heard a strong, confident, deeply masculine voice pick up, but there was a canned quality to it that let me know it was a recording.

I couldn’t hear the exact words, but I could tell from Theodore’s expression—too carefully neutral to be anything but artificial—that he was deeply hurt.

His hand shook as he placed the phone back into the cradle. “He never answers.” No one who wasn’t looking right into his eyes would be able to tell how much this had hurt him.

“Who?” I dared to ask. It was rude, and I was probably pushing the bonds of our friendship just a little bit too much. But there was no way I could keep that one word to myself. It was more than I had in me.

Maybe he’d been waiting for me to ask, though. He certainly showed no signs of hesitation in answering me. “My grandson. My only grandson.” His voice did a strange thing. It didn’t quite break, he was too strong for that, but it dipped down a little lower. Subtle. Not the sort of thing that I would have noticed if I hadn’t been paying strict attention.

My heart clenched in my chest, and I had this sudden feeling like I’d been drenched with ice water. Not on the outside, though. On the inside, so that it froze me more surely and deeply. My heart broke for this poor, strong man, so alone and still so brave.

I started to dislike this grandson immediately. I didn’t know what had happened between them, and I didn’t really care, honestly. Nothing could excuse this man, whoever he was, from ignoring his dying grandfather.

I had to do something to curtail the hurt the poor man was enduring. “Maybe he just wasn’t home.” I had to try to cheer the poor guy up but also wanted to be fair to this grandson. I didn’t know the man, after all. I was tempted to judge him, but what did I know?

“That’s his cell phone. He never answers it.” Theodore let out a soft sigh, one I was sure I wasn’t supposed to hear. “Not for me, anyway.”

Just like that, the dislike was back. Or something like dislike, anyway. The situation must be pretty grim when a man could ignore his grandfather like this. I couldn’t even imagine doing such a thing.

“I’ve tried calling so many times,” he murmured, his voice even smaller than it had been before. There was a brief moment of silence between us, and when he spoke again, his voice was stronger.

“I’d like some water, Kaye, if you don’t mind,” he said, and I smiled a little though my heart was breaking for the man. He was always so polite, even though he didn’t have to be. A bit cold and remote, but always a gentleman.

“Of course,” I kept my voice as cheerful as I could as I went off to get him his water.

Damn that grandson of his. The fool better wake up and smell the coffee. 

He was Theodore’s only heir. Theodore might decide to leave it all to charities or something if his grandson didn’t eventually contact him.

Seeing as how the man never saw fit to make a visit to his dying grandfather, maybe the riches should go to charity. At least then, the money would be appreciated.


David

 

When the phone rang, I didn’t have any idea who it could be, at first.

I should have. My grandfather had always been a stubborn man, and it had been trying to reach me for years. Years of him calling at least every month. Over the past year, it had been more like once a week, if not twice.

Not once had I answered. It had been twelve years since the last time I’d laid eyes on my grandfather, or even heard his voice. Twelve years that I’d been utterly unable to make myself face the one and only member of my family who was still alive.

When my mother had taken off on us when I was only five, life had truly sucked. It had been okay, though, eventually. I’d been able to get through it because I still had my father, and the two of us had gotten through just fine.

Maybe my mother leaving hadn’t left me entirely without scars. I didn’t trust women from that day, and though I’d had lovers and even relationships, none of them had lasted. At the age of thirty, I had no desire to marry. Why bother, when whoever I married would just leave me anyway?

Everyone left me eventually, anyway.

I’d been seventeen when my father had been in the car accident that had taken him from me. It was a drunk driver. The guy had plowed into my father going at least forty miles above the speed limit. They said my dad didn’t suffer at all, that his death would have been instant.

Then it was just me, and I thought it was probably better that way. My father had started a tech company, and I had taken it over after his death. I couldn’t do much with it at first, but once I’d made it through college, that was a different story.

