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Prologue

A fter glowing warm kisses ,  Z ia remembered to
open the mail she’d been clutching. Bryce returned to assist 

Jazz with hanging the grand opening sign for Fairfield Fink Literary Law 
Firm’s grand opening.

The mysterious white envelope had all her attention. She’d stopped 
receiving mail in her maiden name over six months ago, so she was sig-
nificantly intrigued that it was addressed to Zia Lennox. Wondering 
what it could be, she tore it open and removed the paper clipped photo-
graphs with attached note.

“This one’s on the house. I’m sorry. – Kevin.”
She flipped through the photos and gasped.
Her heart exploded and her nerves scattered at the sight of the various 

images of Bryce and Jazz, meeting up with each other, holding hands, 
kissing, in bed together.

Her heart shattered inside her chest as she viewed more images of 
Jazz conversing with Amahle and Bryce having a meal with Baxter. She 
covered her mouth with her hand. The dozens of scattered images meshed 
together, creating an aching vision before her eyes as she viewed the rest.

She recalled Bryce taking the confession of her affair with such loving 
ease. His extraordinary ability to abstain from premarital sex made so 
much more sense now. Jazmine never being in a relationship with any 
men or women — no dates, no ex-boyfriends, no stories. How she and 
Bryce would always peculiarly be unreachable at the same time.

The pounding of her broken heart was interrupted by a barking Bugs, 
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her very best friend. Bugs jumped up and down in the air, anxious and 
worried because he’d felt her emotions dip. The baby kicked as the images 
continued to weave together inside her mind — painting an eerily vivid 
picture.

The South African couple spewing all of that garbage about ancient 
Yorubian royalty was for Baxter’s sake. If he truly believed she was Eve 
in the flesh, he would’ve trust her. Amahle and Kungawo knew exactly 
what to say to Baxter because Jazz had told them. Once Baxter fell victim 
to that rehearsed script without thinking twice, he let his guard down 
and slept without imprisoning her inside of his arms.

The only reason Baxter never killed Bryce was because they were a 
team. The files on that flash drive were never meant to convict Baxter 
and Detective Barnes was a pawn. Jazmine, as Dwight’s daughter, was 
the only woman who was safe from him, until Zia came along. Once she 
came into the picture, she’d become a threat to Jazz’s inheritance because 
Zia had replaced her as the only woman he wouldn’t kill. Now Zia’s con-
vinced he wouldn’t have ever hurt her.

Baxter never sent that blackmail packet!
Bryce and Jazmine clearly wanted to merge Weingart and Paradigm 

long ago, but Dwight was standing in the way. Jazz wanted her inheri-
tance and Bryce wanted his. Zia was used to help them both achieve their 
goal. With the joining of the two powerhouses, they can effectively corner 
every market and no one could stop them. Together, they’re now the two 
wealthiest and most powerful people in the United States.

Zia’s the only loose end left.
Her hands trembled and her stomach twisted into constrictor knots 

as she turned to face them.
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Chapter 
ONE

L i k e  a  l i t  c i g a ret t e ,  Z ia ’ s  c o m bu st i b l e  g l a re
threatens to burn a hole right through the back of Jazmine’s back-

stabbing head. Difficult for her smile to appear genuine since she’d discov-
ered the truth about her so-called best friend. For the sake of her unborn 
child, her performance has been award-winning, as of late.

Each morning she performs her hygienic rituals while repeating the 
same line to herself as a reminder. Lights, camera, action!

Zia stands outside of the main conference room, near the bannister, 
peering down at Jazz, longing for the moment when she’s able to con-
front her. Wanting nothing more than to end her, the way she’d ended 
her own father.

How many times had Jazz lied? How many times was she pinned 
underneath Zia’s husband as Zia struggled with her guilt, seeking 
Jazmine’s guidance and support?

The very thought repulses her beyond belief.
Her nostrils flare.
“Mrs. Fink?” the administrative assistant calls.
Snapping out of her murderous trance, she turns.
“Yes.”
“The client is becoming anxious. They insist the meeting —”
“I’ll be right in.”
She’ll handle the meeting solo, since Jazmine’s swollen ego forbids 

her from actually doing any work. Zia rolls her eyes, rubs her protrud-
ing belly, and enters the conference room.
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With her shoulders pulled back, she breezes through it without missing 
a beat, all while enduring their facetious banter. She secures the client and 
the contract before swiftly exiting, allowing the clerical staff to clean up.

