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Synopsis

 

 

 

River Stevenson possesses all the qualities any woman would desire—compassion, sex appeal and power—yet he has never found his perfect companion. Taking a risk, he decides to take a gamble and participate in a $10,000 blind dating game. He only knows his companion by the pseudonym Sally, and must rely upon her voice, touch, and scent to understand if she’s right for him. The game only allows for him to meet one woman in person. Will the chance be worth it and if it is, can he let her in and trust her with his secrets?

Little did he know that Sally was actually Harper Scott, a woman determined to take control of her own life after being taken advantage of by many men. But when Harper slowly discovers River’s true identity and criminal bloodline, can either of them overcome their fears and trust in each other? Would their one chance be worth it?

 

 

Warning

This book contains adult language and scenes that are sexual or physical abusive and are not suitable for young readers. It may cause trigger reactions and is only intended for adults, as defined by law in the country in which you live. 

~1~

 

 

 

 

River

 

 

 

 

The delay of my flight back to Atlanta gave me a lot of time to think, mostly about my visit with my brother Axe and his wife, Kenzi Riley—the woman I should have been with. Seeing them living the life I had once envisioned for us filled me with conflicting emotions. On the one hand, I was happy for their love and success, but on the other, I felt a sharp pang of regret that she had chosen him over me. Knowing the only thing I could do was drown out my thoughts for a few hours, I headed down the moving walkway toward the Cockpit Bar. I had two hours to burn, and it seemed like the best choice.  

 

When I entered, it seemed everyone else was in the same boat as me—trying to pass time away while waiting for their delayed flights. I found a spot at the bar and took a seat, ready to drink away all these contradictory feelings inside. Where there was a will, there was a way. And if I wanted something bad enough, I would have to find a way to get it. My dream of finding true love was still alive inside of me, and I wasn’t going to give up until every last drop of that dream had been squeezed into reality.

 

“What will it be, sir?” the bartender asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

 

“Jameson on the rocks. Better make it a double,” I replied.

 

It was a crazy thought, but I looked around the bar for any single women who might be a potential candidate. I always enjoyed a challenge. As I looked around, I found most of the patrons to be men sitting alone or sharing the company of woman. Maybe it was God’s way of telling me that finding romance in an airport just didn’t happen. 

 

Placing my glass on the bar, I looked over at the chair next to me and noticed a copy of The Chicago Times sitting on it. I guessed I wasn’t the only one who read the newspaper while waiting for a flight. Looking around to make sure the guy who had sat there previously wasn’t still around, I took the paper in my hand and opened it up to the financial section, since it was the only piece of news I cared to read. There was one stock in particular that I was concerned about. Enertech Inc. was my biggest client and one that I had invested a large sum of money in. The way of the world was moving toward solar energy, and it was what they did best. It was a win-win for me to invest in their technology. Today’s gains made me smile. My stock investment just went up by 5%. That increase might have just secured my billionaire status. Cocky much? Hell no.

 

I ordered another Jamison from the bartender. The smooth, warm liquid burned down my throat and warmed my stomach. I continued to scan the rest of the newspaper; the pages crinkling slightly in protest as I turned them. When I was about to place it back on the chair, an ad on the bottom of the page caught my eye. In bold letters, ‘TAKE A CHANCE ON LOVE,’ was written across the top of the ad in vibrant, attention-grabbing red. Despite my better judgement, I read further. It revealed that this wasn’t just any blind dating game; it was a challenge for the brave and adventurous to take part in a profile quiz, and then decide whether or not to gamble $10,000 to be matched with Ms. Right. How deliciously thrilling! My blood sang with excitement at the prospect of such an unusual challenge. It was a steep price for sure, but worth every penny for those brave enough to test their fate. My heart raced wildly with anticipation—this was something that I could really sink my teeth into!

 

I pulled my cell from my coat pocket and took a snapshot of the ad before folding the paper and placing it back on the chair beside me. As I headed back to my gate, I contemplated calling the number on the ad, but decided to wait until I landed in Atlanta to reserve my spot. My visit to Atlanta should only last a couple of days and would give me plenty of time to return to Chicago to attend this event next week. 

