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      To the child you used to be,

      and the adult you had to become to survive.

      You were never broken.

      You were healing.

      Kit
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        Fourteen Years Earlier

        Dalton — Survival

      

      

      Pain.

      I couldn’t open my eyes it was so intense. Muffled voices conversed around me. Foreign? Or merely distorted by the intense discomfort, I wasn’t sure. The strength of the sun I honestly never thought I’d feel again, heated my exposed skin. I inhaled slowly the earthy humidity, instantly feeling beads of moisture on my forehead and upper lip. Was I being carried on a stretcher? Each jostled movement made me want to scream in agony, ask what the hell was going on, ask for water, for answers…but I couldn’t find my voice. Once my tongue brushed against dry, cracked lips, pieces began to fall into place.

      How long had I been out there?

      The last thing I remembered was an almost paralyzing fear when the oxygen gave out, and my fight through the dark abyss before I finally breached the surface with lungs on fire as I prayed the trail of blood from my wounds wouldn’t bring a shiver of sharks to the area.

      One by one, I gently moved the fingers on each hand against the material beneath me. A smile tugged the tightened skin around my mouth when I successfully counted all ten. Light turned to shadow across my eyelids as all movement stopped and I was lowered. When a firm surface contacted my back, a stinging sensation burst through my torso and upper body.

      On impulse, I attempted to bolt upright and assess any damage done by a shark attack I had no recollection of. As punishment for expending more energy than I had to give, the sound which emerged from my throat was more of a guttural growl. It not only startled me, but those around me, too.

      “Mister! Mister!” someone cried out.

      “Doctor! Doctor! Come!” another voice called.

      Many hands met my chest, while others held my shoulders, guiding me back to a prone position. My eyes still refused to open as pain ramped its intensity in answer to my movements. Puffs of breath left my mouth as I tried to control the spasms within my body and the now burning pain.

      Is this what death felt like? Hellfire eating you alive from the inside out?

      “No, No, No.” The English-speaking voice was female. My eyes opened to slits, but the image was still a blur. “I’m Dr. Jenny Weston,” she said. “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Dalton,” my voice croaked.

      “Well, Dalton, I’m going to need you to lie still.”

      I pinched my eyes shut, then forced them to slowly open wider, until the young blonde woman wearing a white coat came into full view. I know she had to be close to thirty if she were a doctor. Too old for me, not that I had anything to give a woman like her anyway. I breathed in a faint blend of orchids and coconuts as she rested the flat of the stethoscope against my chest.

      All business, just the way I liked it.

      “Lungs are clear,” she said to someone over her shoulder. “I want to give you something to help you feel comfortable. From the size of your wounds, someone knew what they were doing. Were you attacked by pirates? We still see that from time to time here in the Caribbean.”

      Caribbean? Pirates?

      “They’ve been known to trick people into helping them,” she continued, while bending to shine a light into my eyes. “And then steal their boats, often killing the owners on board in the process.”

      A vision of the luxury catamaran appeared in my mind’s eye.

      Shit.

      “The girl,” my raspy voice broke the brief silence. I swallowed, failing to produce more moisture in my mouth. “Where is she?”

      “You were alone when they found you.” The doctor reached out a hand to someone behind her. “Can I have that cup of water, please.” With a free hand, she supported my neck and brought a paper cup of water to my lips. Fresh, clean, not salty. She waited until I finished drinking before carrying on. “I did hear over International News a couple days ago that a Coast Guard ship found a young girl, eleven years old they said, floating in a life raft off the coast of Florida. Poor girl, she has no memory of what happened and is so traumatized she’s not speaking. They don’t even know her name at this point and are calling her Little Girl X. I guess they’re still waiting for a relative to come forward.” The doctor’s blue eyes widened at me in surprise and her next words tumbled out. “Oh my God, is she yours? Give me her name, and I will notify the authorities immediately.”

