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      “Who do you want to dance with, Aunt Dani?”

      Dani Price glanced at her niece. Before she could answer, a voice that sent shivers from the base of her neck to her toes said, “If it’s okay with you, Wolf Girl, I’d like to dance with your aunt.”

      Mira Graywolf slithered out of her arms and gleefully declared, “Okay, Uncle Jason. You and Aunt Dani dance while I get some cake.”

      Dani swallowed nervously when Jason pulled her against him and began to move to the music. Her body instinctively adjusted, her arms embracing his shoulders, her eyelashes lowering as memories slid into her mind of the last time he held her so close. Marisa and Aidan’s wedding. Only then, she hadn’t been drinking tequila or struggling with regrets.

      You can get through this, Dani. It’s just one dance.

      She inhaled to settle her agitated senses. Big mistake. Sucking in air had brought with it his subtle scent, catapulting her into a cauldron of desire she thought she’d emptied. Instead, the chemical disarray in her body reminded her just how fast her hormones jumped into overdrive at any contact with Jason Graywolf.

      A tiny gasp, quickly swallowed, accompanied by her silent prayer he didn’t noticed the rising heat on the surface of her skin as his body slowly seduced hers toward a point of no return. She batted away the recurring thought she’d had the last time they danced—what would it be like to spend one night in his bed?

      “It’s good to see you, Dani.”

      A slight tremor surged through her when Jason’s mouth brushed her ear, and the touch and sound flowed through her the way butter moved across a heated pan, a languid sizzle melting her insides and scrambling her tequila-soaked brain. “You too,” was all she could stammer. Lust had seized control of her mind.

      “How long are you staying?”

      She managed to spill out an answer. “Tomorrow afternoon.”

      The music ended, yet when she started to disengage from his arms, Jason didn’t relax his hold as he stared down at her.

      Not now, Jason. Let’s leave this in the comfortable uncomfortable ‘it’s been nice’ zone. Please.

      “Come home with me, Dani,” he murmured. “We need to talk.”

      She lowered her gaze and shook her head. “No, what we need to do is leave things alone. We’re good.”

      “No, we’re not,” he gritted softly. “You mean too much to me to not try and mend the damage. We need privacy, and we won’t find it here. Please, Dani, please come home with me. When we’re done, I’ll drop you off at Aidan and Marisa’s.”

      He interlaced the fingers of one hand with hers and led her away from the noise and bodies on the makeshift dance floor. She didn’t resist, aware that it was a losing battle.

      Dani peered at the hand gripping hers, felt the slight pressure begging her to accept his invitation to make things right between them. Her brain succumbed to the gentle glide of his finger on her knuckles as well as to the truth he was right.

      Jason Graywolf was always going to be her Achilles’ heel, and she lifted her eyes to his face—the gorgeous jawline, the mesmerizing dark gray eyes, the mouth curved into a seductive smile. He watched her closely, his look indecipherable as he waited for her answer. She remembered the first time their gazes touched, and his sensuous lips seduced her. Maybe it was time to expose her wounds, let him know how much he hurt her.

      Maybe...just maybe, once she told him she could finally get her life back.

      Perhaps it was the tequila, or she was just tired of fighting the desire he stoked inside her, but she heard her voice softly say, “Okay.”

      Jason gave her hand a squeeze, then maneuvered them into the house, guiding her to the front door. From the corner of her eye, Dani saw her cousin coming down the staircase. Seeing Marisa’s questioning look, she flashed her a half-smile and followed Jason outside.

      They were a few feet away from the car when she hesitated. “If I go with you, Jason, it won’t be to talk. I want sex.”

      Her hands reached up and cupped his head, pulling his mouth down to hers. Her tongue slid across his bottom lip. “Can you accept that?”

      He stared at her, and she wished the walkway torches were brighter. She wanted to see his expressive gray eyes, wanted to know what he was thinking.

      “We will talk, Dani,” he stated. “We will deal with what happened between us and where we go from here.”