 

~

 

As I took a seat in first class, I couldn’t help but think about how much my life might change next week. Going to a blind dating game was the craziest thing I had ever done and was outside of the box, even for me. I only had one chance to pick the right woman. There were no second chances. This game was definitely going to be a life changer. 

 

By the time the airplane landed at Hartsfield-Jackson Airport, I had pictured the woman I would meet. She would have all the traits of Kenzi, with one exception: she would be mine and not Axe’s. Her hair would be honey blonde and her eyes would be emerald green. I wouldn’t care if she was a lawyer or not, as long as she was successful in whatever career she had. Then there would be her spice—a must, if truth be told.

 

I headed to the curbside passenger pick-up and drop-off zone, where I was sure Davian Cross would be waiting for me. Along with my relationship with Axe, Davian was another friendship I would hold tight. Everything I thought about him was wrong, and I was glad that he had brought the truth to my attention. All these years, I had thought he was the cause of my wife’s death. Come to find out, he tried to save her. His only intention was to stop her from making a mistake she would regret the rest of her life. Tragedy struck when her paranoia got the best of her and she wasn’t watching where she was driving. To this day, her car still rests at the bottom of the Chicago River.  

 

When I stepped through the electric doors, Davian was already waiting for me. It wasn’t hard to recognize his driver, who stood by the front of his Cadillac, leaning against the front fender. Patton Thomas was a man I respected and trusted. I just wished he worked for me instead of Davian. I could really use a man with his knowledge.

 

Davian opened the back door and locked eyes with me. His cocky persona was one of his traits I would never get used to, but I knew deep down in his heart he had a good soul—one worth more than all the gold in the world. I wouldn’t give up our friendship for anything.

 

“Davian, old friend,” I said, stretching out my hand in greeting. “Thanks for picking me up.”

 

“How was your flight? I hope the trip was profitable for you,” he asked after giving my hand a quick shake.

 

“It went well. Axe and his new crew seem to be fitting into their new location quite nicely,” I replied.

 

But before I could even finish my sentence, his face softened, and he said, “That’s good to hear, but that wasn’t what I was talking about.”

 

I knew exactly what he meant; it must have been difficult for Davian to shield me from the fact that it was my own mother who had caused every bit of pain and grief in our family. Even though it was Davian who had killed my brother, Van Wilkerson, she was responsible. A chill skittered through my veins as I realized the reason she wanted to take my brothers back to Italy. All this time we thought it was Van Wilkerson who was responsible for everything… but in reality, it was Magdalena Harris with her wicked plans pulling the strings from the shadows. So many lives were lost because of her machinations. 

 

“Let’s not talk about my mother,” I replied tightly before switching topics. “There is something I want your opinion on.” I pulled out my cell phone and showed him a picture from my photo gallery. I concentrated on his reaction to the ad I had screenshot from the newspaper.  

 

“Are you seriously thinking about doing this?” he asked as he handed me back my cell. “If you need a date, I know plenty of single women in Atlanta.”

 

“I think I am more than capable of getting my own dates,” I retorted. “I just thought this would be fun—a challenge.”

 

“It would definitely be that,” Davian chuckled. “It’s your money.”

 

I stuffed my cell back inside my pocket, feeling annoyed at Davian’s answer. It was my money and if I wanted to do this; it was my decision.  

 

~

When Davian pulled his vehicle in front of my home, Gretta was there with open arms—her smile stretching from ear to ear. I had only been gone a couple of weeks, but considering her reaction to my arrival, for her it must have seemed much longer. Before I made it to the front porch, she was down the steps and embracing me in a heartfelt hug. Gretta was like family, and my life wouldn’t be the same without her in it. She was more of a mother to me than the one I had.  

 

“I am so glad you’re home. I’ve missed you so much,” she exclaimed, her emotions getting the best of her. “I’ve cooked your favorite meal. Davian, I hope you are staying for dinner.”

 

“I would love to, but Reyna is waiting for me at home,” Davian replied regretfully.

 

The disappointment on Gretta’s face was evident. She was a softy for handsome men, even Davian. “All right. How about I make a plate for you and Reyna?”

 

“How could I refuse?” Davian smiled. “Reyna and I both love your cooking.”

 

Davian and I remained outside as we watched Gretta go inside the house. There was something up with him and I was afraid the subject of my mother was on his mind. I hoped I could avoid having a conversation about her, but I knew it was only a matter of time before she came up.