I didn’t need anyone. Why count on someone and then have them leave you? There was no point. I had friends, of course, but no one that I was super close to, and I liked it that way.

I would never give anyone that sort of power over myself. 

Never.

So that’s why I let the call from my grandfather go to voicemail each and every single time. The last time that I had seen him was at my father’s funeral, twelve years ago. It had hurt to watch him. He was basically an older version of my dad, right down to the tone of his voice and the subtle hint of humor in his dark blue eyes.

After all this time, I had no idea why he would be calling me. I kept expecting him to give up, and I thought that might be best for everyone involved. He needed to not expect anything from me.

Or, maybe more to the point, I needed to not expect anything more from him. One thing I’d learned about people is that, whether they wanted to or not, they left you.

So I watched as his number flashed on my call display screen. ‘Grandpa,’ it said, as though I didn’t already know that. As though I hadn’t memorized every digit of that phone number.

And, like always, it was nothing but a reminder of what I was missing.

I’d built a life by myself. Grandpa had made himself rich with lumber, but Dad had never been happy with accepting the family fortune without doing anything to earn it. Neither had I.

Black Technology had been our answer to that, and what my dad had started, I had continued on in a way that had honestly surprised even me. The men of my family, it turned out, had a knack for business, for making money.

As I watched my phone’s lit screen, my fingers itched. What would happen if I did pick it up? By now, my grandpa must not expect that. Would it shock him to hear my voice?

That was almost a good enough reason for me to do it. Almost. There was an impish side of me that would enjoy surprising the man, but at the same time, what would happen if I did?

It was too easy to imagine. My grandpa would doubtless be shocked. There could be no way, after twelve years, that he would expect me to do it. I’d get maybe as much as ten seconds of shocked silence.

And then what?

Well, then the questions would start. The recriminations. The reminders that the old man was all I had left, and that we had to stick together. My grandfather had never been the type of man to hold back when he had something to say.

The hell of it was, I would deserve it. I was the one who had cut off contact. My reasons for doing it, I thought, were sound enough. But even I knew that I could have said something, given some sort of explanation to the old man who was my only family.

He had kept in contact as much as I had let him. There had always been a card at Christmas, and another at my birthday. Every year I expected him to give up, but I guess the Black men had always had a bit of a stubborn streak.

It would be nice to hear his voice.

My phone stopped buzzing, and I let out a soft sigh, a breath I hadn’t even been aware I was holding. I’d missed the chance. It was too late. Maybe this was even the last time Grandpa would try to call. There had to be a last time, right? Sooner or later, he would give up.

Or…

No. The old man was immortal, like the mountains themselves. I wouldn’t think about him dying. But surely enough was enough. I’d been pushing him away for so long, and even someone as stubborn as he was had to give up at some point.

For just a moment, I had the almost overwhelming urge to call him back. To tell him…what? That I was sorry, maybe. Sorry for protecting myself. Sorry that the months kept on going by, and that each and every time he called I told myself I’d answer the next one.

Next time, maybe. If there was a next time. Lately, the urge to take the call had been getting stronger and stronger, and it nagged at me more, too.

Once, it had been easy for me to glance at my screen and then go right back to work. There had been so much to do, after all. Now, the company almost ran itself, and with my thirtieth birthday coming up in a few days, I was starting to have the sense that I should accept the gestures the man kept extending to me.

My birthday.

Of course. That was it. On my thirtieth birthday, my grandfather would call again. I knew he would. He always did. On that day, I would take the call, and I would accept anything he wanted to say to me. That was only three days away, and it would give me some time to prepare myself for whatever happened.

Hell, what did I know? There was a decent chance he just wanted to tell me off for ignoring him for so long. So be it. It was sort of ridiculous that I was hiding from him, or that I had done so for so long.

Anyway, I’d deserve it. I’d let time get away from me. Even now, I was a little bit anxious about the idea of speaking to him. Okay, in other words, I was downright terrified. 