      "No, not mine," I ground out through another round of pain which I hoped disguised my sudden anxiety. I couldn’t let this doctor tell anyone I even existed. Not until I figured things out. I knew exactly what happened. I also knew if the girl placed me at the scene, I’d be doing jail time for murder. I wasn’t about to let that happen. “How long have I been here?”

      “A fishing boat found you four days ago. We did surgery to remove a bullet from your shoulder and another from your side, which is why I figured you were the victim of a pirate attack. No internal organs were damaged, but the fish did a number around the wound sites. I tried my best to stitch you clean, but unfortunately there will be raised scar tissue. You’ve been unconscious since the surgery, and we’ve kept you heavily medicated to give you time to start healing. Vitals were much stronger today, so we transferred you here to the recovery hut.”

      Four days on some unknown Caribbean Island with Dr. Jenny meant I had somehow survived three days on my own in the ocean. No doubt thanks to my guardian angel. I was in no condition to travel home. Based on current information from the good doctor, home wasn’t the smartest idea right now for many reasons.

      I closed my eyes from another rush of pain, but also to avoid the curious gaze from Dr. Jenny. A trained professional such as herself would be able to spot the truth hiding in my eyes. A truth that for now, I was the only one who knew.

      There were three survivors that day, and three innocent lives taken.

      I breathed through the pain and realized I needed to heal, get stronger. I’d made a deal with a dying man. No matter how long it took, I’d see it through.

      “Let’s give you something for that pain now. You still need to rest.” She left my side and returned before I could speak. “Start counting down from twenty, please.” The pretty doctor said as she slipped the needle into my arm.

      “Twenty.” I felt the warmth rush through my veins. “Nineteen. Wow, that’s fast.” I blinked a couple times as she came in and out of focus. “Eighteen.” I prayed I wouldn’t say anything incriminating while under. “Seven…teen….”

      “See you when you wake up, Dalton. Tomorrow, we’ll get you out of bed and moving,” Dr. Jenny said, her beautiful blue eyes smiling down at me.

      Blue like the Caribbean Ocean.

      Blue, like the eyes of Samantha Taylor.
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      Cavelli barbecues across the river in Jersey City were always a favorite summer event. Dalton Riley surveyed a group of kids playing in the large sandbox, while parents and friends competed in the different lawn games spaced out around the cozy backyard of their corner brownstone in Bergen Hill. Once it got dark, he knew from experience the backyard would be transformed into tiki torches and twinkling lights. Adults could continue the fun while kids would be ushered into the house for movie time and treats.

      Tony and Bianca went all out, making their parties festive and family friendly since they had children of their own. One day, Dalton hoped for a family. Right now, he was content with being the Cavelli kids adopted uncle. He had a job to do, and until that was over, he couldn’t risk losing anyone else.

      “I like mine medium rare,” Dalton said as he slid a beer in his detective partner’s line of vision. The smell of Tony’s secret seasoning made his mouth water.

      “Hey! Glad you and your sorry ass could make it.” Tony Cavelli stepped away from the grill, his wide smile gleaming against his tanned, olive skin. He reached for a one-armed bro-hug, stopping short of making contact with Dalton’s shoulder. “How’s the recovery? Tell me you’re coming back sooner rather than later.”

      “PT is hell. Probably another month or two before I’m cleared for active duty. Your new partner not working out?” Dalton nodded toward a thin man in a Yankees ball cap, chatting with some women by the nacho bar.

      “Richie Jameson? He’s a rookie, D. The kid means well, but he’s over the top helpful. I didn’t even want to invite him, but Bianca insisted.”

      “I’ve heard good things about RJ. Transfer from Trenton. He’ll settle in.”

      “Well, he can do that with someone else. Hurry up and get back to the team.” They raised their amber bottles.

      “Wait.” Dalton pulled back and broke into a toothy smile. “Should I call RJ over?”

      “Just for that, your steak will be burned like your bad sense of humor.” Tony tapped the neck of his bottle against Dalton’s.