She drives away from Fairfield Fink Literary Law Firm (FFL) without 
notifying anyone. She owns thirty-three and a third of it, which makes 
her a boss just as much as Bryce and Jazmine. She’s grown tired of playing 
secretary just because they have more money. If they can goof off during 
the work day without informing her, then she’ll leave when she damn 
well pleases. She’s extremely annoyed with everyone and everything. She’s 
sleepy, hungry, and her back is aching.

She all but burns rubber as she skids into her driveway, seething. Her 
hands grip the steering wheel so tight they go numb. Her nerves curl into 
pretzel knots. She craves the Xan, but she cannot have it. She can’t even 
have caffeine. Slowly counting backwards from twenty, she inhales and 
exhales until her limbs stop shaking, and her tensions unravel.

She releases her tightly wound fingers, allowing the blood to circu-
late. Glancing up at the mini mansion Bryce built for them, she swal-
lows her anger and tries to let it all go. Once more, and then again as she 
pulls into the garage.

She believes Bryce deserves her forgiveness while Jazmine does not 
because she’d never lied to her. Jazmine did all of the lying. When she’d 
turned to her mother for advice, she received wisdom and truth her 
anger didn’t want.

“Baby, you’re focusing your anger on Jazmine because you desire Bryce. 
You can’t hate one without hating the other because they both have wronged 
you,” her mother had said.

She angrily turns her cell phone off before exiting the car and slam-
ming the door, grateful to be home where she can drop the façade and 
openly despise their betrayal, without controlling her facial expressions. 
Within seconds of walking inside, Bugs dashes through his doggie door, 
bringing her first smile of the day.

She misses being able to bend to scoop him up. She leans sideways 
to scratch him behind his ears — her dearest friend in this whole wide 
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screwed up world. She grabs his previously prepared meal from the fridge 
and pops it into the microwave.

Her highly perceptive pal jumps onto the nearest chair so he can reach 
her belly just when her oversensitive emotions swell. Tears moisten her 
lids as she allows him to bark at his unborn friend. He’s become more 
protective lately. The most telling part is that he despises Jazmine.

After feeding Bugs, she waddles up the stairs into the bedroom, kicks 
off her flats, and lays backwards on the bed, fully dressed. She regrets it 
because it’s a struggle to get up from that position.

Her body sinks into the cloud-like mattress and she relaxes. Bugs 
jumps onto the bed and rests his chin on her lap. He either gobbled his 
meal swiftly or he’d rather be up here with her. It’s amazing that some-
thing now exists in this world more important to him than his food. It’s 
laughable and adorable.

Zia allows her cement lids to close. Her thoughts scatter among the 
random. She falls asleep with her arms cradling her baby boy. She dreamt 
his name was Damien.

“Mommy can’t wait to hold you, Damien.”

The smell of fresh bread baking rouses her from her 
vampiric slumber. Her lids flutter open and her senses slowly return her 
to the present. Laughter echos from downstairs. She accidentally tries 
to sit completely upright.

“Youch.”
How many times must she forget her belly reaches her thighs now? 

She rolls over onto her side, scoots her body towards the edge of the bed, 
and pushes herself up by leaning on the nightstand. She waddles over to 
the doorway and sticks her head out.

She hisses and smacks her lips when she hears Jazmine’s voice.
“Doesn’t she have somewhere else to be?”
She carefully descends the hardwood staircase, keeping one hand on 
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the bannister. When she enters the kitchen, she notices Jazmine’s wearing 
her favorite apron. Zia pauses, then turns around to fix her face. It gets 
harder and harder every day.

“She’s awake!” Jazmine squeals in phony delight as she rushes over 
to hug Zia.

Zia reluctantly returns the embrace. Bugs growls at her. Zia grins at 
him. Good boy. Over her shoulder, Bryce beams their way while stirring 
a pot of boiling food on the stove. Jazmine rubs Zia’s stomach.