      His tongue pressed her lips apart and caressed them slowly before thrusting inside her mouth. She had no idea how long he licked, teased, and sucked, but with each stroke, her synapses misfired, and her ability to think, to speak, to resist fractured.

      Dani felt the taut ache and the slight wetness that came with being aroused. Had they not been standing in his parents’ driveway, she might have begged him to take her right then and there. Instead, she placed her hand against his chest, putting distance between them as she broke their kiss. The sound of ragged breathing filled the space for long seconds until Jason released her and opened the passenger door.

      Her trembling fingers gripped his hand as he helped her into the seat, then walked around to the driver’s side and got in. Jason reached over to stroke her cheek before he started the car. The soft hum of the engine was a distant noise, a reminder that once he drove through the gates, there was no turning back.

      Glancing to her right, she noticed the reflective illumination of the moonlight on the small lake that sat in the middle of the compound. Jason followed the paved road until he turned into a driveway. Along the way, they’d passed the other siblings’ houses, and she realized Jason’s was the farthest from his parents.

      She’d hoped the drive would give her time to wrench her composure into place, but it wasn’t long enough as the car reached the security gates. The gates swung open, and she swallowed nervously. Doubts about her sanity reared like a wild mustang. What was she thinking?

      Was she even thinking when she agreed to go with Jason? And that kiss? The one she started…and he finished.

      Her head jerked in his direction when the car stopped. She stared past him to the softly illuminated facade of his house. It was smaller than his parents or Aidan’s, yet it was exactly the type of house she’d imagine sharing with Jason and finding her happily ever after.

      WTF, Dani?!

      Before she could ratchet that pipe dream back into Neverland, Jason got out and walked around to her side. The door swung open, and he held out his hand. After a second of hesitation, she gripped his fingers and climbed out.

      Her heart pounded inside her chest as they walked to the front door. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but it also wasn’t the familiar, tranquil quiet that once existed between them. Jason unlocked the door and stepped inside to disarm the security system. The lights came on once they were inside the house, and the security system rearmed itself when he closed the door.

      He looked at her and sheepishly said, “The code is your birthday.”

      She stared at him. “Jason. Maybe we⁠—”

      A hint of a smile creased his lips, and his finger shushed her. “We will talk, Danielle Selena Price, I promise. Just not now.”

      He led her upstairs to the master bedroom while her mind attempted to process everything. She shouldn’t be in his house. Where was her anger? Her common sense?

      The lights came on when he opened the door, and she gasped. His bedroom possessed a subtle beauty that declared it a sanctuary from the world. The king bed, night tables, and the wood frames of both the chaise and the reading chair were dark maple, while the bedroom’s sand-colored walls softened the pewter fabric on the chair and chaise. French doors opened onto a balcony, and while she couldn’t see past the darkness, Dani suspected it overlooked the small lake at the center of the family compound.

      Her gaze drank in every detail of the beautiful room before it rested on the framed poster-sized portrait hanging above the fireplace opposite the foot of Jason’s bed. Air caught in her chest and a veil of wetness clouded her vision. She’d never forget the moment the picture was taken.

      She and Jason were celebrating a volleyball victory. Their arms were wrapped around each other, huge grins on their faces. However, this was her first time seeing the image. The first time she saw the way they looked at each other, an intimacy starkly captured by the camera.

      “Not what you expected,” Jason said.

      She shook her head. “No, it isn’t. Your bedroom is gorgeous and such a retreat that I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am.”

      “I wasn’t talking about my bedroom, DS,” he murmured as his arm circled her waist. “Mark sent me the photo and I enlarged it. Seeing us... I realized how much I screwed up by not talking to you. I know you said you didn’t want to talk, but I’m going to say one thing and let you decide what happens next.”

      He turned her in his arms so she could see his face. “I was a fool not to tell you how I felt when we were in law school.”

      He brushed his mouth against hers. “If me loving you is what you want, DS, I promise I intend to take my sweet time feasting on you until we’re both sated. In the morning, we’ll talk about you, me, and how we move past Mexico.”