      Dalton angled his chin upward in challenge. “Think long and hard about that, brother, if you still want me to watch your kids in a few months while you and the Mrs. go frolic in the sands of Hawaii.” A small arm wrapped around his waist from behind and he startled, turning to gaze into the dark brown eyes of Tony’s wife, Bianca.

      If Barbie ever had doll competition, her name would have been Bianca. The woman should have been a model. Black hair down to her tiny waist and athletically fit all over. Tony met her at the gym, and after a standoff at the leg machine, she was the one who asked him out.

      “I still don’t know what you see in him.” Dalton bent down to place a kiss on her naturally tan cheek.

      “Whatever he said to you, I apologize,” she said. “And baby, cook the man’s steak the way he wants it, please.”

      “Yes ma’am.” Tony returned his focus to the grill with a shake of his head and a deep chuckle.

      “Where’s Nicki?” Bianca asked, taking a sip of her margarita, and scanning the backyard where a dozen other friends had gathered.

      “Dalton….” Tony warned as he flipped a sizzling sirloin.

      “How should I know?” Dalton shrugged and took another sip of beer to avoid Bianca’s brown-eyed scrutiny.

      “C’mon, both of you always know where the other is at. The three of you have been thick as thieves since the academy. I know Tony invited her.”

      “And I told you she declined.” Tony raised his BBQ fork as he lowered the lid to the grill. “She said she already had plans.”

      “Doing what? Her main attraction is right here.” Bianca all but beamed at Dalton as she swept her free hand from his head to his feet.

      “Her job, maybe?” Tony countered before placing the bottle of beer against his heavily mustached lip and taking a sip. “She’s with a different unit, remember?”

      “CSI, yes, I know. I haven’t connected with her in a few weeks. I thought maybe she’d been reconnecting with tall, dark, and handsome here.”

      “That was a long time ago.” Dalton drained his beer, his eyes pleading with Tony for assistance. What he received was a cop-out when Tony raised his palm and returned to the grill.

      “I’m staying out of it.”

      “Chicken,” Dalton said, shooting him a c’mon expression.

      “Don’t give me that line, Dalton Riley.” Bianca looked up and pointed a finger at him that didn’t quite reach his chin. “She’s one of my best friends. I know you two still have something going on.”

      “Wait, she told you?” He placed the empty bottle on a nearby picnic table, trading it for a fist full of peanuts.

      How could she? We made a pact when things got weird.

      “Sucker….” Tony said from behind his basting brush.

      “Thank you for confirming.” Bianca saluted with a Cheshire cat grin and her glittering nails wrapped around the stem of her glass.

      Dalton silently cursed. “Bianca, we’re still friends. We get together…occasionally, that’s all.”

      “Of course, you do.” She pressed her lips to the glass and took a sip of the frozen concoction.

      “It’s not what you’re thinking,” he tried to explain, but the knowing smile she displayed after lowering her glass told him her mind was made up. He tracked her motions as she scanned the yard, not sure what exactly she was looking for. Nicki had informed him a couple days ago she wouldn’t be coming.

      “Come with me,” she said and grabbed his hand. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      “I tried to warn you,” Tony called, and Dalton wondered if he’d walked into an ambush.

      Bianca never changed course and yelled in a voice Tony called her mom voice, “Anthony Geraldo Cavelli I’m going to need you to⁠—”

      Dalton managed to stop her long enough to ask, “Geraldo?” His brows raised and he glanced back at Tony.

      “Shut it, Riley. You tell anyone, and RJ gets a permanent spot in the shotgun seat.”

      “Come on!” Bianca tugged while shaking her head and continued her mission across the yard. “Oh, I wanted to thank you for the recruitment referral.” She slowed her pace and released his hand, turning all business. “Samantha has done a fantastic job in acquisitions. As a matter of fact, our company is up for an award due to her efforts over the last six months. I’m going to bring her to the Top Performers Gala and have her accept alongside me.”