 

“I want to talk to you about Magdalena. Were you able to find out anything?” Davian asked.

 

“I came up empty. I wanted to avoid a visit to the prison, but the only way I am going to get any answers is by talking to Niles.” The thought of seeing him again made my stomach churn. He was lucky I didn’t put a bullet in his head like Davian had done to Van.

 

“Do you want me to go with you when you go?”

 

“No. It’s better if I do this alone.”

 

I really could have used Davian’s support, but I was afraid if Niles saw Davian, he might not be so forthcoming with information on where my mother disappeared to.


~2~

 

 

 

 

River

 

 

 

 

Once again, Gretta had outdone herself. It felt so good to be home eating a home cooked meal. It wasn’t that I was a bad cook; I was actually a pretty good one, but my cooking didn’t compare to hers. After dinner, I left Gretta in the kitchen and headed to my office. The trip I would need to make to the prison was at the top of my mind as I took a seat on my desk chair. There wouldn’t be any reason for Niles to speak to me. It could possibly end of being a wasted trip, but I had to try. Hopefully, he would realize how much our mother betrayed him and want revenge on her. 

 

Firing up my computer, I tried to think about anything except what would take place tomorrow. As I entered my password, I remembered the ad in The Chicago Times. I brought up my photo gallery on my phone and plugged the web address for the event into the browser. The first step to the entrance process was to take a short quiz that could only be accessed online. But before I could download it, I had to create an account. 

 

Creating an account was pretty straightforward as I typed in my profile information and set up a username and password I wouldn’t forget. Per the site’s policy, everything would be confidential and wouldn’t be shared. As I uploaded a recent photo of myself, I chuckled. This was a blind date event, and uploading a photo seemed to defeat the purpose of remaining anonymous. Then again, everything was confidential. 

 

As I read each question, I thought about how to answer them. I didn’t want to appear an arrogant bastard, but still, I wanted to be honest. Keeping some of the information about myself private, I answered the more personal questions regarding financial status and employment honestly, but vaguely. If they chose me to take part in the game, I didn’t want the woman I met to go after me because of how much money I had and what I did for a living. I wanted it to be because she was interested in me and my dazzling personality. 

 

I placed my mouse over the submit button and thought about what Davian said. Screw him. It was my choice and not his. With a double click, the submit button turned gray and a confirmation that I had submitted my answers appeared on the top of the page in green, thanking me for my submission. The only thing left to do was wait. 

 

The night was still young, but I didn’t want to spend it alone at home. Davian’s flashy new hotel resort seemed like the perfect place to try my luck at some blackjack and distract myself from thoughts of my brother in prison.

 

As I grabbed my coat and headed out the door, Gretta’s voice called after me. “Have a good evening, River.”

 

I turned toward her and smiled. “I will certainly try.” I couldn’t help but feel guilty for leaving her alone once again. But I pushed those thoughts aside and focused on my own desires for the night.

 

I wondered if Gretta ever wished for more excitement in her life, someone to spend her evenings with instead of crossword puzzles and old movies. But then again, maybe she was content with her simple routines. For me, there had always been a woman by my side, fueling my adrenaline and adding spice to every adventure. Lately, love or companionship seemed far from reach, and I couldn’t imagine living without it much longer. It was almost like an addiction—constantly needing someone else to fill the void within me.

 

Shaking off these conflicting thoughts, I stepped out into the crisp night, ready for any distraction. I might even find a woman willing to share the evening with me. 

 

~

When I walked inside the Olympian Hotel, I remembered the first time I entered the place. Davian and I weren’t on the best of terms back then and I wished him every ill wish I could think of for the hotel. I was glad that my wishes hadn’t come true. The Olympian was an enormous success for him. It was evident by the number of guests milling around the lobby. I always wondered how he was able to secure a gaming license when gambling was prohibited in Atlanta. 

 

With a sly smile, I made my way toward the extravagant casino, my mind buzzing with the thrill of high stakes and big wins. As I navigated through the sea of slot machines, a sense of unease crept over me. Lately, the odds hadn’t been in my favor. But my eyes were set on the ten blackjack tables ahead, each one beckoning me with promises of intense competition and lucrative rewards.

