
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_b37dbffced06eb05b824d9e8cf905cd3_QFHlBO_html_m75c76321.jpg]


[image: tmp_b37dbffced06eb05b824d9e8cf905cd3_QFHlBO_html_7b4a6fb9.png]

Published by EVERNIGHT
PUBLISHING ® at Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


Copyright© 2019 Dania Voss

 


 


ISBN: 978-1-77339-926-3

 


Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

 


Model: Luca Pantini

 


Photographer: Alessandro Frezza

 


Editor: Audrey Bobak

 


 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

 


WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or
distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this
book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied
in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.


 


 


 


 


DEDICATION

 


I’d like to thank Stacey, and everyone at
Evernight Publishing. It’s always such a pleasure to work with you.
I’d like to acknowledge the Evernight author community for their
assistance, creativity, and suggestions when I needed them. You’re
all amazing.

 


I want to thank Erin M. Leaf and Laura M.
Baird for their patience with me as I agonized over ideas for the
book cover.

And speaking of Erin M.
Leaf, thank you for allowing the ladies of the Twisted Tea Society
to discuss your book Dawn.

 


I could never have
anticipated when I conceived of this storyline that Italian fashion
photographer Alessandro Frezza, who has taken photographs for
magazines and Italian designers including Elle, Sposabella, Gianni
Calignano, Urbano della Scala, and others, would end up shooting
the cover for Hannah’s Bliss. Then he went a step further and
created a beautiful video of the photo shoot. I’m both honored and
humbled. Grazie mille, Alessandro.

 


Lastly, many thanks to
Italian model Luca Pantini— my Rocco. What an unexpected and
wonderful surprise it was “meeting” you. Not only did you help me
with the Italian translations from thousands of miles away, but you
literally brought the character Rocco Moretti to life. It’s been
fantastic working with you and getting to know you these last
several months. Abbracci
dall'America.

 



 


 


 


 


HANNAH’S BLISS

 


Windy City Nights,
2

 


Dania Voss

 


Copyright © 2019

 


[image: tmp_b37dbffced06eb05b824d9e8cf905cd3_QFHlBO_html_71dbcfad.png]


Chapter One

 


Hannah Hailey threw her
hands up in disbelief after she’d parked her car in Grace of God
Lutheran Church’s parking lot. Was her mother kidding? What the
hell? She punched at her passenger seat three times and took a deep
breath. Don’t blow a gasket, Hannah. She’s
your mother.

It was a beautiful June
afternoon in Elmhurst, Illinois. The perfect day for a wedding. A
wedding she and her best friend and assistant Joe had planned and
organized down to the last cornflower-blue rose petal. And her
mother, Patricia Hailey, founder of Hailey’s Events, the
premier event planners
in Chicagoland, seemed to suggest Hannah wasn’t performing up to
her exacting standards.

It wasn’t true, but her mother’s
reservations about her abilities still stung. Hannah was an
outstanding Senior Event Planner and had received hundreds of
positive testimonials from delighted clients to prove it. Nothing
was ever good enough for her mother, though, and she was sick and
tired of it.

“If you didn’t think I was
up to the task, shouldn’t you have said something
before Jake and Cassie’s
wedding day?” Hannah leaned her head back against her seat’s
headrest and closed her eyes while taking a deep breath. She willed
her mind to calm. Don’t let her get to
you.

“I wasn’t saying you’re
not up to the task.” Her mother had the nerve to reply in an
exasperated tone in Hannah’s Bluetooth. “I’m just saying we need to
make sure everything is executed perfectly for Darren Stryker. You
know how important he is to this firm.”

She smiled at the mention of Darren
Stryker, owner of the Chicago Cobras major league baseball team.
She’d met him when she was only fourteen and her mother had just
begun her event planning career. He’d given Hailey’s Events their
first major event to plan, a fundraiser for the Cobras’ Children
Foundation fifteen years ago. And the rest was history.

“I know he is. But the
firm doesn’t rely on business from Darren and the Cobras’
organization to stay afloat, and you know it. The firm thrives
regardless of Darren’s business.” What was Patty, as her friends
called her mother, so worried about?

Hailey’s Events had built
a reputation as Chicagoland’s best event planners and had been
named as the Top Event Planner in the country twice. Not to mention
the national recognition they’d received in publications such
as The Knot, Brides, Chicago
Magazine, Martha
Stewart Weddings, and Modern Luxury Brides Chicago.

“I know and I thank
God and Darren
for that. He took a chance on me in the beginning. I owe him and he
considers Jake and Cassie family, so this wedding is
especially important,” her mother reminded her. Hannah didn’t need
to be reminded of how Darren valued family. The Cobras’ star
pitcher, Luke, was Darren’s nephew and had been his ward since the
age of ten when Darren’s brother and sister-in-law were killed in a
car wreck.

