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DEAR READERS:

 

Thank you so much for taking Savage and Candace’s journey with me! I hope you’re about to enjoy their finale! Before you read on, I’m going to quickly recap what happened in the prior books so you can have a little refresher on where we’re at. So, if you haven’t read the previous two books, please go read those first, this is just meant as a small reminder, not to take place of reading the other two books fully :)

The trilogy kicks off with Savage being lured back to San Antonio by Tag, his mentor-turned-bad-guy who called the shots in the black ops Savage was pulled into by Candace’s father who is a general. Tag is calling in his favor from Savage, which leads Savage back to the woman he loves, Candace Marks. Only, when Savage arrives back in San Antonio, it’s to find Candace is engaged to the man he is supposed to kill, Senator Gabriel Manning. A man who we eventually learn was in charge of calling the shots for some of the awful operations Savage’s team took on. 

Gabriel is also responsible for Candace’s father missing in action. Candace is well-aware of Gabriel’s nefarious acts, that’s why she agreed to marry him in the first place, to save her father. Now that Savage is back, and his team with him, Candace is pulled into their ranks to get to the bottom of her father’s whereabouts, and how to extract them all from the predicament of Gabriel and Tag both wanting everyone involved dead.

Savage Hunger (book one) left off with Savage and Tag coming to a head-on collision. Tag needs Gabriel dead, so he doesn’t kill him. And as desperations rise, Savage and Candace’s passion escalates beyond their control. They’re just as in love as they day they were before he left her, but there’s still a lot of baggage and trust to work out between them. 

As we move through Savage Burn (book two), the general (Candace’s father) was finally located, but he’s know in the clutches of one of Tag’s allies overseas. Now, Savage is put at odds between killing Tag, killing Gabriel, and saving Candace’s father, whom he somewhat blames for his years torn apart from Candace. Enter in Ted Pocher, the head of the Society (a deep state-like organization), he’s controlling Gabriel’s campaign for president and is there to ensure that Candace doesn’t become a problem for them, and neither does her father. 

Savage and Walker Security eventually link a man in the general’s office to a list that was found hidden in the general’s office, which had information regarding the operations that linked to Savage’s former team. Assuming he has to know something about the trouble the general, and Gabriel are into, Savage and Candace try to track him down, only to have him killed just before they were going to get answers.

Reeling from the death of his almost-informant, Savage goes after Tag, but is derailed to Candace’s house (while she’s been taken to a safehouse/penthouse), as there’s an intruder. The intruder was none other than Wes Casey, a former teammate of Savage’s, but also the husband of the woman Savage had to kill. Lily Casey and Savage were given orders to kill a little boy in the field during an operation. Savage refused, Lily didn’t, and when she tried to kill him, Savage killed her instead, but in the process, he also killed the little boy when Lily used him as a human shield. That fight is how Savage got the scar on his face. Wes Casey, who is still with Tag’s team, went to the house to threaten Candace, vandalizing her things and leaving a calling card for Savage. Savage then returns to his earlier mission to go after Tag. Only when he gets there, his father is there, digging the knife a little deeper for the hatred he has for his father, and Wes isn’t. Savage lobes a few well-choiced threats at Tag and his men and then leaves, knowing killing Tag without extracting Candace’s father first, will end is heartbreak for them both.

With Tag putting on the pressure for Savage to kill Gabriel, and Gabriel and Pocher planning everyone’s demise, as they rise to even more fortune and control, Savage and Candace have discovered links between missions Savage was given in the black ops and Gabriel. These links can help take down Gabriel and the whole scheme that is holding Savage and Candace’s happily ever after hostage, but Savage needs more proof before they can put their mission in play. That proof comes in the form of data he’s hidden around the globe of certain ops he was given. He just can’t remember where he hid them. 

Savage and Candace take a break from trying to piece together all the blame, evidence, and proof of guilt, and go to visit his mother’s grave. As they bond over his mother, and the connection they both still have with her, Savage finally remembers this is one of the places he left a data drive. As he goes to find it, Wes Casey comes up behind Candace, places a blade against her throat and threatens to kill her the same way Savage killed his wife… And that’s where we left off, and that’s where we’re picking back up…

 

I hope you enjoy!!

 

xoxo,

Lisa Renee Jones

 

 


CHARACTERS

 

Candace Marks— long dark hair, green eyes. Architect. Father (Howard Marks) is a general in the army, her mother is was an officer in the army, but died in an accident on duty. She fell in love with Rick Savage eight years ago, before her left and broke her heart.

 

Rick Savage—dark hair, deep blue eyes, six-foot-five. Former surgical resident and green beret. Lives in NYC, works for Walker Security. Father was a surgeon, mother is deceased. Scar on his cheek. Goatee. Tattoos: a skull in a Green Beret, a snake and a knife on his chest, a heart that says San Antonio. Gave his heart to Candace, and left it with her when he joined the black ops team. Now he’s back to settle a score, and get his woman back. 

 

Tag—led the missions Savage went on when he was a mercenary. Smoker. Father-like figure to Savage until he found out the truth. Savage owes him a debt, which he’s calling in on. Someone betrayed him and took a hit out on him. He thinks it’s Gabriel Manning (Candace’s fiancé) and he wants Savage to kill him. 

 

Savage’s father—thick solid gray hair, thin frame. Alcoholic. Was horrible to his wife, yelled and shoved her, she had a heart attack and died—Candace was a witness. Savage assumes he’s working with Tag. 

 

Howard Marks—Five-Star General. Pulled Savage into the black ops team eight years ago. Has been MIA since the beginning of the series. Is now being held by Prince Yasmin, who could kill him if Tag orders it. Savage’s men are getting ready to extract him.

 

Linda—pretty, petite, blonde. Candace’s best friend. Owns a floral shop.

 

Gabriel Manning—“Honest Gabe,” good looking, blond, sharp nose and sharper jawline. Candace’s fiancé. Set on running for president in 2024. In cahoots with Pocher and the Society—the underbelly of the US government. Former Associated Deputy Director of Military Affairs for the CIA. Now a US Senator for Texas. Knows Candace’s father well. It’s been deduced that he called a lot of the missions that Savage’s black ops team was operating.

 

Monica Martin—twenty-something, gorgeous. Gabriel’s campaign manager. Sleeping with Gabriel. Marilyn Monroe lookalike. Blonde hair.

 

Ted Pocher—Thin, fifty-something. Powerhouse of the Society (a deep state-like organization). Billionaire. Is controlling Gabriel to an extent.

 

Max—part of Savage’s black ops team. His wife, Kelly, called Savage in a panic because he’s missing. Savage arranged for Walker Security to get to Kelly so she’d be safe while he looks into Max’s disappearance. 

 

Wes Casey—worked with Savage as a mercenary. His wife, Lily, and Savage were ordered to kill a child on a mission. Savage declined, Lily tried to, so Savage killed her and ended up killing the child, too, because Lily used him as a shield. Wes has been out to kill Savage ever since. Wes is still with Tag’s team now, and comes after Candace—on the cliffhanger for Savage Burn, he was holding a knife to Candace’s neck.

 

Kane Mendez—an associate of Savage’s in New York. Savage contacts him because he has connections to the Society. 

 

Adam—former Navy SEAL Team Six. Walker Security employee. Tall and broad, dark 

hair.

 

Smith—former Army Ranger, Walker Security employee. Sandy brown hair

 

Blake Walker—Savage’s boss at Walker Security. One of the founding brothers. Has been helping remotely.

 

Asher—former Navy SEAL Team Six. Walker Security employee. Hacker. Rockstar looks—long blond hair, tattoos. 

 

Kara Walker—Married to Blake Walker, helping Kelly, Max’s wife.

 

Adrian Mack—Tall, dark and good looking with curly dark hair. Green eyes. Friendly. Ex-FBI. Lots of tattoos. Walker Security employee. Savage is unsure of him. 

 

Reynolds—Walker Security employee, former SEAL, set to extract Candace’s father.




CHAPTER ONE

Savage

The graveyard is a haze of mist and shadows, the night silent but for the chirping of crickets. I stand with the tombstone of my mother beside me and my enemy holding a blade to Candace’s throat—the  woman I love, the only woman I’ve ever wanted to call my wife. I’m sure he believes killing Candace with that blade is poetic justice, payback for me slitting his wife’s throat. His wife was going to kill a child. She deserved what she got. 

I don’t regret the decision to kill her and Candace will not pay for her death. 

I could play games with Wes, another person would, and likely play the negotiation game, but I am not another person nor is he bluffing or buying time. He’s going to kill her. That’s the only reality I require to decide on my action. He moves his head to the side of hers and dares to show me his face. A second later, the blade in my hand is in his forehead. Candace falls forward on her hands and knees, and I’m already behind her, standing over him. I’ve learned the hard way never to assume a man is dead, and in this case, that would have been a foolish assumption at that. Wes isn’t dead. Even with that blade in his forehead, he grabs my calf. Since we’re being all grabby, I make a grab, too, for the blade in his forehead. I pull it out and shove it into his heart. Now he’s fucking dead. But just to be certain, I grind it and twist it, finishing the job before I pull the blade out, wipe it on his shirt, and shove it in my belt for easy access. 

Urgent to have eyes on Candace, I twist around to find her pushing to her feet, her dark hair wild around her face, the wind gusting so damn hard it all but blows her away. I’m there before she’s fully straightened, righting her footing and catching her wrist before I step into her, the feel of her body next to mine, blessed relief. I’m not thinking about her watching me kill Wes right now. I’m thinking about how close she came to him killing her. 

My hand comes down on the back of her head. “Tell me you’re okay,” I order, our faces close. “I need to hear the words.”

“Now I am,” she promises, her breath warm on my lips. “Because of you.”

My mouth closes down on her mouth in a desperate need to taste her, my tongue sweeping long and deep, my hand on her back molding her closer. Her arms slide around me, her curves melding into me and God, for minutes there, I thought I’d never feel her like this again. She moans softly, a delicate sound that undoes me and not in the more primal way it normally would. It reminds me that yes, she is tough. She is a fighter. But, in one slice of a well-skilled hand on a blade, and Wes’s hand was skilled, she would have been gone. And he’s not the only one that would see her dead if I don’t see them dead first. 

 “We need to move now,” I murmur, tearing my lips from hers, my hand closing around her hand.

She gives a quick nod, but her understanding isn’t enough to make me let go of her. I’m never letting her go again and I can’t get her to New York, where I have layers of protection available, soon enough. Pulling her tight to my side, I lead her back to my mother’s grave. Kneeling, I take her down to the ground with me, keeping her within arm’s reach. Candace grabs the flashlight she’d dropped when attacked and holds it for me, an action that might seem small, but isn’t. She almost died minutes ago. She’s not crying. She’s not shaking, in fact, her hand is steady. She’s not freaking out. She’s in fight mode, I sense that in her, and I fucking love her more in this moment than ever, when I already loved her with all that I am. I lean over and kiss her before I grab the blade that killed that buzzard Wes, and use it to dig for the data drive I hid here and pull it from the dirt. 

“Oh, thank God,” Candace murmurs. “Please let that be what we need.”

“I didn’t hide it if it wasn’t worth saving,” I promise her, hoping like hell it really is what we need to take down Gabriel and ensure no part of Tag’s operation survives his death. Shoving the knife back into my belt, and standing up, I take her with me to our feet. 

“Let’s go,” I murmur, catching her hand but when I would set us in motion, she tugs against me. 

“What about him?” she asks, motioning toward what is left of Wes.

“Clean-up support is not on us. We’re leaving.” I start to move.

She tugs harder this time. “What about DNA and cameras and—”

“Baby, trust me,” I say and despite the light it paints me in, I add, “I’ll handle it. I know how to handle these things.” 

“Right. Of course.” Her voice is strained, the shadows thick, and I don’t even try to read her reaction right now. Right now, I need to focus on her safety and our future, nothing else. I start walking again and this time she double steps, eager to keep up, while I dig my keys out of my pocket, clicking the clicker to unlock the black Porsche I’d rented.

 When I’d arrived in San Antonio, I’d wanted to impress her. I’d also wanted its speed and agility that I hope like hell we don’t need tonight. Once we’re both sealed safely inside, I start the engine and dial Adam. “Wes attacked Candace at the cemetery.” 

“I assume he didn’t know your reputation and is now dead?” He doesn’t wait for confirmation. “What clean-up do you need?” 

“I’ll have Tag clean up his own mess. Just watch your back.” I disconnect and pull the Porsche onto the highway while hitting the callback to the number Tag called me from. He answers with, “I take it you’re the last man standing?” 

“He held a blade to my woman’s neck. Clean up your mess before I turn you into a pile of skin and bones and enjoy it far more than a normal human being should enjoy such things. So much so I’ll take my time and enjoy your screams. He’s at the cemetery, by my mother’s grave.” I disconnect and glance over at Candace, who’s staring ahead, her fingers gripping the seat, her spine stiff. “You sure you’re okay?”

Of course, she’s not okay. She just had a blade to her neck, watched me kill Wes, and now heard me tell Tag what I fantasize about doing to him.

“I’m alive,” she says. “I’m pretty sure that’s the definition of fabulous considering all that’s happened.”

My jaw clenches with anger over that blade and how easily it ended up at her throat. She grabs my hands. “Don’t go down the blame rabbit hole, Rick,” she orders, “or the ‘save me by leaving me’ rabbit hole, either. You’re not leaving me. We just had this conversation before all of this happened.”

“You’re right, baby,” I say, hating how easily she believes I’ll leave again, and I have no one to blame but me. “We’re past that kind of doubt. I’m not leaving you. I’m not even thinking about leaving you. What I am going to do is kill Tag and every motherfucking bastard who works for him. There will be no mercy. Not after me seeing that blade at your throat.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

Savage

I pull the Porsche to the door of Hotel Emma, where several doormen await, and quickly scan my face for blood. I’m out of the car on the driver’s side before either of them can get to me. Further inspection of my arms, hands, and clothes, tell me that I killed that dipwad without wearing a drop of his blood. If Candace didn’t know how efficient a killer I am, or how well-trained I am at killing and getting away with it, she does now. I’ve told her that I’m not the surgeon she was once going to marry. The problem is that being told such a thing, and saying you understand it, versus having the truth shoved in your face, is like comparing peanut butter and jelly. They aren’t the same. And like peanut butter and jelly, Candace and I are not the same, but we are underrated as a team. I underrated us as a team. I just hope like hell she didn’t overrate us in her mind. Because I love the fuck out of this woman. 

 By the time a doorman is helping Candace out of the car, I’m by her side. I have my arm around her when I palm my keys and some cash to a guy who looks about twelve, and can’t take his eyes off the car. “Don’t wreck it,” I tell him. “I need it in working order.” 

His eyes jerk to mine and like most people, his gaze lands on the scar down my cheek. “Oh no,” he stammers. “No, sir. I’ll be gentle with it.”

 “I’m never gentle,” I promise him, and he pales whiter than the white that appears to be his normal state. 

I turn away from him and guide Candace toward the hotel entrance. “You scared him,” she whispers urgently. 

“Good.”

“Rick!” she scolds. 

“Relax, baby. I gave him a hundred-dollar tip. He’ll get over it.” I hurry us to the elevator and inside the open car. Once I’ve keyed in the code for the upper level, I pull her close and hold her, my face buried in her hair, inhaling the sweet floral scent. “I could have lost you tonight,” I whisper, my lips at her ear. “I wasn’t going to let that happen.” Some part of me knows this might sound like a defense for my actions, but it isn’t. It’s simply how it is and will be, which is why I catch her face and tilt her stare to mine. “I won’t let that happen.”

Her arms slide around me and she steps closer. “I know,” she says and just that easily she’s said it all, she’s given me everything. She’s offered me her trust. 

We stand there, staring at each other, heat and emotion waving between us. One floor after another dings in passing, but life and future years will not pass us by, not ever again. The elevator halts with our destination, and I cup her face, my lips brushing hers. 

We reach the door of the suite and Adam opens it before I can. “All clear?” he asks. 

“So far so good,” I say, pulling Candace in front of me, and urging her forward. 

She steps inside the foyer, and I follow her, shutting the door behind us to find Adam giving Candace a scowling inspection, his eyes fixated on her neck. My gaze follows his and holy fuck. How did I not see the blood marking her delicate skin? What kind of asshole wouldn’t inspect her for injury after what just happened? 

“He cut your damn neck.” 

“I’m fine, Rick,” she says, touching the wound. “It’s not even painful.”

“You’re not fine.” I tilt her head and now I’m scowling. “You’re cut. You’re bleeding.” I catch her to me and hurry her with me down the hallway, away from Adam. 

“I’m fine, Rick,” she insists. “Stop acting like I’m delicate. I’m not delicate.”

Reaching the bathroom, I flip on the light, and pull her inside with me, before kicking the door shut. I settle her back against the door, catching her legs with mine and shoving her hair aside to inspect the seep of blood down her throat. Anger is a hard bite that I direct at myself. I let this happen to her and I was too busy kissing her to consider the killer who held a blade to her neck might have actually cut her. “You’re not fucking fine.” I grab a washcloth, wet it, and wipe her neck to inspect the wound, which is thank fuck, a surface wound. 

Her fingers close around my shirt, and she leans into me, tiny and perfect, the only damn thing in this world that matters to me and I almost lost her tonight. “You saved my life.”

“I should have swatted that fly a long ass time ago,” I murmur, my hand going to the door beside her head. “I hate I let this happen to you.”

“You didn’t let this happen to me. This happened because you tried to save a young boy’s life. Had you not have done what you did that day, you wouldn’t be the man I love. I’m in this with you. Rick. All the way. No matter how hellish it gets.”

I catch the back of her neck, my hand gliding higher into the strands of her hair. “It won’t be like this forever. I’m going to get rid of Tag and his lapdogs. Then I’ll choose what jobs I take, for us, for you—to protect you.”

“You were put on this earth to save lives. You chose your work to keep saving lives. And no, I’m not talking about in an operating room. I know that’s not where you belong.”

But she didn’t know when I left. I didn’t make sure she knew, and then I left before I gave her a chance to handle the reality of who, and what, I am. “Candace—”

There’s a knock on the door and I squeeze my eyes shut, cursing at the interruption. 

Candace is suddenly on her toes, her lips a breath from mine. “I always knew you were dangerous, Rick Savage,” she says, proving her ability to read my thoughts, even when I don’t turn them into words. “Perhaps it even turned me on.” 

My hands come down on her waist. “Now you’re just trying to distract me.”

“Is it working?” Her hand slides under my shirt as she adds, “Because the funny thing about almost dying is how much it leaves you wanting what you want. Right now, in this moment.”

“Oh hell,” I murmur, my tongue sweeping deeply against hers, and when she moans, I’m hard and hot, and ready to take her right here, in this hall bathroom. That is until there’s another knock on the door. 

“We need you, Savage!” Adam calls through the door. 

I grunt and pull my mouth from Candace’s. “This better be good!” I shout out irritably, but I don’t get a reply.