 

As I approached the row of tables, my gaze fell upon a striking woman at the end of the line. Her dark hair cascaded down her shoulder in a single curl, drawing my attention to her ample bosom. When she looked my way, a hint of danger lingered in her piercing brown eyes, captivating me in their depths. And when she parted her perfectly painted lips in a smirk, I knew I had found my match.

 

I took a seat next to her, our eyes locked in an unspoken challenge. The air around us crackled with electricity as we both reveled in the adrenaline rush of the game. But it was her alluring beauty that kept distracting me from the dealer’s words, like a forbidden fruit waiting to be tasted.

 

Pulling my eyes from hers, I managed to retrieve my money clip from the pocket of my trousers and threw ten hundred-dollar bills on the table. “Please give me $20 chips,” I said, keeping my sights on the dealer as he counted the chips before shoving them toward me.

 

Every time her lips curved into a victorious smile or her hand reached for her chips, I felt a surge of desire coursing through me. And as we played on into the night, I couldn’t help but wonder if this was more than just a game of blackjack—perhaps it was fate that had brought us together at this table.

 

My mind wandered, wanting nothing more than to taste her red lips, which mingled with the intoxicating scent of her perfume. The thought sent a surge of excitement to the erection forming within my trousers. I knew then that this was no ordinary game of blackjack—it was a seductive dance between two equally matched players vying for control. And I was determined to come out on top. 

 

Carefully scooping up the remaining poker chips scattered across the table, she rose gracefully to her feet. Her slender fingers slid across the smooth surface of the chips, collecting them into a neat pile before tucking them away in her small purse. “Good luck,” she said with a kind smile, her voice like honey and velvet. “I think I’ll indulge in a drink before calling it a night.”

 

I took her words as an invitation and stood up as well. “Mind if I join you?” I asked, sliding five chips toward the dealer.

 

But before she could answer, an older man in his fifties stepped up behind her, towering over me with an air of superiority. My heart sank as I realized that my night at the casino had taken a dark turn. The blackjack table might have been kind to me, but the rest of my evening was starting to look like a complete failure.

 

I cursed myself for not noticing the wedding band on her left ring finger earlier. It must have been her beauty that blinded me.

 

She wrapped an arm around the older man’s waist, looking at me apologetically. “As tempting as your offer is, I think my husband and I will have to pass. Maybe another time.”

 

My pride wounded, I could only nod my head in shame before turning on my heels and heading toward the cashier’s cage, desperate to escape from this humiliating situation. After cashing in my chips, I wasn’t ready to go home just yet. Instead, I made my way to the casino lounge and ordered a double shot of Grand Marnier on the rocks. It wasn’t my usual drink of choice, but with the way the evening had turned out, I needed something stronger.

 

As I took a seat at the bar and waited for my drink, I couldn’t help but feel a pit of disappointment and frustration in my stomach. The only person waiting for me at home was Gretta—reliable and predictable, but not exactly what I was looking for tonight. My desires craved the company of a much younger woman, someone who could satisfy my every need.

 

The bartender gave me a sympathetic look as he poured the amber liquid into a tumbler, and I couldn’t help but feel like a complete failure. As I sipped on my drink, I couldn’t help but feel that perhaps I wouldn’t find what I needed this evening.  

 

After finishing three doubles of Marnier, with no sign of getting lucky, it was time to leave. As I stepped out of the casino bar, I was met with a confused stare from Davian. “If I had known you were going to stop by, I would have joined you.”

 

“It was a last-minute decision to come, but now it is time to go home,” I gruffly replied.

 

“Maybe you should get a room. I don’t think you are in the best condition to drive.”

 

Davian was right. The last thing I needed was to get pulled over for drunk driving. “No need, I’ll get a cab.”

 

“Nonsense. Let me have one of my guys take you home.”

 

Winning an argument with Davian was a battle not worth fighting. “All right,” I nodded in defeat. “I’ll pick up my car tomorrow.”

 

“If you give me your keys, I can have Patton drive your car to your house.”

 

Why was Davian being so generous? My drunkenness wasn’t his problem, yet it would be more convenient if I had my vehicle in the morning. It would save me a trip. “If it’s no trouble, that would be great.”

~

The morning tore through
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