
  
    [image: Billionaires Property]
  


  
    
      Billionaires Property

      An Alpha Male Romance Collection

    

    
      
        Michelle Love

      

    

    
      Hot and Steamy Romance

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Evergreen (Book One)

      

      
        Part #1: Luca

      

      
        Part #2: Zea

      

      
        Part #3: Maximo

      

      
        Part #4: Jesse

      

      
        Part #5: Bree

      

      
        Part #6: Ophelie

      

      
        Part #7: Kizzie

      

      
        Part #8: Ethan

      

      
        Part #9: Emory

      

      
        Part #10: Auburn

      

      
        The Virgin’s Bargain (Book Two)

      

      
        Catherine

      

      
        Sergei

      

      
        Catherine

      

      
        Sergei

      

      
        Catherine

      

      
        Sergei

      

      
        Catherine

      

      
        Sergei

      

      
        Catherine

      

    

    
      
        A Billionaire’s Treasure (Book Three)

      

      
        A Billionaire’s Treasure

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        A Billionaire’s Possession

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        A Billionaire’s Troubles

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        A Billionaire’s Strength

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        A Billionaire’s Fate

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Lola

      

      
        Arsen

      

      
        Sneak Peek Chapter 1

      

      
        Do you like FREEBIE Romance books?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ©Copyright 2021 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.

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Evergreen (Book One)

          

          An Alpha Billionaire Romance

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the beautiful evergreen state of Washington, the uber-rich send their teenage and young adult children to the exclusive private Auburn College of Fine Arts. The students, teachers, and parents’ lives are torn apart and even students lives and love collide.

      

        

      
        One summer’s day when a horrific school massacre takes place.

        In the aftermath, a young English teacher, Emory Grace saves the life of billionaire Luca Saffran’s daughter, Bree, a heroic act that leaves her seriously injured, and which changes everyone’s lives around her. Emory and Luca’s attraction soon turns to love, but can they escape the repercussions of the school horror and live happily ever after?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part #1: Luca

          

        

      

    

    
      Emory Grace snuck a look at her watch. The commencement ceremony was already an hour in, and now that her husband, Dr. Raymond Grace, was about to make his speech, it would almost certainly be another two or three hours before she could escape and get back to Auburn. She sighed, her skin almost feeling like it was itching with irritation. Ray would bloviate for an hour—about himself—and then finally get around to the students who, by that time, would be muttering dark thoughts and getting antsy.

      Emory glanced over at her friend, Joan, who was Ray’s personal assistant. Joan winked back at her, knowing exactly what she was thinking. Emory didn’t think she would have made it through the last five years of her marriage without Joan. Joan was the one person of whom Ray was terrified. A striking woman in her early seventies, Joan didn’t stand for any of Ray’s arrogance or rudeness.

      But then again, Ray had never hit Joan across the room, kicked her in the stomach, or almost choked her to death.

      Emory touched her throat now, remembering the evening a few nights ago when she’d quietly told him that she didn’t want to attend this event. He’d been silent for a moment, then moved so quickly she hadn’t had time to defend herself. He’d grabbed her by the throat and slammed her against the wall, his thick fingers squeezing her neck until she saw stars at the corner of her vision.

      “Why must you always defy me?” he’d whispered before releasing her. She had dropped to the floor, gasping for air, but it hadn’t been the end of the attack. He’d grabbed her long dark hair in his fist and dragged her to their bed. Emory had closed her eyes as he grunted above her. Three short thrusts and he was done. He rolled off her and fell asleep while Emory shivered, letting her tears fall silently.

      No more, she’d decided that night, and now she repeated it to herself. No more. When she was sure he was asleep, she’d gotten up and gone to grab some water and make a plan. A plan to escape from this man she had married. God, how had she ever loved him? Nearly twice her twenty-eight years, when they met he had seemed so worldly and wise, so charming. How long had it been after their wedding that he’d changed? She hardly remembered, but now it was clear; she had to leave him. She wanted to leave him. The thought of the next thirty or forty years with this abusive, weak man … God, she couldn’t do it.

      So, she’d planned meticulously. When she was finally able to get back to Auburn, the college she loved with all her heart, she would move into one of the few cottages on the campus that were kept available for staff to stay in during times of need. She’d cleared it with the dean, a kindly Englishman called Stephen Harris, who’d gone to college with Ray and despised him of old—not that he’d ever said that to Emory … until the day she’d told him she was leaving Ray.

      “It’s become apparent that we cannot continue to live together,” she’d said, not wanting to tell him too much, but Stephen had glanced at the bruises on her neck, and they’d shared a look.

      He’d offered to lend her money, but she’d smiled gratefully and said, “Thank you, Stephen, but no, I’ll be fine. I’ve always been a saver.”

      “Well, you can stay here as long as you need,” he’d said, “and really, Em, whatever you need, don’t hesitate to ask. We’re all Team Emory here.”

      She’d had to leave his office before she burst into tears.

      But now she felt as far from crying as she could; she just felt excited. Her lawyer had prepared the papers to serve to Ray as soon as she left for Auburn; most of her clothes, books, and records had been hidden away in the trunk of her old Impala; Ray was so self-absorbed he hadn’t realized they’d been missing from the home they shared. She was leaving virtually everything else. She didn’t want any reminder of Ray. Her wedding ring, she would leave on his nightstand—a final “fuck you.”

      She had been daydreaming for so long she hadn’t realized people were clapping. She sat up and looked towards Ray at the podium. He caught her eye, saw she wasn’t applauding and glared at her. Emory gave him her cheesiest grin.

      Yeah, fuck you, Raymond Grace. You’re not going to see this coming.

      

      Two days later …

      

      Clementine would not meet his gaze. Luca Saffran, across from his soon-to-be ex-wife as they sat in their $700-an-hour lawyer’s office, had tried to catch her eye for the entire duration of the settlement meeting, but Clem wouldn’t look at him. He could see the spots of pink high on her patrician cheeks, her dark red hair up in a perfect chignon, her blue eyes red-rimmed and watery. She hadn’t wanted this, the divorce, the separation of their lives, but Luca had known it was over for a while. So did Clem, in her heart, but still, she was heartbroken.

      They had managed to keep it civil for the sake of their nineteen-year-old daughter Bree. Even now, the meeting was going smoothly; Clem didn’t want anything but her trust fund and the property in Snoqualmie, even though Luca wanted to give her half of his seven-billion-dollar fortune. It dwarfed her trust fund.

      “I don’t want your money,” Clem said evenly, though her voice shook. Finally, she met Luca’s dark eyes. “I’m not being difficult, Luca. I just don’t want it.’

      Luca sighed. “How about I create a trust fund for Bree?”

      Clem sighed. “In addition to all her other trust funds? Luca, stop.”

      He stared at her for a few moments, then looked at the lawyers. “Guys, can we have the room, please?” When they were alone, he got up and took the seat next to Clem, taking her hands in his. “Clem, I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you.’

      She looked at him, her blue eyes cold. “Then, why did you, Luca? Why a divorce?”

      “Because you would never have asked for one, Clemmie. Never. And I knew with my whole heart. you need more than me. More than the life we had.”