      “Wow, that’s great.”

      The words barely registered. Of course, Samantha would be here. He’d known the moment Bianca said her name — known before he saw her, before the yard blurred and the past rushed in.

      He’d never intended to interact with her. It would be too risky. A million thoughts raced through his mind. He’d worked too hard to keep her life moving forward without him in it. He hadn’t realized he’d blocked out Bianca until she had to repeat herself.

      “I said…You never told me how you know her.”

      Here it was. The lie.

      “I don’t, really.” He shrugged. “She worked at a bank I used to go to. I always thought she seemed bored, like she wasn’t being challenged. When Tony said you were looking to hire, I thought she might be a good fit. I asked my account manager if he thought she’d be interested, and if so, would he mind facilitating the opportunity. I’m glad she’s working out for you.”

      It wasn’t the truth, but it was close enough to pass.

      The real reason had nothing to do with her resume. Truth was, he’d wanted her close. Close meant visible. Protected. He knew Bianca would recognize good talent. And if Samantha was on her team, he’d be able to ask questions, quietly fill in gaps, make sure the world wasn’t circling back toward her without ever letting her know he was watching.

      “Working out? Oh, she goes above and beyond with everything. This young lady is on the fast track to moving up. I can’t wait to be the one to promote her. We should pay you a finder’s fee. Great idea to work in the condo rental as part of her hiring package. I really think that sealed the deal. She was very excited to finally have her own place — leave Long Island and Oyster Bay behind and start her life on her own terms.”

      “That’s good,” he replied, gazing curiously at the umbrella table they were approaching. He recognized a couple people from previous Cavelli events, and —.”

      “Here is my superstar,” Bianca boasted as she placed a hand on the blonde’s shoulder. “This, is Samantha Taylor, one of our youngest senior acquisitions analysts.” The young woman stood and gave her boss a hug. “Sam, this is Dalton.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Sam extended her hand, and he shook it out of reflex, staring into a pair of blue eyes that haunted him for the last fourteen years.

      “You, too.” He slipped his hand away, grateful for the phone vibrating in the pocket of his jeans. Pulling the phone free, he checked the ID then looked from Bianca to Samantha and said, “Sorry, I need to take this.”

      Bianca turned her attention to the table with Samantha as Dalton stepped away to answer the call. “Perfect timing.”

      “Uh-Oh, what’s Tony got you doing now?” Nicki Morgan’s voice asked with a hint of humor, well versed in how he and his partner operated.

      “Not Tony, Bianca.” Dalton stole a glance over his shoulder, catching the woman in question studying him. He waved and she returned to holding court with her team. “She’s up to something.”

      “She’s always up to something.” Nicki laughed. “Remember the time she made us both go on that dating app just to show us we were compatible?”

      “Yeah, how wrong was that app?”

      “Hey!”

      “Sorry, Nicole.” Dalton rubbed his weary eyes. Now was not the time to discuss their relationship. “What’s going on?”

      “Working late where the fun never stops. I’ve got some information on the Patrone family. There’s a big meeting taking place within a week. Lots of product coming in from Florida and something about a merger.”

      “Florida? Who’s down there that the family would want to deal with?”

      “I’m working on it, love.”

      “Keep at it. I’m going to put a call in to CeCe, make sure Louie’s aware of what’s happening.” Dalton could almost hear the gears in her brain working at the same angles as his.

      “You think it’s his brother or nephew trying to make a move?” Bingo. It was eerie, sometimes, how they seemed to share a brain.

      “Not sure. CeCe will tell me straight up.” He dared to turn in time to see Samantha laugh at something, her smile reminding him of a time when⁠—

      “Have you let Tony in on this?” Nicki’s voice broke through his foggy brain. “Does he even know CeCe Patrone is your informant?”

      “No, and before you lecture me, the less he knows right now, the better. I’ll get him involved if there’s a need.”

      “If you say so.” Her tone was indifferent, and Dalton was about to end the call when she spoke again. “Why don’t you stop over after the party, you know, for a nightcap?”