Hannah rolled her eyes.
Every wedding was important, at least to her. Weddings were her
favorite event to plan and coordinate. Probably because I want to design bridal gowns. Design school
is all you get. Be happy with your sketches.

She rubbed her temples, hoping to
stave off the usual headache she got when going a few rounds with
her mother. When was she ever going to be good enough for the
woman? Christ, even perfection wasn’t good enough, especially when
it came to her.

“I assure you, Darren, the
bride, groom, and you will be pleased today. Now if that’s all, I need to get
out of the church parking lot and inside the actual church.” She
didn’t wait for a reply and exited her car, retrieving her
everything-but-the-kitchen-sink-is-in-here emergency bag from the
trunk.

“No need to get snippy.
I’ll be there soon and then I’ll meet with the bride and
bridesmaids at the Fairchild Hotel. Richard should be at Grace of
God by now. Isn’t it time for the two of you to—”

Hannah slammed the truck shut with all
her might.

No. No. No. She was
not having this
conversation. Not now, not later—hopefully not ever.

“Okay, well, I’m headed
inside. See you soon.” She disconnected her mother, slumped against
her car, and sighed. It was going to be a long day. She’d make sure
it was perfect, but it would be long nonetheless.

Looking up, letting the
warmth of the summer sun soothe her, she squared shoulders, ready
for the day’s events to unfold. She strode to the church entrance
with purpose, wishing her mother would relax on what she considered
professional attire for an event. Hannah had many lovely summer
dresses she considered appropriate but was wearing a navy-blue
business suit and had her hair up in a loose
bun—Patty-appropriate. One of these days, she would break free. One of
these days … but not today.

She proceeded through the
church’s vestibule doors and down the aisle and relaxed immediately
when she spotted Joe Burke. Patty-appropriate in a gray, slim-fit
suit with his dark locks perfectly coiffed. He was much more than her
assistant and right-hand man. He’d been her best friend since the
day they’d met when they were five years old. They were twenty-nine
now, nearly a quarter of a century of true friendship.

He walked toward her with two
clipboards in his hand and a frown on his handsome face. “You’ve
got that Patty face on, hon.” He hugged her tight and handed her
the day’s clipboard. Not that she needed it. She and Joe had
memorized everything down to the last detail, having planned and
organized dozens of weddings together over the years.

Glancing down at the details she had
helped to prepare, she sighed. “We had a little chat in the parking
lot just after I got here. I’m fine.” She would be once she shook
off her mother’s doubts of her abilities and got to
work.

Joe grimaced. “What the … heck is
wrong with that woman? You are one of the best planners she’s got
and we’re one of the best teams at the firm. You can’t take her
ramblings too seriously. Even after all these years, she’s still
trying to prove herself. It’s sad, actually. She’ll never be
satisfied and it’s a shame.”

Hannah agreed, but there was no time
to ponder the inner workings of Patty’s mind at the moment. They
had work to do, which took precedence over concerns about her
mother.

For a moment, she allowed herself the
luxury of admiring the church’s domed ceiling. She loved this
church. Whoever conceived the vision was an incredible artist. The
painted artwork covering the entire ceiling with various biblical
scenes was spiritual, inspirational, and soothing.

She took a deep cleansing breath and
felt re-energized. Ready to give Jake and Cassie the wedding of
their dreams and please Hailey’s Events most prestigious client,
Darren Stryker.

With a renewed sense of purpose,
Hannah felt ready to tackle the day ahead. Holding her clipboard in
one hand, and her utility bag in the other, she proceeded up the
aisle with Joe following close behind.

“The florists and caterers
should be here soon. Let’s take a look at Fellowship Hall and make
sure the tables are set up the way we want them.” She marched out
the side door to the right of the altar toward her destination, her
respectable Patty-appropriate heels clicking against the tile
floors.

“I did a quick check
before you got here. They followed our diagram,” Joe assured
her.

She nodded. “Great. Then we’re off to
a good start.” She rounded the corner that led to the large
auditorium-style room the church used for events.

As she and Joe stepped inside
Fellowship Hall’s entry doors, she heard a woman giggle from behind
the left door. Hannah put a finger on her lips, indicating to Joe
not to say anything.

“Stop,” the woman behind
the door said with little conviction in her voice.

“Come on, baby. Let me get
a good look at those ripe tits of yours before I have to work,”
Richard Hayes coaxed.