I kiss Candace one more time, hard on the mouth, and then lift her off the door, to angle her under the light, and give that slice on her neck another inspection. “No telling whose neck that bastard’s knife had been inside. When was the last time you had a tetanus shot?”

“Well, Dr. Savage, I cut my hand last year. And since you weren’t here to stitch it up, I went to the ER where I got four stitches and a tetanus shot.”

She’s being playful, I know, but every time I hear something I’ve missed with her, it guts me. “I’ll be here next time—every next time.”

Her lips curve. “I know. I’m not letting you run away again.”

I rotate her to face the door, and step behind her, my lips finding her ear. “I don’t run baby, but we’ll discuss that in more detail, later. When we’re alone and naked. And after I lick you into oblivion and back.”

The soft little gasp that escapes her lips has me opening the door before I stop giving a fuck what Adam wants, and don’t open the door. At least not until she’s gasping like that a few more times. 

She turns to face me as we exit the bathroom, pointing a finger a me. “You’re bad,” she accuses. 

My arm slides around her but I don’t dispute that statement. I am bad. The question is, can she handle my many shades of bad? I’m not sure she can answer that question until this is over and the wait is going to kill me.

 


CHAPTER THREE

Candace

With Rick’s hand settled low and possessive on my back, we enter the dining room to find Adam, Adrian, Asher, and Smith sitting at the rectangular table. Men that feel more like his family than his father ever has. They are brothers to Rick and those brothers, every last one of them, stand up when I enter the room. 

“I’m fine,” I assure them quickly before I’m suffocated with protective, testosterone-driven worry that will only magnify the worry Rick feels right now. I need these men, all of them as Rick’s brothers, to trust in my backbone, to know that I’m not going to meltdown, so Rick might trust me as well.

My stomach knots with this understanding I’m coming to terms with. An understanding that Rick really does fear that I can’t handle this life when what I can’t handle is life without him.

Determined to show everyone in this room that I’m here, I’m fine, I’m ready to fight, I pull away from Rick  and walk to the end of the table to stand opposite the Walker team. It’s time for me to speak for me, to ask my own questions. 

“How does this end?” I ask. “That’s all I care about right now. Actually, most importantly, where are we on my father’s extraction?” Everyone is still on their feet and I motion to their seats. “Please, everyone, sit down. Thank you for worrying, but I’m fine.” They don’t sit. They all just stand there and blink at me until Rick steps to my side. “Are you all finally standing up to salute my greatness, or what?” They sit. All of them. Rick and I remain on our feet. 

“We’re making extraction plans for your father with our man on the ground,” Adam says.

“He’s not extracting alone,” Rick says. “Where’s his help? Or rather, who’s his help? Because before I’ll let an asswipe help Reynolds we’ll delay the extraction.”

“We can’t delay,” I argue, grabbing his arm. “Tag wants him dead. Gabriel might, too.”

“Tag wants Gabriel dead, baby,” he says. “Tag has your father as leverage to make sure I kill Gabriel.”

“Obviously he’s running out of patience,” I argue. “What if he sent Wes to attack us tonight because he decided to handle Gabriel himself?”

“Then he failed.” His hands settle on his hips. “And he didn’t send Wes. He’s fucked without me.”

“You called Adam and warned him that Tag might come after him,” I remind him.

“Because you never underestimate a snake in the grass,” he counters. “And I needed to make sure the body got moved.”

“Which it did by the way,” Adam chimes in. “Our man in the field watched Tag’s men pick up Wes.”

Rick arches a brow my direction. “See, baby? There’s a reason for my madness.”

Smith snorts. Rick, ignores the intended jab, and remains focused on me. “Proof that Tag has an agenda. He doesn’t want me in jail. He doesn’t want me or you dead, not yet. He even called me right before Wes showed up. He warned me about Wes but Tag didn’t believe for a minute that I wouldn’t wipe the ground with Wes.” He pauses a hard second as if he’s going to say something and then seems to shift gears, or I sense he shifts gears, before he adds, “Wes had a vendetta. He’s dead. That problem is over.”

“Tag has an army of mercenaries,” I remind him. “What if he warned you in case Wes failed, just to stay on your good side?”

His jaw sets hard. “That dickhead knows there’s no good side with me.”

“He has an army of mercenaries,” I repeat.

“Not an army,” Rick says. “And not for long.”

“She’s making sense, Savage,” Adam dares. “You’re not listening because you just saw a man hold a blade to her neck.”

He rotates hard on Adam. “And you, dickhead, aren’t helping me right now.”

“She’s making sense,” he repeats.

“I swear, Adam,” Rick seethes, “you Navy SEALs have fins, not brains. I know Tag. I know his ways.” He turns to face me. “I believe that he used Wes tonight to send a message. I believe he did whatever it took to set Wes off and make him come at me, come at you, baby. He was sending a message.”

Realization pokes into my mind, and not gently. I know now why he changed gears and didn’t say what he was thinking even before he says it now, “This was just another way to threaten you. He was telling me one wrong move means you’re dead. I warned Adam because, despite his fin for brains, I thought Tag might decide to kill off someone, anyone, just to be sure I knew how serious he is.”

Adam curses, clearly aware now that Rick stayed silent for a reason: to protect me.

And I don’t mean to do it, I really don’t, but my hand instinctively goes to my throat. Wes did want me dead tonight. I haven’t really let myself linger on that fact.

Rick grabs me and pulls me to him. “You weren’t even close to death tonight.”

My anger comes hard and fast. No matter how he says otherwise, every time he fluffs up the truth and turns it into a lie, he’s telling me I’m not good enough or tough enough to be by his side. I jerk my hand from my neck and shove aside thoughts of the blade that might well have sliced my throat. “Stop hiding things from me, Rick. I almost died. Wes could have moved right when you moved and I’d be gone. It’s over. I can handle the truth.”

I twist away from him and face the table again. “Who’s with Reynolds in Iraq?”

Rick steps to my side again and Adam flicks a look between us before he says, “Neal and Brody.” He focuses on Rick. “You and I both know Brody.”

“And I know Neal,” Adrian interjects, “and no, you don’t know me well, but Adam does. I wouldn’t say Neal was good if he was an asswipe.”

“Neal’s ex-FBI,” Adam adds. “Blake’s wife, Kara, who is also ex-FBI, holds him in high opinion. And Candace, so you know what we know, Brody’s ex-Special Forces, and part of a covert operation of badasses.”

Satisfied we have a good team, especially since my father is a warrior himself, I fix Rick in a stare, compelling him to look at me and act on my father’s extraction. When he does, when those blue eyes burn into mine, I say, “No one is an asswipe. I want my father out of there.”

“I know what you want, baby, and so do I, but I also want him out there alive. That’s all this is. Me making sure he gets back to you in one piece.” He doesn’t wait for my understanding. He turns back to the team. “Where are we on the plan?”

“Timing’s our biggest issue,” Smith says. “If the goal here is to take out Tag and his team at the same time, we extract the general the night of the party, we have a couple of factors to discuss. One being the time difference between here and Iraq.”

“I’ll deal with Tag while you’re extracting her father,” Rick says. “We’ve talked about this. It has to be the exact same time.”

“The party is  at eight o’clock Saturday night,” Adam interjects. “Our team will need to hit before dawn. Tag will expect Savage to take out Gabriel at the party.”

“Just to be clear,” Adrian says, “are we killing Tag and Gabriel or just having them arrested? There are some mixed signals going on here.”

Rick flicks him an irritated look. “I’m dealing with Tag. Walker’s staying out of it.”

“We’re in it to win it,” Adam corrects. “All of us, in all things.”

“Walker isn’t going to play in my dirty sandbox,” I say. “That’s my privilege and right.”

“We have morals, man,” Asher snaps. “That doesn’t mean we turn into pussies.” He eyes me. “Sorry, Candace.”

“She’s a military brat,” Smith interjects. “Believe me, she can handle it.”

Adrian moves past my non-existent sensibilities. “Don’t be a selfish prick, Savage. I like a good dirty sandbox. I want to come and play.”

“Tag isn’t a fool,” Adam says. “He knows we’re involved. He found you to pull you into this while you were sitting at a poker table with us.”

“He’s right,” Asher says. “We’re in it and after meeting that prick, I’m all about a second chance to take out the trash.”

“Nope,” Adam says. “Not happening. I’m going with Savage. You, Asher, need to run the tech side of things.” He waves his hand between Adrian and Smith. “You’ll protect Candace who’s, unfortunately, going to be at the party, on Gabriel’s arm.” He points at Adrian. “She needs a monster like you to fight a monster like Gabriel.”

“What the fuck kind of monster are you?” Rick demands.

Adrian’s lips quirk. “The kind who’ll slice and dice Honest Gabe, and never feel remorse.”

Rick points at him. “You just better make sure you’re not the kind to touch her.”

“I’ll shoot him,” I promise, which earns me several barks of laughter, but not from Adrian.

Adrian is looking at Rick. “Not that stupid or that kind of monster, man.”

“Are we in agreement that this is a team effort, Savage?” Rick asks.  “Or are we going outside to fight? Because I can stand up and we can go outside. Or fuck it. We can fight right here.”

Rick gives Adam a deadpan look. “You know what they say about big ass guys like you with tiny feet?”

Adam smirks. “My feet aren’t tiny.”

“But your brains are,” Rick says, pulling the data drive from his pocket and slides it across the table to Asher. “I had an epiphany,” Rick says, as Asher snatches it up. “I hid that at my mother’s grave. It’s loaded with Tag’s business.”

“Which,” Asher concludes, “we now know ties to good ole’ Honest Gabe.” 

“And now you, Asher,” Rick says, “can be a real hero. If you find what we need, and Candace doesn’t have to go to the party, you save at least one life. Because I swear to God if I have to watch Gabriel touch her, I’ll kill him on the spot.” 

I don’t object, not here and now, in front of the Walker team, but the room is a silent crackle of tension. We all know that I have to go to that party. I’m cover for two missions: Rick’s mission to kill Tag and Reynolds’ mission to extract my father. We all know that I have to spend one more night pretending to be another man’s fiancée. There’s no way around it.

And I’m the one who has to shake Rick back to his senses.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Candace

All eyes turn to Asher as he pops the data drive Rick hid at his mother’s  grave into his computer. We’re all staring at him, this blond, tatted up, gorgeous man who looks like a rocker, and hacks like a geek, waiting for him to tell us what he finds, when his cellphone rings. He stops what he’s doing and grabs his phone from the table next to him. “The wifey,” he says, showing us the caller ID that actually says “wifey.” “She worries,” he adds. “Gotta take this.” He punches a key on his phone and speaks through his Bluetooth. “Hey, baby. Yeah, I miss you, too.” He laughs. “Yes. Yes, I know. What if we get a dog to keep you company? And a cat. We have a client that got a dog and a cat.”

The call is sweet.

Rick isn’t having it.

“What the hell?” Rick snaps. “Tell her you love her and you’ll call her back and talk dirty to her later.”

It’s so very Rick Savage, and his relationship with these men really is proving so very brotherly in a way that has me wanting to laugh and cry for him, happy tears, not sad. He needed family and they are family. His confession at the graveyard before Wes showed up comes back to me with a powerful impact that douses my anger. He came back for me. He sat in my driveway. He never gave up on us.

Asher grimaces. “I need to call you back, baby. Savage is being an ass.” He laughs at something his “wifey” says and replies with, “If we talk dirty right now it will really piss him off though. You in?”

“You want to talk dirty, Asher?” Rick taunts. “Because I can come over this table and talk all kinds of dirty to you. In fact, I know a few words that will retract your balls right up to your ass.”

Asher barks out laughter and says, “Gotta go, baby,” before he disconnects and grins at Rick. “I hung up because I like my balls right where they are and you’re freaky enough to actually try to relocate them.”

I laugh and Asher winks at me, before flexes his fingers over his keyboard. “Now. Where were we?” He begins to punch keys and after about two minutes Rick becomes “The Two Minute Man” and loses patience. “Well?” he demands. “What’s on there?”

Asher smirks and casts him a look. “Jesus, man, you really don’t know what’s on your own data drive, do you? You’re like an old man. Remind me never to give you vodka.”

Rick folds his arms in front of that perfect chest of his, feet planted wide. “If you drank as much vodka as I did, you’d forget as soon as I reminded you.”

Rick says things, wild, ridiculous things, but this comment isn’t delivered like a joke. The words are flat. The words are fact. I’m not the only one who notices. The room falls silent, the kind of silence a pin drop could shatter. I can barely perceive of a reality where Rick Savage had to bury his life in booze and I wish I could turn back time, and hold on tighter, the way I plan to hold on now.

“Money can’t buy happiness,” Adrian murmurs. “But it can buy vodka.” He lifts the cup he’s drinking out of. “This cup might have vodka in it. I feel ya, man.”

Rick’s gaze lands hard on Adrian and there is no friendship in his stare. He doesn’t like him and I wonder if that’s because he sees a little too much of himself in the other man for comfort.

“Okay,” Asher says, punching a few keys on his MacBook. “Here’s what we have.” He presses his hands on the table. “It looks like details on ten missions. All domestic. Any idea why you documented and hid these ten missions?”

“I have not one fuck of an idea,” Rick says. “Email me the documents so I can see them on my phone.”

“My job now is to find a way to connect them to Gabriel.” Asher rubs his hands together. “Someone better order room service.”

“I’m in on that,” Adrian chimes in.

“Can you email me as well?” I ask. “Maybe something will ring a bell for me?”

“I don’t want it on your phone or digital imprint,” Rick says, eyeing Asher. “We’ll print it for her.”

From there, there’s a lot of debate over what food to order and by the time room service arrives, Rick and I have moved in closer to the rest of the team and claimed a couple of seats. By the time the food is devoured, I’m reviewing the missions Rick documented, looking for anything that feels familiar. What becomes familiar quickly, is that most of Rick’s missions included someone dying. I knew this, of course. He’s told me. And these missions aren’t just his missions. My father was involved. I also don’t miss the fact that these were carried out on bad actors who intended to hurt our country. Rick had morals. He didn’t kill the little boy, not intentionally, at least. He tried to save him.

I’m on the final mission, a diplomat to a foreign country who was killed along with his security team. I swallow hard. “This one.”

Rick glances at the printed document in my hand and then at me. “Why this one?”

My mind flashes back in time, and then the entire table is staring at me. “I was with Gabriel. The news was on, featuring this story. It pulled his attention from the cigar he’d been lighting at the time and while his expression didn’t change, there was this look in his eyes. I can’t explain it anyway but victorious. So much so that I was going to ask him about it, but his cellphone rang. The call was fast. He didn’t even say hello. Someone said something to him and he disconnected. For some reason, when he hung up, my gut warned me to let it go. Which of course, we all know the reason now. It was self-preservation.

“He ordered the hits,” Rick says. “His name fits the initials on our instructions. This isn’t news.”

“But it’s more substantial than initials on a paper. It’s a mission I know he can be connected to.” I swallow hard. “But there’s more.”

Rick arches a brow, urging me for that “more” without words.

“The next morning, I went to my father’s house, and we were making pancakes. We were standing there at his island laughing when that same news story came on. He paused, listened and then said, “Not many people I wish dead, but that man, good riddance.”

“He wasn’t wrong,” Rick says. “He slaughtered thousands of his own people to silence them. I’m not sure that comment means anything.”

“Except they both reacted to the same story,” I argue. “We know they were both part of this black ops operation. It seems like they both had a reaction that said they were invested. If we can’t prove Gabriel’s involvement, maybe my father can help. He was involved. Maybe he actually has proof he can offer.”

“We know your father didn’t know Gabriel was the head of the black ops operation,” Rick reminds me. “We have enough data to lead us to believe he found out, he wanted you out, and that put him on Gabriel’s hitlist.”

“This list of missions isn’t going to help. My father can help. We just need him back here now.”

“We need a backup plan,” Rick says.

“What am I?” Asher asks. “Chicken feed? Don’t count me out.”

I focus on Rick, on the backup plan. “Because my father might not make it out alive.” The reality of this guts me like literally the idea is a knife cutting me open right here and now.

“Candy, baby—”

“I know he might not make it back,” I say. “I just needed to say it out loud. I need to force myself to be ready for anything. That’s what you don’t get. I deal with things better upfront and with brutal honesty. But damn it, Rick, if I can handle this, you have to handle your reality, too.”

His eyes narrow on me. “Meaning what?”

“We aren’t going to take down Gabriel by the party on Saturday. It won’t happen. And I’m the cover you need to take out Tag and save my father.” I lean in closer. “I’m going to the party. I’m going to be on Gabriel’s arm. And you can survive that with the promise that you get revenge.” I stand up. “And now, I’m going to our room, where we can fight properly and you can save face when you lose said fight.” I glance around the room. “Goodnight, everyone.”

And with that, I walk out of the room.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Savage

Possessiveness rises hard and fast inside me, and mixes with protectiveness and yes, fear. I fear losing Candace and not because she’s angry. Because my enemies want to rip her right from my damn arms. I’m on my feet before she ever exits the dining area. I don’t tell the Walker team to leave. They get it. Candace and I need to be alone.

They stand and start gathering their things.

I’m out of the dining room and on her heels the moment she enters the bedroom. I’m there, right there, behind her, kicking the door shut, and catching her arm, pulling her around to face me. “I don’t want you near Gabriel. I damn sure won’t let him touch you again.”

“And I didn’t want you to leave me but you did what you thought you had to do to protect me. And I’m doing what I need to do to protect you and my father.”

The words bite with plenty of fangs. “Is that how it is? You’re going to throw the past in my face?”

“No, that’s not how it’s going to be, but I’m angry with you, Rick.” She pokes at my chest. “Really angry. I didn’t realize how angry until right here, right this minute.”

“You know—”

“That you regret leaving?” she challenges.

“You know I do.”

“And yet you come up with reasons to leave over and over again. That’s why I’m angry. Every second I fear the next reason will be the final reason.” Her voice vibrates with emotion and I get. I feel it—this need to hold on, to keep holding on.

“Baby, I told you. I’m not going anywhere. Ever again.”

“You’re afraid to be straight with me. You’re afraid to tell me what’s really going on. That fear leads right back to goodbye. The moments add up, Rick. They did before. I notice them, too. I know when you have moments of doubt. I’m not blind like I was in the past.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ten mission. Ten kills. The moment at the table when you knew I knew that. The moment in the car when you were in your head, judging yourself for killing Wes and deciding I must be, too.” I open my mouth to speak, and she holds up a hand. “Judging yourself for making me a target when we both know this is all so much bigger than that now.”

“I told you. I’ve had a taste of you and us together again, baby. I’m too selfish to walk away again.”

“That’s not a denial of those moments, now is it?”

“No. They happened. They aren’t the end of us.”

“God, I wish you could be that selfish person you claim to be now, Rick, but you aren’t. That’s not who you are. That divide that separated us, it’s forming again.”

“Nothing is happening again besides us being together.”