It was stupid, though. Stupid to be so scared. Stupid to let the fear keep on paralyzing me. I didn’t have to be close to him or anything. I would talk to him, I promised myself.

Somehow, that promise felt good. It felt like the right thing to do. There was even still the urge to call him right then and there, but no. I needed the time to psych myself up for it.

Just a few more days and I would hear the voice that was so much like my father’s that I had turned around at my dad’s funeral, sure he was the one who was talking. It had felt, just for a second, like my dad was somehow miraculously not in the ground.

It had felt somehow like a betrayal when I had seen that it wasn’t my father, but my father’s father, who had spoken. So yes, I argued with myself, I did need time to prepare myself. What were a few more days, when measured against the twelve years that had already gone by?

Somehow, that decision didn’t feel nearly as good. It sat, a hard lump in the pit of my stomach, telling me maybe there wasn’t time.

Which was ridiculous, of course. If my grandfather had truly had something important to say, he could have said it to my answering machine. I had always counted on that. That if there were an emergency, I would know because grandpa wouldn’t just hang up, he would leave a message.

Call him.

The two words echoed through my head, and I frowned. Maybe I should just get it over with. Like ripping a bandage off. Swift and painful as hell, yes, but at least it would be over.

I almost jumped out of my chair when the phone started to ring again.

If it was him, I would answer. If he called back twice in a row, that would be what did it. That would mean he really, really wanted to talk to me, and maybe I should listen.

My whole body tensed up as I slowly, slowly, let my eyes drift down to my screen. Did I hope it was him or not? Even I couldn’t really tell. 

“Oh my God,” I whispered, as my eyes finally rested on the lit up screen. The number was familiar, but it was Brent, my best friend and partner in crime at Black Tech.

All of the air left my lungs, leaving me feeling curiously drained. There was no question about not answering this call, though, and I picked it up without hesitation. Even so, with how long it had taken me to muster up enough courage to look at my phone, I was sure I’d gotten it right before it went to my voicemail.

“David, what the hell? Do you not check your work emails anymore?” Brent sounded peeved, and I had to hold back a slight sigh. I was sure I was letting everyone down, and it sort of pissed me off.

“It’s not work hours,” I snapped back, but Brent didn’t even really seem to be listening to me. He was the numbers guy, the one who made sure our little company kept growing, and he clearly had something to say on the matter.

“These Q3 results aren’t looking too good. If we’re going to close out the year where we need to be, we’re going to need to make some changes.”

Sighing, I transferred the phone to my left hand and rubbed at the bridge of my nose with the right. I knew Brent would be able to handle it. He was much better at this sort of thing than I was.

Still, it was my job to listen, so I settled down to do what needed to be done. Three days would be soon enough to talk to my grandfather.

Wouldn’t it?


Kaye

 

After the phone call that went unanswered, it was like Theodore gave up. Like he’d been holding on to try to talk to his grandson, and when that didn’t happen, he just stopped wanting to try to live at all.

He lasted one more night, and one more morning. He’d spent the whole of that morning closeted with his lawyer, which only added to the nagging feeling I had about him not caring anymore.

It had all happened too fast for me to believe it was truly a coincidence. The day Theodore had tried to call his grandson, he’d been an old, sick man. The next day, he’d been dying and putting his affairs in order.

The skies were gray when I went to his home that morning. Not a bird chirped, not a butterfly flew, and it had my mind going in a bad direction.

I’d been through this same thing too many times. As if death lingered in the space, waiting to take the sickly person to the other side. 

It was both a happy and sad time. Happy because there would be no more suffering. Theodore would finally be at peace. Sad because he would be missed. I already missed him.

Fighting back the tears, I knew I had to be strong. No nurse would sit by their patient’s bedside, weeping as they left this world. We were there to be supportive, to give them help in letting it all go and allowing death to come and take them out of that body that gave them so much pain and anguish. The suffering would be no more, there would only be peace where they were going.