Hannah’s stomach churned
slightly. Not as much as it had in the past where Richard and his
behavior were concerned, for which she was grateful. She nearly
laughed out loud. This was who her mother and his were trying so hard to encourage a
love match with. What a joke. Even sadder was she’d actually
tried—for a little while. Mostly to appease her mother. She
should’ve known better. The two of them together had been and would
always be a fiasco. But their mothers were still pushing a union
between them. Never gonna happen,
ladies.

Joe yanked the door open, exposing
Richard with his hand down the top of the church’s cantor
Jennifer’s pretty, flowered, button-down dress. “Nice to see you,
Dick. Hope we’re not interrupting.” Joe snarled.

“Joe,” Hannah warned. Now
was not the time for a throw-down. Though she couldn’t help feeling
loved by her best friend’s anger on her behalf, it wasn’t
necessary.

Jennifer had the grace to blush and
shoved Richard away, tucking herself back into her dress top and
buttoning it back up. Tears welled in her pretty blue eyes.
Jennifer was exactly Richard’s type—blonde-haired and blue-eyed,
just like him, a size two, and big-chested. She’d seen him ogle
other women just like Jennifer enough times to know.

His wandering eyes and dick were among
the many reasons they’d never be together. If she could only make
their mothers understand without outing his dismal treatment of
her, she’d feel less unease in his presence.

Jennifer wiped a tear away from her
beautiful face and frowned. “I’m so sorry, Hannah. I didn’t know
you were with Richard.”

Joe scoffed. “Don’t worry, Jennifer,
they’re not together. Not anymore. Thank God for that. He’s all
yours, dear. You’ll just need to pick up where you left off
somewhere else. We’ll be setting up in here soon.”

Richard’s eyes narrowed and his
nostrils flared. Hannah dreaded yet another blowup between the
two.

“Mind your own
business, Joey.
Don’t you have some flowers to arrange or altar boys to
grope?”

She and Jennifer both gasped. That was
low, even for Richard. Not to mention so incredibly unprofessional.
Hayes Studios and Hailey’s Events worked many events together and
since their mothers concocted their harebrained idea of the two of
them together, there was always unwelcomed hostility between
Richard and Joe.

Joe got in Richard’s face, hands
fisted. “I’m no pedophile, asshole, and you know it. It’s such a
shame, you know? What you create with your photographs and films is
truly a work of art. It’s too bad you have such ugliness inside
you.”

Hannah couldn’t agree more, but now
wasn’t the time for a philosophical discussion of Richard’s
shortcomings. Even though he had many. “Joe, can you please check
on the florist and caterer’s ETAs for me?” She put a hand up when
it looked as if Richard wanted to add another dig at Joe’s
expense.

Joe took a deep breath and
nodded. She knew she could count on him. He’d never let her down in
nearly twenty-five years of friendship or as work partners. “Of
course, hon. There’s no reason to waste any more time on
Dick, is there?” After
one final glare in Richard’s direction, Joe exited Fellowship Hall,
presumably to check on the florist and caterer.

“Have you taken the
pictures and shot the footage you need before everyone gets here?”
she asked Richard as she placed her bag down on the table closest
to them.

“I’m so sorry, Hannah,”
Jennifer began. “If I had known you and Richard were involved in
any way I never would—”

“We’re on a break,”
Richard blurted out. The liar.

Hannah laughed. Hard. And it felt
wonderful. Cleansing. “What are we? Ross and Rachel now? A break.
That’s hilarious.”

Poor Jennifer seemed confused,
glancing between them. “So, you’re together then?”

“Yes.”

“No. We’re not. Not
anymore, just like Joe said. And to be honest, we were never really
together. Richard was never truly committed. I tried, but it just
didn’t work out. So, like Joe said, you two will have to carry on
somewhere else because the flowers and food will be here
soon.”

Hannah picked up her clipboard and
flipped to the page with the room’s table diagram. Surveying the
current room’s layout, she was pleased. It was close. Some minor
table placement changes and they’d be all set.

Jennifer glared at Richard
with a disgusted look on her face. “I’m not going
anywhere with
him.”

Richard rolled his eyes. Hannah didn’t
care. They’d have to work out whatever happened next between them
on their own time. They were now on Jake, Cassie, and Darren’s
time.

“No offense, Jennifer, but
it makes no difference to me. I don’t care one way or the other. I
need to adjust a couple of tables, so don’t mind me.” Hannah pulled
out the chairs from the table where she’d placed her bag and moved
it to where it needed to be.

She was relieved Richard’s
glare no longer had an effect on her. She would be all right. She’d
put their awful time together behind her and move forward. To
something and someone better. Just because Richard wasn’t
interested in her didn’t mean no one else would ever be. As long as
they passed the Patty test of appropriateness as far as her mother
was concerned. Considering the disaster Richard had been, and he
was Patty-approved, the only test of appropriateness that mattered
anymore was hers and hers alone. Hannah needed to have a long
overdue chat with her mother. No more stalling. After the wedding.