Zia inwardly cringes, but doesn’t flinch.
“How’d you sleep? Are you hungry?”
“I’m always hungry.”
Bryce hands the wooden spoon to Jazmine.
“Don’t let that burn,” he tells her before wrapping his arms around 

his heavily pregnant wife.
He kisses Zia’s forehead. She manages a smirk as he massages Damien’s 

temporary home.
“How are you feeling?”
“Are you asking me or Damien?”
“You know we haven’t decided on that name.”
“I know, I know. I just … I like it.”
“Well, I’m asking you how you’re feeling. There’s no him without you.”
“I’m fine.”
“I figured you’d be hungry when you woke up.”
Yeah, but he didn’t need Jazmine’s help to cook the meal. Zia walks 

toward the fridge, beyond annoyed. She grabs some crisp green grapes 
and a bottle of water.

“How many glasses of milk have you had today?”
“Babe, I’ve had 4 already.” She’s in no mood to be chastised with that 

witch around.
“Then you’ll have a glass with dinner?”
She nods while shoving her mouth. Being six months pregnant allows 

her to keep her mouth occupied fifty-percent of the time. Lately, she’s 
been afraid of what might come out of it. She cuts her eyes at Jazmine, 
who catches it this time.
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“Oh, I hope it’s okay that I borrowed your apron.” She unties the straps.
“No, no. It’s fine. I just miss the days when it would fit around my 

waist.”
“You’ll be back to your teeny tiny self in no time.”
“Mm mmm, I like her like this.” Bryce hugs her from behind, kissing 

her neck.
It sends electrifying chills down her spine. He hasn’t touched her inti-

mately since her second trimester, reasoning he doesn’t want to hurt the 
baby, even though the doctor has told him repeatedly he won’t.

Zia’s more inclined to believe he’s taken up residency inside someone 
else’s body. The very wicked witch cooking dinner in her damn house 
right now. As far as Zia knows, there’s rat poison in it. Maybe the only 
reason why she’s still breathing is because of Damien.

Zia opts out of the scene. She grabs more snacks from the fridge.
“I’ll be upstairs.”
“Dinner will be ready in a bit.”
“Mm hmm.”
She climbs the stairs with Bugs on her heels, resolving she won’t be 

eating any of whatever they’re cooking. She’d rather starve. She needs to 
occupy her thoughts before she sets that bitch on fire.

She retreats into her office down the hall from the bedroom and closes 
the door. She prefers to spend her time there for two main reasons; the 
super comfy chair Bryce special ordered for her and the solitude.

An extra added bonus is that it’s directly across the hall from the 
nursery she visits daily. This is her own little nook of the house and she’ll 
be damned if she allows the sourness of Jazmine’s betrayal to befoul it.

She powers up the PC and settles into her comfy chair. All of the 
previous tabs Zia had been browsing through are still open. She starts 
systematically reading and replying to all of the company emails. Then 
she checks her finances. Her eyes bulged slightly at seeing her nest egg 
nearing $1oo million. Bryce has been in charge of her finances since they 
married and Zia doesn’t even know the specifics of how he managed to 
grow it so much. She doesn’t want that on her plate right now, deciding 
to wait until after Damien is born.
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She returns her attention to work, reviewing several new contracts. 
She sometimes finds herself missing the grind of securing clientele from 
the front line. She enjoyed it because of the excitement of being the first 
person to read an awesome story before it became the new world-wide 
sensation. Even though she misses the thrill of her old job, she realizes 
an executive position is much more aligned with all of her experience. 
She’s seen too many great stories get rejected on a ridiculous basis, such 
as politics, laziness, or venomous decisions disguised as ethical dilemmas.

She doesn’t want to live to see herself become a corporate stale Gale’s 
by allowing herself to get too comfortable, though it is much safer. She 
makes time to read queries, partials, and even fulls after they’ve been 
vetted. Her emails are now heavily filtered, so there aren’t as many excit-
ing things for her to read anymore. Though it helps with her anxiety and 
stress quite a bit, some part of her yearns for adventure.

After a while she toggles over to her personal email tab. The dryness of 
her inbox depresses her. After the whole Dwight Fairfield scandal-trag-
edy hit the news, almost everyone she knew, and even people she didn’t 
know, had their own opinion about her, so she changed her email address 
and deleted all social media. Without her presence on the net, society 
moved on to the next person to judge and crucify. The emails and letters 
eventually stopped.