“You didn’t want me to know about Tag’s threat. You didn’t think I could handle it. I’m not stupid. I had a blade to my neck tonight. I know what a manipulator Tag is. He’s using my father as leverage. Why would he not use me? He’s already used me. I can put two and two together.”

“As you pointed out, you had a knife held to your throat tonight, baby. Give me a little credit here for loving you enough to want to give you a moment to breathe before I unload another dump of shit on you.”

“I don’t need a moment to breathe. I need to know the truth. I do better with the truth.”

“I wasn’t lying to you or hiding the truth. I did make the judgment call that throwing that at you minutes after you were attacked or in front of people you barely know wasn’t the right decision.”

“Would you have talked yourself out of telling me?”

“No.”

“Would you hold so much back that you feel like you need to leave and not come back again?”

I drag my hand over her hair, tilting her face to mine. “It’s not the same.”

Her fingers curl on my chest, wrap around the cotton of my shirt. “The only way you know that I can handle who, and what you are, Rick, is by including me.”

“I’m brutally aware of just how clear you are on who and what I am, Candace. You watched me kill a man tonight.”

“I’m not thinking about the monster you killed. You saved my life tonight.”

“You are my life.”

“I can’t be your life if you’re afraid of me.”

“I’m not afraid of you, baby, but can you say the same of me?”

“Yes,” she declares adamantly. “Yes, I can. I’m supposed to be your partner, Rick, the one person who’s supposed to be your safe place. The one person you aren’t afraid to be you with.”

“You are, baby.”

“If that were true you’d trust me and us to stop being afraid. I saw the look on your face tonight after you killed Wes. You thought I was going to judge you.”

“I didn’t just kill him. I enjoyed it.”

Her hand settles on my face. “If he was going to kill you, I’d kill him and I’d enjoy killing him, too. And if I could have made it hurt, I would have. Would you judge me then? Would you call me a monster?”

The dark rush of emotions inside me is anything but sweet and pretty. The roar of need inside me is anything but gentle. I twine her hair around my fingers and drag her mouth to mine. “I’d call you just what I do now: mine. Only mine.”

“I’m not yours until you’re mine, Rick. And you aren’t mine.”

“Oh, I am yours, Candy, baby. You just might not like what that means.”

“Those damn words again. A man afraid of nothing but the woman he’s supposed to love,” she taunts.

“Supposed to love?” I challenge. “What the hell, Candace?”

“Love is trust, Rick. Love. Is. Trust.”

“And that’s the problem, now isn’t it? You don’t trust me to stay, Candace.”

“And you don’t trust me to love you, the real you.” She tries to pull away, but I don’t let her. I walk her right back into my arms because we’re not done. We will never be done. 

 


CHAPTER SIX

Savage

I step into Candace again, removing the space she’s just placed between us, aligning our legs. “You think I don’t trust you?”

“I know you don’t trust me.”

“Then I guess we better fix that problem because I’m here to stay and, baby, we’re going to get old, fat, and boring together whether you like it or not.”

“Old, fat, and boring?” She laughs that sweet musical laugh of hers.

And just that easily, I’m hot and hard, and hungry for her in a way only this woman can make me hungry. My mouth closes down on hers, my hand sliding under her hair to her neck, and when my tongue strokes deep she’s right there with me, all in, kissing the hell out of me. The anger that had sparked between us minutes before fades away, but her promise that she’s not mine, not yet, does not. It burns in my mind, taunting me, even as need burns in my body.

I catch the hem of her T-shirt and pull it over her head. Her bra follows and with her prodding my shirt is off by the time I’ve turned her back to my front. I cup her perfectly perky breasts, flicking her nipples, my lips at her ear as I vow, “You are mine, Candace.” An image of Gabriel touching her has my voice roughening as I say, “Just mine.” I don’t give her time to argue or bring up Gabriel and that damn party Saturday night. Fuck Gabriel and that party.

I turn her around to face me again and go down on my knee. My fingers work her jeans, hands sliding under the soft denim to her softer skin, my eyes lifting to her eyes. “Mine,” I murmur, not giving a damn how caveman I sound, my lips caress her belly where she trembles under the press of my mouth and tongue.

Her teeth scrape her bottom lip, and I swear my damn cock twitches. I want to lay her down and fuck her. I want to be inside her. I want and want and fucking want with Candace, but there is so damn much more than just sex in this room, between us. There has always been more to us than sex. From the moment I met Candace, she was under my skin. From the moment I met her, she was a part of me.

That bond we share pulses in the air, but somehow as real and right as it is, she still doesn’t know I’m in this forever. Hell, I’d propose all over again, right now, but I won’t give her the chance to call it in the heat of the moment. And I need a ring. A ring worthy of her waiting on me for all these years. A better ring than dickface Gabriel gave her.

I drag her pants down her legs, taking her panties with me. She leans into me and catching her slender waist with my arm, I lift her, fully undressing her. I toss her clothes and shoes, settling her on her feet. She stands there in front of me, naked, and some might say vulnerable, her hands on my shoulders, no attempt to hide or shy away from me. I have one of those moments she was talking about. She’s pissed. She’s scared. She’s nursing a broken heart. All of these things are true, but she inherently trusts me, even as her mind cautions her to protect herself. And after everything that’s evolved between us, that’s a hell of a lot of love.

She loves me.

I push to my feet and cup her face. “You asked me why I came back now and I told you that was the wrong question. We never finished that conversation.”

“And I asked what the right question to ask was.”

“Why didn’t I come back sooner? That’s the right question.”

“Why didn’t you come back sooner, Rick?”

“After that first brutal mission gone wrong, I hated what I’d done. And then I hated how much easier it got to keep on killing.”

“Why didn’t you come back sooner?” she asks again.

“It was easier to have you hate me for not coming back than to hate me for who I’d become.”

“I don’t hate you at all. I never hated you. I worried about you. I missed you. I really missed you. I hurt without you. You hurt me.”

“I’m not going to hurt you ever again, never again. And to be clear: you’re stuck with me. The only way I leave is if you tell me you want me to leave.”

She wraps her arms around me, her soft curves pressed to my body. “I want to grow old and boring with you, too, Rick Savage.”

“Not fat?” I tease.

She smiles. “Not fat. I like your muscles too much.”

I laugh but the light moment burns instantly hot, and I’m not sure if it’s her or me that moves, but our mouths collide, desperate and hungry—a wild turbulent hiss of lust and love, unleashed. Her hands on my body. My hands sure as fuck on her body. She strokes the hard line of my cock and tugs at my zipper. I cup her sweet little backside and lift her, settling her down on the mattress, and tugging her to the edge.

I’m back on my knees in front of her where I intend to place my mouth and tongue in that sweet spot between her legs. I never get the chance. She sits up, wrapping her arms around me, her puckered nipples between us, her lips finding my lips. Her tongue lances past my teeth, and caresses. I meet that caress with a deeper stroke that ends with a scrape of my teeth. I squeeze her backside and pull her closer, the fingers of my free hand settled into the slick heat between her open thighs, she whimpers into my mouth.

That whimper is my undoing more times than not this time, not until I’ve become the undoing of her. My fingers sink inside her, and now she’s panting, murmuring “Rick” all soft and sweet. 

“I never let anyone else call me Rick.” I tangle my fingers into her hair and drag her gaze to mine. “No one.”

She inches back and stares at me, understanding in her eyes. I fucked around but no one else was ever worthy of knowing my first name. “No one?” she asks tentatively.

“No one, baby.” I devour her mouth, savoring the taste of her surrender that I don’t deserve, but I’ll change that. I’ll spend a damn lifetime changing that. My thumb works her clit, lips parting with her pant. I watch her lashes lower and it only takes a few pumps of my fingers, and caress of her swollen nub before she whimpers with an arch of her hips, grabbing my arm. “I—I—” She quakes against my hand and around my fingers.

I lick her bottom lip and ease her through the spasms, my fingers caressing deep and long, and then slow and slower yet. She grabs my shoulders, limp for a moment before she brings her lips to mine. “I need a lot of things with you, Rick. Right now, I need you inside me.”

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

Savage

Me and my cock really want Candace riding us right now, but I’m not trying to make this all about me. It’s about her, and her pleasure. Okay, it’s also about me. Her pleasure is still a whole lot of my pleasure. “I want you on my tongue right now.”

She reaches for my pants once again. “I want to be on your cock right now.”

I laugh, a good laugh, the kind of laugh I’ve never been able to share with anyone while fucking but Candace. The kind of laughing and joking that does nothing to diminish the intensity between us. “Does this mean you want to be on top?”

She nips my lips this time. “You’ll have to get undressed to find out, now won’t you?”

“Hmmm.”

“Rick, damn it. I need—”

My mouth finds hers, and we’re all kinds of wild that turns into me naked with her now, and when I sit down on the bed, she’s standing in front of me. I pull her to my lap, and in a hell yeah moment, my arm catches her waist, and she’s got my cock in her hand, guiding me into all that wet, tight heat between those beautiful thighs. Nice and slow, she’s sliding down the length of me until she’s settling all sweet and right, against my hips.

“Do you miss my tongue?” I ask, cupping her pretty little ass, and rocking my hips.

“Only because you’re not kissing me,” she murmurs breathlessly and damn I really love it when she’s breathless.

I catch her head and pull her mouth close. “A kiss for now but my tongue has other ideas for you and soon.”

She leans into me, claiming my mouth, and I don’t deny either of us the adrenaline rush of the kiss that follows. I squeeze her backside and give her a hard smack, just the way she likes it. She yelps and bites my lip, a hard pinch that turns me the fuck on. I catch those long silky strands of her hair and give them just enough of a pull for her to feel it. We’re back to that wild push and pull between us, and she rocks into me with a hard shove. She wants me on my back. It would be easy to place her on her back or her stomach. To take her, to touch her, to turn her inside out, but I don’t do any of those things. I give her what she wants, me on my back, her in control. Because this really is about what she wants and needs. And tonight, she needs control. I think she needs it often with me, at least right now. At least until she’s over the way I took that control by leaving. I don’t revel in the way I’m going to be forced to take her control again tomorrow when we battle over the party.

I’m barely pressed to the mattress, and she’s straddling me, beautiful as hell on top of me; her long silky hair wild around her shoulders, strands teasing her perky pink nipples. Her lips roughed up from my kisses, eyes heavy with desire. It’s all I can do not to turn her over, and hold onto her, capture her beneath me. She leans over me and into me, kissing me and my hand flattens on her lower back, pressing her hips into my hips. She arches into me, sways and strokes my cock, left and right, up and down. And when she sits up, riding me with abandon, it’s not me that owns her—it’s her that owns me. Watching her, feeling her, is fire and adrenaline. Both of which magnify by ten when she leans forward again and gives me this sultry, I’m-so-damn-in-lust-and-love-with-you look, that every man should want to experience.

Now, I roll her over. I can’t fucking help it. I pin her arms over her head and I press my cheek to her cheek, my lips at her ear. “I am so damn in love with you, woman.”

“Prove it,” she challenges her breath warm on my lips.

There’s something hidden in that challenge, something dark and emotional that has me withdrawing just enough to study her face. “How?”

“Trust me. Really trust me.”

My lips lower to her lips, my breath a warm hiss on her lips as I say, “I wouldn’t be here now, if that wasn’t where I am and where we are, Candace. Done, but you have to give what you get.”

“Done,” she whispers.

We’re still there, naked, bodies connected intimately lingering in those next few seconds that feel like minutes before we’re drinking each other in with our hands and mouths. Until she bucks beneath me and I thrust into her, and somehow our bodies are a sultry sway and a dirty grind, all at once. I don’t know when I release her hands, or how her arms wrap my neck but when she cries out my name and whimpers, I’m lost in her— in her soft sounds, in her trembling body, in her taste and smell. I shudder, hard and far too fast, with my release.

A long time later, I pull a blanket over our naked bodies and Candace snuggles close to me. We don’t talk. We just lay there, holding each other. Almost as if we both know there’s a battle we still have to fight, one about the other man in her life, the one she’s engaged to, who isn’t me.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Candace

I wake to the light of a new day peeking through a crack in the hotel blinds, cool air conditioning chilling the room, and Rick’s big, warm body cradling mine from behind. My lashes lower in a savoring moment as I snuggle in just a little closer to him. Still asleep, he instinctively reacts by folding me into him, nuzzling my neck. It’s surreal. This is surreal. Just weeks ago, I didn’t believe I’d ever see Rick again, let alone, wake to him, and yet, I am, and we are very much back together. And for that reason, I promised him that I’d trust him, and I’m going to give him that trust.

The shadows of sleep dance in my mind, decorated with rose petals and memories. I’m suddenly, or perhaps not so suddenly, faded into sleep and that past, reliving one of the best nights of my life.

After a night of dancing and naughtiness in the loft above our favorite country bar, which still has me blushing, Rick pulls his truck into the garage and kills the engine. “Don’t move, baby,” he orders. “I have a surprise for you.”

I laugh. “Sneaking into that loft is all I can handle tonight.”

“We both know that’s not true.” He winks and kisses me. “Stay here or I’ll be forced to spank you right here in the truck because the surprise is inside.”

“You’re bad.”

He wiggles an eyebrow. “You know it, baby, more than anyone.”

He slides out of the truck and shuts me inside. I laugh and peek over the dash, enjoying the view of his nice tight ass that looks just as good in scrubs as it does in tonight’s faded jeans. He enters the house, and curiosity is killing me for obvious reasons. With Rick Savage, there is no telling what comes next, and I love it. I love the way he makes me live life, the way he breathes excitement into every second of every day, yet somehow calms me at the same time.

Rick enters the house, our house now for nearly four of the six months we’ve known each other, and I count the seconds that turn into a few minutes, until his return. Finally, he exits the house, holding something in his hand that I can’t quite make out.

Eager to find out what he’s up to I watch him round the truck and open the passenger door to retrieve me. “Madam,” he says, offering me his big, strong, surgically-gifted hand. The very hands that saved the life of a little boy and his parents just last night, but there is so much more to him than just the surgeon. He’s complicated. He’s damaged. I’ve seen the ways his father contributes to just how damaged. And yet when he’s with me, especially here at home, he relaxes into the moment. I watch it happen, often.

“Sir,” I say formally, playing along with his game, as I press my palm to his, and he guides me across the seat. A second later, he catches my waist and lifts me out of the truck with such ease you’d think I was a feather. I do like his muscles. I sway slightly with the influence of my one Tequila Sunrise which proves I’m truly a lightweight, but Rick had only one beer. I think he’s always afraid he’ll be called out on an emergency even when he’s not on call. Or maybe he’s just afraid of becoming his father.

He catches my hips from behind. “Easy, baby,” he murmurs, nibbling my neck and sending a delicious rush of goosebumps down my spine. “I got you. Always.”

Always.

That word.

He’s used it often lately.

“I hope so,” I whisper, and maybe it’s the Tequila Sunrise, but right now, I have this fear pinching my chest—fear of loving him this much and losing him. But then, I’m an army brat who lost my mother to war. Rick is still a surgeon, but he’s also a more than willing soldier.

He shuts the truck door and guides me forward, smiling one of his sexy mischievous smiles. He catches my fingers and backs up. “What are you up to?”

“Wait and see.”

He stops with the kitchen door at his back and holds up a blindfold. “Turn around.”

My eyes widen. “What are you up to?” I repeat.

He turns me and steps into me. “You’re just going to have to trust me. I promise I’ll only lick in those special spots.”

Laughter erupts from my throat and I let him place the blindfold over my eyes. “You’re dirty.”

“Just the way you like me.” He turns me to face him and I can feel him watching me.

“You’re staring at me.”

He strokes a finger over my cheek. “I am. Because you’re just so damn beautiful.” His voice is rough, almost guttural.

Emotion washes over me—my emotion, his emotion. “Rick,” I whisper.

His lips press to my lips, a simple kiss, lips to lips and nothing more, that is somehow so much more. It’s fire, it’s passion, it’s love. A kiss that savors. A kiss that lingers when his mouth parts mine, and he claims my hand. “Come,” he murmurs, and before I know his intent, he’s lifted me and set me inside the house.

I laugh as he sets me on my feet, and then he captures my hand again, much like he captured my heart at that coffee bar when we met. I just didn’t know it then, but I do now. This started with hello, actually I’m pretty sure it was something more forceful than hello considering he’d blocked my car in with his truck.

Rick leads me forward, his arm around me to protect me from bumping into furniture or walls which I most certainly would without his aid. My body is pretty much all about how good he feels, but my mind tries to place where we are. My nostrils flare with a hint of a woodsy masculine scent that is all Rick and our bedroom. I love that about our bedroom. Rick halts our path to a stop, and he steps behind me, his breath a hot tickle on my neck. “Ready?”

I smile. “Yes. Very ready.”

He pulls off the blindfold I blink at the bed that is dusted with rose petals. A dozen roses sit on each nightstand and in the center sits a tray that holds two giant pieces of our favorite chocolate and a bottle of champagne. My heart swells with the effort he’s put into romancing me and I rotate as Rick goes down on a knee.

My heart starts to thunder in my chest. “What are you doing?” It’s a stupid question considering everything, especially the velvet box in his hand.

“I can’t imagine a happy day on this earth without you, Candy, baby. Will you marry me?”

He flips open the box to a gorgeous diamond and sapphire ring and tears streak my cheeks and the word, “Yes,” is all I can manage before he’s on his feet, kissing me.

I blink awake with a smile on my lips and the sound of thunder outside the hotel window, the room darker now. The air conditioner blowing even colder, too. Rick’s arm is heavy and protective around my body like he’ afraid of losing me. I don’t want to think about that fear. I just want to sleep a few more minutes. I just want to be back in that perfect night when Rick proposed. But that’s not where my mind goes. My mind decides to take me to hell instead. 

 


CHAPTER NINE

Candace

The haze of sleep becomes a deep dark tunnel that travels right to the graveyard where Rick’s mother is buried. I grab Rick’s hand, trying to pull away from the nightmare but it’s too late I’m there, living the night all over again. 

The night is upon us, the graveyard dimly lit, shadowed by storm clouds hovering in the deep abyss of the night. Rick’s kneeling beside his mother’s grave, and I angle the flashlight toward his hands where he wields a blade to dig for the secrets he believes he left here at his mother’s grave, under her protection. I have a fleeting moment of appreciation for his skill, for the ease at which he handles that blade as if it’s an extension of his body, a part of him. I know he can kill with those hands, I do, but perhaps that’s part of his appeal, part of his mesmerizing gigantic presence—the real power of this man is how easily he can give and take lives. Rick’s cellphone rings and an odd prickling at my neck has me glancing over my shoulder, the wind blowing my brown hair across my face. 