Jennifer followed Hannah to the next
table she wanted to adjust and began pulling the chairs out.
“Richard, either help us or go find something else to
do.”

He grunted and scowled at her. “Fine,
I’ll get lost. But we’re going to talk about this later.” Without
waiting for Hannah’s reply, he stormed out of the room.

Good riddance. Hannah
wasn’t surprised. If it wasn’t photo- or film-related, Richard
wanted nothing to do with it. In all the events their companies had
worked together, never once had he lent a helping hand. How could
her mother think she’d want to spend one second with him was beyond
her. She shook her head. It didn’t matter. He didn’t matter. Not in a personal
way, at least.

In silence, Hannah arranged the table
the way she preferred and she and Jennifer put the chairs back in
place. She noticed Jennifer’s hands shook and she sighed. God, she
hated Richard sometimes. If he ruined the ceremony because of his
man-whore tendencies, the gloves were coming off.

She placed her hands on Jennifer’s
shoulders in a comforting gesture and smiled. “It’s all right,
honestly. Please don’t be upset. Don’t let Richard’s behavior upset
you. I know I’m being selfish, but I really need your A-game
today.”

Jennifer’s eyes widened. “Of course!
You’ll have it. You’ve done enough weddings here to know I take my
musical responsibilities seriously. I won’t let you down. You have
my word. I just feel awful about the Richard situation. I feel so
stupid.”

Hannah could relate. Richard was a
piece of work. “Don’t. He can be persuasive and he comes in a
pretty package.” That much was true. The man was handsome—blue
eyes, thick wavy blond hair, and well over six feet tall with a
toned physique. When he wanted to, he could turn on the
charm.

“But that ugliness inside.
I can understand why you don’t want a personal relationship
anymore. And I don’t want one with him either. Thank you for not
holding what happened against me. I’ve enjoyed working with you.”
Jennifer hugged her quickly as the caterers and florist entered
Fellowship Hall.

“Same here. Enough about
Richard. Let’s get to work.” Hannah picked up her clipboard and
smiled encouragingly at Jennifer.

She smiled back, seemingly in better
spirits. “You’re right. I’ll double-check everything one last time
while you take care of everything in here.”

Hannah nodded and Jennifer left with a
smile still on her face. With the Richard drama finally behind her,
she directed the caterers and florist for the room setup. Long
rectangular tables had been placed near the center of the room
where refreshments would be available for guests after the ceremony
and before it was time for the reception at Cucina Antonetti’s
where everyone would enjoy a scrumptious Italian family-style
dinner. Circular tables of eight were arranged around the rest of
the room’s space so ceremony guests could relax and socialize
whether or not they had refreshments.

After the bright white tablecloths
were in place, she and florist made quick work of placing the
cornflower-blue and white rose low-profile vases of flower
arrangements on each table. Just as she was reviewing her work one
last time, her mother, followed by Richard, entered the
room.

Hannah knew the space was arranged
perfectly and hoped her mother wouldn’t find fault with something.
She regarded the woman who gave birth to her. Taller than her
daughter by several inches, Patty was impeccably dressed in a
powder-blue pencil skirt power suit with her dark-blonde locks in a
tidy bun. Her shrewd baby blues did a quick but thorough scan of
the room. Hannah held her breath, waiting for the
verdict.

Before her mother could comment,
Richard chimed in. “I think the room looks nice. A kind of sneak
preview of the reception setup. Don’t you agree, Patty?”

Hannah nearly rolled her eyes. What a
kiss-ass. The sooner she had a chat with her mother about Richard,
the better. The sweet smile Patty rewarded him turned her
stomach.

“Yes, you’re right. It
looks like everything is well in hand here. Are you ready to meet
up with the bride and bridesmaids at the Fairchild Hotel?” Patty
asked Richard.

“Of course. I just need a
minute with Hannah and I’ll be on my way,” he assured Patty with a
pacifying smile.

Of course, her mother fell for that
smile. Most women did. She had herself until she’d gotten to know
the man better. When Richard turned on the charm, he was nearly
impossible to resist, a fact he took full advantage of. Hannah felt
pride she no longer let him affect her on a personal level. She
wanted more than a pretty package with ugliness inside.

Patty turned to her with a neutral
expression on her flawlessly made-up face. “I’ll see you a little
later after the ladies arrive before the ceremony.” Her heels
clicked on the tile floor as she left Fellowship Hall for the
hotel.