      She made a disgusted noise and pulled her hands away from him. “And you know what I need?”

      “We’re not in love anymore. You know it and I know it. We haven’t been for a long time; we want different things. You love the social scene, and I hate it. You have ambition and drive, and I just want a quiet life. We don’t fit anymore. Clem?”

      He touched his hand to her cheek, and for a second, she leaned into his touch. “Clem, it doesn’t mean I don’t love you anymore. Far from it. You’ll always be my best friend, but we’re not in love. And please don’t think it’s because I have someone else; I don’t. I’m not interested in meeting someone else. But you deserve a fairytale, Clemmie.”

      She pulled away from his touch. “You think I can’t function without a man?”

      “That’s not what …”

      “Fuck you, Luca,” she whispered, her tears falling freely now. “You’ve broken my heart.”

      Someone knocked at the door, but didn’t wait for their signal. The stricken face of their lawyer, an otherwise unflappable man, made Luca’s heart stop.

      “Guys,” the lawyer said, “you need to check the television news. Right now. It’s Bree’s college. There’s been a shooting spree.”

      

      The gunfire had stopped. Emory signaled for her class to keep quiet. “Keep down, away from the windows. I’m going to check the exit to make sure it’s clear. Then we’ll get out.” She kept her voice steady—a miracle, considering the abject terror she was feeling. But that didn’t matter. The shell-shock on the faces of her English students made her want to hold them all, protect them all, comfort them all. Babies. They’re just babies. Not one of them older than nineteen.

      “Emory?” One of the boys, Greg Sestino, stood. “Please let me come with you.”

      Emory smiled at him but shook her head. “No way—but thank you for offering. Keep together; I’ll be back in a few moments.” She appreciated the way her students wanted to help, but there was no chance in hell she’d put them in danger.

      As she crept out into the silent hallway, her ears were straining to hear any sound at all. When the first shots rang out, she’d been five minutes into her class, the students still settling into the lesson. There were some students who hadn’t arrived and now, as she moved silently through the corridors of her beloved school, her heart was thumping painfully.

      Please, please let them be okay. What she wanted most to know was: Who the hell is the shooter and how the hell did they get a gun into school? Auburn prided itself on being one of the safest schools in the country—charging parents a little under fifty thousand dollars a year did that. Metal detectors at every door, constant around the clock security.

      Emory rounded the corner and breathed a sigh of relief. An exit—a straight path for her kids to escape through. She ran quietly back to her class and told them to follow her. “Quiet as you can, though, and if anything happens, run. Run like fuck. When you get outside, run, but keep low and zig-zag until you get to safety.”

      Her students grinned at her cussing, and she was grateful to have relieved some of the tension. She led them out through the corridor and watched as they skittered out into freedom. Greg was last, and he hesitated by the door.

      “What are you doing? Greg, go!” Emory started to get panicky when he didn’t move. He looked at her.

      “You’re not coming with us, are you?”

      Emory shook her head. “I have to find the others.”

      Greg looked unhappy. “Emory …”

      “Go.” She closed the door on his grim expression and turned. Take a breath. Think. There were three of her students still in the building. Lee Shawn, Hailey Wells, and Bree Saffran. Lee and Hailey were dating, so wherever they were, they were together. Bree was a solitary creature, a well-liked but self-contained unit. God knows where she might be.

      Emory moved through the corridors slowly. She’d kicked off her sneakers, so her socked feet glided silently along the polished floors. She checked every classroom along the first floor, then moved silently up to the second.

      She wasn’t prepared for what she saw. Bodies. A small whimper escaped her as she saw two of her colleagues on the ground in pools of blood. Sam Jensen. Her friend who taught French.

      “Oh no, no, no …” Emory whispered as she sank to her knees beside him. A bullet had torn through Sam’s neck; he’d bled out before anyone could help.

      Tina Halsey lay on her back a few feet away, crumpled as if she had been felled. Emory gagged when she saw that half of Tina’s head had been blown away.

      “Em …”

      She spun around to see Lee Shawn crawling along the floor. She ran to him, and this time, she did moan. Lee had been shot in the chest and was bleeding from the mouth. One look and Emory knew it was hopeless.

      “Oh God, Lee … hang on, please.” She took her over-shirt off and pressed it to his chest. There was blood in his mouth, and he coughed, splattering more blood over them both.

      “Emory … Hailey’s dead. He killed her in front of me, and he was laughing, Em, he laughed …”

      Both of them had tears dripping down their faces now. “Who is he, Lee?”

      Lee’s eyes were taking on a glassy look, and Em knew he was dying. She was going to watch this bright, funny, kind student die in front of her and she felt helpless. “Can you tell me who, Lee?”

      He shook his head, and for a moment, Emory reeled at the thought of a random shooter. God, no …

      “I can’t believe it, Em … it’s Mr. Azano. David Azano … Emory … I’m so scared.”

      Emory felt as if she’d been hit in the chest with a hammer. David Azano. Physics professor. Her friend. She scooched down next to Lee and wrapped her arms around him. Lee had to be delirious; it just couldn’t be David. David was the clown of the teacher’s breakroom, the born teacher who loved the kids, loved the life he had here. He was one of the most popular teachers both with the kids and the staff. No. No way.

      Lee shuddered in her arms. “Tell my mom and dad I love them, Em, promise?”

      She couldn’t give him any reassurance that she could save him, and this seemed like such a little thing to do. “Promise. Oh, God, Lee, please, try to hang on. Some of the kids have gotten out; they’ll call the cops.”

      But he was silent, and she knew from the way his weight was heavy in her arms that he was gone. The sobs came then, and she struggled to keep them quiet, burying her face in Lee’s short dark hair as she cried over the dead boy.

      As her sobs shuddered to a halt a few moments later, she heard it. A scream. A female’s scream, and the adrenaline coursed through her body. Gently, she laid Lee down on the floor and scrambled to her feet. The scream had made her realize; she still had a job to do, and now she was raging, furious as she strode down the blood-soaked hallways, focused on the one thing that was obvious.

      Bree Saffran needed her help.

      

      The police keep the media and the relatives far away from the school building, in a clearing beyond the school boundaries. A hastily convened press conference was happening, and as Luca and Clem arrived, they made their way over the throng around the police captain who was talking.

      “We currently have an active shooter on the property, and we are effecting a rescue scenario as we speak, but folks, this is an ongoing situation, and we need every resource available. I promise you, when we know your children, your friends, your colleagues are safe, we will let you know.”

      Luca realized he was clutching Clem’s hand, but she was so pale, so drawn that he didn’t want to drop it and hurt her feelings. Right now, they needed each other. He looked over to the see the dean, Stephen Harris, talking to the cops. He looked beyond devastated.

      A cry went up as a flood of teenagers and staff came pouring into the clearing, and hysterical relatives threw themselves at their loved ones. Luca and Clem rushed forward, but as the crowd cleared, it became obvious that Bree was not among them. Clem looked at Luca, and he could see the panic in her eyes.

      “No … not my little girl …” she whispered, and he clutched her to his chest.

      “We don’t know anything yet,” he whispered to her. “Let’s keep calm until we do. If she were … gone, I’d know it. You’d know it.”