      “Jason…” she began.

      “Shh, not now,” he whispered. “Will you let me make love to you, Dani?”

      She stared into his smoke-colored eyes and knew she’d not deny them this moment. It had been too long coming. Her tongue swiped her bottom lip before she murmured, “Yes.”

      Jason’s mouth instantly claimed her lips, his tongue sweeping hers up in a maddening dance of hot, wet flesh on flesh. He sucked as if he thirsted before slowly licking the inside of her mouth. She could do nothing but slip her arms around his neck and hold on. Her body shook in response to the explosive sparks triggered by his kiss and her ability to think short-circuited. Tremors rippled through her, borne of desire and fear. When his hand gripped her hips, positioning her so she could feel his erection, she was lost. Truly lost.

      He leaned away, his breathing as uneven and throaty as hers. He stared at her, desire having turned the gray of his eyes to a dark pewter. His tongue flicked against the corners of her mouth. “Fuck, I don’t know where to start. Your mouth… I could stay inside it for months, only coming up for air.”

      He kissed her again. This one was slow, deep, and had her drowning in pleasure before his lips left hers. His hand cupped a breast, and she moaned when two fingers captured her nipple between them and squeezed. “I want to strip you and see the beauty beneath these clothes. But⁠—”

      Jason’s mouth lowered to the same breast and replaced his fingers, lips tightening around her nipple. He sucked it, the wet fabric of her shirt intensifying the sensations rocking her body. The sounds she made shocked her, so different from the ones when she teased her body into a climax.

      Her groan evoked a short laugh from him when he separated them and began to undo the buttons on her shirt. “I need to see you, all of you, every beautiful dark brown inch of your body.”

      When she shyly tucked her head, his knuckle gently lifted it. “Don’t go all shy on me, DS.”

      Dani raised her eyes to his face. “Um, there’s something you should know, Jason.”

      “Keep your secrets, sweetheart. I prefer discovery and eureka moments,” he murmured as he undid her pants.

      His hands stripped her until she stood before him in her bra and panties. Jason stepped away and studied her from head to toe before he walked her back until her legs bumped his bed. Her flop wasn’t graceful, but the look in his eyes had her not caring. All she wanted was the feel of his mouth and hands on her—everywhere.

      Jason slipped an arm beneath her knees and repositioned her on the bed. A quick smile and two dimples had her melting, her underwear skipping damp altogether to become soaked. Her skin flushed when he removed her panties and brought them closer to his nose.

      “I’ve always wondered about your scent,” he said hoarsely before he inhaled slowly. “Everything this man could want.”

      He dropped her underwear on the floor, and his hand caressed her stomach before taking a meandering path to her breasts. Fingers undid the front closure to her bra. He eased her up and removed the lacy material, tossing it next to her panties.

      “You know those are expensive,” she chided with a giggle.

      “I’ll buy you a dozen sets,” he replied. “I’ve imagined this moment so long, I’m not going to worry about the price of underwear.”

      He hurriedly removed his clothes and climbed onto the bed, his knees on either side of her hips. Bending to capture her mouth, he murmured, “I’m going to enjoy every moment of tasting and loving you, Dani Price.”
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      “Have you talked to Jason recently, Dani? What is he up to?” Bette Price inquired.

      Dani inhaled the exasperated sigh working its way from her belly to her throat. No way she’d survive to her thirty-third birthday if that sound made it past her lips. So she killed it and replied, “No, Mama. Jason and I haven’t been in touch since August. Why are you asking? Is something going on with him?”

      “No, I was chatting with Marisa, and she mentioned him, and I know how close you two were in law school.”

      Her mom never tossed grenades like this without a reason, so this line of inquiry was definitely a fishing expedition. Dani seized control of her exasperation and answered in a neutral voice, “Risa said he was going to be home for the holidays, staying through the New Year. Mira and Samuel are excited about being in California for Thanksgiving.”

      Nice deflection, Dani.