Hannah let out a deep sigh. No
criticism or Patty-requested adjustments were small victories she’d
happily accept. If Richard would stop looking at her expectantly
and leave, she’d be able to joyfully continue on with the
day.

He frowned and shook his head. “You’re
not even going to thank me?” He stepped closer and she
instinctively stepped back.

What was he up to now? “Thank you for
what?”

He grasped her hands and
she felt nothing. Not exactly nothing, something similar to
disgust. That was
what she felt. Maybe if she let him have his say, he’d
leave.

“For saving you from
Patty’s critical opinions of your work, that’s what.” Richard
stroked her palms in what would have been a sensual gesture if she
cared about him. His touch just turned her stomach.

She yanked her hands away. “The room
is set up exactly the way we planned it. No opinions needed.” She
knew her mother though. And so did Richard.

He raised a blond brow, gazing at her
skeptically. “That wouldn’t have stopped her from making some
unnecessary adjustment or criticism if I hadn’t have been here
complimenting your work, don’t you agree?”

What a sad testament to her
relationship with her mother. He was absolutely right and they both
knew it. Hannah believed without a doubt she did an exemplary job
for Hailey’s Events. Her mother’s never-ending quest for
perfection, prestige, and elegance had little to do with her
daughter and everything to do with Patty’s need to erase the
trailer-park days of her youth.

From Hannah’s perspective, Patty’s
mission had been accomplished. She’d fled the St. Louis trailer
park, her lush of a mother at the time, came to Chicago, and never
looked back.

Richard had ulterior motives for
running interference between her and Patty, but she was grateful to
be spared Patty’s never-ending judgment for once. “You’re right,
thank you.” She made to step around him so she could check in with
Joe but Richard blocked her escape.

“Not so fast, Hannah. Tell
me we can put what happened earlier behind us so we can get back to
us.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She cringed and
stepped back slightly.

Determined to make him
understand there was no us, and never would be, she tried a
different tact. Gently brushing off non-existent lint from his
narrow pin-striped navy-blue Brooks Brothers suit, she took a deep
breath. “You and I both know there never was an us. Us was some ill-conceived notion our
mothers pushed on us and nothing more. If they don’t trust each
other enough to form a joint venture between our companies without
trying to force us together, that’s on them. I’m out. I’m done
playing this stupid game with you and them.” There. She didn’t think
she could make herself any clearer.

He flashed her that
pacifying smile which no longer worked on her. “That’s not true,”
he lied. “And just think of the publicity and clients both
companies will get when we announce a professional
and personal
merger.”

And there it was. To him, she was just
a means to an end and nothing more. She’d known it all along, but
it stung to hear nonetheless. Most importantly, a personal merger,
as Richard put it, wasn’t necessary if Hailey’s Events and Hayes
Studios wanted to join forces. Let their attorneys, her father
Denton and her brother Eric on their side, hash out all the legal
details.

Hannah squared her shoulders, her
resolve firmly in place. “Grow some balls and tell your mother
you’re not interested in me and leave me the hell
alone.”

He had the nerve to scoff.
“You grow some and tell yours you don’t want me,” he countered.

She smiled brightly and nodded. “I was
already planning to after Jake and Cassie’s wedding. So, we’re good
then, right?”

Hannah made to sidestep Richard again
and leave, but he grabbed the middle of her forearm and squeezed.
She winced, trying to pull away.

His eyes narrowed to thin slits.
“Listen to me, you little trailer-trash bitch. You’re going to do
as you’re told. I’ve got plans. This merger will help me transition
to cinematography and filmmaking completely, and hopefully lead me
to Hollywood. Where I belong. You’re going to smile pretty, play
along, and do your part. Got it?”

Hell no, she didn’t
get it. How dare he
threaten her? With strength she didn’t know she possessed, she
shoved Richard hard, sending him backward and nearly causing him to
fall on his ass. She rubbed her arm, trying to ease the pain from
his grip.

“No. You listen to
me, asshole. Figure out
a Plan B, because I refuse to let you or Patty use me like that. Because
our mothers are friends, I won’t mention this little incident.
Touch me or threaten me again and I’ll take out a press release
telling everyone what a lying, cheating, self-serving piece of shit
you really are.
I’m sure Dad and Eric would be more than happy to sue the shit out
of you for assault while we’re at it, too. Got it?”

She took a moment, reveling in the
look of utter shock on Richard’s face before leaving Fellowship
Hall to find Joe. “Get your ass to the Fairchild Hotel. Patty’s
waiting for you,” she called out as she walked away.