She leans further back in her comfy chair and sighs, responding to 
order messages quickly. She clicks on her junk folder, which is relatively 
new. Just when she hovers the mouse over the empty button, one par-
ticular email warrants a further look. A single sentence in the preview 
stops her dead in her tracks.

“He may be gone, but his will be done. How well did you know 
him?”

Her heart raced as she clicked to open the email. She had received 
opinionated emails before. This was different. Zia wanted to believe this 
was just another opinionated stranger who knew nothing about her or 
Baxter, but the email carried an eerie undertone that wouldn’t allow her 
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to press the delete button. Instead, she was compelled to press reply.
“Get a life! Law enforcement tracks these emails by the way. Unless 

you want to go to jail, I suggest you leave me alone.”
She typed ferociously, slamming her fingers against the keyboard. She 

sent the response without giving it a second thought. Then she blocked 
the sender, created a special filter to send all their emails to the trash 
bin. She’s so frazzled, she forgets to sign out and power down the laptop.

She hastily pushed herself up off the chair, letting her big belly lead 
the way. She stretched until her joints popped. A sigh of relief escaped 
her lips, but her hands were trembling. She waddled into the nursery for 
a bit of calming scenery.

The reinforced oak crib is centered in the room, away from the walls 
and windows. Books and stuffed animals adorn the shelves. She fiddles 
with attachment hanging over the crib. The moon and stars swirl in the 
air above the crib, hypnotizing her. A wave of calm relief rushes through 
her. The neutral tones soothe and comfort her until her tremors subside.

Feeling lighter on her feet and happier, Zia leaves the nursery and 
walks toward the bedroom. Jazmine’s annoying giggles float up from 
downstairs, rousing her anger once again.

“She needs to go home.”
She stomps down the hallway, preparing to demand that Jazmine go 

home at once. Bryce appears near the top of the stairs, startling her. He 
immediately cradles her belly near his face. He glances up at her fur-
rowed brow, but continues rubbing and massaging Zia’s belly, waiting 
for her face to relax.

“I’ll bring our food upstairs and send Jazmine home.”
A huge burden falls off her back.
He takes one more step up, until he is face to face with Zia, and kisses 

her. Their lips press together softly as Bryce caresses her face and tucks 
a tuft of her boisterous curly hair behind her left ear.

She was grateful she didn’t have to be the bad guy. However, his actions 
confirm that he is aware of the tension between her and her former friend, 
so he shouldn’t continue inviting her over. She wants her peace when 
she’s home and Jazmine is no longer part of that.
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She smiled lovingly at Bryce before retreating down the hall. His foot-
steps trail off down the stairs as turns the lights off in the nursery and 
then the study. She was so preoccupied with thoughts of permanently 
removing Jazmine from her life, she failed to notice the new email noti-
fication on her computer screen. She slammed it closed.

“Jazmine needs to be permanently gone,” she thought. “No more fake 
smiles. No more lingering. No more using the business as an excuse. I 
want her gone. Just gone!”

His fingers glided sensuously across the illuminated 
computer screen, wishing it was her glowing flesh instead. Oh, how he 
wished he could feel the lush flutter of her full ebony lashes. It didn’t 
matter that she was tainted. He was angry and resentful that she was 
with child, but she was not yet beyond redemption or correction. His 
mentor had trained him well on the many ways to make anew what had 
been defiled.

The best thing that could’ve happened to him was the demise of his 
beloved master. He would often wonder how long he could deny his own 
desires in order to faithfully serve another. Now that his master is no 
longer around, and he is no longer bound by those chains, he can imple-
ment all the plans he’d been holding onto.

He turned and gazed across the dimly lit lab. The supply kept from 
the FDA inspection sat behind reinforced glass at the other end of the 
room. Having been forewarned about the inspection, all he had to do was 
move it. All the accusations have since evaporated and become nothing 
but a pool of meaningless conspiracy theories. Personally, he never cared 
for the medical plan because it was flawed. He had voiced his hesitation 
to Dwight just once. The man’s wrath kept him from ever speaking out 
against him again.

He had found Zia. He always wanted Zia and deserved her. He is in 
love with her and she is in love with him too. She just doesn’t know it.
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