      As her mom’s voice became animated talking about her great-niece and nephew, Dani headed to the escalator leading down to the baggage area. It didn’t take long for her mother to return to the subject of her call. For some reason, Jason had been on her mom’s lips off and on since Marisa and Aidan Graywolf’s anniversary celebration. Usually, Dani tuned it out, but today, her mom’s whole conversational tone seemed different.

      What if she “accidentally” bumped the earbud out or maybe dropped the phone to avoid the string of words about to shoot across thousands of feet of fiber-optics and into her brain?

      Instead, dutiful daughter kicked in, and she listened to her mother’s musing on why she and Jason hadn’t turned their law school friendship into something more permanent like marriage. Please don’t say it, Mom.

      “You know I’m not getting younger, and neither are you, Danielle. I need a grandbaby or two.”

      Reaching her designated baggage carousel, Dani mumbled a quick expletive as people crowded the area, prepared to snatch up bags no matter who was in the way. Usually, she didn’t check her luggage, but knowing she was going to be in Brentworth for over a week, she’d packed extra clothes.

      “Don’t just stop in the middle of the floor, lady,” an irritable voice snapped. “People need to get their bags. What’s wrong with people?”

      “Sorry,” Dani mumbled, stepping aside to let the person pass.

      She felt like a small rock caught up in the debris of a raging flash flood as bodies swirled around her, rushing to grab luggage and head outside to waiting rides or taxis. She needed to get off the phone.

      “I better hang up now, Mama,” she began. “No, I’m not upset about changing my plans, although I really could have used the me time with Portia. I agree Cherie’s dad is after money... Not sure, but if mediation doesn’t work, I’ll ask for a postponement until January and fly home.”

      Dani heard, “Watch out!” before a rolling menace swept in her direction, and she had to perform an awkward pirouette to avoid a collision with an unruly case on wheels. The woman wielding the deadly weapon mumbled an apology and something about missing her flight before taking off in a run.

      A groan rumbled past Dani’s lips when she got closer to the conveyor belt. She was not about to take on the people hovering over the moving carrier and positioned herself away from the bodies lined two rows deep.

      Dani’s deflection abilities were her superpower when it came to her mother. “I see my luggage unloading. I’m going to hang up, and I’ll call you once I get to Brentworth.”

      She grabbed her bag, listening patiently to her mother’s instructions. As she turned toward the exit, the skin on her arms tingled. Something wicked is creeping up on you, Dani, and she glanced to her right.

      “Oh shit. Sorry, no, Mama, I wasn’t saying that to you. It’s Kevin Harper. Six airports in California, and he shows up in this one?”

      Dani winced when her earbuds vibrated as her mother screeched, “Isn’t that the fool you used to date? The one whose daddy is a disgrace to good Black men all over the world? The fool who ordered lamb for me after I told him I don’t eat it? Go get him and put that man on the phone. I’ve got some words for his ear.”

      “Mama, I’m not going to do that,” Dani declared, watching Kevin leave the building. “Besides, he just walked outside, and I’m glad he didn’t see me. I’ll call you when I get to Brentworth. Yes, ma’am, I know, but⁠—”

      However, her mother wasn’t done, and her words echoed in her daughter’s ears. “Now, if it was Jason Graywolf instead of that fool, I’d be okay with you and him hooking up. What is Kevin Harper doing in the airport?”

      “Mama, please,” Dani said, stacking her tote on the rolling suitcase. “Jason and I aren’t hooking up, and I’m done with Kevin. I have no idea what he’s doing in the Sacramento airport, and I’m not about to chase him to find out why.”

      “Don’t you dare ‘Mama, please’ me, Danielle,” her mother intoned in that maternal voice Dani swore the ten people around her could hear.

      “Jason is fine as wine, and he comes from a family I like, especially Alice. Besides, my grandchildren would be beautiful and smart, not fools like that Kevin Harper and his bougie daddy.”

      Her mother’s voice became tender. “I really like Jason. He’s got a good heart. Don’t know why you two suddenly stopped talking to each other.”