I believed it too. With all of my heart, I did. 

I wasn’t a religious person, but I was spiritual. I was a true believer that we all go on. Death isn’t the end of us, only the end of our Earthly body.

With all that faith, it still took a piece of me when my patients left us all behind. Theodore would take more than a piece of me, he’d take a chunk. 

I was all the man had. No family would be there to say their goodbyes to him. Only I would be there. Bittersweet though it was, I didn’t know if I was truly prepared for that day.

The door squeaked as I pulled it open. It had never squeaked once since I’d started working there. The house was aware of what was happening. I’d felt it all too often. How the houses would feel when a person passed within their walls. Like a scar, it would permanently affect the home.

I ran my hand over the wall as I walked inside. “You’ll be okay.”

Some people thought I was nuts with how I thought. I didn’t care. I felt it right down to my core. A person leaves their mark on a place. And Theodore had built that home then lived in it for decades. He was a part of that place, and it knew it.

Peeking in on him, I saw his withered body barely breathing as he lay in the hospital bed. The head of it had been inclined to help him breathe. It wasn’t doing much for him. I went to his side and sat silently in the chair next to the bed. I didn’t want to disturb him at all.

Perhaps he was dreaming of his younger days. I’d hate to interrupt that. For a few hours, I just sat by and listened to his slow breathing and stayed quiet, letting him take all the time he needed in peace.     

I was there when it happened. He’d called out to me, his voice barely a rasp, “Kaye?” He seemed to have aged ten years and lost twenty pounds overnight, and his skin was pale and loose, his eyes finally losing their sparkle.

I’d taken his hand. “Theodore, I’m here.” 

His eyes barely opened as he looked up at me. “Kaye.” For a long time, we stayed like that, him lying in bed and me sitting beside it and holding his hand like I could somehow keep him with me.

“It’s all going to be okay, Theodore.” The urge to cry was always right there, but I held those tears back. I had to stay strong for the man.

He didn’t ask for anything. He was utterly silent until I felt his fingers gripping mine suddenly, frantically. “Tell him I’m sorry.”

Moments later, before I could so much as frame the question to ask who he wanted me to tell that to, he was gone. I didn’t really need to ask, though. There was really only one ‘him’ it could be.

His grandson. 

The man who had, less than a day before, rejected the last attempt of a dying old man to reach him.

The whole situation was so terribly sad, so tragic, and tears leaked down my cheeks as I did what I needed to do.

The funeral was a few days after, and I’d dried my tears before then. I didn’t always go to the funerals’ of my clients. Sometimes, I got the sense from the family they didn’t think that would be entirely appropriate. Of course, I would respect their wishes.

In this case, though, the only family was a man I’d never met. A man I wasn’t sure I liked. David Black was not my most favorite person in the world. Though I tried to keep an open mind about most people, in his case, I was willing to make an exception.

What possible excuse could there be for ignoring a man and letting him die alone?

The sadness had been replaced by a fair bit of anger, and I let that energy carry me through what I knew would be a terrible day.

I wasn’t looking forward to the funeral but it was, at least, a chance to say goodbye to someone I had cared for a great deal. The day was overcast, showers seemed sure to happen. Most had umbrellas at their side to make sure their black funeral clothes wouldn’t be ruined by the drops that would surely come from the sky at any moment.

After parking my car, I went inside. It wasn’t a large crowd—I knew it wouldn’t be. Theodore lay in a casket made out of oak. His body was in the spotlight. The knot in my throat grew and I took a seat, crying openly, knowing it didn’t matter anymore.

The people there were mostly old friends of his who didn’t even know who I was. Besides, they were all wrapped up in their own grief.

In the back of the funeral home, I sat and listened as the sad music played, drawing the pain out in us all. Pictures flashed on a white wall of Theodore in his younger days. He was such a handsome young man.

A man spoke to us about life and death and how we all have to meet our maker some day. Honestly, I tried not to listen to the words he said. They just made it all so much harder to take.