      He felt her nod against his chest and wondered if she could feel just how hard his heart was thumping. Over her head, he spotted Greg Sestino being hugged by his family. Greg met his gaze and nodded, speaking quietly to his mom, who reluctantly let him go. He jogged over to them.

      “Mr. Saffran, Mrs. Saffran, hey. Look, Bree is still inside, and as far as we know, she’s okay. Ms. Grace … you know Emory?”

      “I do,” said Clem quietly, and turned to Luca, “Emory Grace, Bree’s English teacher. The one she’s always talking about.”

      Luca nodded, then looked at Greg. “Go on.”

      “Emory, I mean, Miss Grace, she stayed behind to find Bree and a couple of our other classmates. I know Emory; she won’t let anything happen to them. And Bree … Mr. Saffran, Mrs. Saffran, I don’t know if you know this about your daughter, but she’s kickass. I know she’ll be okay.”

      Clem smiled gratefully at him. “Thank you, Greg. And I hope everyone is okay, all your friends, too.”

      “I hope so, too. Thanks. Look, I’d better get back to …” He nodded at his mother and father. Luca shook his hand.

      “Of course. Thanks, Greg. We do appreciate you coming to talk to us.”

      Luca and Clem stood, their arms locked around the other, and waited. Luca bent to kiss the top of Clem’s red hair. “Our daughter’s kickass,” he said softly.

      Clem nodded. “She’s kickass,” she agreed, and tightened her grip around him.

      

      Bree Saffran felt anything but kickass at that moment. In fact, she was pretty sure she was about to pee herself, and that would suck. Really suck. Because if Mr. Azano was about to shoot her, then she wanted to die with dignity and not covered in urine.

      David Azano was leveling the gun at her, his eyes wild. Bree had never seen him like this, but she could tell from his eyes that there was no one sane inside him. She’d seen this before in some of her wilder friends. Two words.

      Bad. Trip.

      “All you kids, you just leech the life out of people like me. You take, you take, take, take, take, fuck …” He pulled the trigger, and Bree’s heart failed. The gun clicked and clicked. Empty. Oh, thank you, thank you.

      While Azano stared at the gun, she edged around the room, trying to put herself between him and the door. She didn’t look down—couldn’t look at the bodies that were littering the teacher’s breakroom. God … she could smell the blood rust and salt and gore. She moved slowly, but Azano looked up them and grinned.

      “No use trying to escape, little rich girl. I’m three times the size of you, and faster. And, my, oh my, what do we have here?” From his pocket, he pulled a flick-knife. He waved it at her. “Backup. Looks like I’m going to have to get up close and personal.”

      He lunged at her, and Bree let out the loudest scream she could as Azano grabbed her and flung her back against the wall. She struggled with everything she had, but he was strong, huge and the knife slashed ever closer to her.

      Then, in what seemed like a dream, a small, dark-haired missile launched herself at the man, knocking him away from Bree. Bree was stunned and froze. Emory.

      “Bree, fucking run! Bree! Run!’

      But she couldn’t. She watched as Emory wrestled with the man … if he was three times bigger than Bree, then he dwarfed the tiny Emory. Bree blinked, then leaped onto the man’s back, yelling and screaming like a banshee. The two women clung to the man, hitting, biting, clawing at him, trying to subdue him, but the acid trip he was on gave him superhuman strength.

      In horror, Bree watched as the knife sank into Emory’s stomach, and she gasped in agony.

      “No!” Bree yelled, but Azano yanked the knife out of Emory and waved the bloody blade at Bree.

      “Bree! Run, now!” Emory was clutching at her belly, trying to stem the bleeding and trying to get to her feet as Azano advanced on the younger woman. “Run! Go get help … there’s nothing you can do here. Please.”

      Emory kicked out the back of Azano’s knee, and he went down, screaming and cursing, before whirling around and grabbing Emory again. Emory, weakening, looked at Bree.

      “Bree.”  Her voice was unbelievably calm in the face of her certain death. “Please, go. I can’t bear it if you die. Please, run …”

      Bree started to sob. “Em … we all love you. I love you. Please, I can’t leave you …”

      “Run, baby, run…” Emory choked as Azano stabbed her again, and then Bree gave her her dying wish and ran.

      Clem saw her first, being carried by a policeman, and let out a scream. Luca followed her gaze, then they were running to meet their daughter.

      “She’s okay,” said the policeman carrying her, “She just passed out. She was hysterical when she escaped.”

      Luca took his daughter from the policeman and carried her over to where the paramedics were treating the injured. In a few seconds, Bree was coming around, but burbling and getting hysterical again.

      Clem took her daughter’s face in her hands. “Baby, baby, it’s Mama; it’s Mama. Look at me; you’re safe now, you’re safe…”

      “Please, he’s killing her … you have to help her,” Bree was panic-stricken, looking between her mother and father.

      “Who, baby?” Luca took her hand, his chest tight.

      “Emory … it was Mr. Azano … he shot some people, some teachers, some kids, and he was trying to kill me but his gun was empty. He had a knife, and he was going to kill me, but she stopped him; she jumped on him…”

      “Ms. Saffran.” They all started and turned to see the police captain, his expression urgent and alert. “You say he ran out of ammo?”

      Bree nodded. “Yes. He just has a knife … I think we were the only ones left, but please, you have to stop him. He stabbed her … she’s only tiny and she saved me, saved my life, Mom, Dad…”

      Luca wrapped his arm around her shoulders and nodded to the police captain, who turned and spoke quickly and quietly into his radio. As if from nowhere, shoals of cops began to flood towards the school. Clem and Luca sat on either side of their daughter, who refused to move until she knew how her beloved teacher was.

      Minutes passed. Everyone in the clearing fell silent as they waited. Then, a few minutes, they heard shouting, gunshots. Bree clutched her mother’s hand.

      Finally, they saw paramedics running beside a gurney, an IV blood bag swinging from a stand affixed to the bed. Bree gave a small cry, but they couldn’t see who it was. Luca stood and patted her shoulder. “I’ll go see, sweetheart. Stay with your mom.”

      With a meaningful look at Clem, he turned and rushed over to the ambulance. With a rush of relief, he saw the young woman on the stretcher—this must be Emory Grace. The relief was fleeting; he saw how much blood she was still losing. One of the first responders looked at him as she hopped into the ambulance to attend to the unconscious Emory.

      “Will she be okay?” Luca felt helpless.

      “Are you a relative?”

      Luca felt desolate. “She saved my daughter’s life.”

      The responder’s face softened. “We’re going to do everything we can, but she’s in a pretty bad way. Lost a lot of blood.”

      He asked her where they were taking Emory Grace and she told him. “We really have to go.”

      “I know, just one quick thing,” and he leaped into the ambulance, leaning over Emory and whispering. “Thank you. Thank you for saving my girl.”

      He touched her soft cheek, and she gave a small moan, and his heart flipped.

      “Sir?” The responder sounded urgent now. Luca stepped out of the ambulance, and just before they closed the door, he called. “Anything. Do anything you can to save her. Please.”

      The paramedic nodded and closed the door, and Luca was left to stare after the ambulance as it raced, screaming, towards the nearest emergency room.