      He grinned, never able to refuse his auburn-haired Irish firecracker. “I’ll let you know when I’m on my way.”
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      After finishing a round of ladder golf, Samantha poured another frozen margarita and decided to make a move. She’d been curious about Dalton since shaking his hand and gazing into the deepest green eyes she’d ever seen. After their brief hello, he hadn’t been near enough to talk since stepping away to take a call. She’d watched him interact with Tony, Bianca, and a couple others, even catching him looking in her direction. Every time she’d get the nerve to approach and have a conversation, several co-workers wanted her attention or wanted to play one of the many games sprinkled strategically around the yard. With the evening wrapping up, this was the perfect opportunity. He stood by himself next to the outdoor bar while Tony and Bianca said good-bye to some guests.

      “Well, hello there,” Samantha said as she approached, setting her glass on the bar top and hooking her thumbs into the beltloops of her white denim shorts. He seemed surprised at first, and it took an uncomfortable moment before he visibly relaxed.

      “Hi,” he responded and pointed at her half-empty glass. “You know, you need to finish that. Tony doesn’t like good alcohol wasted.”

      “No problems there.” The warm summer night had melted her frozen drink enough to make draining the glass a breeze. She tipped it up and watched his eyes grow large when she finished. She had a hard time holding back her laugh long enough to swallow without choking.

      “Well done.” He clapped and she bowed at the waist. She’d been so nervous, and he seemed so relaxed now. To think she missed out most of the evening without getting to know him better.

      Not that I’m looking for a relationship right now, but damn I’d be willing to give you a shot, she thought, then blinked several times realizing that was the tequila talking. Before she could stop, she found herself tequila-talking out loud.

      “I saw you looking.” The words rushed out and she saw the confusion register on his handsome face.

      “Excuse me?” He leaned back, frowning as he brushed a hand through his thick, brown hair. She could see the outline of muscle underneath his thin t-shirt. Sam had to bite into her lower lip to keep herself in check. The twinkling lights around the bar reflected in his eyes and she was mesmerized.

      “Tonight. I caught you looking.” She forced herself to look away as she played with her empty glass during the awkward pause. Feeling the confidence from a night of margaritas, she made eye contact once more and continued, “It’s okay. I felt bad we didn’t have a chance to talk. I hope everything is all right.”

      His eyes narrowed as if he didn’t remember.

      “Your phone call. I hope everything is okay.”

      “Yeah, the call.” He shook his head as if to clear it and his hair fell forward again before he swiped it back again. “It’s fine. Work.” He still kept a watchful eye on her, and a warm feeling pooled in the pit of her stomach. He was extremely sexy and likely way out of her league, but she was ready to make an absolute fool out of herself over this complete stranger. There was something about him that made her want to know more.

      “Do you work with Tony in the department?”

      “I’m his partner. Out of commission for a little while longer. Rotator cuff surgery.” Dalton gingerly made a circle with his shoulder, his muscles playing off the snug t-shirt material. “Took a bullet during a raid.”

      “Oh my!”

      “Hazard of the job. And I saw you looking, too.” He cleared his throat, looking like he wanted to say something more.

      Her cheeks must have been eighty shades of red judging by the inferno creeping up her face. She would have given anything for another ice-cold margarita, or a cliff to jump off.

      “Don’t be embarrassed.” Dalton’s voice reassured.

      “I didn’t think I was that noticeable.” She couldn’t even make eye contact now, second guessing her desire to make the first move. Samantha never did this kind of thing, and it must be obvious to someone like Dalton.

      “I’m a professional and you still caught me.” He held up his hands and they both laughed. His eyes were constantly taking in his surroundings, and he pointed toward the gate where a group of people were saying goodbye. “Hey, do you have to go? I think your boyfriend is leaving.”

      She looked up and waved, and a young man waved and smiled back. “Oh, wow, you’re observant, but he’s not my boyfriend. That’s just Matt from the fourth-floor audit offices.”