Drawing a calming breath, I refocus on Rick, a deep, almost foreboding rumble of thunder sounding loud nearby, low echoes vibrating through the sky in its aftermath. Rick disconnects his call and I glance upward, a drop of icy rain plopping onto my nose. It’s then, that the prickling sensation explodes into a warning. I try to turn but someone grabs me from behind. I reach for the powerful arm now shackling my waist, and the flashlight crashes to the ground. I think I call out. I’m not sure I do. My heart is racing, my adrenaline pumping too hard and fast. That’s when the cold steel blade presses to the delicate skin of my neck and I go still. Instantly, I know, I just know who my captor is, without ever seeing his face. This is Wes, and Rick killed his wife, by slicing her throat. He’s going to slice my throat, poetic justice, no doubt, in his mind. Rick straightens, turning toward us, his face chiseled in stone, but he’s not looking at me. He’s looking behind me at Wes and that blade he’d been using to dig is in his hand. I open my mouth to tell him I love him but I never get the chance. Suddenly his hand moves, and there’s a flash of steel. I barely know what’s happened, that he’s thrown the knife when Wes’s grip falls away, and I stumble forward onto my hands and knees. Heart thundering against my breastbone, still on the grass, I rotate to watch Rick straddle him, and shove the blade into his body. 

I wake to a gasp, sitting up and clutching the sheet to my chest, adrenaline surging through me as if I was back at the graveyard. Rick is immediately sitting beside me, his strong arms wrapping my body. “Easy, baby. Easy. It was a nightmare.”

Struggling to control my breathing I twist to face him. “You didn’t even hesitate to throw that knife.”

His lashes lower, and he looks skyward before his eyes meet mine. “If I had you’d be dead instead of him.”

 I rotate to face him, still chilled from the nightmare, still sheltering under the blanket. “I know that. I do. Do you know that right before Wes showed up, you were digging, and I was mesmerized by your hands? And you know what I thought?” I don’t give him time to reply. “I thought that your true power, that magic that makes you bigger than life, is your ability to give and take lives. And yet, Rick, you choose to save them over and over. That’s what happened last night. You took a life and you saved mine.”

“Don’t make me a hero, baby. That sets us both up for failure.”

“I need you to know that I see you, all of you. I see you, Rick. Really see you. I can handle the truth, whatever it is. I’m in this thing called ‘life’ with you. And I can handle what happened to me and us last night. I can handle how you kill because I know you don’t do it for sport. Trust me.”

“Baby—”

My hand goes to his cheek, the rasp of his two-day beard rough on my fingers. “Trust me.”

“I thought we had this conversation last night?”

“But we didn’t really have it, now did we? We didn’t go deep. We didn’t get past barriers. Do you know what I dreamed of last night?”

His brow furrows. “That—I killed Wes.” 

“I dreamt that you saved me, Rick. Stop seeing everything through cracked lenses. And don’t tell me I see you through rose-colored glasses. You can kill but you are not a killer. Those are two different things.” 

He inhales sharply and then to my shock, he throws away the blanket and stands up, straightening to his towering six foot five inches, his hard, naked body, knotted and tense. Without another word, he walks into the bathroom, but he doesn’t shut the door. The shower comes on and I have a flashback to another night, when his first patient had died on the table, with no fault of his. He’d gone to a hot shower and some part of me had felt it was to wash away the tears he didn’t feel he could afford, emotions he felt were dangerous in an operating room. 

I give him a few minutes, as I did then, five, but not quite ten. Then and only then, I stand up and walk into the bathroom to find him just as I had that night, sitting on the floor of the shower. I don’t even hesitate. I walk to the shower, open the door, and step inside. His head is back against the wall, his eyes shut, and he doesn’t look at me. I go down to the floor with him, slide between his legs, my hands on his knees. 

His head lifts, torment in his eyes. “What if I am a killer, Candace?”

That question tells me why I had that nightmare. It was my mind telling me how tormented Rick is over his past. It was my mind warning me that no matter what promises we’ve made to each other, his torment was, is, still a cross we must bear together. “Then I’m in love with a killer, but you’re not a killer.”

“You have no idea how many people I’ve killed.”

“I have a good idea.”

“You saw ten missions, Candace. I ran thousands.”

“I’m aware of that fact. I can do the math but what good does that do either of us?”

“It became who I was. It became all I was. Killing. It was a part of me.”

“It was your job.”

“It was a part of me,” he counters.

“You’re a part of me, Rick.”

I’ve barely spoken the words, and he’s pulling me into his lap. I settle on top of him, my legs straddling his hips, his hand sliding under my hair to my neck. His lips a breath from my lips. “You are a part of me, too. The good part of me.” His mouth closes down on mine, and he drinks me in, consumes me, owns me with that kiss. That’s the thing about Rick Savage. He consumes me inside and out, and while yes, it’s terrifying to have any one human have that much power over you, it’s also the best damn feeling I’ve ever known. 

What follows is slow and sensual. Intense and raw. The way we touch. The way we both moan when he anchors me and lifts me and I slide down the hard length of his erection. The way our bodies move. The way we touch and kiss. 

A long time later, we stand under the shower, and suds each other up, but we don’t speak, not with words. There’s a shift between us, a renewed intimacy. I can almost feel our bond secure, the locks that once bound us together, unite and settle into perfect, snug closure once again. I don’t know why, despite every talk we’ve had prior to this one, we needed what erupted between us this morning, but we did. In the aftermath, we’re closer for it. Stronger for it. It’s a good thing too because we have battles ahead of us. Starting with Saturday night. The night of my father’s extraction. The night Rick faces off with Tag. The last night I have to pretend to be Honest Gabe’s future wife.

 


CHAPTER TEN

Savage

Coffee, Candace and a hotel room.

It’s not Coffee, Candace, and home, but it’s a damn good second. We spend the hour after our shower, with both of us half-naked, sipping coffee and sharing a bathroom. Once she’s dressed in a black sweater and a snug pair of black jeans that hug her ass almost as well as I do, I’m left shirtless and in need of a shave. 

For the first time in years, Candace sits down on the counter in front of me and lathers up my face. “Let’s see if I remember how to do this,” she teases, foaming me up, and I don’t miss the way her fingers linger over the scar on my face. 

I catch her hand and kiss it. “It makes me more human,” I say solemnly. “It reminds me there are those you kill and those you save.”

“And that, Rick Savage, makes that scar dangerously sexy.”

“And therefore, you want to lick me all over.”

 “Actually,” she says, “I do. If you survive this shave.” She holds up the razor. “Let’s test my skills. Like I said, I’m out of practice.” 

She reaches for my face and I catch her wrist. “Because you never did this for Gabriel.”

She snorts. “He didn’t trust me with a blade.”

“Actually,” I say. “I don’t remember you being all that good with a blade.”

Her green eyes twinkle with mischief. “But you, Rick, loved to live dangerously then and now.”

I ease in close and nuzzle her neck, that natural scent of hers, mixed with the floral shampoo I’d grabbed from her shower, a heady mix that stirs memories in me, so damn many memories. “God, woman,” I murmur, leaning back to stare down at her, my gaze lingering on her recently glossed lips, before they lift. “If I kiss you right now—”

She presses her mouth to mine and hell yeah, I’ll take that invitation. I hold her close and kiss the hell out of her and when it’s done, she’s covered in shaving cream, and we’re both laughing. “Now I have to redo my make up,” she chides, and when I cup her backside, lifting her with the intent of carrying her straight to the bed, her long, perfect legs wrap around my waist. My damn cellphone rings and a second later, so does hers.

 “Crap,” Candace murmurs. “What if that’s Gabriel and what if your team is warning us he’s up to something? I’m not home. I told him I’d be home.” 

Sighing, I set her down, while silently cursing the power that dweeb of a man still has over her and us. She twists away from me and hurries into the bedroom where her phone is buzzing. 

I scowl at the idea of her talking to that man and grab my phone from my pocket, to find Adam calling. “We’ve got shit to talk about. Unless you’re naked—spare me that shit—come to the door.”

“Do you have anything to tell me about Gabriel calling Candace as we speak?”

“No, but from your foul tone I’m sure we’ll discuss it soon.”

“Let yourself in.” I hang up and turn around to find Candace in the doorway, my shaving cream still on her face and mine, as well.

“It was him and now he’s texting me. Did you know what it’s about?”

“No,” I say. “The call wasn’t about that little pussy Gabriel.”

“Rick,” she hisses, a chide in my name. “What am I going to say about not being home?”

I grab a towel and wipe my face, and then cross to stand in front of her to do the same.

“Tell him you stayed with your friend again last night.”

“I told him I was going home.” Her voice is urgent, panicked. 

“Baby, relax.”

“I’m not going to relax. And we can’t keep pretending tomorrow night isn’t happening. I know you don’t want me to go to this party with him, but I’m going. You need the cover to kill Tag and your team needs the cover to extract my father. I’m going. The end.”

I need the cover to kill Tag. 

I haven’t actually told her I was going to kill Tag. Or hell, maybe I did. Maybe that’s how loose I’m becoming with her about me and my perpetual killing sprees. “Will Linda cover for you?”

“She hates Gabriel and wants you and I back together. Yes. She will, but what if he’s watching her house? And I told him I was feeling better and headed home.” 

“Tell him that you forgot something at her house and you two started watching a movie and it got so late you were just not up to driving home.”

She swallows hard. “Right.” Her fingers drag through her hair. “I’m not thinking straight but what if he’s watching her house?”

“That possibility is exactly why I don’t want you at the party, but for now, assume he’s not.” 

 Her cellphone rings again and she glances down. “It’s a client. I’m neglecting my work, but I can’t talk to him right now.” She declines the call.

 I cup her face. “Relax, baby,” I say again. “I got you and I got this.”

“Tomorrow night’s important Rick. It’s the night that delivers you and my father back to me.”

The tremble in her voice, the heartache in her eyes, guts me. I did this to her. I left her. I let Gabriel come into her life. “Baby, I’m already here. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Killing Tag and his men is dangerous. I don’t want Gabriel to touch me. You know this. God, I know you know this. I don’t want to pretend to love him. But one night, two hours really, in a public place with that man, is a small price to pay to have you and my father with me for the rest of my life.”

And one night could strip her away from me forever, but this isn’t a battle we can fight right this moment. “Let’s do this,” I suggest. “We’ll plan out how to make tomorrow go well, together, after you call him back. Buy us time. Tell him you still feel under the weather.”

“Rick—”

I kiss her. “Do this for me, baby. Leave it open-ended and then we’ll talk. Okay?”

Her cellphone starts ringing again, and she glances at the number. “It’s him.”

“Take it.” The door to the hotel room opens and before she can react, I say, “It’s our people. I told them to come on in.”

“Our people,” she whispers.

I stroke her hair. “Our people, baby. Answer the call.”

She inhales and punches the answer button. “Hi,” she says sweetly, so damn sweetly that I have to turn away from her. I cannot stand the fucking idea of her talking all lovey-dovey to that unworthy limp dick bastard. I press my hands to the bathroom counter, lowering my chin to my chest. She’s right. Tag is dangerous, but then so am I. And Tag’s no fool. He wasn’t wrong about me wanting to kill Gabriel. I do. I’d really enjoy killing him and if our team doesn’t find a way to put him behind bars, I will—with a fucking smile on my face.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Candace

I’m not capable of looking at Rick and talking to Gabriel. I’m just not. I turn away from the bathroom and walk toward the bed, “It’s hard to reach you these days,” Gabriel says, accusation lancing his words.

“I can say the same of you most days,” I comment tartly and then because a play to his ego is always a good play, I add, “And I suspect that will be true a whole lot more often after you become president.”

He sighs. “That will be the day. A great day, don’t you think?” He doesn’t wait for my reply. How did I not notice how often he simply dismisses me?

“How are you feeling?” he asks, a question that might seem to some, as if he cares. Actually, he does. About how me being sick affects him Saturday night.

“The sickness comes and goes. I went to Linda’s last night to grab something I forgot and had another bout of sickness, so I just stayed. And we watched Pretty Woman which you won’t watch with me.”

“Oh well hell, thank Linda for saving me.” And thank God, he moves on, seemingly satisfied by my comments. “Do I need to send a stylist to help you with a dress?” he asks. 

 “No,” I say quickly. “I’m going to go shop today. I want to pick something that feels like me.”

“What happens if you have another bout of sickness?” Again, he doesn’t wait for my reply. “No. I think I should just send a stylist. Then you can rest until tomorrow night. Can you be home by three?”

In other words, he’s already set this up. I glance at the clock that reads ten. “Yes. Of course.”

“I put in a tentative call and the stylist said she could come to you then. At the mansion. You can just stay there tonight.”

“No,” I snap. “No, I’m going to be home tonight. I don’t want other people around me and I don’t want to spread germs you might catch. Pick me up at my place for the party.”

 “Do you have a fever?”

“Not right now. It too comes and goes.”

“Then you’re right. Stay at your place.” In other words, don’t spread my germs all over his things. “But,” he adds, “I’m sending a doctor to your house as well. Be home at three.”

“That’s really not necessary.”

“It most definitely is necessary. End of topic and back to the party. My tie will be flag-blue. I told the stylist you need a dress that’s either blue or red. We need to start showing how patriotic we are. And I met with the head of my big investment group. After this event, we’ll need to step up our public appearances.”

After this event I’ll be gone, I think. Forever. I just hope that doesn’t mean I’m dead. “Anything I can do to support you,” I say, “you know I will.”

“And you, my sweetness, will be the most stunning first lady to ever grace the White House.”

He’s never called me sweetness before. I wonder if some focus group told him it would be adorable to leak to the press, or he forgot he was talking to me, not his campaign manager, otherwise known as his mistress. 

 “I’m thinking that you,” he continues, “as the first lady, could design a memorial that becomes iconic.”

There’s a time when I’d be thrilled and honored at such a prospect. Today, all I manage is a weak, “It’s all very exciting.” 

“It is. Call me when you pick your dress and after you see the doctor. I love you. Get some rest.” He hangs up without forcing me to repeat those dreaded “I love you” words that I’m pretty sure would have caused Rick to lose his shit. I rotate toward the bathroom and find him standing in the archway, one muscular shoulder pressed to the frame, a snug black T-shirt now stretched across his broad, perfect chest. He doesn’t move but his eyes, those deep sea-blue eyes, are fixed on me. 

“I told him I’d be at the house at three to meet with a stylist, and he’s sending a doctor to me. He wanted me to stay at the mansion tonight but I insisted I go to my house. Wes is dead now, so I assumed it was safe for me to go there.” 

He doesn’t speak, his expression unreadable but the lines of his hard body are taut, his jaw still shadowed with stubble, set hard. He pushes off the doorframe and slowly saunters toward me, a panther on the prowl, a predator, in that moment he’s a predator. He’s lethal. He’s a killer, at least a part of him is, but I don’t care. And as crazy as it might seem to someone else, I want him insanely right now. He stops in front of me, but he doesn’t touch me. Goosebumps lift on my skin. I want him to touch me. “I hate you with him,” he says, his voice a low, rough rasp. 

“Me, too,” I whisper, stepping into him, my hand settling on his chest, the thunder of his heart beneath my palm proof that Gabriel’s very existence affects him. I spent years thinking that he didn’t love me. Years believing he never looked back. I was wrong, so very wrong. 

“I want you and me, Rick. I want that very much, but we have to do what we have to do to end this. Let me go to the party. By the time it’s over with, Tag will be gone and so will we. I’ll be on a plane with you to New York.”

 He catches my waist and pulls me to him, pressing his forehead to mine. “I can’t promise not to kill him.”

“I know,” I say, and my hand settles on his cheek, over the scar he’d gotten that night he killed Wes’s wife, but ultimately that scar exists because my father convinced him to join the black ops team. I’m not sure what to do with that information. 

Rick eases back to study me, his expression probing. “I’m not talking about Tag. I’m talking about Gabriel. If he lays the wrong hand on you, I will kill him.”

“You’ll be too busy killing Tag.”

“If you’re trying to convince me you should be at that party, you’re failing.”

“I’ll be protected,” I remind him. “And the party is high profile. There will be plenty of security present. I need to help you, Rick, and I need my father. If I don’t show up at that party, Tag will know something is up and that puts you and my father at risk.”

He looks skyward, seeming to struggle a moment before he fixes me in a turbulent stare. “You do not leave that party with him. And I mean you do not leave that party with him. I don’t care if you have to make a scene. Do you understand?”

Cotton forms in my throat. I swallow hard. “You’re afraid he’s already decided to kill me.”

“He and Pocher already decided that you’re disposable should you become a problem. We didn’t hear them make the definitive decision to get rid of you, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t made.”

My heart swishes in my ears and begins to thunder while the cotton in my throat grows more dense. I can hardly breathe. I didn’t love Gabriel, but when I met him, I thought he was a good man. I didn’t expect him to turn out to be a man who planned a hit on my life. No one can expect such things. 

Rick’s hands come down on my arms. “Candy,” he says, softly, and I stare at him, this man who owns my heart and soul, this man who calls himself a killer. And yes, he is, but he’s not a monster. Gabriel is a monster. 

“I need to hear you say it, baby,” he urges.

 “I won’t leave with him. I promise. No matter what it takes.”

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Savage

Candace fixes her face while I stand at the window of the hotel bedroom, contemplating going all caveman and shit on her. I could put her on a damn plane and send her to New York. The only reason I don’t is Pocher who lives in North Hampton. He’s a bad news dude, a powerful man with the resources of the Society, which is basically the backdoor government, Washington’s underground. Which is why I need Kane Mendez. He doesn’t just legitimately own the oil industry, and buckets of cash, he’s connected to a drug cartel. And he and that cartel, hate Pocher. Kane Mendez might be dirty, but he’s the kind of dirty we need. 

Minutes later, Candace and I enter the dining room to find Asher, Smith, and Adam at work on laptops. They also have donuts and coffee. I drag Candace to a seat next to the donuts, which places me across from Adam and Candace across from Smith. They have coffee. We’ll fight them for it if necessary. “Where the hell is that dipwad, Adrian?” I ask, opening the donut box.

Adam smirks. “He loves you, too, you know?” 

“Of course, he does,” I say. “I’m just so damn lovable. A teddy bear with a gun. Everyone likes to play with a teddy bear with a gun.” 

“And bad jokes,” Smith snipes.

I snort. “Says a guy who wouldn’t know a joke, if it came up, bent him over, and spanked his butt cheeks red.”

“He’s not a dipwad,” Candace says, claiming two coffee cups and setting one in front of me, while I claim an éclair and offer her one, which she happily accepts and sets on a plate. She loves the shit out of éclairs. 

“Adrian or Smith?” I ask while she grabs my éclair that is now on the table and sets it on a plate.

“That’s wasted effort,” I say, picking up the éclair and taking a bite. 

“Neither are dipwads,” she says. “What is your problem with Adrian, really?” 

“Gut feeling,” I motion to my gut with my donut. “Just don’t like him.”

“The dipwad,” Asher says, from his spot at the end of the table, “is scouting Candace’s house. We heard the call between her and Gabriel.”

“I don’t like him sending her a doctor,” Smith adds, standing to reach directly across the table to hand me the thermal pot of coffee. I take it and fill both cups, before setting down the pot and handing Candace the creamer. “For all we know the doctor could—” he glances at Candace and then me. “I don’t like it.”