      “Please,” he said softly. As far as he was concerned, it wasn’t only his daughter’s life Emory Grace had saved that day.

      

      For Emory, a few days later, it wasn’t a happy awakening. Searing pain racked her body; her throat felt like sandpaper; and worst of all, she opened her eyes to see her estranged husband sitting by her bed. Oh God. Had she gone to hell?

      “What are you doing here?” Her voice sounded echoey, hollow, rasping.

      Ray jumped up and called for the doctor in that imperious tone of his, before helping her sip a cup of water. “Darling, of course I’m here. Where else would I be at a time like this?”

      Emory felt a button in her hand, and she pressed it, hoping it was for morphine or to call the nurse. “Well, Ray, are you here because you care or because you’re mad someone beat you to trying to kill me?”

      Ho-hey, she must be flying high on the morphine to talk back to him like that. His face went red, and she watched him try to keep his temper.

      “I’ve been here day and night to care for you,” he said in a low, furious voice. “Just like you to be so ungrateful.”

      “Fuck off, Ray.”

      Yep, yep, she was definitely high. Luckily for both of them, the doctor came then and started to ask her a bunch of questions; his voice was so warm and kind that she couldn’t help compare the two men in front of her. She interrupted the doctor.

      “Doc, before you say anything else, I think I’d like some privacy from my soon-to-be-ex-husband. Ray, please leave.”

      Ray looked annoyed, but when he glanced at the doctor, the doctor shrugged and nodded. “Patient’s prerogative, Mr. Grace.”

      From the tone of his voice, Emory could tell Ray had been a royal pain in the hospital staff’s asses. Dr. Lundheim, a young, handsome man in his thirties, she guessed, waited until Ray had left the room and then grinned.

      “As I was saying, feel free to scoff derisively, but you were very lucky. No major organs were damaged and we were able to perform a graft on the leaking artery that was the cause of your blood loss. Now, that doesn’t mean you can go swing dancing anytime soon, but you should make a full recovery and, as you’re young and healthy, pretty quickly, too.”

      She smiled at him. “Thank you, Doctor, I mean it.”

      “How do you feel? Honestly?”

      “I ache, and my stomach is sore, but considering … I’m surprised I feel this … alive, shall we say?”

      He sat on the edge of the bed and smiled at her. “Good. I’m glad. Means everything is progressing how it should. I want you to stay in for a few days so we can get some more blood into you, stabilize your vitals. But you should be able to go home by the end of the week. And you’ve quite a fan club out there. Kids from your school, some parents. Hanging on every update. One family, in particular, has been here twenty-four-seven. The Saffrans. Luca Saffran. You’ve got friends in high places, kiddo.”

      Emory chuckled, then winced as the muscles in her stomach tugged. “I’ve never even met Mr. Saffran, but I do know his wife a little. And their daughter, Bree, is one of my favorite students. Not that I should have favorites; don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      The morphine again. No filter, she thought. Dr. Lundheim patted her hand.

      “Well, now, I can give them all some good news. What do you want me to tell the press?”

      Emory blinked. “The press?”

      The doctor rolled his eyes. “Of course, the press. You’re a heroine—not just statewide either, a national star. The President himself sent his regards.”

      Emory let her head fall back. “Now I know it’s the morphine.”

      “Seriously, Emory, there’s a bank of press reporters and photographers camped outside the hospital, waiting for their first glimpse of the conquering heroine.”

      Emory suddenly felt sick. “Oh, I get it now. I get why Ray’s here…”

      The doctor looked confused and then realization dawned, and his jaw flexed. “That does explain the performances, shall we say?”

      Emory shook her head. “Can’t miss the spotlight.”

      “It’s not his spotlight.”

      “I don’t want it.” She suddenly felt tearful. God, why did it upset her so much? “Doc, I would appreciate it if he were refused entry to my room from now on. I don’t want to see him.”

      “That’s no problem. And if you like, I can let the press know that he doesn’t speak for you, that you’re an independent woman.”

      Emory smiled gratefully at him. “That would be lovely. Thanks, Doc, for everything.”

      “Rest up; then I might let you have some visitors—the ones you want, that is,” he added with a grin.” He stood up and Emory caught his hand.

      “Doc?” Her voice shook. “How many? How many in the end?”

      The smile faded from the young man’s face. “Eleven, including the shooter. Four kids, six teaching staff. And nearly you, too.”

      Emory felt her throat close, the grief all-consuming and she couldn’t stop the tears then. “God…”

      “Hey,” The doctor glanced outside the door. “I know how to cheer you up. There’s a very excitable young lady out here who, on more than one occasion, has threatened to kick my ass if she isn’t able to see you soon.”

      Emory chuckled through her tears. “That would be Bree.”

      “It would indeed.” He signaled to Bree, and a second later, she came into the room and flung herself on Emory, who winced as the movement pulled on her wounds. She didn’t care, though; she wrapped her arms around the girl and hugged her hard. Something had happened in that room of terror; a bond that had already been formed in their classes together had turned to sisterhood. Bree, her short cap of black hair sticking up in every direction, drew back and smiled apologetically.

      “Sorry, I hope I didn’t hurt you,” Bree glanced at the doctor, who rolled his eyes and grinned.

      “See you later, Emory.” And he was gone. Bree studied her teacher and friend.

      “You look so much better than I thought you would.”

      “Flesh wounds, mostly,” Emory lied to reassure her. Bree’s dark eyes were serious.

      “Did they tell you how many?”

      Emory nodded. “It’s unspeakable, Bree, and to think that David, of all people…”

      Bree lowered her voice. “People are saying he was high on something. They're really shady about releasing details. My dad was able to get some information, but nothing we couldn’t have guessed.”

      Emory sighed. “How are the parents of the kids who died? Lee and Hayley, I know about. Who else?”

      “Sandrine Keys and Lexi Kline.”

      Emory groaned. “God … should we have seen this coming? Was David stressed out? He never gave any indication of it.”

      “No one knows,” Bree could see Emory was getting upset. “Look, don’t think about it now, just get well. Hey, my dad wants to come see you—would that be okay?”

      “Of course.” Emory had never met Luca Saffran, only Clementine, Bree’s mother. “Tell him to come by whenever he’s free.”

      Bree looked a little guilty. “He’s actually just outside right now.”

      Emory laughed, but inwardly she felt exhausted. “No problem.” Bree went to the door, and Emory heard her calling her father in a low voice. Emory hoped she didn’t appear too bedraggled; she felt she must look as wrung out as she felt.

      Then Luca Saffran walked into the room and suddenly she wasn’t tired anymore. Luca Saffran was tall, his black hair and dark eyes the mirror image of his daughters. He kept his dark beard neatly trimmed, and Emory detected some Asian heritage in his handsome features.

      Handsome, she thought to herself, handsome doesn’t really cover it. The man was gorgeous.

      Luca Saffran smiled at her and offered his hand. She shook it, trying not to show the whirl of emotions inside her. Luca nodded to Bree, who smiled and left them alone, closing the door behind her.

      “Ms. Grace, I hope you are feeling better.”

      Deep voice, quiet, soft. Masculine. Emory nodded. “I am. Nothing serious.”