I’d never again get to hear Theodore’s voice. I’d never feel the touch of his paper-thin hand. I’d never get to look into those eyes that held an impish twinkle until his heart had taken all it could take.

Flowers and plants littered the floor around his casket. At least the people of Portland knew the value of the man, even if his only relative did not. My heart clenched at that thought.

Heartless bastard. 

After the funeral was over I felt drained, exhausted. Like someone had sucked all the emotion out of me entirely. The last thing I wanted to do was go have food and drinks with all the other funeral guests. But I found myself going with the small crowd over to the reception area, across the hallway. 

A patio off the reception room had been set up with the buffet. The sky had cleared, amazingly. The sun was out, and fluffy white clouds moved through the sky. It was warm but not too warm. It felt very nice for an early autumn day. 

Maybe I would just leave, I thought, as I stood by the buffet table of the catered gathering after the service. I could just leave, and no one would be the wiser.

“I’ve been trying to figure it out,” a voice commented. A voice that gave me the shivers for just a second. It was so familiar I thought it must be Theodore. But of course, I knew it wasn’t. Very slowly, I turned around, fighting off the gooseflesh on my arms.

Low, deep, dominant, very masculine. Theodore’s voice had gotten weaker and quieter as he’d declined, but he’d never lost those qualities. This man had the same ones, only he had energy and strength and youth behind his words, too.

“David.” There wasn’t a trace of doubt in my voice because I felt none. David Black. It had to be. I could tell it by the shape of his eyes, by the slightly sardonic tilt to his full lips.

I could tell that my recognition took him aback. He withdrew a little bit from me, and at that moment, I saw some things I hadn’t expected to see.

First off, the man was handsome. I’d only known Theodore when he was old. But the pictures I’d seen of him proved he’d been a handsome man. David had those same glistening dark blue eyes, with the same subtle sense of humor in them and in his whole expression. He was tall, at least a good half a foot taller than my 5’7”, and his shoulders were broad and strong. His hair was dark and careless, though he was otherwise perfectly put together.

“Excuse me, I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure.” He gave me a tight smile, and I felt the urge to take a step or two back. There was something almost feral about the man at that moment, despite how sharply he was dressed.

Without words he asked who I was and what I was doing at his grandfather’s funeral. He must’ve known pretty much everyone else there, since these were friends of Theodore’s who he’d had for years and years, from what I’d picked up from the service.

I crossed my arms over my chest, trying not to get defensive. After all, I had nothing to be ashamed of. Of the two of us, he was the one who should feel defensive.

“Kaye James.” I kept my tone cool, a little bit stern. My ‘nurse voice’ as I liked to call it, the one that every good nurse I’d ever met deliberately cultivated. The one that was meant to let patients know, yes, we were there to help, and it would be best if they went along with what we said.

If he was impressed, he didn’t show it. He just arched one of those dark, winged eyebrows of his, a slight smile tugging up the corners of his lips.

“Kaye James,” he repeated my name and for some reason, that sent the strangest little shivers down my spine. “And how did you know my grandfather?”

Ah! I knew it.

“I was his nurse,” I refused to be charmed by the way he held his hand out to me, offering it in a handshake.

“Well, then. Thank you.” He took my hand in his, and my fingers were dwarfed. He had enormous hands. It was a little intimidating, being around him. He took up a lot of room, and not only physically, either.

It was impossible to be around him and not have my attention focused on him. When he walked into a room, I would bet that all eyes would be on him. Not only that, but I’d bet he’d expect that attention, too.

“David Black,” he finally confirmed what I had already known to be true. Our hands were still linked, and I couldn’t help but feel the handshake had gone on a little bit too long.

“Hello, David.” I looked into those dark eyes and once more I could swear I saw a hint of pain in them. “Theodore spoke of you.”