“Kill me?” Candace challenges. “I’m okay with you just saying what you have to say. So how do I get out of this?” She pours creamer into my cup, keep on keepin’ on, despite the new threat to her life. 

 “We make sure Gabriel’s ‘doctor’ never gets to you,” I say, taking another bite of my éclair. 

“But how?” Candace asks. “He was adamant. I don’t even think it’s to catch me in a lie. He’s a germaphobe.”

“I could just kill him,” I say flippantly, between bites and with a scowl at her untouched éclair. “Eat, baby. You have to be starving.” 

She picks up her éclair. “Perhaps just surgically remove his hand?”

“I do need to keep up my skills.” I grin.

She does, too, not the least bit rattled by this conversation. Fuck, I love her.

“I was tapped in for the call between Gabriel and the doctor,” Smith says, removing an earpiece. “That person, a Dr. Moore, is registered with the medical board and nearing retirement. He does house calls for five hundred dollars a visit.”

Adam eyes me and arches a brow. I eye Asher. “See if you can connect him to Pocher.” I glance at Candace. “I’ll be there in the closet, ready to operate, and not on you, baby, though we can play operation as soon as we get to New York.”

 “You in the closet,” Smith jibes and then snorts. 

“You being there would be good,” she agrees, ignoring him. 

That easy confirmation proves one thing to me. She’s not showboating by going to that party. She really feels it’s necessary. Unfortunately, I don’t disagree. The only way to keep her away from Gabriel is to get rid of him. “Where are we on connecting Gabriel to my missions?” I ask. 

“I called Blake,” Asher says. “I can’t get to anything that exposes him. We’re talking about hacking CIA-level data and Blake is our man.”

I wave my éclair in his direction. “I thought he was hunting a serial killer?”

“He’s making time for us anyway,” Asher confirms. “And in other developments, he was able to get a hold of Aaron. He’s meeting us in New York.” 

At the mention of our new Walker recruit, I set down my donut. “Did you see me set my donut down?” I ask. “I don’t set my donut down, but I’m doing it now for a reason. I’ve lost my appetite. If Honest Gabe doesn’t justify my hate for the fucking CIA, I don’t know what does.” 

“We’ve had this conversation,” Adam says. “He’s one of us now.”

“He is,” Smith agrees. “I hate that bastard, but that’s personal. I still let him watch my back.”

Adam shoots him a scathing look. “Smith got all bug-eyed over Aaron’s woman, but she was always Aaron’s.” He eyes Candace. “In case we haven’t shared this with you before now, the CIA tried to kill Aaron and his wife, who wasn’t his wife at the time. After framing him for treason. Believe me. Aaron is lethal in all the right ways.” His attention shifts back to me. “If anyone will understand your hate for Gabriel, it’s him.” 

“What did he do for the CIA?” I ask.

“He killed people,” Smith says. “And he did it without bad jokes.”

“Well, then I already hate Aaron,” I declare. “Everyone should hear a bad joke before they die.” I reach for my coffee. “You know what happens when a spook chases a spook?” I don’t wait for a reply. “Nothing. They’re both too busy ironing their suits and looking in the mirror to find each other.”

My cellphone rings and I set down my cup and snake it from my pocket to find the call I’ve been waiting on: Kane Mendez. Another man who spends a little too much time spiffing up his fancy suits, but he balances that with just the right amount of blood on his hands, perhaps even more than me. And I’m about to make him our man. I answer the call, “Can you talk?” he asks in his lightly accented voice.

“Give me five minutes.”

“I’ll call back.”

He hangs up and I kiss Candace. “I need to take this.” Without giving her and the Walker team time to ask questions, I stand up. Kane and I have a history and this call needs to be handled in private. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Savage

The Past…

My target: Juan Carlos Miguel. 

Member of the Mendez Cartel and a rogue asshole running a sex shop with kidnapped women and girls for sex, really young girls. 

My mission: Kill him.

Sometimes I love my fucking job. 

On this particular weekend, he’s staying at a fancy South Hampton mansion owned by billionaire oil mogul Kane Mendez. The oil empire is legit, and Mendez swears his uncle took over the cartel when Kane’s father was murdered. My ass. If that were true why the hell is Juan Carlos staying at his property? Whatever the case, none of the Mendez lot are smart. The security system at the rental is outdated, easily dismantled, and Juan Carlos has one single pathetic guard with him. Me against two. I’ll take those odds.

I scale the exterior wall protecting the property, no longer protected by the security system, my tech guy, Nicolas, turned off ten minutes ago. I clear the top and jump, sand catches my fall, silencing my drop to the ground. I squat, staying low, scanning the moonlit property, nearby waves crashing onto rocks and shore—the wind rushing over me, salt on my lips and tongue that will soon turn to blood. 

With that one guard inside the mansion with Juan Carlos, and my line of sight and hearing clear, I move freely through the thickest of the shadows, and I’m at a window at the side of the house in a few seconds. With practiced skill, I use a special tool, tap the glass just right and reach in and unlock the window. I’m inside the mansion in a few seconds, the darkness that greets me like a cloak I welcome. I give my eyes a few seconds to adjust, and then move through a sitting area of some sort, before heading up the stairs. 

Nicolas speaks into my earpiece. “Target’s on the outdoor lounge area and balcony. His guard is standing on the west side inside an alcove.”

I don’t reply, nor does Nicolas expect me to. He’s too skilled, too familiar with this job—a tech genius, geek in glasses, who is also a killer. I almost like the guy but not really. I clear the second level and enter a dark hallway, flattening on a wall. In the distance, a muffled accented voice is speaking in Spanish, a one-sided conversation which means a phone call, something about a meeting that will end quickly.

I’m about to make my move when Nicolas warns, “Wait. Whatever you’re doing, wait. Fuck me. Kane Mendez just drove up in a fancy sports car.”

Of course, he did, I think. A two-for-one, but hell yeah, I’m all in. I eye a door that appears to be a closet, open it, confirm it is indeed an empty closet, and step inside. Voices echo and then shift, and a full five minutes later, I crack the door, confirming the voices are now coming from the outdoor area. Two voices. Nicolas seems to read my mind and confirms. “Juan Carlos and Kane are both outside at a table drinking whiskey. The guard is back in the alcove.” 

I ease out of the closet and step into the hallway. 

I hope Juan Carlos and his buddy Kane Mendez are enjoying an expensive pour since it will be their last. 

It doesn’t take me long to cross the fancy living area and step through the open door into the alcove on the East side of the balcony. I share the same view the guard will own on the west side. As Nicolas indicated, Juan Carlos sits at a table opposite Kane Mendez, each holding a whiskey glass. Kane is wearing an expensive ass suit, custom fit and shiny. His dark hair is slicked back, his goatee trimmed perfectly. Juan Carlos is in jeans and a T-shirt, his thick hair curly and natural. Kane holds himself arrogant, confident, in control. Juan Carlos is cocky, on edge, shifting in his seat. 

He’s nervous. 

Interesting. 

“I didn’t expect to see you here tonight, Kane,” he says. 

“I could tell you that I’m here to check on my guest,” Kane replies, “but that would be a lie.” He doesn’t offer an explanation. “Why are you here?”

“I have business to attend to for your uncle.”

“He doesn’t know of any meetings.” Kane doesn’t sound pleased. 

Juan Carlos laughs. “This is between me and your uncle.”

“If this was between you and my uncle, you’d be dead right now.”

Juan Carlos pales. “What are you talking about?”

“My father was a killer, Juan Carlos. A brutal killer. I hated him. My uncle is a brutal killer. I hate him as well. But both of them treated women with honor. My uncle has reason to believe that you do not share those beliefs and are in fact running a slave trade under his name. We know you’re here to negotiate the sale of a young girl.”

Holy hell, I think, drawing my weapon. I might actually have to save Kane Mendez’s life. 

Juan Carlos sneers and his hand shifts under the table, and I watch the shift of steel above his lap. “You are not a part of this.”

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Kane says as if Juan Carlos hasn’t spoken, “you will release the women and girls at the US border and offer them each twenty thousand dollars. Should you not do this, you will die. Every person who you sold a woman to, will be found, and you will buy back, out of your pocket, their freedom.” 

I am liking this Kane Mendez fellow. 

Juan Carlos stares at Kane, seconds ticking by before he abruptly stands and points the gun at Kane. I shoot him right between the eyes. Kane rotates toward me. “Behind you!” he shouts, pulling his weapon.

I have a split-second to decide what I trust and my gut wins. I point my gun over my shoulder, intending to shoot, but I never get the chance. Kane fires his weapon and the guard falls to the ground beside me. A second later, Kane and I are holding weapons on each other. “You didn’t come for me or you would have let Juan Carlos kill me,” Kane supplies. 

“And you could have let the guard kill me just now,” I offer.

Our eyes lock and at the same moment, we lower our weapons. Mine right at the holster at my side, his under his jacket, in a similar holster. “Dumbass didn’t even check you for a weapon,” I muse. 

“He wouldn’t dare,” Kane says. “I’m Kane Mendez, but I suspect you know that. I’d say you owe me your life but you saved my life. I paid you back.”

“I respect the hell out of your balls and your marksmanship.”

“Well a man does like to have his balls appreciated,” Kane says no change to his expression.

I laugh. “Rick Savage. And you’re right. I didn’t come for you but I would have killed you, even if you saved me.” 

“But?”

“But you were here to save the women.” I laugh. “Your cousin runs the cartel. I’ll say what I thought when you got here: my fucking ass. It’s you. This is all you.”

“No,” Kane sharply. “I’m not my father or my uncle.”

“I just heard you give orders only a cartel leader could give.”

“There is value in being my father’s son when it comes to stopping bloodshed and torture, but believe me, if I could look away, and walk away, I’d do both, but I cannot.”

“Why not?”

“It’s all about a woman and what saves her life while saving me in her eyes.”

“A man speaking my language. Amen to that, brother.” 

***

Present Day…

I step onto the hotel patio with that first encounter with Kane on my mind. It was our first. But it was not our last. He’d contacted me, a magician that had managed to find me when no one could. I’d done him a favor, helped him protect his woman from Pocher himself. 

My cellphone rings and I answer with, “Kane Fucking Mendez.” 

“Rick Savage,” he replies, his accent just rich enough to have a perfect “fuck you” flare without ever saying the words. That’s not his style. He’s not in your face like I am. He’s smooth as silk and as lethal as a Black Mamba. “Why did I know that one day you’d ask for a favor?”

“Because I saved your fucking life, Kane.”

“I do believe I saved yours as well.”

He’s not wrong. He did. “And I got rid of a problem for you. Now we have a new problem, a mutual enemy.”

“So you said on the voicemail. Who?”

“Pocher.”

He’s silent a moment. “This line is clear but not clear enough for this conversation, but you have my full attention.”

“Mine’s clear.”

“I’ll call you back.”

He disconnects, and he doesn’t have to say more. He’s in. He’s all in. Screw Aaron the ex-CIA Spook. Kane Mendez is the man for this job, right after me. 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Candace

After Rick’s quick departure to take a call, the room is awkwardly silent, which tells me the Walker team knows something I do not. I don’t like this idea, and I’m not one to remain silent, but my gut says that I need to just wait on Rick, talk to him. 

Besides, Asher’s quick to begin quizzing me with a list of names that I might know through Gabriel. People he thinks connect the dots that might prove Gabriel has broken laws. The list is long and I down another cup of coffee while getting through a small portion of it.

The guys are already debating what’s for lunch when Rick finally returns twenty-five minutes later, exploding into the room as only Rick Savage can do in a rush of testosterone and oversized personality.

 “What did I miss?” he asks, claiming the seat next to me, kissing me and then immediately grabbing another donut.

“What did I miss?” I challenge. 

He winks. “Me, I hope.”

“Rick,” I warn softly. 

“Just calling in a few favors to make sure this ends our way, baby. I’ll tell you more later.” He eyes his watch. “We need to get you out of here soon.” He pretty much inhales the donuts in about two bites.

Smith grabs another donut himself and uses it to motion to Rick. “Adrian and two other men have eyes on Candace’s house and street. They’re ready when you and Candace head in that direction.” He takes a bite. “Are we getting pizza or what?”

“Yes,” Adam says. “Now. Order. I’m sick of fucking donuts.” He grabs a donut anyway and takes a bite. “We need to talk about the party Saturday night.” He glances at Rick and then me. “Are you going?” 

“I am,” I say. “Do we have a plan to ensure that Gabriel doesn’t expect me to leave with him or do we care?” 

“Handled,” Rick says. 

“Handled?” I ask, confused and surprised, considering it wasn’t handled an hour ago. 

“All us macho men protect our women, baby,” he teases. “You know that.”

“You mean cavemen?” I challenge.

 “Whatever,” he says. “I said I called in favors. I did. A friend is going to contact Gabriel today and tease him with a big donation. He’ll offer him a private plane after the party.”

My brow furrows. “Okay, but what keeps Gabriel from taking me with him?”

 “That friend is going to make sure it’s a one-on-one meeting.”

“How do you know Gabriel will even be interested?”

“Money talks, baby,” he replies. “And this friend has plenty of it.” 

“Tell me it’s not Kane Mendez,” Adam snaps. 

My gaze jerks to Adam and then Rick. “Who’s Kane Mendez?” 

“A drug dealer,” Smith replies before Rick can respond.

My eyes go wide. “What?” I flick Smith a look, but it’s Rick I focus on. “Rick, what?”

“Smith’s a dweeb,” Rich assures me. “Kane Mendez is the CEO of Mendez Enterprises. He’s not a drug dealer. His father was, his uncle is. He is not.”

Smith snorts. “Give me a break. It’s widely believed his uncle is his cover story.” 

Rick scowls in his direction. “I bet you believed it when the girls told you it was them not you when they broke up with you, too, didn’t you? Or maybe that Bigfoot exists? I mean it’s widely believed to be true, right, man? Or maybe you believe—” 

“Kane Mendez is calling Gabriel,” Adam assumes. “Why do I know there’s more to this?”

“You haven’t been listening there, now have you, Jelly Bean?” Rick says. “Pocher is Gabriel’s money man and Kane Mendez is Pocher’s enemy. Kane can’t call Gabriel and have Gabriel do shit. Grayson Bennett is how we get Gabriel out of town tomorrow night.” 

I gape at the familiar name. “Grayson Bennett? As in the hotel mogul who just bought part of an NFL team?”

“Jesus, Savage,” Adam growls. “You can’t pull Grayson into this. He’s an honest, good man who doesn’t need this kind of trouble.”

“Eric’s taking the meeting on his behalf,” Rick says, eyeing me. “Eric is Grayson’s right-hand man and part-owner of an NFL team.” 

“That’s still pulling Grayson into this,” Adam insists.

“Eat a damn donut and get your panties out of a wad,” Rick snaps. “When Gabriel lands, Eric is going to cancel. He’ll be in the Hamptons, too close for comfort when Candace will be in New York, but he won’t know that. And at least he’ll be close enough for me to kill him if our options run out.” He looks around the room, “Where are we with taking him down before I decide to make the Hamptons his final breathing spot?”

“I still don’t like this,” Adam mumbles. 

Asher runs a hand over his face. “We’re not taking down Gabriel in a day. Not without a breakthrough I haven’t had.” 

“Well then,” Rick says. “It’s a good thing I called Kane Mendez.”

“What’s Kane going to do Savage?” Adam asks.

“Keep Candace alive. And that’s all that matters.”

“How?” I ask.

“The only way you can with a man like Pocher. You give him more reasons to keep you and your father alive than to kill you. And we do that by using Kane Mendez.”

“And what does he want in return, Savage?” Adam asks. 

Rick’s response is immediate. “He owes me a favor.”

“I don’t even want to know what you did for him,” Adam says. “But do you think that’s enough for a man like Kane Mendez? He’ll want another favor from you.” 

“I’ll take that risk.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Candace

“For the record,” Smith says. “I know you’re going to ignore me, but I object to Kane Mendez’s involvement.”

“For the record,” Rick says, “I object to funny shaped Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. They don’t taste the same.” 

“Fuck you, Savage,” Smith snaps shortly. “I’m trying to keep us all alive.”

Rick surprises me by turning serious. “I trust him, man. I don’t say that lightly. If you trust me, trust him.”

“I do trust you,” Smith replies. “And I’d like to think that you trust me. I’ve heard things from people I know well.” 

“I went to hit a target, a bastard who was running a slave trade. He did, too.”

“Kane Mendez?” I ask. 

 “Yes,” he confirms. “I saved Kane’s life. Kane saved my life. And then we saved the women together.” 

Smith’s jaw ticks. “That doesn’t mean—”

“It does,” Rick insists, leaning forward and meeting Smith’s stare. “Man, you have to see how much I love her. I know him beyond that incident. I know him. I trust him. That I trust him with Candace’s life should tell you how sure I am of him.”

“You do,” Adam agrees. “You love the fuck out of her. You just won me over. Or rather, Kane Mendez won me over.” 

Smith gives a short nod. “I’m on board.”

Rick’s shoulders ease, and he settles back into his chair. “Did someone say pizza?”

“I’ll order,” I say, grabbing my phone. Everyone calls out their preferences and by the time I hang up, the topic has shifted to the doctor visiting me.

“Do we know what time he’s coming, Candace?” Adam asks.

I grab my phone from the table where I’d just set it. “No, but I can text Gabriel and find out.”

He catches my hand. “Aren’t we monitoring his calls?” Rick asks. 

“I am,” Asher replies. “But he has so many assholes working for him, I can’t follow them all real-time. He called a doctor. We know who he is. We don’t have a record of him calling him back after he talked to Candace.” 

Rick releases me. “Text the asshole.”

I send the text: I’ll be home at three. When is the doctor arriving? “Done,” I say, setting my phone down.

Asher slides his MacBook aside. “The best way for Candace to stay away from this doctor is to tell him you took a pregnancy test and it’s positive. I can make the test look positive.”

 “Are you doing drugs?” Savage snaps. “If Pocher believes that Candace dying is going to get Gabriel a sympathy vote, what will his pregnant fiancée do for the campaign? No.”

I can feel the blood run from my face with a flashback to a night about three months ago. Gabriel and I were at dinner, a fine Italian place, and tortured by the idea that he might hurt my father, I’d been playing the fiancé game. We’d been sipping wine, waiting for our salads, when he’s stunned me by saying, “I think we should get pregnant.” 

“We just got engaged.”

“We could push up the wedding six months, and if you get pregnant now, you won’t look pregnant.”

I swallow hard. “No. I’m not going to get pregnant before I get married.”

“Then let’s elope.”

Anger comes hard and fast, and I forget to play nice. “No. And why do I feel like this is something to do with your campaign, not me and us?”

“We have a greater purpose than us now.” 

I snap back to the room as Asher says, “The idea here is to get her through the next couple of days.”