      Luca chuckled softly. “Bree said you wouldn’t want a fuss. It didn’t look like ‘nothing serious’ when they pulled you out of that school.”

      “You saw me?” Emory felt her face grow hot. Luca nodded, his dark eyes full of sorrow.

      “Ms. Grace…”

      “Emory, please.”

      “Emory.” The way he said her name made her heart pound; it only got more excited when he took her hand. “Emory, there are no words to describe how grateful we are to you … God, that doesn’t even begin to explain. You saved three lives when you saved my daughter, Emory. I owe you a debt.”

      Emory was overwhelmed by his words, but she shook her head. “There is no debt, Mr. Saffran. Anyone would have done the same. Bree is an extraordinary young woman, and I was just doing my job.”

      “Above and beyond,” he said, his voice breaking slightly. Then, embarrassed, he grinned slightly. “And it’s Luca, okay?”

      “Luca.” She liked the way his name sounded in her mouth. Luca. He still had her hand in his.

      “I want you to know, all your medicals bills are being sent to me— yes,” he added when she opened her mouth to protest. “Stephen Harris told me of your situation, that you have separated from your husband. This doesn’t even begin to cover what I owe you, so I won’t take any argument.”

      Suddenly Emory saw what he must be like in the boardroom, why he was who he was: the CEO of the biggest pharmaceuticals company in the world. SaffraPharm, Inc. was a rare company—for every dollar they made, they gave back the exact amount in free drugs to people and countries who couldn’t afford life-saving treatments. He was firm and masterful, without being controlling. He smiled at her now, and their eyes held for a beat too long.

      “Emory, you look tired.”

      She nodded. “I am, but thank you for coming to see me … and thank you for the other thing.” She flushed, but he merely smiled.

      “Emory,” and it was his turn to hesitate, “may I come see you again? Would that be inappropriate?”

      She felt her face burn. “I’d like that.”

      “Good.” He reached out and touched her face, just briefly, then let his hand drop. “I’d better let you rest.”

      When he’d gone, Emory closed her eyes but sleep evaded her. Her mind whirled with every emotion: grief, anger, sadness—all of which was an undercurrent by this new feeling. Attraction. She tried to push it away; it was entirely inappropriate, after all. She was in a hospital bed, and Luca Saffran was the parent of one of her students, for Christ’s sake.

      “It’s just the morphine,” she whispered to herself, but she could have lost herself in his deep brown-black eyes and those finely angled cheekbones. Her skin still burned where his fingertips had brushed against it. Stop it. She forced her thoughts away from him, but after a while, she called the nurse, asked for a sedative, and soon fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      

      Bree looked over at her father as they drove back his apartment in the city. Since the shootings, he’d been staying at the house in Snoqualmie, albeit sleeping in the guest room. And for a second, Bree had remembered how it had been all those years ago, just the three of them. Before the distance between her mother and father had become too big to ignore, before the tense atmospheres began.

      But now, she was glad he was going back to his apartment. Her mother had been accepting of his decision; her focus now was entirely on her daughter. Bree was grateful for the support—but her mother could be a little smothering, and so, tonight, she’d decided to stay with her dad.

      Outside, it was raining, a misty drizzle coating everything, and the headlights reflected off the slick road. Bree stared out of the window.

      “Dad?”

      “Yes, honey?”

      “Did you like Emory?”

      Her father hesitated, and a small smile played around his mouth. “Very much. A very intelligent, warm young woman.” He sounded deliberately formal, and Bree chuckled.

      “What you mean, Dad, is that she’s hot. It’s okay, Dad, if you like her,” Bree saw his cheeks flame red, and he cleared his throat, embarrassed.

      “Breana, it’s hardly the appropriate place to…”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Okay, that’s enough now.”

      Bree hid a grin. “Go for it, Pops.”

      Luca gave her a half-annoyed glare but couldn’t help smiling at her gleeful expression. “You are a devil child. And anyway, she’s about five minutes older than you, so let’s just drop it, okay?”

      But later, when he was alone, he allowed himself to think of Emory Grace; her dark hazel eyes, her long mahogany hair, her soft, sweet smile.

      How could anyone hurt you? His attraction to her was something that couldn’t be allowed. She was his child’s teacher, and he was newly divorced; and besides, it wasn’t the most romantic way of meeting, was it?

      Still, he decided, turning over in his large bed, I’ll go see her again. In a few days. Give her some space. Just to be friends. In a few days.

      The next morning, he got up early and took a run around the city. He had slept well, but had been plagued by dreams of Emory Grace and her lovely caramel skin, the feel of it against his lips, her sweet kiss, the sound of her moaning as he drove her towards climax … Get a grip, man; he told himself sharply.

      But he knew that he couldn’t wait to see her again. And a couple of hours later, telling Bree he was going to the office, he found himself, instead, driving to the hospital.

      

      Emory had gotten out of bed for the first time and was gingerly walking around her room. Even after only a few days, her wounds were healing, and she felt better. Physically, at least. She kept reliving the moment David—her friend, David—had stuck that knife into her. The crazed look in his eyes. She couldn’t fathom it.

      After Bree had escaped, David had kept attacking Emory, and she’d defended herself until she collapsed to the floor, bleeding out and gasping for oxygen. She didn’t know how long it had been then until the police had burst in and when David had rushed them, they had cut him down instantly. Everything after that was a blur.

      Emory shivered now, pulling her robe tightly around herself. The staggering violence of it all made her feel sick.

      “I wouldn’t stand too close to the window. Don’t let them get the money shot for free.”

      Fuck. She turned and glared at Ray, who was standing in the doorway, a bunch of roses in his hand; his fake smile plastered onto his face. She hated cut flowers, a fact Ray knew all too well. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Ray smiled, but there was no humor in his eyes. “Now, darling, don’t be a little bitch. I’ve just come to visit my heroic wife.” His tone dripped sarcasm—and something else, she realized—jealousy. Ugh.

      She climbed back into bed, noticing he made no move to help her. She felt better when she sat, stronger, and now, she fixed her estranged husband with a stare.

      “Ray, I asked you to stay away. We have nothing more to say to each other. You know this.”

      Ray ignored her and sat on the bed. “Do you honestly think I’ll let you go that easily?”

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      Ray smiled, then moved suddenly, his hand pressing down hard on her wounded stomach. Emory gasped with pain, but Ray didn’t relent, his mouth next to her ear now.

      “You listen to me, you little whore. You’re my wife; you belong to me; and if you think you can embarrass me like this, you are very, very wrong.”

      He released the pressure on her abdomen and sat back, never taking his eyes from her face. Emory caught her breath, and when she spoke, her voice shook.

      “Ray … I won’t let you threaten me. I want a divorce, or I’ll go straight to the press who seem to be waiting for me out there and tell the truth about the inestimable Professor Grace. You’ve bullied me long enough.”

      Ray smiled. “Oh, I don’t think you will, Emory.” He leaned in closer to her. “Or you might find yourself on the wrong end of another knife.”

      Emory rocked back from the venom in his voice. God, he was seriously threatening to kill her? As bad as things were between them … this was a whole new level. The look in his eye reminded her of David Azano and she knew without a doubt, Ray would murder her without hesitation.

      “Why would you want to stay in a loveless marriage?” she whispered. “How is that good for either of us?”