      “Jason and I have busy lives, and we do talk occasionally,” Dani offered. “I really have to go. I love you, and I’ll call you when I get there. I will, promise. Yeah, I love you too. Sorry, yes, I love you too. Bye.”

      Her neatly stacked luggage ready to roll, she turned it so she could get out of the airport.

      “Here, let me help you with that,” a husky voice said.

      Looking up, she saw her Lancelot, a fiftyish white man whose thinning hair screamed for a new stylist while his body was a testament to long hours at a gym in an effort to slow the effects of gravity.

      No need to be rude, Dani. Just say no and continue on your way.

      The plasticity of her half-smile hurt the inside of her mouth, but she kept it on her face when she muttered, “Thank you, but I’m fine.”

      A slow grin thickened the man’s dry lips. Dropping the register of his voice to a deep bass, he growled, “Yes, you are. I happened to notice you on the flight, and I’m curious, what does the D stand for?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oops, my bad,” he said. “I’m Norman Stapleton. I’m in Sacramento on business from Anaheim, California.”

      “Whatever you think might happen will not,” Dani whipped out as she started toward the exit.

      Norman matched her steps, positioning himself to block her path. Her nerves already rubbed raw from the call with her mother, Dani halted and glared at the man.

      “I have an idea what this is about, but I’m not going to dignify your f-up sense of yourself with a vitriolic tirade about aging white men and Black women probably the same age as your daughter, if you have one. So, I’m just going to say have a good day.”

      She took a step, then hesitated. A grin spread across Norman’s face. “And Norman? Your come-on would be less comical,” she said as her gaze dipped to his groin, “if that were zipped.”

      Whirling away from him, she laughed as his “Oh shit!” echoed behind her. Dani made her way to the rental car shuttle stop just as the bus pulled up and the doors swung open. She joined the line of people being greeted by the driver. Separating her tote from her case, she watched the driver stow her bag securely on the rack.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking around for an open seat.

      “My pleasure, you gorgeous thing.” The driver slowly dragged his tongue across his lips. “You on this bus has definitely brightened up my day. Where you headed?”

      Dani spied an empty seat at the rear of the shuttle. “Car rental lot,” she said, hurrying to claim the space.

      The shuttle bus filled, and the driver returned to his seat. Dani wondered if there was something extra in Sacramento’s air or an invisible mark on her forehead that inspired Oldie McFly and the shuttle driver to think she was hookup material. Whatever was at play, she hoped the airport was the boundary. This trip to Brentworth already had enough built-in drama.

      Her rental location was the second stop, and when the doors opened, she grabbed her bags and rushed off the shuttle. Walking toward the rental kiosk, she saw a large monitor with her name and a stall number and headed to the numbered spot. Car keys in hand, she unlocked the trunk and tossed her suitcase inside before slowly circling the vehicle, checking for damage and taking pictures of scratches and small dents.

      You know our firms include full coverage as part of the negotiated rate, DS? Jason’s teasing voice whispered in her head as she finished her inspection. He never understood why she did it.

      “Okay, universe, I wasn’t playing about a drama-free day. I know you listen to my mama, but I don’t need Jason Graywolf in my head right now. Save it for never.”

      She got into the car and adjusted the seat and mirrors before she connected her Bluetooth. Her best friend Portia Morgan had sent her a playlist for the two-hour drive to Brentworth, swearing it would keep her sane in traffic. Queueing up the music, Dani started the car. The first couple of notes of a familiar song poured through the speakers, and she pressed the fast-forward button. “That wasn’t right, Portia. Not right at all.”

      Even so, the damage had been done, and Dani shot a quick glance at the passenger seat as she programmed the car’s driving directions app and a woman’s voice stated, “Brentworth, California. Two hours and three minutes.”

      Her mind envisioned Jason riding shotgun, his five-foot ten-inch body lounging on the passenger seat, the man’s thick shoulder-length black hair tied with a leather band, exposing the strong Black and Indigenous features on a reddish-brown face that had captivated her the moment she set eyes on him.