“No,” I say. “That test might not only make me a target but give him a reason to find me when I leave.” My cellphone buzzes with a text where it sits next to me on the table. “It’s Gabriel,” I say, reading the message. “The doctor’s showing up around four.” I reply with: Not necessary but I’ll let you know how it goes. “It’s two,” I say. “I need to get moving.” I stand up. “I don’t want to wait for the pizza. I need to just get this over with.”

“Your car is downstairs, keys under the seat,” Smith replies. 

I don’t ask how they made that happen. I don’t care. I just want out of here right now. I head to the bedroom to grab my purse and briefcase. I want to sketch. I want to work. I need the outlet and if I get the chance today, I will. 

I’ve just finished getting everything together when Rick appears in the doorway. He consumes the room that easily. He’s big and broad and beautiful. His goatee and scar down his face, every bit the mercenary. And I want to be done with all of this and just be with him. I close the space between us and wrap my arms around all that hard muscle. 

He hugs me tight and just holds me for a moment before he tilts my head back and stares down at me. “He wanted you to get pregnant.” It’s not a question. 

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does, baby. It really fucking does, and we’re going to talk about all the reasons why when we get home to New York.”

“Home,” I say. “I like the sound of that.”

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Candace

I don’t know how my car got to the hotel and I don’t ask. I just want to go to my house, be done with the stylist and the doctor’s appointment and well, just be done. Rick opens my door and grabs the keys from under the seat, handing them off to me. “Go to the grocery store. Buy a few things to look like that’s where you were. And I’ll get Chick-fil-A if you’ll grab ice cream.”

I smile. “Ice cream?”

“Häagen-Dazs, baby. My Butter Pecan and your Rum Raisin. We’ll eat it after all the assholes leave.”

“Are we staying there tonight?”

“Yes. Now that Wes is gone, we’ll stay there one last night. That gives you time to pack anything you really want to take with you. We’ll get the rest shipped.”

“Because I’m moving to New York with you.”

He catches my waist and pulls me to him. “Second thoughts?”

My fingers curl on his chest and God it feels good to just have this man here with me again. “None. I just wish we were in New York already. I need away from here. I need a fresh start. And I want my father to retire and walk away.”

“A little more than twenty-four hours from now we’ll be on a plane,” he says, leaving the topic of my father alone and I wonder how much he really deep down blames my father for all of this. “It’s two-fifteen,” he says, glancing at his watch. “Head out now. I’ll be inside when you get there.”

“Isn’t my house being watched? How are you going to get in and not be seen?”

“I have the Midas touch baby.” He wiggles a brow. “This is what I do.” 

 I can’t argue with that answer. “Won’t they know my car left early?”

“I called Adrian after you left the dining room. He made it look like you arrived in an Uber and then left again. He also made sure your car wasn’t followed to the hotel. He will also have men following you to the store and your house.”

“Who?”

He motions to a white pickup truck. “That’s one of the men working under Adrian.” 

Again, I don’t ask many questions. “How very Texan of him to drive a pickup.”

“Gotta blend in, baby.” 

“Still doubt Adrian?”

“Hell yes. You don’t win me over with Skittles. It takes Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. So far he’s given me Skittles.”

“I’ll get some peanut butter cups at the store. Obviously, they’re on your mind.”

He grins and kisses me. “You know me so well.” He turns me to the car and leans in close. “I love you, Candace. You’re not alone. And you won’t be. Ever again. You and me, and ice cream in front of the TV, for the rest of our lives.”

My heart squeezes with a reference to our past, and I climb into the car. Rick shuts me inside and I start the engine. Memories of his nights off at the hospital spent watching a movie while eating pints of ice cream are surreal. We’re so close to those little shared moments again, to sharing a life together again. And yet, the years that separate us feel like nothing compared to the next twenty-four hours. 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Candace

The best way to get through the next twenty-four hours is planning because planning means control. And I can’t dive back into planning until I get this afternoon of Gabriel’s design behind me. That starts at the grocery store, and while logically I know no one is following me—Rick’s team made sure of that—I’m not so sure. Once I’m in the grocery store, this sense of being watched has me glancing around nervously, and grabbing way too many cans of chicken noodle soup, crackers, and soda. And ice cream. I can’t forget the ice cream and why would I? Everyone knows sick people need ice cream. I buy Rick and me each two pints. I can’t eat two pints but considering this day, I might try. Maybe that’s the way to play sick. Eat ice cream, lots and lots of ice cream. 

When I’m finally outside again, my skin tingles and the hair on my nape stands on end. I hurry into my car, lock the door, and store my bags in the seat next to me. I don’t think anyone could know that I’m here. This is me being paranoid but if they do, then they know I was at the hotel. More than a little eager to get home to Rick, I start the engine but I can’t remember if Rick is getting takeout or if I am. I also don’t want to call him and distract him when he’s sneaking around however he’s sneaking around. 

Chick-fil-A is close, so I just hit the drive-thru and a few minutes later I’m armed with a bag of four spicy chicken sandwiches for Rick and one for me, as well as fries. And as soon as I realize it’s almost three, and the stylist will arrive soon, I stuff my face with those fries only to have her text me to tell me she’ll be late. Small miracles do exist.

I pull into my garage and the minute the garage door is down and I’m outside my car, Rick is walking toward me. That big hunk of a man is a sight for sore eyes and just seeing him again has me breathing a little easier. What is wrong with me? I’ve dealt with Gabriel for months under the duress of knowing he might hurt my father. I can do it a little longer. 

 “I grabbed the food, baby,” Rick says when he’s taken all the bags from me. “I wanted you to have time to eat.”

 “I couldn’t remember who was grabbing the food. And the stylist will be late.”

He leans in and kisses me, and even without his hands free, it’s a crazy intense, wonderful kiss. “Come.” He smiles, intimacy crackling between us. “Let’s eat.”

“Yes. Let’s eat.”

A few minutes later, Rick and I have stashed the ice cream in the freezer, set my cans of soup on the counter, and are now standing in the kitchen at the counter, stuffing our faces with way too much food, way too fast. When I’ve had enough, and he’s three sandwiches in, I toss my trash in the bag. “I need to tell you something but I don’t want you to change your mind about the party.”

Rick tosses his trash in the bag as well, giving me his full attention. That’s the thing about Rick, he always had a way of making me feel important, like every word I spoke mattered and that’s proving true all over again. 

“Tell me,” he urges.

“A few months ago, Gabriel tried to convince me to get pregnant, despite us being unmarried and the campaign kicking off. Rick, I think he, or they, Gabriel and his backer, have always been planning to kill me and make me the sympathy vote. Or maybe that plan hatched when my father became a problem.” 

He studies me, his expression unreadable, but the muscle in his jaw ticks. “What did you say?”

“This was after I knew he wanted to get rid of my father. I tried to buy time. I told him that we weren’t married. Then he said we could elope. I said no. I told him I felt like a political token. He denied that, of course.”

“And what would you have said before you knew his ill intent, Candace? Did you want to have his baby?”

“No. I didn’t want to make babies with him, Rick. The only person I’d do that with is you.”

His eyes narrow. “I thought you didn’t want kids.” It’s not really a question.

“That’s the point of this story. I mean yes, I thought you needed to know how deep the ill intent, as you called it, runs, but it was about more than that.”

His eyes sharpen, darken. “Tell me.” 

I swallow hard, nerves in my belly that want to explode with how vulnerable I’m about to be but I promised him trust. I think he needs to know now more than ever, that I’m giving him that trust. “I thought I was pregnant after you left. And I was surprisingly happy. I was disappointed when I wasn’t. It was like I lost a little piece of you, that I never really had anyway but I made it real in my mind. I know we didn’t want kids but—”

He catches my arms and pulls me to him. “Baby, I want the world with you.” His voice is low, rough, almost guttural. “The fucking world, I tell you.” The doorbell rings and he grimaces. “More later. Lots fucking more later.” He takes my hand presses what I know is my engagement ring from Gabriel into my palm. “Put it on. And get your stylist and the doctor to the spare bedroom.” 

“Why the spare bedroom?”

“If you go to the master, the closet is in the back of the bathroom. I need to be closer. I need to hear what’s going on at all times.” 

“Maybe you can peek through the door and tell me which dress to pick?”

“Any dress that’s not for him, baby.”

“Nothing is for him,” I promise.

“Not anymore.”

“Rick—”

“I left. I got what I deserved.” 

The doorbell rings again and I pant out a breath. “I need to get that.” My stupid voice trembles and Rick doesn’t miss it.

 “Relax, baby.” His hands come down on my shoulders, his touch warm and strong—the connection comforting. “I’m going to be right here and you played this game alone with Gabriel before I was back on the scene. Just remember that you’re sick. Keep that game up with the stylist, too.” He kisses me. “I’ll let you pick the movie we watch while eating ice cream as long as it’s Sonic the Hedgehog.” 

I laugh as he heads out of the kitchen but even to my own ears it’s strained. I don’t know why I’m making the stylist and some retired doctor such a big deal. Other than the fact that both are likely spying on me, this is not a big deal. I have nothing to worry about. At least not now. 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Candace

I open my front door to find a pretty blonde with big boobs standing there. I know she has big boobs because she’s showing a whole lot of cleavage. She’s also wearing a pink dress but it’s hard to notice, for the cleavage. More power to her though. I mean I wouldn’t have that cleavage with socks stuck in my bra. 

“You are stunning. This is going to be fun. I’m Dawn, your personal fashion consultant.” She offers me her hand which I shake before she motions over her shoulder. “I have about a dozen dresses for you to try. If those don’t work, I can bring you more.” She tilts her head. “You’re wholesome.” She turns and heads for her car. 

Wholesome.

The girl next door.

I wonder if that’s why Gabriel chose me? Well, that and I’m my father’s daughter. Obviously, he thought alignment with my father controlled my father. He clearly never knew my father all that well. 

It’s not long before Dawn and I are in the spare bedroom and I have a selection of red and blue dresses on a rolling display she’s set up. 

“Do you have a mirror?”

Crap. The mirror is in the closet on the door. 

“A crappy one,” I say. “I guess I’ll just have to walk across the hall but my master is messy.” I give a shaky laugh. “I prefer to keep that to myself.”

“I have a mirror in the car.”

Relief washes over me as she adds, “And I heard you’ve been sick so if you need to take a break anytime, we can.” She exits the room and I quickly try on a dress, just trying to hurry this along. By the time she returns I’m on dress number two.

“You didn’t like the blue silk?”

“Too snug.”

Two more dresses in and I struggle to tame her chatter. Four more dresses in, I finally find a dress that will work. I stand in front of her fancy portable mirror and inspect my choice. The waist is cinched and the skirt long and full. The material a red silk with a beautiful floral etched design. “I’ll go with this one.”

“It’s lovely on you but I have many more choices.”

“This one,” I insist. “When I decide, I decide. Thank you. It’s perfect.” 

My hope is that this becomes a fast prelude to her departure and Rick’s exit from the closet, but she goes on and on about dressing the future first lady. When finally I’ve assured her that I’ve got perfect shoes and jewelry, and need to rest, we make it to the door. 

About the time I get her out of the door, there’s a man walking up the steps, with a leather bag on his shoulder, whom I assume to be the doctor. He’s tall, a fit mid-sixties, his salt and pepper hair thick, his blue suit simple and understated. 

“Candace?” he asks, his light blue eyes cold, despite his warm tone. “I’m Dr. Moore.”

“I’m Candace.” I step back. “Come in.”

He enters the foyer and turns to face me. “How are you feeling?”

I shut the door behind him and realize how awkward asking him to join me in a bedroom will be now that Dawn has left. “Better after some chicken soup. I’m finally able to hold food down.”

“Well good.” He motions the living area to the left. “Why don’t we just sit down and let me have a quick look? We have to keep our future first lady safe and well.”

If one more person says that “future first lady” remark to me again I might really be sick. Determined to get him out of here and hoping Rick follows us in this direction, I motion toward the living room. “Let’s just go right in here.”

“That works,” he says.

I lead him forward and sit down on the couch, aware that the kitchen’s open archway is to my right and within earshot. Rick could also come up beside us down a hallway toward the foyer. Dr. Moore sits down next to me and starts the typical doctor drill. “When did you first start feeling sick?”

“A few days ago. I’m fairly certain it was from some chicken I ate. Food poisoning.” 

There’s a shift in the air, a jolt of energy that tells me Rick is nearby. I don’t know how, but the doc doesn’t seem to notice, staying on topic. “Very possible. Let’s get your vitals and make that future husband of yours feel better.” 

I manage a weak smile and endure having my vitals taken while chatting about my medical history he doesn’t even document. “Any chance you could be pregnant?” he asks. 

Unease slides down my spine when the question is really fairly standard. However, most women don’t have a man trying to get them pregnant and kill them off. “No chance,” I say. 

“First and last day of your last period?”

I spit out my dates and thankfully we move on. Finally, he says, “All looks good and I know you say you’re feeling better, but a good prescription-level vitamin boost can do you wonders. We can get that in you today to help you be ready for tomorrow night.”

I’m not sure if it’s my adrenaline or Rick’s that spikes or a combination of both, but I’m suddenly on edge, literally on the edge of the cushion. The doctor reaches in his bag and pulls out a syringe. I’m immediately on my feet. “No,” I say. “No, I’ll pass.” I round the coffee table. 

“It’s perfectly safe.” The doctor stands up. “This is—”

“No,” I repeat, and I swear I can feel Rick contemplating stepping in which would ruin tomorrow night, which means ending our chance to extract my father and get Tag out of the picture. “No, I’m fine.”

The doctor gives a strained laugh. “It’s vitamins, minerals, amino acids, and antioxidants. I don’t understand this reaction.”

And either will Gabriel. My mind races with an answer and I go to the only place I can—a place that won’t please Rick. “Look, doctor. I’m a few days late on my period when I’m never late. I made an appointment with my gyno for Monday.”

He blanches. “You said there wasn’t a chance of pregnancy.”

“I know what I said but that’s because Gabriel wants kids. Badly. If I tease him with this and it’s not true, he’ll be disappointed. But If I am, yes, he’ll be happy, but it also complicates his campaign.”

“Because you’re not married yet,” he assumes.

“Right.”

“Have you taken a test?”

“Not yet, but I will at the doctor on Monday. Just please don’t bring this up to him just yet. I don’t want him to fret at the party tomorrow night. It’s a big deal.”

“Yes, of course.” He returns the injection to his bag and settles the bag on his shoulder, removing a card from inside and offering it to me over the table. “I’m going to be your staff physician when Gabriel takes office. Let’s go ahead and get that moving for you as well. Call me after you talk to your doctor.”

I accept the card. “Of course.” 

Thankfully he moves toward the door and I follow, offering a formal goodbye, before locking the door. Hurrying back into the living room, I find Rick standing on this side of the couch. “Why go there, Candace?”

“I couldn’t let him give me that shot and I knew you couldn’t either.”

“Pregnancy gives him a reason to come after you. So does that ring on your finger.”

“I didn’t want the ring on my finger. I had to wear it and you know it.” I pull it off and drop it to the ground. “And I did what I had to do. Killing the doctor killed our Saturday night operation. And I know you were thinking about it.”

He closes the few spaces between us, his long legs making short work of him stepping in front of me. He doesn’t touch me which tells me he’s pissed. “I would have given him his own shot. If it killed him, then fuck him.”

“And then he’d be dead, and we’d be screwed.”

“Pregnancy gives him a reason to follow you when we leave.”

“We both know he’s going to come after me and you. Isn’t that why you got Kane Mendez involved?”

“Yes. That’s exactly why.” And then suddenly he’s giving me exactly what I want. He’s touching me. His hands slide under my hair, and he drags my mouth to his. “Do you know how much I hate thinking about you with that man?”

“I’m not with him.”

“Do you know how much hearing you talk about being pregnant with his baby kills me?”

“I told you—”

“You will never fuck him again.”

The raw command has my nipples puckering and my sex clenching. “No. No, I will not.”

“Just me. Say it.”

“Just you, Rick Savage.”

And then his mouth is slamming down on mine, one hand molding me close, and I know this part of Rick Savage. I know where this is leading. I know the part of him that’s unleashed right now. This is the dark, gritty, damaged part of him, that I know better than anyone. I believe that. The part of him that can’t be leashed and I won’t even try. 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Savage

I don’t just kiss Candace, I ravish her, I drink her in like a man lost in a desert, dying of a thirst he cannot quench. And I was until I found her again. What’s worse is, that desert was of my own making, a desolate fucking desert I’m done with because, thank fuck, she’s not done with me. 

Hugging her close, I hold her like this moment is it, like this is the last time I might ever hold her again. I kiss her just the same, like I will never kiss her again. I’ve never kissed her with that kind of desperation before now, and not because I didn’t love her. I just always took for granted that tomorrow would come. And I always intended to come back, but I didn’t and now I know, shit happens. People die, tomorrow is not always guaranteed. 

She knows this kiss is different, too. It’s in the way she kisses me back, the way she twists her fingers around my T-shirt. In the way she jerks back, parting our lips, searching my face. In the intensity of her green eyes when they meet mine, the sudden parting of lips, now swollen from my kiss, at what she finds, she orders, “Do not kiss me like this is goodbye, Rick Savage, damn you.” 

She tries to dislodge herself from my grip but I hold onto her. “Don’t run.” 

She gapes. “Run? Me? I’m not the one who ran.” I physically flinch with those well-deserved words, but she’s not done. “If you want to say goodbye, just say goodbye, Rick.”

“I’m not saying goodbye, Candace.” I catch her hair around my fingers and drag her gaze to my unguarded gaze. I let her see the torment in me. I let her see the guilt. I let her see the dark need in me that isn’t going away like I’m not going away. “This is not goodbye,” I repeat. “This is me making sure that you’re properly kissed, fucked, licked, and loved, the way you deserve to be.”

 “It feels like goodbye.”

“No, and one day you’ll trust me enough to know that a dark night doesn’t take us there again. I promise you, you will. Soon.”

“How soon?”

“New York. It’s going to change everything.”

“Can we go now?” she asks hopefully, but we both know we can’t. We both know we have to see tomorrow out. 

“I wish we could, baby. I wish we could.”

My mouth slants over hers, my tongue licking deeply, possessively and I make sure every answer she wants is right there in this kiss. I make sure she knows that I’m not fucking living another day without her. She moans into my mouth and when my hands settle on her spine, she arches into me. I rotate her toward the couch, pressing her against the back, my hands finding that soft smooth skin under her T-shirt. 

Goosebumps lift on her skin and I tear my mouth from hers. “You have always been exactly what I need.” 

“Am I?”

“Oh yes, baby. You are. I felt you even when you weren’t with me. Every day I was away, I felt you. I missed you. I needed the hell out of you.” I catch the hem of her shirt and toss it, my gaze lowering to her breasts, my fingers tracing the swell above the black lace of her bra, then finding her nipple through that lace. 

She sucks in a breath and catches my hand. “Rick, I—”

“God, I love when you say my damn name.” My hand goes to her head, my finger catches the clasp of her bra, unhooking it as I lean in close, her nipples puckered between us, our lips a breath apart. “‘Rick, I’ what?”