      “Who said it was loveless? I worship you, Emory, you must know that. You’re the beautiful woman to walk this earth, and I simply won’t let you go … alive.” He whispered the last word as if it were a seduction, then forced his mouth onto hers. Emory struggled, but his hands were rough on her shoulders, her breasts. Emory bit down on his bottom lip, and Ray swore and raised his hand to cuff her. She flinched, expecting the blow.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      Luca Saffran stood in the doorway, all six-foot-five of him, glowering at Ray. Emory felt both relief and delight at seeing him, but she couldn’t help the tears falling down her face, so shocked was she at Ray’s behavior. Ray wiped the blood from his torn lip and got up. Emory noticed how small Luca made him look; because she herself was so tiny, she had always thought of Ray as tall, but he was dwarfed by Luca.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Ray spat at him, and Luca gave him a chilly smile.

      “Luca Saffran. Emory, is this man bothering you?”

      Ray laughed incredulously. “’This man’? I’m her fucking husband, asshole, get out of here.”

      Luca didn’t move, his gaze fixed on Emory’s pale face. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

      Emory shook her head, and Luca’s eyes softened. God, he’s divine. She watched as Luca turned his attention towards her seething husband. “I’m told you are about to be Emory’s ex-husband and that she doesn’t want you here. So, I suggest you leave before I call security.”

      Ray got in his face. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      “I’m a friend of Emory’s. I have little time for men who threaten women, even less for those who hurt them. I’m also someone you really don’t want to fuck with. I’m also losing patience with you, Mr. Grace.” The tone of his voice had dropped to below freezing.

      Ray chuckled darkly. “A friend? Well, well, this is news…” he glanced back at Emory. “So the Little Princess Purity was fucking someone else all along. Bet the press would love to know all about their heroine’s little secret.” He turned back to Luca, sizing him up. “And it’s Professor Grace.”

      “Despite your crude insinuations, Emory and I have only just met. We met after she saved my daughter’s life, and was badly injured doing so. You tell the press any different; you won’t know what has hit you.”

      “You’re threatening me?”

      Luca stepped forward, and Ray tottered backward. “Oh yes,” Luca said softly. “After all, that’s a language you understand, isn’t it, Professor?”

      Emory held back a gasp. Luca had heard Ray threatening her and now … she could see the anger in his eyes and wondered that he was so defensive of her. It warmed her heart.

      Ray was silent. Luca smiled warmly at Emory before looking back at her husband. “Now, I suggest you leave and don’t come back, or it’ll be your reputation that I’ll happily destroy.”

      Ray hesitated, but then obviously decided Luca wasn’t bluffing, and with a last, furious look at Emory, stalked out.

      Emory let out a long sigh of relief. “Thank you, Luca. That could have been nasty if you hadn’t shown up.”

      She closed her eyes and regulated her breathing, trying to get her heart to stop thumping. Luca closed the door and pulled up a chair next to her bed, waiting for her to open her eyes. He smiled at her when she did.

      “From what I overheard, it was pretty nasty anyway. How long has he been abusing you?”

      Emory flushed. “Too long,” she whispered, and Luca took her hand.

      “No more,” he said simply. His long warm fingers stroked the back of her hand. “Emory … what are your plans when you leave the hospital? Where will you go?”

      “I have a cottage at the school and…” She trailed off as Luca shook his head.

      “They’ve closed the school for the summer, and the police have locked it down for the investigation.”

      Emory’s heart sank. “Oh.” Suddenly she felt bleak and hopeless. “Well, I guess I’ll have to go to a motel.”

      Luca smiled. “You will do no such thing. I have an apartment made ready for you in the city, or if it’s not to your liking, I’ll arrange something wherever you like.”

      “I couldn’t possibly accept your very kind offer, but thank you.” Emory’s face was burning now, but Luca raised his eyebrows and smiled.

      “Emory, you need somewhere safe and secure. I own some property which is standing empty but has security out the wazoo.”

      Emory chuckled at his words. “Are powerful moguls allowed to say “wazoo’?”

      Luca grinned. “I think we’re allowed to say just about anything we want, so my staff tells me. Except they once banned me from saying ‘dude’ because I use it too often. They’re tyrants, the whole lot of them.”

      Emory laughed at his mock-disgruntlement. “Hey, I forgot to ask, how’s Bree doing? She seemed fine when I saw her, but these things can take time to really sink in.”

      “Bree’s fine,” Luca nodded, “but yes, I think you’re right. I think it’ll hit her when none of us expect it to.” He studied her. “What about you?”

      She nodded. “Hasn’t sunk it yet either. I don’t think I’m allowing myself to process it until I feel strong enough physically to deal with it—and this thing with Ray too…” She sighed. “Wow. My whole life just changed in a heartbeat.”

      Luca’s hand tightened on hers. “Emory … I know we don’t really know each other, but I would like to. Please let me arrange somewhere safe for you to go; really, it is the least I could do.”

      Emory looked at him and suddenly knew she would allow herself to be cared for by this man. “Okay,” she said, and smiled at him, “Okay.” Then she grinned at him. “Dude.”

      His smile made her heart soar.

      

      Three weeks later and Emory was waking up in her new apartment. Luca hadn’t been exaggerating when he said the place was safe. She had security guards living next door and at the reception. The apartment was gorgeous, not too big, but still luxurious in the extreme. Luca had made sure everything was there for her when she got out of the hospital. He’d insisted on picking her up himself, bringing an excited Bree with him. Emory had spent a long time with both of them since her release, and she had grown even more fond of them both.

      She hadn’t known that Luca and his wife Clem were divorced now. In a way, she regretted knowing it; when she had thought Luca was unavailable, it has been easier to shove her feelings for him aside. But now … she and Luca had talked late into the nights while Bree fell asleep on the couch beside them and Emory had felt that only the presence of his daughter stopped anything from happening between them. The way he looked at Emory made her weak. They’d be talking, and his eyes would drop to her mouth, and her stomach would flutter; when he would say goodbye at the end of the evening, his tone was full of regret. Every time their fingers would brush accidentally, a thrill would run through her and when she went to bed—alone—she imagined his hands on her body, his lips on hers, his cock driving deep inside her. God, she had never felt this before, this wanton need to be fucked by this glorious man, ever.

      Now, Bree had gone away with her mother for a week, and there was no safety net between Emory and Luca. Both of them knew it was inevitable, but they left the words unspoken; it kept the anticipation at a maddening but thrilling level.

      Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the clock; a little after nine a.m. She picked up her phone and smiled, a thrill rushing through her. Luca.

      “Hey, you,” she said softly and heard him chuckle.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “Not at all.”

      There was a short pause. “So,” he said eventually, “I know we said tonight for dinner … but would you believe my schedule’s just been cleared for the day? I thought I would play hooky. Want to join me?”

      Emory felt her heartbeat quicken, a pulse beat between her legs. “That sounds good,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant. “Shall I meet you somewhere?”

      “No … I’ll come to you,” he said, his voice heavy with meaning, with desire. Emory shivered with anticipation.

      “Come now,” she said softly, and heard his intake of breath.

      “On my way, beautiful.”