      “Not your boyfriend?” Dalton let loose a low whistle. “Does he know that?”

      “Matt and I are just friends. He did ask me out once, but I told him no. I just don’t see him in that way. He’s like that best guy friend from work every woman needs to have.” She enjoyed hanging out with Matt, but that was all. Now a guy like Dalton…

      “Nice to see the two of you getting acquainted.” Bianca appeared next to Samantha.

      “I know,” Sam stated, thankful for the interruption. She didn’t like discussing her personal life. For some reason Dalton made it too easy to reveal her emotions. “And now.” She cocked her head and shot Dalton a sad face. “The night is over.” He arched a brow and they both burst out laughing.

      “Not so fast.” Bianca interrupted, making them straighten up. “You missed catching a ride with the rest of the crew, and I don’t want you going home alone at this hour.”

      “It’s fine, Bianca, I can call an Uber.”

      “You’re not getting in an Uber alone. Dalton, make sure Samantha gets home safely.”

      “That’s not—” Samantha started before Dalton cut her off.

      “I can’t I have⁠—”

      “Neither one of you are going to win.” Tony draped an arm around each of their shoulders. “Trust me on this one.”

      “And you should know better.” Bianca pointed at Dalton.

      “Yes ma’am.” He glanced down at this watch. “C’mon princess, let’s get you home before midnight." He shook Tony’s hand and gave Bianca a kiss.

      Sam hugged them both and hurried to catch up to Dalton. “I’m not a princess.”

      “And I’m sure as hell no prince,” he muttered half beneath his breath, but she heard him.

      The mood between them had definitely shifted to almost a big-brother vibe. Samantha didn’t like being a burden to anyone, and she didn’t know what Dalton thought. He was so hard to read, but the Cavellis had been so insistent. She’d planned on taking the Uber with everyone else and could have very easily taken one alone. She’d never intended for Dalton to have to watch out for her. She could do that on her own, too.

      “Listen, I know you weren’t planning on this so you’re free to go. I can take the Uber myself.”

      “I appreciate you relieving me of my duties, but that’s not going to happen. The Cavellis are right. If you were with another woman even, it would be better than being alone this time of night.”

      “I do it all the time,” she lied. To be honest, she’d only ridden home alone in an Uber once, and on the subway train twice. All three times she had been nervous, but after that she’d made sure she went out closer to home so she could walk and not worry about the train. Not that she had much of a social life, but there was a part of her that wanted Dalton to find her independent and interesting.

      “Not this time.” He pointed toward the corner. “That’s our car.”

      They slid into the back seat of the Uber and returned to New York in silence. Close to home, Sam caught Dalton glancing down at his watch for the second time since leaving the Cavellis. She wondered if he had somewhere else to go, which would explain the change in his mood upon being told to bring her home. The margarita still swirling in her head begged her to change his mind. The car stopped at the light by Washington Market Park and Sam suddenly needed air.

      “Can I get out here? It’s literally a few blocks.” She placed her hand on the door handle. “I feel like walking.”

      “Sure. Hold up, buddy, we’re getting out here.” Dalton stepped out of the car first, then reached in to help her out. “Let’s go.” He placed his hand at the center of her back, guiding her down the sidewalk. “I take it you had a good time tonight. You must have had around what…five or six margaritas?”

      “You were counting?” Samantha stopped short under a streetlight with a sassy, hands-on-hips stance. “Who counts a stranger’s drinks?” She bent forward and eyed him with a squinty glance. “Should I be worried you didn’t take the out when I offered it?”

      “Not at all.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and stopped as if he were going to send a message.

      “Really? Because I’m feeling things are about to get interesting.” She started walking fast, and it was his turn to catch up.

      “Wait up. You could trip and get hurt.” Genuine concern laced his words. “Interesting, how?” he asked with a suspicious look.

      She appreciated that he still had the phone in his hands, making her next move a lot easier.