Her fucking cellphone rings. 

I grimace and snatch it from the floor by my foot, where it’s somehow landed. I grimace all over again with the caller ID that reads “Gabriel.” I toss the piece of crap onto the couch. 

“Rick,” she hisses urgently. “What if—”

“No,” I snap. “Not now.” I cup her head again and step into her. “Not now.”

“But he—”

I kiss her again but she’s stiff now, unyielding because she’s thinking of him and it pisses me off. That asshole has interfered, yet again. He’s between us, he’s too fucking in between us. 

My hand covers her naked breast, teases her nipple. She moans, and her tongue touches mine, and when I should be thinking about that nipple in my mouth, somehow her words come back to me: He wanted me to get pregnant. Or whatever the fuck she said. Close enough. The entire concept of her wearing his ring, her having his baby, drives me wild. That dark edgy feeling I know all too intimately is back, and it’s back with a punch of lust and desire. I’m hot. I’m hard, my cock is pressing against my zipper and her belly. 

I reach down and stroke the seam of her jeans, and that’s all the patience I have. I have her zipper down in an instant, and I turn her, pressing her hands to the couch and dragging her pants down her legs. She’s naked in all of a minute and my shirt is on the floor with her clothes. I run my hand over her perfect, perky backside and give it a present, but careful, smack. She arches into the surprise touch, sticks that pretty ass in the air for me, and I suspect that is what she wants. She expects it and I give myself a long moment to imagine the way she’d arch in anticipation when I warmed her cheeks. I imagine how wet her sex would be when I slide my fingers and tongue intimately between her thighs. How hot she would be when I buried myself inside her after that spanking. How easily she’d forget Gabriel and all the fear. How emotionally exposed she’d be, how willingly mine. But that means me taking her fears, taking her doubts, from her. That means me leaving her nothing but me, here, now. I want to take her, to own her body and heart, but I’m just not sure that kind of dominance is what she needs from me tonight. She might offer herself to me freely, but it’s not right tonight, not with Gabriel trying to control her, in an entirely different way.

No. Dominance comes with a price when used unwisely. And I will not be unwise with Candace ever again.

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

Savage

Candace grips the couch in front of her and I step to the side of her, one hand between her shoulder blades, the other sliding between her thighs, into the slick heat there. My lips beside her ear. “I want you this wet every day for the rest of our lives. Every day. For the rest of our lives.”

A soft sound escapes her throat, and she twists around to face me and my gaze rakes over her beautiful, perfect body. Just that easily I’ve completely forgotten all the dirty, nasty, dark sex we could have, we will have, to escape this hell, just not now. Suddenly, I’m dragging her against me all over again, kissing the hell out of her and I need, abso-fucking-lutely need, to be inside her. 

Scooping her up, I cradle her to me, and when I carry her to sit on the couch I don’t lean her over it. I don’t spank her pretty little ass. I don’t tease her until she comes on my hand or my tongue. I still just need inside her. 

 I settle her in front of me but I also sit down and take her with me. She’s straddling me in a heartbeat and somehow my pants are down, my thick erection between us and I’m anchoring her, holding her as she slides down my cock. 

Slowly, she slides down my shaft and inch by hard inch, takes all of me. And when we’re there, joined and intimate, our eyes meet, I feel the punch of emotions no one else creates in me. At that moment, every wrong move I’ve made in my life, every moment I lost with Candace, comes at me like a blade cutting my heart, but it doesn’t kill me. It tortures me. The only way out of this headspace is Candace. 

I settle my hand under her hair, on her neck and drag her mouth to mine. “If I died tonight, I’d die a happy man.”

“Don’t say that,” she orders.

“Just speaking the truth, baby,” I say, squeezing her backside and arching her forward, the feel of her wet tight heat around my cock so damn good.

She pants a little and murmurs, “Rick.” Her breath is warm against my lips, and it’s her that leans in to claim my mouth this time. That press of mouth to mouth charges the air. We lick at each other, sway together, and suddenly we snap. Wild hunger dominates. I want to be deeper. I want her to ride me harder. I want her mouth on my mouth, over and over again, and her to meet my every move, every thrust. Every pump. We don’t last long, though. We’re too urgent, too needy. She digs her nails into my arms, stiffens and buries her face in my neck. Her sex clenches around me and instantly I’m shuddering, quaking with the intensity of what her body demands so damn well of my body. She relaxes into me and me into her, holding her, even as her damn phone rings again. 

I curse and roll her to her back, grabbing tissue I offer her before I pull out. Irritated to be interrupted, I grab her phone that is now on the floor again, eyeing caller ID. “Three calls and four text messages. He’s a regular stalker.” I hand her the phone and sit up.

She takes it and holds it to her chest. “How bad did I screw up with the pregnancy test?” 

I lean over her, my arm resting on the back of the couch. “You didn’t screw up. You did what you had to do. If fate is in our favor, the prospect that you’re pregnant makes Gabriel and Pocher want the press that gets them. If fate is not in our corner, they know you’re trouble, and you become a target now, not later.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Right now?” I kiss her nipple. “Get that call back over and then fuck some more. Then I’m going to make a few calls before we fuck yet again. Then we’ll eat ice cream and watch Sonic.”

“That’s it?”

“You did what you had to do,” I repeat. “Now, I’ll do what I have to do.”

I draw in a breath and exhale. “You’re going to kill Gabriel.”

“That might be too kind of an ending. A guy like Honest Gabe needs to suffer. And I’m just the guy for the job.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Candace

Rick stands up, adjusts his pants we never got off of him and walks around the couch. He then leans over it and pulls his shirt over my head. I slink into it and glance over my shoulder at him. “You look better in it than me, and I don’t want you naked when you call him back.” 

“You’re wrong. I don’t look better in it than you.” My cellphone rings in my hand.

Rick’s expression pinches. “I’ll go get the ice cream. You know I like it all melty.” He winks. “The way I like you, too.”

The words are so very Rick Savage, but his energy is all jagged-edged and cutting. He pushes off the couch and walks away. My phone stops ringing and starts again. Anger jabs at me and I answer the call. “I was asleep, Gabriel. Do you want me to be well for the party or not?”

“You don’t sound asleep.” His tone drips accusation.

“Because you called me back-to-back.”

“You were supposed to call me when the stylists and doctor visited.”

I bristle. “I chose a nap over the call. I felt like me getting well was more important than the call.”

 “What did the doctor say?”

“That I’m on the backend of this sickness and to rest.” It’s sort of accurate. “And to take vitamins.”

“Did you get a dress?”

That’s it. No how are you feeling? “Yes. It’s red.”

“I’m sending over jewelry for you to choose from as well. It will get there about the same time I do tomorrow night.”

“Which is when?” I ask, hoping I sound like a normal, interested future wife. 

 “Unfortunately, right before the party. And a bit of additional bad news.” 

“I don’t know if I can take it,” I say. “What?”

“A big investor wants me in New York City now. He’s flying me out after the party.”

I gamble on my trust in Gabriel and try really hard to sound devoted to Gabriel. “Can I go?”

“I wish you could, but no. He insists this be one-on-one.”

“Who is he? Is he really worth leaving after the party? And how reasonable is he to expect that?”

“Grayson Bennett. The Grayson Bennett who owns an empire of hotels and business, that now includes part of an NFL team. And football is about as strategic a vehicle I could get to spread the campaign messaging. That’s part of why I was calling you. I was eager to tell you.”

He’s trying to make-up. It’s not possible. “What happened to your big investor you told me about? What’s his name? I can’t remember.”

 “Ted Pocher. He’s behind about every political success in the last twenty years, but he’s all about outside money and lots of it. And he could do a man like Grayson Bennett lots of favors.”

“I don’t think my stomach can handle hearing what that means.”

“That’s right, my sweet angel. I like you like that. You can’t get in any trouble that way.” A female voice sounds behind him. “Monica wants to go over a press briefing we’re putting out in the morning. I won’t call again and wake you up. I love you, buttercup.”

I cringe at the nickname that I’ve come to hate and almost as much as the way he lingers to hear the words returned by me. I have to say them. Lord help me I have to say them. I lower my voice. “I love you, too.”

He hangs up and suddenly Rick is sitting next to me. He heard. Of course, he heard, but he’s not only sitting next to me, he’s close, that wonderful, earthy male scent of him teasing my nostrils. But he’s not touching me. I tilt my head in his direction, and he does the same to me. “You heard?”

“I heard,” he agrees softly, and there’s no anger in him, but the turbulence, the pain is right beneath his surface, and I get it. If I’d left and come back to him being engaged to another woman, I’d have been destroyed, even if I brought it on myself. 

“The Grayson thing is all set-up,” I tell him.

“I got a text.”

I wet my lips. “Right. Thank you for making sure he leaves after the party.” I reach over and cover his hand with mine. “I love you. I never—”

He leans in and kisses me. “I know. And I love you, too. The ice cream is in the bedroom getting melty. Let’s watch the movie in there.”

“That’s it?”

“You did what you had to do, Candy. And after tomorrow night, you’re mine and this is behind us. And nothing, especially that pencil dick Honest Gabe, is going to stop that from happening.” 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Candace

The ice cream really is melty by the time we eat it because Rick is far more interested in me than the ice cream once we reach the bedroom. We end up pulling the extra pints from the freezer and start sampling while he talks to Adam and makes plans with the Walker team to come to my house tomorrow morning. 

“Can’t we go to them?” I ask when he disconnects. “What if Gabriel decides to come back early?” 

“We’ll know,” he promises. “We’re watching him. What we don’t want is for someone to visit here and you not be around to answer the door.”

I swallow hard. “Right. Of course.” 

“Ice cream and me, baby. Let the rest go for right now.” He samples my ice cream and I sample his and for now, the rest of the world fades away. 

We start rolling the Sonic the Hedgehog movie, sneaking glances at each other, as we eat and watch. I wonder now, living in this comfortable, wonderful moment in time with him, how I settled for anything less than what this feels like, what we feel like. I wonder how I convinced myself this had never been real. This is real. We are real. We laugh. We smile. And Rick commentates the movie with comments like “cute little blue beast” and when Sonic puts on a hat as a disguise to dance in a country bar he says, “no they are not acting like a hat makes him look human.” Of course, Jim Carey is the bad guy and Rick calls him the “Crazy Ace Ventura Motherfucker” but the most Rick Savage comment of all is his observation about the fancy van Jim Carey drives in the movie. He wiggles his eyebrows at me and says, “we could get pretty damn kinky in that van of his, baby.” 

When the evening ends, and we settle into bed to sleep, and in what I hope is a sign of better days, the recent storms have passed, and the moonlight has turned the room from the inky black of late to a dim gray glow. Laying there in Rick’s arms, the thrum of his heartbeat beneath my hand, I have the realization that we leave tomorrow. This may be the last time we share this bed. “I don’t want to sell this house.” 

“Of course not,” Rick says immediately. “It was your grandmother’s. It’s a connection to your mother. We can use it as our Texas getaway. And we’ll hire someone to maintain it.”

It’s a perfect answer. We’ll be back. Together. It’s also a statement that assumes that is possible because Gabriel will no longer be a problem. I don’t know if that means he ends up in jail or dead, and guilt stabs at me when the idea of him being dead comforts me. But the man used me and convinced me he didn’t. The level of deviousness is hard to ignore. He’s former CIA. He has deeply rooted resources. Will him being in jail be enough to keep us safe?

At least it’s a barrier between us and him though. He has to go to jail.

I drift into the haze of sleep and the past, not to a past with Gabriel but to a moment in time with my father and just a few weeks after my mother’s death. 

Weeks of my father’s withdrawing has me worried and today I’m going to do something about it. I arrive at his house with a boxed chocolate cake in hand and the hope that I can get my father to actually come back to life. I check the lock to his door and it’s open. Stepping inside the foyer, I call out “Dad!” but the creak of wood and the whisper of a ceiling fan is all that greets me.

Hurrying through the house the low rumble of his voice has me pausing outside the cracked door of his office to find him behind his desk on his cellphone. “Tonight. No deviation.” He’s silent a moment. “No. This has to happen tonight. You know the orders. They were clear. He can’t be given a chance to leave the country. No. The directive is to do it in DC during the PR stunt. Everyone will be thinking about football.” 

My brows furrow. Football? I don’t understand what I’m hearing. Unless, wait. Are the Superbowl winners headed to the White House? 

“Do the job,” he growls angrily, and then he hangs up, standing as he does. He grimaces, and leans forward, pressing his hands to his desk, as he draws a deep breath. 

Unease rolls through me. Whatever this was I wasn’t supposed to hear it. Whatever this is brings a side of him out I don’t know, but he’s a General. I’m quite aware of how demanding that is, and how hard he must be at times. I back up almost to the living room and call out, “Dad! Dad!” I near the office and he steps into the hallway. His eyes light immediately. “Honey. What are you up to?”

I indicate the box. “Chocolate cake makes everything better. Right?”

He presses fingers to the bridge of his nose and then drops them. “If only that were true.”

“Well we will each eat half and maybe it will be true.”

My eyes open, the light of a new day lifting the darkness in the room to a haze rather than a cloak. Rick is instantly sitting up beside me. “What’s wrong, baby?”

“I had a dream.” I rotate to face him. “No, more of a memory. My mind is trying to tell us something. I’m not sure what it means, but we need to know if someone important died in DC a few weeks after my mother died.” I press my hands to my face. “And Lord help me, let this be a legit mission that somehow exposes Gabriel’s illegal involvement.”

“What else would it be?”

I repeat the incident to him and conclude with, “That was three weeks after my mother died.”

“You’re afraid it’s related to your mother’s death.”

“Yes. What if my mother was killed as payback for something my father did, and he got revenge? We need to know who died that week in DC.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Candace

In response to my fears over my dream and what it tells me about my father’s actions, Rick grabs his cellphone from the nightstand. “I think this was much more likely a part of the black ops program, baby, but I’ll get the team doing some digging.” He punches the call button on his phone to dial Asher. I hang on every word. 

When he disconnects, I prod, “Well?”

“He’s looking into it.” He sets his phone aside and takes my hand. “Three weeks after your mother died, Tag wasn’t a part of the picture. Whatever you overheard, was likely a US operation.”

“Will we even know if it was official US business? What if it was just my father seeking revenge?”

 “Well fuck, baby. I wouldn’t blame him. I damn sure wouldn’t if it were you. Don’t make this into something it doesn’t have to be.”

“But what if Gabriel knows? What if he can use that to ruin my father?”

“If he knew, he wouldn’t be trying to kill him.”

“But he could use it to ruin my father when he returns, right?”

“You assume he knows. I promise you, baby, they have all kinds of shit on each other. That’s why he wants your father gone.” He kisses me. “We’re going to get him home tonight. Right now, I’m going to make coffee because you like it when I make coffee. Right?”

“No, I don’t. You make it too strong. I’ll make the coffee.” 

“Maybe I got better at it?”

“Did you?”

“We can find out.”

“Like I said, I’ll make the coffee.” I throw away the blankets, shove my feet into slippers, and for the first time in years, I head into the kitchen to make coffee while wearing Rick’s T-shirt. Rick doesn’t follow and I can hear the deep rumble of his voice talking on the phone. 

I set the pot to percolating and turn to find Rick standing in front of me. “Was that call anything important?” 

“Asher asking a question about one of the missions on the data drive. Nothing relevant right now.” He takes a step closer, and in nothing but low hung sweats, his abdominals rippling, his perfect tattooed body is a welcome distraction from my dream and the night ahead. My hand settles on his Green Beret tattoo. 

His big hands capture my waist, and he closes the small space between us, our legs intimately melding together. “What are you thinking?”

“That the scar on you face, and your tattoos represent a life you lived without me and yet somehow I still know how you make coffee and you know what ice cream I like. It’s pretty amazing.”

“Yes,” he says softly. “Yes, it is.” And just that quickly he’s kissing me, and I’m against the counter with him pulling the shirt over my head and throwing it aside. His gaze skims my naked body and my nipples are instantly puckered, my thighs slick. There is no wall between us, no divide, none of the drama of last night. It’s just me and him, against the world. 

My hands settle on his chest, over his thundering heart and it’s as if I turned a switch. His mouth is instantly on my mouth, his fingers wrapped around a chunk of my hair, the taste of him raw, masculine hunger. His touch is possessive, his hands traveling my body, and he’s suckling my nipple, the sensations rocking my body. 

I moan and moments later, his sweats are lower, his hands beneath my naked backside, and his thick, hard cock, is pressing inside me, stretching me, filling me. A wildfire blazes between us, a sense of desperation, that consumes every touch, lick, and stroke. He’s thrusting inside me. I’m arching into him. I need him deeper. I need him harder. I need and need, and that need dominates every buck of my hips. It’s short and intense, too brisk but somehow not brisk enough. The spiral of my orgasm comes suddenly and intensely, and he shudders into release with me. We melt into each other, holding onto each other, panting and then sighing. 

He eases me to the ground and helps me clean up and pull the shirt back on. 

And then we just stare at each other, a collision of emotions between us that have everything to do with what we once lost and what we’ve found. And everything to do with how easily tonight could take that from us. So much so that if he tried to walk out of this room right now, I’d pull him back. But he doesn’t. He stays right by my side.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Savage

Already dressed, I head downstairs to make coffee and make a call I dread. I dial my father. “Well isn’t this a surprise,” he answers dryly.

“I’m attending the party with you Saturday night. Put me on the list.”

“Why?”

“Because I am.”

“What do I get in return?”

“Nothing. Put me on the list.”

“Coffee. We haven’t had that coffee.”

“You come to New York and see me and we’ll have coffee.”

“You’re leaving again?”

“Soon.”

“You want to take Candace with you?”

  “I am taking her with me.”

“You’re going to give Tag what he wants?”

And there it is. Him baiting me for information he can fed to Tag. “I’m going to get what I want.”

“I’ll meet you at the door,” he replies and hangs up. 

A few minutes later, with a coffee cup in my hand, I stand in the closet and watch Candace pull on a black T-shirt and jeans, the way I used to stand in this exact spot and watch her dress. Not because I’m a pervert, though hell yeah, I’m all kind of hot for this woman, but because we always talked about the day ahead of us. And because right now, I’m trying to keep her mind off her father, I decide on a little chatter about my favorite places in New York City. 

Or maybe it’s me who needs to keep my mind off her father because I have a lot of fucked up feelings and insights into the man that I don’t want to share. Starting with me not believing that he had me join that black ops operation with any intent of me living long enough to come back for his daughter. Won’t he be surprised when we bring him home tonight? 

For now, I stick to our talk of food. “We can hobnob with all the rich and famous in the city at the hottest restaurants, baby, but I promise—I promise you—once you have a street hotdog, you will want another.” 

She laces her red Chuck Taylor Converse sneakers and steps in front of me. “Street hotdogs are disgusting.”

I catch her hip and lean in close, inhaling the fresh floral scent of her silky brown hair. “Not in New York City.”

“Do you know what they put in hot dogs?”

“They who?”