Chapter Two

 


Rocco Moretti stood just
inside the vestibule doors of Grace of God Lutheran Church
and had not gone
up in flames, as star pitcher for the Chicago Cobras and good
friend Luke Stryker had teased him a few minutes ago. Dixon-Shaw
Security had assigned him to manage and oversee Luke’s security
detail for the weekend. Good thing he considered Luke a good friend
so his Italian and Catholic jokes didn’t bother him. They were all
in good fun.

Through his close
friendship with Heath Jackson, fellow Marine he’d met in Sangin,
Afghanistan, back in late 2010, he’d met Luke and was now close
friends with the bride, groom, and their families, along with
Heath’s and Luke’s. Somehow, he’d fit in with their clan and he
thought of them as his non-Italian family. His American family.

Looking up at the
masterfully painted domed ceiling, he smiled. The religious scenes
above him were reminiscent of the many churches and cathedrals in
Catania and Palermo, Sicily, where his family was from. How long
had it been since he’d visited his extended family?
Too long. Not since Nonna and Nonno passed away
four years ago. His heart still ached. He
missed his grandparents so much.

They’d become his parents after his
mother left him and his baby brother when they were six years old
and three weeks old, respectively. His abusive drunk of a father
hadn’t wanted to be bothered with his young sons and had
disappeared himself shortly after his mother escaped, leaving his
grandparents to pick up the pieces. He was grateful every day that
they had.

Rocco shook his head, not
wanting to delve too deeply into the dark corners of his early
childhood. Today was a day for celebration, new beginnings, and
with Luke in town for the wedding, joyful reunions. He needed to
stay focused on that. That and standing in the way of the paparazzi, press, or
anyone else who wanted a piece of the celebrity pitcher. Luke had
repeatedly stressed the focus of the day and weekend needed to be
on Cassie and Jake, the bride and groom.

Rocco sensed someone behind him before
they spoke and turned around. It was Cole Palmer, his second for
the weekend and an off-duty Chicago firefighter.

“Dimmi.” He’d been teaching the man a little Italian.

Cole smiled. “I’ll
tell you. We’re all
clear at this point. We have someone at every exit,” he
began.

Rocco shook his head. “Not at the
parking lot entrance I just watched Luke enter through, even though
he wasn’t aware I was watching him.”

Cole nodded and chuckled. “Actually,
we had someone from the team get there just as Luke started chasing
after Hannah Hailey, the event planner. She grabbed a cooler he had
and he was going on about needing it for a groom mission. We
weren’t briefed on a groom’s mission, though. What else do we need
to know?”

Rocco grunted, shaking his head. He
retrieved a copy of Luke’s mission note from his suit pants pocket
and handed it to Cole. It was a clever idea. He watched Cole read
the note, knowing he’d get a kick out of it.

“What a unique idea,
for civili,
right? Like a cross between Taken
and Mission
Impossible. The cooler has the beer for
before, during, and after the ceremony. No wonder Luke was upset.
As the best man, it was his responsibility to bring the beer.” Cole
handed him back the mission note.

“Exactly.
Cos'altro hai da dirmi?”
He wasn’t sure if Cole understood but gave it shot.

Cole’s brow furrowed as he tried to
discern what Rocco had just asked him. “Um … the other things I
have to tell you are the Elmhurst PD already have extra patrols in
the area and will have them at Cucina Antonetti’s before we head
over there. Then later tonight, the Oak Brook PD near and around
the Fairchild Hotel. Dixon arranged for an Illinois State Police
presence too, just in case.”

He wasn’t surprised. Eli Dixon and
Eason Shaw were both former CIA, taught at the US Army Military
Police School at Ft. Leonard Wood in Missouri, and had countless
military and law enforcement connections far beyond his Marine
paygrade. Those connections and expertise were what made Dixon-Shaw
Security sought after in the Chicago metropolitan area and
beyond.

“I’ll look around before I
meet up with the groom and his groomsmen. Thanks, Cole.”

“Sounds good. I’ll go to
my post. Ciao,”
he said, smiling, and left through the vestibule doors.

Rocco chuckled after the firefighter.
“You did good. I’ll throw something harder at you next time,” he
called out after Cole.

“Give it your best
shot, compagno,”
Cole teased, his voice growing fainter the further away he got from
the doors.

Buddy. Yes, they were buddies. Like he
was with many of the associates at Dixon-Shaw. Their collective
military, law enforcement, and service backgrounds helped to form a
bond between them all. Similar to being in the Marines, but much
less dangerous.

He took a seat in the last row of pews
on the left side of the aisle and rubbed his tired eyes. He hadn’t
slept well the night before, woken up by a combat nightmare coupled
with dreams of his late father’s abuse. He’d been close to calling
Heath, but the man had called him first, needing support after
waking up from a combat nightmare of his own. Though he hadn’t
mentioned his own nightmares to Heath, speaking to him had helped
anyway.