      “Like this.” She stepped in front of him and for a moment became lost in a sea of green eyes. When she felt herself sway forward, she recovered and swiped the phone from his hands, jogging out of reach.

      “Hey!” He caught up fast, and she dodged his every move to get the phone. Thank God it was late, and the usual pedestrian foot traffic was non-existent.

      “There. All done.” She grinned triumphantly and set the sleek black object into his awaiting palm.

      “What did you do?”

      “I texted myself from your phone.”

      “To get my number?” He shoved the phone back into his pocket, no amusement at all on his face. “Why didn’t you just ask?”

      She shrugged as they continued walking. “We just met. I wasn’t sure you’d give it to me.”

      “You should have asked.” His tone continued to be stern, and she wondered if she’d somehow read him wrong.

      “Admit it, this was more fun.” She winked, hoping amused Dalton would return instead of this serious one. “Look, here we are!” Samantha quarter turned with her arm raised toward her building when her heel slipped out of her wedge sandal. In an instant, she was balancing in Dalton’s arms instead of hitting the pavement. “Whoa, thank you,” she said, a bit breathless as he stood her straight.

      “Of course.” He released her, but she kept her palms on his chest feeling the beat of his heart beneath the soft navy-blue cotton.

      “Would you like to come upstairs?” She knew how forward that sounded and was totally out of character for her, but touching him seemed warm, familiar, and she found herself wanting more time with him.

      She never should have had that last margarita.

      “How about a raincheck.” He gently removed her hands and before he could let go, she used them as leverage to balance on tiptoe and kiss his cheek.

      “Thank you,” she said before turning and rushing up concrete steps lined with pots of colorful flowers as the doorman opened the large, glass door. She didn’t need Dalton to see her die of embarrassment a second time. There was no misreading his signals this time.

      He’d definitely just put her in the friend zone.

      Sam wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
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      Louie Patrone sat in an overstuffed leather armchair, puffing on an equally stuffed Cuban, with his favorite Italian opera playing softly in the background. His lovely wife of thirty-four years would never let him smoke in the house. Building an extension onto their garage where he could play cards, watch a game, and smoke to his heart’s content was the best decision. Even better, when he was underfoot, she would banish him to the ‘game room’. He made sure he was in her way more times than not. But all she had to do was smile, and he was like a little puppy all over again, chasing her around the house.

      Cecelia was his reason for living.

      Today, she was entertaining some ladies from church. He gladly banished himself. His brother, Rocco, sat in the other chair nursing a scotch and sending what he’d been told was an urgent text message. His younger brother had called saying he had something very important to talk about.

      “Are you done?” Louie asked, blowing smoke toward the open window. “You say you want to talk, but you seem to be more interested in your phone.”

      “Sorry.” Rocco slipped his phone into the pocket of his cargo shorts.

      The man was a Patrone, yet he dressed like a slob. Louie didn’t expect the younger generation to dress in suits, but he did expect them to respect the family name and dress accordingly. Sometimes, he had his doubts about his brother.

      “Are you going to tell me what the surprise visit is about? You saved me from listening to all the woes of the church, but you never said what was so important.” He puffed the cigar again, drawing in the flavors of spice and leather. In dealing directly with Mexico, he’d built trustworthy connections for his favorite cigars. He returned the favor by sending fine wines from Italy and his wife’s homemade sweets.

      “I’ve got a friend who’s giving me a shot at running my own crew.”

      “What?” Louie sat up and placed his cigar in the ashtray. “What friend? We are your family. You have a place here at the table.”

      “You don’t let me lead, Lou. I want my own crew. I can handle it, and you don’t give me a chance.”

      “I gave you a chance, Rocco. How can you forget what happened?” He waited for the recognition in Rocco’s eyes and then nodded his agreement. “We lost product. I had to be accountable to our distributors and their customers.”

      “You’ve never let me forget it.” Rocco downed the remainder of his drink and rose to pour another. “If family means so much to you, brother, let me lead.”