      

      Ending the call, she shot out of bed and into the shower, scrubbing at her skin, shaving, then shutting off the water, rubbing moisturizer into her entire body. Choosing what to wear was difficult. She didn’t want to look as if she was expecting them to make love; on the other hand, neither did she want to look so dressed up that he was put off.

      You’re acting like a wanton woman, she told herself with a grin, but she didn’t care. She chose a simple white summer dress but didn’t bother with underwear. Like I said, slutty, she chuckled out loud to herself. She changed the sheets on the bed and tidied the place up, lighting scented candles. She had just shoved the old bedsheets into the washer when the intercom buzzed.

      She felt breathless and lightheaded as she opened the door. God, he got better looking every time she saw him, and now, with the look of brazen desire in his eyes, she was utterly lost.

      He said nothing, just smiled, then bent his head and kissed her. His lips were soft at first, then, as she pulled him into the apartment, they grew fiercer, his breathing rough and ragged as her arms curved around his neck. He touched her stomach tenderly.

      “If it hurts, tell me to stop.” But she shook her head. Her wounds were almost healed and even if they did tug painfully now and again, there was no way she was going to tell him to stop. His hand snaked under her dress and when he encountered bare skin, then felt how wet she was for him, he groaned helplessly.

      “God, Emory, I need you right now…”

      He pushed her back against the wall. Emory’s hand went to his fly and freed his thick and heavy cock, already pulsing and engorged, from his pants. He lifted her up, and she guided him inside her, gasping as he filled her completely. Luca drove his cock hard into her, wanting to possess her completely, his eyes never leaving her face, drinking her in as he fucked her.

      Emory moaned deliriously as he took her; she’d never experienced sex like this, the complete animal, feral kind. His cock, diamond hard and huge, plowed into her, Luca’s free hand on her clit sending her insane with pleasure. When he came, he groaned and called her name over and over as she felt him shooting deep inside her and she shivered through one, two, three orgasms before they both collapsed to the carpet, breathing heavily.

      

      Luca peeled her dress from her shoulders and stripped her naked. His hands and his eyes explored every part of her; her full breasts, her softly curved belly, the slender and shapely legs. His mouth found her nipple, and he felt her fingers tangle in his dark hair. He traced a path with his tongue down her belly, kissing each still-pink scar tenderly before he buried himself in her sex. He took her clit between his teeth, nipping gently, feeling it harden beneath his tongue as it lashed around it. This woman, he thought, this beautiful, sensual, astonishing woman …

      The ferocity of his feeling for her amazed him; even Clem, who he had considered his soulmate, hadn’t awakened this primeval need within him. He wanted to always be fucking Emory Grace, all the time, all day, all night.

      She was whispering his name over and over, her back arching as he made her come again, and the sight of her body undulating made it impossible for him to do anything but plunged his cock into her again, making her scream with delight.

      They made it to the bed finally, and spent all day in there, making love and talking until they were exhausted. They fell asleep in each other’s arms for a while, and when Luca awoke, it was dark outside.

      He glanced at the lock. Eight thirty p.m., but he had no intention of moving. He looked down at the woman in his arms, her dark lashes resting on the flushed cheeks, the full pink mouth closed as she slept. So beautiful. He loved the way their bodies seemed to fit together perfectly, too, her curves matching his hard athletic frame.

      Everything about her is soft, he thought, stroking the curve of her breast, splaying his long fingers out over her belly. Clem was a slender woman, an ex-fashion model, with angles and finely-constructed cheekbones; Emory reminded him of a medieval milkmaid, all soft curves and lush planes. He promised to tell her that when she woke. He traced a finger over the scars on her stomach and his smile faded. How could anyone hurt you like this? He sighed heavily, and Emory’s eyes opened.

      “Penny for them,” she said, and he told her. She hoisted herself into a sitting position. “I don’t really think he wanted to, not the David I knew. It wasn’t personal. I don’t even think he recognized me.” She was silent for a moment. “I feel bad for Zea, his widow. I should have reached out to her, made sure she was okay. You don’t happen to know how she is, do you?”

      Luca shook his head. “I did consider contacting her, but she left the state. I can have someone find her, if you’d like?”

      Emory considered this, but shook her head. “No, if she needs to be away, let her be. For now. Maybe in one of those interviews they have lined up for me, I can say something that will help her.”

      Luca stroked her long dark hair back over her shoulder. “You still going to do that interview?”

      She nodded. “Someone needs to get the truth out there. After the bullshit, I’ve read about it … did you know some conspiracy nuts are already calling it a false flag? Yeah. Buddies, that knife sure felt like a false flag. Seeing my friends’ brains all over the walls was really some CGI we had done for some giggles. Assholes.”

      She was getting upset now, and Luca pulled her into his arms. “I’ll come with you and stand behind the camera, so you don’t feel too alone. Is that okay?”

      She kissed him on the mouth. “Sorry for getting upset.”

      Luca laughed softly. “You don’t need to apologize for anything; you hear me?”

      She grinned. “Yes, boss.”

      He laughed and pushed her back down on the bed. “Now, as I am your boss, I have something I need you to do.”

      She played along as he covered her body with his. “Anything, sir.”

      He nuzzled her ear. “Spread those beautiful legs wide, girl.” And laughing, she did, wrapping them around his waist and screaming with delight as he plunged his huge, throbbing cock into her again and again.

      

      We definitely had a bubble, Emory thought, a week later, and this isn’t it. She was sitting in front of an interviewer who was ignoring her, hot, hot studio lights glaring down at her, and what seemed like hundreds of strangers milling about the studio, getting ready to shoot the interview. She wished that she hadn’t refused Luca’s offer of being there with her; she had told him she hadn’t wanted to expose their relationship before all the nonsense was over and done with and, more importantly, before he’d told Bree.

      This last week had been the happiest of Emory’s existence, and now, as she reflected back on her life over the past few years, ready to talk about it to other strangers, she wondered how she could ever have thought she had had a life before Luca. After the interview, she had a meeting at her lawyer’s office to sign divorce papers. She didn’t know how he’d done it, but somehow, Luca had persuaded Ray to give her the divorce quietly and quickly. Emory didn’t want to think how much money it had taken for Luca to secure Ray’s cooperation; she didn’t know how she would ever repay him. Not only that, but afterward, Luca was flying her in his private jet to his privately-owned island in the Caribbean.

      The interview began, and the interviewer was suddenly all friendliness and smiles. She took Emory through the events at the school, asking questions about the people who died, rather than dwelling on David Azano, but Emory did get her wish to speak about David’s widow, Zea.

      “We don’t know, and we may never know, what set David off, but I do want to say to his widow, Zea, that we are here for you. I am here for you, whatever you need.”

      The interviewer, Diane, a severe-looking woman in her early sixties nodded. “You are very forgiving, Emory.”

      “Zea Azano didn’t do anything that needs to be forgiven,” Emory said gently, “She is as much a victim of this as anyone. I would ask the press, people on social media to be respectful of her and her family.”

      “So, what’s next for you, Emory?”

      Emory took a deep breath in. “When the school reopens, and it will reopen, I hope I will be allowed to take up my position again.”

      Diane looked skeptical. “Really?”