He closed his eyes and performed the
sign of the cross. He prayed for the souls of his grandparents,
fallen soldiers, and their families. Next, he prayed for the health
and happiness of the rest of his family and friends. Finally, he
prayed the day and the rest of the weekend were trouble-free.
“Amen.”

Rocco took a deep breath,
stood, and admired the beautiful white and cornflower-blue flower
arrangements placed around the sanctuary and tied around the end of
the pews. For a minute, he wondered what color scheme he’d choose
for his wedding.

He shook his head and snorted. He was
thirty-six, wasn’t dating anyone, and had no current prospects.
According to his long-lost mother, he and his brother were useless
and were no good, just like their late father.

Disliking the direction his thoughts
were heading, he stood, felt for his SIG P226 sidearm, and
proceeded through the sanctuary out a side door on the right of the
altar. After a quick walk through the building, admiring the
beautiful stained-glass windows along the way, he acknowledged his
security detail were in place and alert, and made his way to the
office where Jake, Heath, and Luke were getting ready for the
ceremony.

He knocked on the door. “Hey, it’s
Rocco. Can I come in?” He waited for one of the guys to
answer.

Instead of one of the
guys, he was greeted by a dark-haired angel with her hair up in a
messy bun. A few shiny dark-brown wisps had escaped the bun and his
hand itched to tuck them behind her delicate ears. Even the one
with the Bluetooth in it. Beautiful, big brown eyes, slightly
dilated, gazed back at him in surprise and a pretty blush stained
her cheeks. The conservative navy-blue pantsuit she wore did little
to hide her luscious curves. His heart skipped a beat and his dick
twitched. Who are you?

Movement from behind the
tempting vixen broke the unwelcome trance he found himself ensnared
in. He stepped around the mystery temptress and greeted Jake and
Heath with quick man hugs before he embarrassed himself.
What the fuck is wrong with you,
idiot?

She joined them further inside the
room. “Guys, you’ve got to get dressed. Time to get serious, all
right?”

He nearly groaned. She had the voice
of an angel, too. He needed to get a grip and fast.

She touched her earpiece and nodded.
“Thank you. I’ll be right there. I’m going to take a look at the
flower arrangements while you all get dressed.”

She had to be the event planner,
Hannah Hailey, Cole had mentioned earlier, if she had to check
flower arrangements. Mystery solved.

“I think I need help
getting my t-shirt off,” Luke said, seeming unsure.

What the hell was going on and how did
everything suddenly seem out of his control? “What’s going on?” Why
did Luke need help with his t-shirt? He hadn’t mentioned anything
was wrong when they rode together to church.

Rocco did his best to ignore his
racing heart as Hannah explained Luke had been in a motorcycle
accident and hurt his shoulder. On his pitching arm, no less. Shit.
Luke’s shoulder was severely bruised. Rather than wear a sling like
they all thought he should, he wanted to wear a discreet shoulder
support under his clothes. No one was supposed to say a word about
his injury. It wasn’t public knowledge.

Hannah scooped up some cream onto her
fingertips from a jar she’d retrieved from her travel bag and
touched Luke’s shoulder with it. When Luke hissed as if in pain, on
instinct, Rocco grabbed her wrist lightly, just to stop her. And
maybe because he’d wanted to get his hands on her and he’d been
given the perfect opportunity without it appearing obvious. Or so
he hoped.

“You’re hurting him.” He
growled at her. There. He thought
he sounded menacing. That was what he was going
for.

He heard Luke tell him to stand down
because he wasn’t hurting, but he just stood there, mesmerized as
he looked into Hannah’s eyes that shot daggers and lust back at
him. The feel of her warm, soft, supple skin against his own sent
his heart hammering in his chest. His cock joined in the
festivities and he was grateful his suit jacket was buttoned to
hide his growing hard-on.

He was getting an erection inside a
church. It made no difference it was a Lutheran church. It was
official. He was going to Hell. His grandparents and the Pope would
be so disappointed in him. What was she doing to him?

Hannah yanked her arm away and
although he knew she was angry at him, he immediately missed her
touch. Ignoring him, she proceeded to gently rub the cream on
Luke’s bruised shoulder. And like an idiot, he became jealous she
was touching Luke instead of him.

“It’s natural, don’t
worry,” she explained to Luke. Good, he needed to get the focus
back on his ward for the weekend and off the much-too-tempting
event planner. Get your head back in the
game, Marine. “It has healing botanicals
and emu oil in it. It’ll help with the soreness and the bruising.
If you need relief later in the day, I’ll apply more.”