He wasn’t expecting that, and his gaze sharpened. He looked at me with much more interest, which confused me. The picture I’d built up of this man was that he was utterly uncaring, but I could already tell that wasn’t the case.

How strange. Why had David ignored that phone call? Or all of the ones before, the ones I knew Theodore had made himself before becoming too weak? I could swear he was deeply grieved, and I shook my head slightly. 

None of this made any sense.

“Why did you thank me?” I finally broke the silence. It seemed he wasn’t going to be the one to do it. In fact, it seemed he had slipped into a world of his own, barely acknowledging my presence at all.

“For taking care of him.” There was a long silence before he spoke, and for a moment I actually thought he wouldn’t say anything at all. “Excuse me. I see that people are leaving, and I should say goodbye.”

Before I could say anything, he was gone. What was there to say, anyway? My thoughts were far too confused to come up with anything coherent. It was better to just let him go.

I had walked into this room not liking David Black much at all. In less than five minutes, the man blew that out of the water. Though not enough for me to forget entirely how he had treated his own grandfather, but enough to confuse me a little.

He was charming, no doubt about it.

Oh well. I didn’t have such an inflated sense of my own importance that I thought it would matter much to David what I thought of him. Why should it? I would probably never see the guy again.

Remembering his dark, penetrating eyes, his strong body, and his slightly rough, deep voice, I had to think it was probably a good thing, me not ever seeing him again.

He put my thoughts into disarray, and that was after only knowing about his existence for a few days. It was sort of ridiculous, and not particularly like me at all to get this worked up over someone.

It was just his charisma. But with that being said, I decided to execute the better part of valor and take off, still figuring no one would notice if I left.

I was almost right. One person did notice. As I pushed open the door to the funeral home, where the funeral itself and the reception had been held, I looked back just once and noticed a particular pair of dark, thoughtful eyes following me out.

David was frowning as he looked at me, and I told myself quite firmly it was none of my business—none at all—what the man’s deal was. My involvement with the Black family had ended with Theodore’s death.

As the door shut behind me, I really did have the notion I would never see David again. I even thought I might never hear his name again. Why would I? I was hardly involved in the Portland business scene.

There was something unresolved between us that day, but I didn’t acknowledge it to myself. Maybe it was because I was too busy grieving for the patient who had become my friend, but as I walked away I was sure I had closed that particular chapter in my life.

Even so, David Black and his piercing eyes, high cheekbones, and slightly mocking smirk haunted me. I tried not to acknowledge it even to myself, but they did.


David

 

The day of the reading of the will dawned clear and bright, a perfect Indian summer day. The sky was a dark, rich blue, the occasional little cloud puffing through the air, and I knew I was about to become a much wealthier man very soon.

The whole money issue hadn’t actually occurred to me until the lawyer had called to ask me to be there for the reading. Of course, I was going to get everything, but in my attempts to distance myself from the whole situation, I had forgotten entirely about his estate.

I knew he’d been a very, very wealthy man—far beyond my own not insignificant net worth. He’d had decades to build it all up, and I was really only just starting off.

Oh, but the things I was going to be able to do with all he had undoubtedly left me …

I had visions in my head as I went into the lawyer’s office. With the money I had been left, I could boost Black Tech and really make it grow. Maybe I could even run with the big boys. With enough money and work, anything was possible.

As I walked I could almost swear the soles of my Fendi shoes barely touched the linoleum floors. At the same time, though, my heart was heavy. I had assumed I had time to make up with my grandfather. I had assumed I would have the three measly days to do that much.

I didn’t deserve this, but I knew what I could do. Grandpa’s mind had been a shrewd one, and I could honor him by building a company for the future—one that would carry not just his name, but also his spirit.

In short, the circumstances were terrible, but I would turn this experience into something really great. I had stood over his coffin and promised him I would do it, and I always kept my promises.

I stopped dead in my tracks when I pushed open the door to the office. It was a quiet, tasteful place, with generic, classy art on the walls and very few people waiting in the office.