      Emory didn’t understand her question and said so. Diane chuckled. “Emory, have you read any of your press? You’re a superstar. Young, beautiful heroine saves the life of billionaire’s daughter? Hollywood is calling, Emory.”

      Emory rocked back. The mention of Bree and Luca made her wary. “Diane, I’m not an actress or a media personality. I’m a teacher, period. I’m not interested in doing anything else; I never have been.” She was wary of Diane using the mention of the Saffrans to segue into questions about her private life, despite that being off limits being one of the conditions Emory had agreed to be interviewed under.

      But Diane moved onto to her future career hopes and then embarrassed Emory, but in a delightful way, as she played a montage of clips from her pupils and colleagues paying tribute to her. The one that got to her the most was Lee Shawn’s parents, who thanked her for being with their son in his last minutes. Emory wiped away a tear as the interviewer closed out the segment. When the floor manager called out, Diane was a great deal friendlier than she had been before the interview, shaking Emory’s hand warmly.

      Luca was waiting in a blacked-out sedan outside as she slid in beside him and he leaned over to kiss him.

      “How did it go?”

      “It went,” she grinned, hungry for his kisses. He chuckled and stroked her face.

      “Well, you look happy, so I guess I’ll have to wait until it’s aired to find out.”

      He started the car, and Emory put her hand on his thigh. “They didn’t talk about us, so I guess the cat’s still in the bag.

      Luca smiled over at her. “Now, I’ll take you to get the divorce you so desperately want. A good day.”

      Emory laughed. “I’ll be even happier after it’s over and I’ll never have to see Ray again. I don’t trust this new, conciliatory side of him. It’s not in his nature.” She squeezed his leg. “Maybe it would better if you parked the car around the corner and I walk in. If he sees us together, then he might change his mind. Or call the press.”

      Luca sighed. “You’re probably right. And afterward, Miss … what’s your maiden name?”

      Emory grinned. “Flannery.”

      Luca’s eyebrows shot up. “Emory Flannery? You’re serious?”

      “Nope.”

      “Brat.”

      She laughed. “It’s Dutta. My dad was from the Punjab.”

      Luca nodded, smiling. “I did wonder. Seems we both have Asian blood. My grandmother was from Japan.”

      “What an exotic pair. The weird thing is, I liked Grace for a surname, just not the husband that went with it.”

      They both laughed. “Yeah, it suits you, not him.”

      “His real name is Raymond Douchebag.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      They joked about until Luca pulled the car up on the street adjacent to her lawyer’s office. “Keep your phone on,” he said, and Emory rolled her eyes.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      

      It was over in seconds. She signed the papers saying all she wanted was to return to her maiden name and that she didn’t want any of Ray’s money or property, only half of their shared possessions. She could feel Ray watching her the whole time and her skin prickled with irritation and dread. This wasn’t over; she knew that for sure—Ray was planning something, she just didn’t know what. He left the office before her without saying one word to her.

      Emory sighed and thanked her lawyer. She was divorced. Thank God. She grabbed her purse and shook her lawyer’s hand. At the elevator, she let out a long breath. Now, for some serious hedonism, she said to herself, sun, sea, and lot of sex with the man of her dreams.

      When the elevator arrived, she stepped onto it. It was empty, but as the door started to slide shut, Ray forced it open and stepped into it, a nasty grin on his face. Emory felt a jolt of adrenaline, and her chest clenched with dread. She tried to push past Ray, but he put his hand on her chest and shoved her backward—hard. Emory opened her mouth to call for help, but he clamped his hand over her mouth.

      “I wouldn’t struggle, Emory, it’ll just make this harder.”

      But she ignored him, twisting away from him, then, as he reached for her, she brought her knee up and rammed it into his groin.

      “You fucking bitch!’

      As she leaped for the controls, he grabbed her ankle and tugged her down, throwing his weight on top of her. She clawed and bit as his hands fixed around her throat and he started to choke her.

      Emory could feel the darkness coming, but she fought with everything she had, finally ramming her thumbs into his eyes. As he roared and rocked back, she screamed as loudly as her raw throat would let her and rolled out of his way as he fell blindly to the floor. She hit the alarm button on the panel just as the lift doors started to open and she fell out … into Luca’s arms.

      

      Luca had grown impatient, hating the fact that Grace was in there with Emory. When he called her cell and she didn’t answer, he decided to go wait in reception. He’d just gotten there when everyone in the reception heard the scream. Luca darted for the elevator as the doors opened and an almost- hysterical Emory fell into his arms. Shocked, he pulled her to him, tightening his grip as he saw Ray Grace wiping his mouth and smirking at him.

      “I knew it. I knew you were fucking her. Let’s see what happens now, bigshot.” And he was gone. Luca wanted to go after him and tear the man limb from limb, but he was loath to leave Emory alone. “Call the police,” he said to the white-faced receptionist, who nodded, but Emory shook her head.

      “No, please, I just want to forget it and go. If we call the police, they won’t let us leave tonight and God, Luca, I need to get away.”

      The receptionist hesitated, and Luca shook his head at her. “It’s okay, thanks.”

      He took Emory back to the car and drove toward the airport, his hand covering hers. He looked over. She seemed to have collected herself, but her beautiful face was red and puffy from crying. “Are you okay, baby?”

      She smiled at him. “I am now. Look, Luca, I should have known he’d try something. His track record, the fact he seemed ‘okay’ with the divorce. It was dumb of me. Can we forget it and just go and enjoy our vacation?”

      Luca touched the back of his fingers to her cheek. “You bet, sweetheart.”

      

      Back in the city, Ray Grace hurriedly packed a bag. He had no doubt that Luca Saffran would seek revenge for what he had done to Emory. Damn it; he’d been so close, so very close to her throat being crushed under his hands. All he’d thought about since she’d served him with those divorce papers was making sure she wouldn’t leave him.

      Now he would have to go into hiding and formulate a new plan. Now that he knew she was fucking Luca Saffran; he was even more determined.

      Emory would not see another birthday …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part #2: Zea

          

        

      

    

    
      Zea pounded the toasted spices in the mortar until she was sweating. Cardamom, fennel, coriander seeds with black pepper and allspice; she tossed the mixture with the onions and garlic she’d sweated off already.

      “Oh, dear God, that smells so good.” Teresa, one of the diner’s wait staff, came and inhaled the mixture. Zea grinned at her.

      “You never had a curry before?”

      Teresa shook her head. “I was brought up on meat and potatoes. It took until the new century for my mom to think salt and pepper weren’t a dirty bomb.”

      Zea chuckled. In the month since she’d worked here, she’d been able to persuade the owner, Amos, a kindly man in his seventies, to let her add some more exotic dishes to the diner’s menu—and to her great surprise and delight, the clientele had lapped it up. Her food was eclectic, drawn from all over the world, but always flavorful and mouth-watering.

      Teresa went back out to her customers, and Zea once again lost herself in her cooking. It had been her salvation after David’s death.

      She could remember clearly the day it happened. She’d run her catering business from home and was preparing a three-course taster menu for a client in her large kitchen. The television had been on but with the sound muted, and it was only chance that she’d glanced up at the moment when they’d shown Auburn College. Her heart had skipped
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