He knew a little something about
botanical skin care. Many of his female cousins preferred them to
most store brands that contained harsh chemicals.

“Thanks, Hannah. It’s
helping,” Luke assured her. “We’ll get ourselves ready. You go do
whatever you need to do. We’re good here.”

Hannah put the lid back on the jar and
shoved it at Rocco’s chest. Clearly, she was angry, but a faint
blush stained her pretty cheeks. He didn’t know why, but he was
pleased he an effect on her. “Think you can hold on to this for
Luke?”

Utterly dumbstruck and tongue-tied, he
nodded and took the jar from her.

“Good.” And with that,
Hannah left, closing the door quietly behind her.

Jake smiled at Heath and Luke, then
turned to him. Shit. “That sure was interesting. I think maybe
Rocco’s got a thing for little event planner Hannah,” Jake
teased.

Rocco’s mouth fell open
and he quickly closed it. So much for being subtle. “Bullshit, no,
I don’t. She’s bossy. I’m not used to that.” That was a lie. The
women in his family were opinionated and assertive. Hannah would
fit right in. Don’t go there.

Luke took his own little dig. “Uh huh.
When you grabbed her, I didn’t know if you wanted to hurt her or
fuck her, man.”

Fuck her,
definitely. In some other empty room in
the building. Damn it. He needed to go to Confession before his
trip to Hell.

“And the way you watched
that ass as she walked out the door. Yup, I agree with Jake and
Luke. You want her. She’s got some nice curves under that little
pantsuit of hers. Can’t say I blame you,” Heath added and
chuckled.

The thought of Heath laying one hand
on Hannah made his blood boil. They were friends. Marine brothers.
The man had most likely saved his life on the battlefield in Sangin
after the Taliban had shot him, but he’d better not touch Hannah.
Ever.

A short while later, after
bullshitting around with the guys, a few sips of beer which he
rarely drank, and making a spectacle of himself again in front of everyone,
including Hannah over breath mints, no less, he got back to the job
he was hired to do. Ensure the day and weekend were
trouble-free.

Rocco did a sweep of the building,
confirming his security team was still in place and alert. He did
his best not to let the fact that Jake had announced Cassie was
expecting their first child bother him. He was happy for the man
but envious. He had no children of his own, just a niece and nephew
he adored, Adrianna and Massimo, Junior. As close as he was to his
brother and his family, at the end of the day, Adrianna and little
Massimo, or MJ, weren’t his.

The conversation about babies had his
mind immediately picturing Hannah swollen with his child. He’d
started getting hard again while they had all discussed the happy
news in sign language. He would have to make several visits to
Confession before his trip to Hell.

They had all learned to sign after
Heath was injured in Afghanistan and had lost about seventy percent
of his hearing. He managed well with hearing aids, but learning
sign had been a necessary precaution.

Ceremony guests were arriving en
masse, so he needed to be on his toes. So far, no press, paparazzi,
or would-be troublemakers had made an appearance. He prayed it
stayed that way for the duration of the day and weekend.

On his final walk-through of the
premises, Rocco stopped just outside the entrance of Fellowship
Hall where he heard voices.

“Dick said
what to you?” the
unfamiliar-sounding man asked.

“He called me a
trailer-trash bitch and said I needed to toe the line. Look, it
doesn’t matter what he said—”

Rage like he hadn’t felt
since his days in Afghanistan roared through him. How
dare this
Dick refer to Hannah in
that manner. Rocco’s protective instincts soared into overdrive.
Did Dick have a
death wish? He’d be more than happy to help the fucker
out.

He stormed inside Fellowship Hall to
find Hannah. A few feet inside the room, she stood speaking with a
dark-haired man in a gray, slim-fit suit. Not an Italian-made suit,
but it fit the man’s frame well.

But now was not the time to discuss
suit makers. “What the hell is going on? What did this Dick say to
you? Did he disrespect you? Hurt you?”

“And who are
you?” The gray-suited
man studied Rocco suspiciously.

He took a deep breath, willing himself
to calm down. “Rocco Moretti. I’m with Dixon-Shaw Security and in
charge of Luke Stryker’s security detail this weekend.”

That got the man’s attention and he
noticeably relaxed. “Ah. Former military?”

“Marine.”

“Really?” Hannah seemed
surprised, though he wasn’t sure why. Did she have something
against the military? The possibility hurt him more than he cared
to admit.

“Just like Heath Jackson,
one of the groomsmen. I’m Joe Burke, Hannah’s right-hand man and
her closest friend since we were kids.” He extended a hand and
Rocco shook it. The man had a firm grip. He and Hannah were only
friends. Good
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