      Jason’s smiling, full mouth was the first weapon to seduce her, closely followed by the striking dark gray eyes the Graywolf children had inherited from their father Martin. Jason’s were far more expressive of his emotions than his two brothers, and that kept her heart tethered to the man. So much so she’d forgot herself and made love to him three months ago.

      The memory had her squirming on the car’s seat, lust claiming residence between her thighs. She cursed. “Come on, universe. I really don’t need a Let’s Fuck with Dani Price Day. Do I need to remind you why Jason Graywolf and I are where we are? Does betrayal, broken self-promises, and weak-willed lust ring a bell?”

      The exit sign for I-80 East loomed ahead, and she followed it, silently praying the universe was listening.
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      The drive to Brentworth was uneventful, and except for the inclusion of the Manhattans, Portia’s playlist was just what Dani needed. Traffic had slowed enough for her to appreciate the beauty and tranquility of the Sierra Nevada mountains. Statuesque redwoods and pine trees covered the mountain range, and in a month’s time, they would be snow-tipped. She was a beach girl, warm sands and blue oceans were her thing, but she could see why people fell in love with this part of the state. Except for the freeway, it was a definite slower pace of life.

      “Take Exit 161 in a quarter-mile,” a voice said through the car’s speakers.

      As she took the exit, her mother’s ringtone chimed, and Dani tapped the answer button on the steering wheel. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Just taking the exit to Brentworth. What’s up? Have you talked to Cherie? Any more news about her dad? Anything I should know?” Dani heard her mom’s long and very dramatic intake of air. “Is everything okay?”

      “I just forgot to tell you something when we were talking earlier.” Her mom’s voice was deceptively sweet, sending a shiver down Dani’s spine. Her fingers clenched the steering wheel.

      “What did you forget?”

      “Hold on, Alice is calling me. I’ll call you back in a minute.”

      “Mom, wait, finish your⁠—”

      Dani shook her head as her mother disconnected. Bette Louise Price the parent was a real piece of work on occasion, and today’s performance had her only child worried.
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      “About two hours ago, Mom. The drive from the airport wasn’t as bad as I thought it might be, and this part of California is beautiful. I think you and Dad would like Brentworth, especially the Fairmont Creek Inn.”

      Jason Graywolf reached for a bottle of water left on the coffee table and leaned against the sofa. Alice Graywolf was on a mission, and he had no clue what that mission was. “Mom, why am I in Brentworth, California?”

      “Because Omar needs you,” Alice snapped. “Because his fiancée needs you.”

      He sipped from the bottle. “Talk, mom. What’s really going on? It’s not as if there aren’t excellent lawyers in Sacramento.”

      “Jason Aaron Graywolf, you may be two thousand miles away, but I don’t have a problem calling your brothers and arranging for them to fly me to where you are to remind you I’m your mother. I brought you into this world⁠—”

      “Sorry, Mama, I wasn’t disrespecting you.”

      “I know, baby boy. I trust my sons to do right by our family. Have you met with Omar yet? Figured out what’s behind that lawyer’s letters?”

      “No,” Jason stated. “He was gone when I arrived. We’re meeting in a couple of hours. What have you heard?”

      “His mama is worried someone’s trying to scam money from him and Cherie,” his mother explained. “I told her not to worry with you, Evan, and Aidan helping.”

      Jason sighed. “Mama, why are Evan and AG involved if this is just a legal issue? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      His mother’s silence set off alarms. “Mom, you make the CIA, FBI, NSA, and Evan’s company look like toddlers when it comes to information gathering. So, it’s safe for me to assume that my brothers and I will be working pro bono, and when you’re ready, you’ll let me know why I left Washington, D.C. to fly to small-town Cali before heading to the family compound for Thanksgiving.”

      “That’s Bette on the other line. I’ll chat with you later, and give my love to Omar.”

      “Mom…Mom?” Jason cursed. Absolute silence, which meant she was going to play whatever chess move she intended. “Whatever.”