Actually, there were only two people, other than myself. One of them was the receptionist, who glanced up at me and smiled politely, apparently appeased by my expensive clothing.

The other one was that little nurse, Kaye something or other. The pretty young lady who had apparently been taking care of my grandfather. The question was, what was she doing at my grandpa’s lawyer’s office?

Well, the old man had good taste. Kaye was something close to stunning, with her wide, full, generous mouth and her enormous green eyes. Even in her modest outfit, I could tell that she had curves for days—rounded hips and breasts, a tiny little waist—and beautiful long black hair that I was willing to bet would fall almost to her ass if she let it down from the loose up-do she had it in.

It was more than just her physical appearance, though. Kaye had this aura that I couldn’t help but find soothing. She was a nurse, and I would be willing to bet almost anything she was very good at her job. She radiated both competence and gentleness, all at the same time.

She looked up at me, and I found myself unprepared for the look in her eyes. She was trying to learn about me, wasn’t she? Just by looking at me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, my tone just a little bit more blunt than usual. She’d surprised me by coming to the funeral, and she downright shocked me by being here for the reading of my grandfather’s will. Unless she was here for some other reason?

“The same thing as you, I would imagine.” She glanced down away from my gaze, and I frowned thoughtfully. So she’d been invited to this, too? Had the unpredictable old man actually left something to his nurse?

“Mr. Black, Miss James, we’re ready for you now.” The receptionist won my everlasting affection for breaking the awkward moment. I hadn’t been all that gracious. Actually, I’d sort of been a dick, hadn’t I? I’d just been so dumbfounded by seeing her there at all.

“Shall we?” I asked, and I even held the door open for her as we went into the office, which was enormous and had a gorgeous, unhindered view of the Columbia River. This guy was clearly doing all right for himself, which pretty much figured. I’d never seen my grandfather—or my father, for that matter—skimp on anything that was really important.

A lawyer would definitely fall into that category.

“Thank you both for coming,” the lawyer, a distinguished older gentleman with beautiful white hair and a dark tan that I suspected couldn’t be real, intoned. His name was, if I remembered correctly, John Dixon, or something of the sort.

He started to talk, and I didn’t pay a lot of attention. I knew what I was going to hear, after all. The only thing I was curious about was what the lovely Miss Kaye James was going to be granted. How important had she been to him, really?

“To my grandson and only living heir, I leave a message. It grieves me greatly we were not, during my life, able to mend whatever rift there was between us.” John was reading from a paper on his desk, and I started to pay much more attention.

I realized then that I didn’t even know how much money was in the estate. I didn’t even know what I was about to inherit. I listened carefully, but the lawyer just turned to the lovely Kaye, and I frowned a little bit. For the first time, I started to think that something was very wrong here.

Unless he was going to deal with her very small bequest first? But then why had he mentioned me first? It didn’t make sense.

“To my nurse, Kaye James,” the lawyer continued. “You filled my last days with light and happiness. Your smiles meant everything to me. Your gentle spirit brought me peace. To you, I leave it all. Every car, every property, every last cent in every bank account. Thank you, Kaye. I only wish I had more to give you because you certainly deserve it.”

For a moment, there was complete silence in the room. During that silence I felt something inside me, some basic idea the universe was a good and fair place, die. The last little bit of hope—of trust—in my heart withered, and in its place anger blossomed. Sick. Hot. Feverish.

“You bitch,” I hissed, turning to face Kaye. All of my dreams went up in smoke right then and there. I could, and I would, build Black Tech into a leading worldwide brand, but it was going to be a lot harder, and I would be very old by the time that happened.

“Mr. Black! Please,” the lawyer said, and I noted dimly that he didn’t seem surprised by my outburst. If the man read wills on a regular basis, no doubt he was used to this sort of thing.

Kaye didn’t say anything back. She just bowed her head, letting her hair swing forward in a dark, wavy
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