      “May I remind you, brother, you let those responsible off the hook, with a tip that I would be coming for them.” Louie walked to the bar cart and poured a glass of Chianti. “How could I not let you forget that.” His voice held a venom he saved for his enemies. While Rocco was his brother by blood, he did not completely trust him. “I gave you responsibility to me, to our family business, and you strayed Rocco.”

      “It was an error in judgement. I thought they would make good on the debt. I believed them when they told me as much.”

      “But you never tried to fix it. You just let them go.” Louie elevated his glass as if it were floating away.

      “What was I supposed to do?” Rocco slammed his glass down on the table.

      “Be loyal to this family. Take care of business.” Louie took a sip, watching his brother for any signs of betrayal.

      “This new opportunity will bring business in, more than we’ve ever imagined.”

      “There will be no opportunity, Rocco. I forbid it.”

      “You can’t do that! You don’t even know what it is!”

      “Tend to your duties in this family. Prove to me you are worthy of more and dedicated to the livelihood of everyone in this family, not just yourself. You do that,” Louie said while raising his glass, “and I will promise you a bigger role.”

      “I am loyal to you. Why don’t you believe me?”

      “The proof is in your actions. My Cecelia has tried to tell me I’m being too good to you. But you are my blood, and I love you, my brother. I want nothing more than to share everything with you and Enso. You must be ready, and I fear you both have so much to learn.”

      “I am ready, Lou. I am.” Rocco seemed eager, as if he thought Louie would give in. For once, his gut was in line with CeCe’s. This, he would not ignore.

      “Show me. You get nothing until I see and feel your loyalty to this family.”

      “Lou, you⁠—”

      “Leave, Rocco, before I change my mind and our conversation takes a turn you’re not ready for.” Louie stared hard into his brothers’ eyes. He was done giving handouts to family who didn’t understand the meaning of the word.

      “You don’t mean that, Lou. Don’t listen to CeCe. She’s trying to turn you against your blood.”

      It was blood that boiled in Louie’s veins at the mention of his beloved wife. He stalked Rocco across the room like a lion hunting a gazelle. He was the boss of this family for a reason, and he would be respected, especially by blood. In a flash he had Rocco’s throat in his grasp and pinned him against the wall. Rocco’s glass shattered as it hit the floor.

      “You will never speak lies about my wife. Do you understand,” his voice finally releasing the venom he needed to put the fear into Rocco.

      Rocco violently nodded as he rasped, “Yes, Lou, yes.”

      “Do not speak with me again of your crazy plans. If you break my trust once more, you leave this family in a box.” He released Rocco, catching him before his weak knees buckled. “Get out.” He gave him a shove and watched his brother stumble through the door without another word.
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      Dalton rolled over and brushed a soft red curl off Nicki’s cheek, making way for his lips to trail kisses across her smooth skin. She stirred as his lips moved to her tan shoulder and the pale skin saved from the sun by the bright yellow bikini she’d worn two weeks ago, for an annual girls’ weekend at the Cape. He’d burned that photo to memory the moment she’d sent it.

      Sliding an arm across her waist, his hand moved to cup one of her full breasts. A soft moan sounded from her sweet mouth, and she wiggled her butt closer against him. He kissed down her back then skipped to her ribs.

      “Dalton…what time is it?” she asked, her voice filled with sleep.

      He smiled when she flopped another pillow over her head, fighting him when he tried to remove it. He’d arrived at her studio loft on the east side later than expected last night, but she’d been awake and ready for him. It had been weeks since they’d seen each other. Last night’s sex had been so hot, he was ready to go a few more rounds.

      “Shhh…it doesn’t matter.”

      He moved over her, placing kisses up her stomach to her

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Content Warning
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Oliver Heber Books
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/little-girl-x-new.jpg







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/title-page-template.jpg
LITTLE
GIRL

KIT WITEK

.
OHB