      He finished his water and went into his bedroom to grab his laptop. He sent an email to his assistant, then fired off one to his brothers, asking them to find out as much as possible about D’Andre Thompson—the man who’d filed a lawsuit against Omar—and what their mother was up to.

      Jason knew there was more to his mother’s involvement than helping out her godmother’s grandson. Whatever she was planning had his wolf senses working overtime. Hopefully, it wasn’t another one of her matchmaking schemes. Ever since Aidan and Marisa’s anniversary party, Alice Graywolf was on a mission to marry off her remaining three children.

      What he couldn’t figure out was why he was next in line. He was the youngest, which meant his brother Evan and his sister Nina should be their mom’s targets. Yet, he was the one getting a weekly message about so and so’s daughter—including stats. He grimaced at the memory of Indira Pettigrew, a woman he took to dinner in D.C. While she was attractive, her financials were okay, and she was smart, Indira was an out on the town three times a week self-absorbed influencer and they had absolutely nothing in common except interfering mothers. What he wanted to tell his mom—scream from the rafters—was that the only woman he truly wanted he could never have.

      The ping on his laptop announced an email, and he clicked on it. It was from Evan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey bro, glad you made it safely. I’ll look into Thompson and see what I can dig up. As to mama…I don’t ask when she puts us to work on her little projects. I just do what she asks and run. That’s my advice to you. Get what you need to get done fast and run. Don’t give her time to “arrange” for you to meet someone. Reminder, she has contacts across the globe. Nowhere is safe. Remember Indira. Take care of yourself, Evan

      

      

      

      

      

      A second ping announced a reply from Aidan. His message was terse:

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Jase, glad you made it. Mira says hi, and Samuel grunts. Send me a list of things you want me to check on about this Thompson dude, and when you need the info. As to Mom…follow Evan’s advice whatever it is. Remember Indira. Take care, Aidan.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jason’s moan was soul-deep. If this were a horror film, he’d be doomed. Signing out of his account, he closed the laptop and went to take a shower.

      Thirty minutes later, he strolled into the suite’s living room. The shower had done the trick, easing his mind and convincing him his mother couldn’t do too much damage. If the next prospect wasn’t from Brentworth, she’d have to drive a couple of hours. Since he wasn’t leaving the town or its environs, the odds were in his favor to avoid any setup. Checking his phone, he saw a text from Omar, asking to meet at two p.m. Jason checked the time. He had five minutes.

      He grabbed his journal and pen and left the suite. He glanced down. “Hey, Bok Choy. What’s up, Big Ass Cat?”

      Bok Choy, a fluffy white terrier mix, and Big Ass Cat—Jason had no idea what his breed was, though he’d bet on bobcat or lynx and Maine Coon, given the size of the cat—barked and meowed, then trotted down the hall to settle before the door of another guest room. Jason shook his head and continued down the stairs to the front reception desk. Omar was waiting and, after introductions, led him into an office.

      “Have a seat, Jason. Want a bottle of water?” Omar said.

      He sat on a chair opposite the desk and opened his journal. “No thanks, I’m good.”

      Omar sat behind the desk and stared at him. “I’ll answer any questions, tell you no lies, and do whatever I have to do to protect Cherie.”

      “Tell me what’s going on. Why are you being sued?”

      Omar reached into a drawer and withdrew a folder, getting up to hand the documents to him. Jason removed the papers from the folder and scanned them.

      “Everything is in there. I know it’s all bogus and connected to Cherie’s daddy trying to take the inn from her. D’Andre’s still heated because she curbed him, and we’ve been together ever since.”

      “How do you know Aldon Rayne? How did you and Mr. Thompson meet?”

      “I only met Cherie’s father once, about five years ago, just before Miss Esther got sick. D’Andre and I became friends when we were in the minor leagues together until he washed out because he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants and drugs out of his system.”

      Jason’s eyes met Omar’s angry gaze. “When did you and Cherie become involved?”

      “Seven years ago—on her birthday. December 10th.” Omar’s eyes clouded with emotion.

      Jason waited a few seconds before he said, “Rayne and Thompson are suing you for
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