“Everyone. It’s a universally disgusting recipe for indigestion.”

 “Tell me.” I nuzzle her neck and murmur. “I think it might get me hot.” 

She laughs and a voice lifts from the kitchen. “We’re here!” 

At the sound of Adrian’s voice, Candace jerks back, her eyes wide. “They have to know who died in DC.” She ducks under my arm and dashes away. 

I know Candace and there’s no stopping her when she’s on a mission. I pursue her, and without the pleasure of any real time to appreciate her perfectly perky ass, because she’s flying like a bullet looks for an enemy. She’s about to enter the kitchen when I catch her hand and join her. We step into the room together and the whole damn rodeo is here: Adrian, Smith, Adam, and Asher. Smith holds up bags that have my nose tingling. “We come bearing gifts,” Adam says, indicating trays in his hands. “Starbucks for all.”

“And,” Smith adds, lifting the bags in his hands. “Breakfast tacos and hell yes, you Texans know how to do breakfast.”

“You know it, man,” I say, rubbing my hands together. “There was a time when I’d have danced the naked mamba for a good Texas breakfast taco.” 

“Oh fuck,” Adam says, holding up his hand. “Do not give me that visual before I eat.”

“Any news?” Candace asks, folding her arms in front of her, clearly not appreciating our fun as shit personalities. 

Asher doesn’t look at me, but he’s not Fifty Shades of Grey but rather Fifty Shades of Avoidance—okay he might be Fifty Shades of Grey, but I don’t want to know about his kink. He pats his bag where it hangs at his hip. “I’m locked and loaded to work, but let’s eat first.” He motions toward the living room. “Let’s get cozy and chow down.” 

Translation: he’s hungry as a bear and if he tells Candace what he knows, he won’t get to eat. That tatted up blood model wannabe pussy backs up my assumption by heading to the living room without waiting for her approval. The herd follows all with their heads tucked low. 

Candace scowls at their backs and then at me. “What was that?”

“Food before words but not fucking. It’s a thing.” 

“No,” she says. “No, it is not. Not today.” She launches herself toward the living room.

I catch her wrist. “Baby—”

She whirls on me, her green eyes lit like fire. “Rick Savage—”

“Oh fuck. That is never the start of something good.” I let her go. 

She’s gone in a blink, charging toward the living room. I run a hand over my face and follow. By the time I’ve caught up, Asher and Adrian are on the couch. Smith and Adam are in the chairs on either side of them. All have taco wrappers open and in their hands. Damn, I wanna have a taco wrapper open and in my hand. Better yet, I want a taco in my mouth. Or Candace, but I’m pretty sure she’s not in the mood. At present, she’s standing in front of the fireplace and the center of the room. “Who died in Washington three weeks after my mother died?”

Asher sighs and sets his taco down. I close the space between me and Candace, and stand beside her eyeing Asher and waiting for the answer he clearly knows. His lips thin and his eyes meet mine. Yes, he knows the answer. And no, Candace is not going to like that answer, because it’s going to make her father look like shit. And as one of his soldiers, even at another time and place, me right along with him. But I’m not going to stop Asher from telling her the truth. I’m done running from it. Her father ordered assassinations. I was, I am, an assassin. I can’t hide from this. Candace can’t hide from it either, not if we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. 




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Savage

“Say it,” I order Asher. 

Asher’s expression tightens. “A high-ranking admiral with the US Army.”

Holy fuck, and there it is, the dirty laundry of my world, and her father’s, sprawled all over the living room floor, dirtying up a morning otherwise filled with sex, tacos, and Starbucks. Seconds tick by, heavy fucking seconds before Candace folds her arms in front of her and turns only to run smack into me. I catch her arms. “Easy, baby.”

“I was looking for you.” Her voice trembles with the reality of what she’s learning about her father and me, but I don’t sense accusation, judgment, or anger in her. Or even withdrawal.

“I’m right here. I’m always going to be right here.”

 “We both know what that assassination was. We both know it’s about my mother. What if Gabriel knows? What if—”

“We don’t know what that was at all. We have no reason to believe that had anything to do with your mother.” 

She eyes Asher. “Do we?”

“I found no connection to your mother,” Asher confirms. “Nothing obvious or direct.”

Candace’s eyes whip back to me. “Nothing obvious means nothing.”

“When I went to work for the black ops project, your father was in charge. We ran tough missions, missions the US couldn’t officially operate. High-risk missions and yes a few went to the heart of DC.”

“Our own admiral?” she demands. “Surely not.”

I don’t hold back. The truth rules. The truth has to prevail. “If he was a spy, fuck yes. And the admiral might have actually been our man, not our target. The mission doesn’t always go as planned.” 

“Right,” she says, and she immediately rotates back to Asher. “Can you get my father’s phone records for the weeks leading up to and after my mother’s death?”

“Those are old records,” he replies. “And I doubt he was using his phone for that call. More likely a government-issued number we need to know, to search.” 

“Or a burner,” I add. “We used a lot of burner phones.” I lift a chin at Asher. “Was there a potential enemy combatant present in DC that day?” 

“We’ll have to talk about the definition of ‘enemy combatant’ for me to answer that and only after I do research,” Asher replies, tossing an empty taco wrapper in a bag. “But we might not have to travel in that direction. I think we know why the admiral was a target. He was on a targeted government committee with Gabriel.” 

“Gabriel?” Candace asks. “Unbelievable. Obviously, my father and Gabriel knew each other far better than I knew they did when I met Gabriel or after. I’m not sure what to make of that. I mean my father didn’t tell me.”

Just as he didn’t tell her he recruited me for his special ops team either, I think, but this is a rabbit hole better discussed alone and after tonight. 

“I’ve got more to share,” Asher says, grabbing another taco, while Adam, Adrian, and Smith are stuffing their faces so damn fast there will be nothing left. Assholes. “One of the targets on the data drive you gave me,” Asher continues, motioning to me, “was a private businessman that had worked with the CIA as a consultant. He was flagged as a spy in the CIA database but Aaron, our man, the ex-CIA agent I talked about, did some digging. There’s something fishy about the whole thing. The common denominator between your target and the admiral in DC is—”

“Gabriel,” Candace says. 

“The CIA,” Asher corrects. “Aaron is working to connect them to Gabriel for us.” He’s back to me now. “That mission,” Asher adds, “was before you joined Tag, Savage. If that tells you anything.”

“It doesn’t,” I say. “I was told everything I did was for the better of our country from day one but the missions were all shitty. They just got dirtier after Tag took over the operation.”

Candace looks between Asher and I. “Does any of this help us put Gabriel in jail?” 

Asher holds up a finger, sips his coffee and then answers. “Our best bet in my damn good opinion is that we link Gabriel with your father. Then we use that with the message you have threatening him, and we might have enough for an attempted murder charge. Plus, we have the conversation he had with Pocher about getting rid of you.”

“Fuck, man,” Adam grumbles. “Can you be a little more sensitive?”

“I’m fine,” Candace says, waving him off and getting back on topic. “Is that enough?”

“That’s not enough,” I say. “Not even close to enough to take him down.”

“He’s running for office,” Asher argues. “This ends his campaign and forces him to protect himself. And in the spotlight, he won’t be able to kill Candace or her father, and he’ll have no reward for doing so.”

“You’re not listening to half this story, man,” I snap. “Pocher doesn’t leave loose ends. If we go this route, he might decide pencil dick Honest Gabe is a liability and kill him for us, but he’ll come for Candace and her father, too.” 

“You could say that to any charge we come up with,” Adam argues. “It sounds like you want Gabriel dead. I mean why the fuck are we killing Tag if you want what he wants?”

“Look, fucktard,” I growl, “you give me a way to take down these assholes without me making them dead, I’ll listen. So far you haven’t and time is wasting. As to why Tag will die tonight? Tag is the ghetto version of Pocher. He won’t leave loose ends. He will come for all of us, Walker included. Right now, all that matters, is getting the General home, and getting Candace out of here before they’re dead.” 

“If killing Tag ends that threat,” Smith says, “why aren’t you suggesting we kill Pocher? I mean fuck, man, you’re a damn assassin. Why not kill them all, Savage?”

I glower. “You really want me to fight you one day, don’t you?”

Smith waves a taco. “Only after tacos?”

My brows dip. “Pocher won’t just die, asshole. A serial killer broke into the man’s house and killed his brother, not him.”

Candace gapes. “He had his brother killed off?” 

I shrug. “Who the fuck knows with him. He could have set it up. He’s that shitty. My point,” I look around the room, “is that even if he died, the man would crawl out of his grave, bend you over, and fuck you ten times over without Vaseline. He’s not one man. He’s the Society, and the Society is worldwide, and deeper than dirt. And that, my brothers, is why I called Kane Mendez.”

 “Because he’ll kill Pocher?” Adrian asks.

My lips thin. “No, damn it. It’s not that simple. You have to give him a reason to keep those he wants dead, alive. You have to give the Society, not the man, a reason to keep them alive.” I don’t offer more. They don’t understand the magnitude of the Society and I’m not going to freak Candace out by painting that picture now. I walk to the bags to grab a couple of tacos. “I’m going to eat and so is my baby girl over here. Then we’re going to talk through tonight, which will be one of the best nights of my life. A night where I kill Tag, a rat-faced piece of moving shit, and then I take my girl home with me.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Savage

Tired of standing and starving while the Walker team sits and eats, I grab the two navy blue chairs framing the fireplace and scoot them into the center of the room. Candace sits. I claim two cups of Starbucks and offer her one. “Starbucks makes everything better, baby,” I say, her words, not mine.

Her eyes warm with the memories that statement stirs of early morning runs, and our stop by Starbucks on the way home. I wink and snatch a bag of tacos for us to share, claiming my spot beside her, before pointing at the team. “Who’s on first? Let’s recap our plans.”

“I’m on Team Tag,” Adam says. “I have three backup men out of the Dallas and Houston Walker offices, who’ll be watching our asses.”

“No,” I say, setting down my coffee and grabbing a taco. “It’s me alone or me with anyone in this room. No one else.” 

“Then it’s me and you,” Adam concedes. “We can’t afford to spare anyone else.”

“I’m with Candace,” Adrian states, “and we have three men running back up.” 

“Now you have six,” I say, considering Adam just gave up three.

“Right,” Adrian states. “And out of those six, I’ll actually be inside the party as a guest Candace.” 

“As will I,” Smith chimes in. “We’ll use the extra three men to covertly escort Gabriel to the airport.”

“And I’ll,” Asher says, “be running tech support for Tag’s takedown and Candace’s protection.”

Candace blinks. “How many men do you have here now?”

“I called and brought in rush reinforcements for tonight,” Asher supplies. “We’re twelve deep.”

The doorbell rings and Candace’s eyes go wide. “Rick?”

“It’s the tuxedo services,” Asher informs her, tapping his computer screen. “I can see your door.”

Her brows dip, and the adorable pucker between her brows that she hates and I love appears. “Tuxedo services?” 

“Of course,” I say. “Me, Smith, and Adrian need to look spiffy, baby.”

She gapes. “You? You’re going to be at the party?”

“As a guest of my father who agreed to get me in. No doubt, to please his buddy Tag. It’s the best way for me to take the toddler Tag off guard. He’s easily distracted. He’ll see me there and be certain I’m there to kill Gabriel.”

“Because you will,” she snaps. “The first time you see him touch me, you’ll lose your shit.”

“I said the same damn thing,” Smith snaps. “Listen to your woman, Savage.”

“The first time he touches you?” I challenge. “He better not touch you.”

“That’s not realistic,” she argues, “and the very fact that you just said that is making me worse of nervous wreck than I already am. I won’t be able to hide my discomfort from him knowing you’re waiting to kill him. The instant he tries to touch me, I’ll be afraid you’re going to lose your shit and that endangers you and my father. You are not going to the party. The end.” She stands up and walks to the door to grab thee tuxedos. 

The guys smirk and smile. Already on my feet, I shoot them two fingers and follow Candace to the foyer where I hang out at the side of the doorway out of view, until she shuts the door. I take the garment bags from her hands. “No,” she says before I speak.

I lower my voice for her ears only. “This might be the only time outside our wedding you see me in a tux, baby.”

She blanches. “Wedding?”

“Hell yes, Candy, baby. Wedding. I’m not going to blow this night and miss the chance to make you mine again.”

“Is that a proposal?”

“Hell no. I wouldn’t propose with those assholes here and us standing in the damn foyer. This right now is a promise of what’s to come after tonight. I’m not blowing that. Trust me. I’m asking you to trust me.”

“If he touches me—”

“I won’t lose my shit unless he pulls some shit.”

“Define ‘pulls some shit’.”

“I will protect you. You know I have to protect you.”

Her eyes soften. “What comes after tonight, Rick, that’s what matters.”

“Is that right?”

“You know it is.”

“Well then, baby. Let’s go finish this planning and get you packed, so we can go home together.”

She nods and kisses my cheek. I cup her head and give her a long stroke of tongue while she gives me a sweet little moan that has my cock twitching and my heart burn every shade of right. That’s when you know you have the right woman—when she can talk to your cock, your mind, and your heart, all at the same time without even trying. I wouldn’t just kill for this woman. I’d die for her. I just hope like hell that doesn’t happen. It’d be a bitch to win her back and then end up dead. I stroke her damp lip and motion her to the living room. 

We rejoin the Walker team and I’m pretty sure I just asked her to marry me, and she said yes. I just need to get us through this night and ask her properly. 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Candace

My body is still warm from Rick’s kiss, my heart even warmer from his promised proposal when we enter the living room and rejoin the Walker team. We’ve barely sat down in our chairs again and I’ve barely started to gather my thoughts when my cellphone rings. 

“It’s Gabriel,” Smith warns, tapping his MacBook that sits in front of him before I can even reach for my cell “I can tell you from our surveillance that he’s sitting at breakfast with his campaign manager.”

“I hope she takes him back to his room and spreads her legs again after they eat so that he stays away,” I say, grabbing my phone from my pocket. 

Smith snorts his coffee. Rick snorts laughter. “Quiet!” Asher snaps.

I inhale and take the call. “Hi,” I say, and I don’t look at Rick or anyone in the room. I stare at my sneakers, praying this is the last call from this man that I have to take, ever. “How are you?”

“Running late,” he says shortly. “I’m about to walk into a meeting with the governor which is why I’m calling. I’m sending a car to pick you up at eight. I’ll meet you at the party.”

“And then you fly out after the party?”

“Unfortunately, yes. When I get back, we’ll fuck like rabbits to make up for all this fucked up separation.”

Spoken as he sits next to the woman he’s fucking like a rabbit. The man really is a priceless turd as my mother used to say. “I’ll see you at the party.”

“Okay. You’re upset?”

“I’m not upset,” I say, and my voice lifts, damn it, why does my voice lift?

“You’re upset.”

“I’m not upset, Gabriel. Go to your meeting. I’ll see you soon.” 

“I’m bringing you a gift. You’ll forgive me when you see it, I promise. Gotta run. Love you.” He hangs up. I disconnect and slide my phone back into my pocket, glancing at Rick. “He’s sending a car at eight. And he’s leaving right after the party.”

“Thank fuck Eric came through,” Rick grumbles, handing me my coffee. “And I heard. He’s bringing you a gift.”

“He’s not meeting the governor,” Asher interjects, clearly avoiding that bad topic, before he explains to the group. “He told Candace he was headed to a meeting with the governor.”

“As long as he stays away, I don’t care what’s he’s doing,” I say, grabbing my coffee. 

Adrian eyes my hand and points. “Don’t forget to wear your engagement ring tonight. He’ll notice that shit is missing.”

My eyes go wide. I threw it on the floor last night. “Oh, crap.” I start to get up. 

Rick catches my arm. “I have it.” He doesn’t offer to give it to me. Instead, he hands me a taco. “It’s better for you than that ring.” 

I give him a “really?” look and he leans in and kisses me. “Really, baby.”

I purse my lips. His eyes smolder. In turn, I dig into my taco, because really, tacos seem like the only thing that makes sense in this crazy world right now. And Starbucks. Planning recaps begin and I eat and drink, listening to the preparations for the night. All the while, I think tonight will change my life. 

That’s all I can think the entire time the Walker team is talking. One way or the other, this night is a new beginning and an ending. I just pray I celebrate my new beginning with my father alive and well.

“One last thing before we leave,” Adrian says as everyone packs up. “I plan to have you in sight at all times, but I’d feel better if you were wired. However, we’re afraid Gabriel will find the microphone.”

Rick grunts with the idea that Gabriel will be that intimately by my side tonight. 

“Make a scene if you have to,” Adrian continues. “Scream with a foot cramp or spider bite. Be creative. Just buy time and wait for me if we get separated.” 

Nerves explode in my belly just thinking about what situation might make me that desperate. I can’t imagine one at the party, but they can, and that means they foresee trouble. Or maybe that’s just their nature. God, I hope so. 

When finally the team heads for the back door to leave, I’m relieved. I need some breathing room to deal with the stress of tonight. I might need a drink. The guys are all filing out when Rick receives a text and grabs his phone only to curse. Adam falls back and both of us ask, “What’s wrong?”

“Kara just sent me a text. Kelly left.” He eyes me. “That’s Max’s wife. Max being my buddy that left Tag’s operation behind and disappeared.” 

“I remember,” I say. “I thought she was at a safehouse.”

He scrubs his jaw. “She was. Kara had her but she  pulled a gun on Kara and left.” He dials his phone and the call is short but not sweet. He ends with, “I hope like hell that’s true. Do what you can. Thanks, Kara.” He disconnects. “Kelly told Kara she had one last chance to find Max but she had to go alone. She doesn’t trust us or she’d know that’s not true.” 

“What are you going to do?”

“Pray Max is alive.”

She’s running.

If Rick doesn’t kill Tag, we’ll be running, just like Kelly. The problem is, that even once Tag is gone, Gabriel will not be gone. Pocher will not be gone. Rick might not be running from me anymore, but it seems we might be running together. I wait for a sense of panic to overcome me but there is none. I’m worried about a lot of things but not this. If I’m running with Rick, I know I’ll be just fine. Adam heads out and Rick locks the door and when he turns back to me, I say as much, “We’ll be hiding in New York, won’t we?”

“Not for long, baby. I promise.”

I step into him and wrap my arms around him. “I trust you, and I don’t care if we’re in hiding as long as I’m hiding with you.”

He doesn’t say a word. He just scoops me up and starts walking to the bedroom. I decide I don’t need a drink to get me through the afternoon. I need Rick Savage. 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Savage

Me in a monkey suit. It’s not the first time. It’s not the last. But like the last time, I’m dressed to kill. I step out of the closet fully dressed to find Candace still in her robe, her hair in soft waves around her shoulders. She turns to look at me and her eyes go wide and warm. “My god, you’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.”

And my God, I want her, and it’s not about sex and fucking either. We are so much more than those things. I close the space between me and her and catch her tiny waist beneath my hands. She is so damn tiny, so delicate and yet so freaking tough. I’m a damn killer, and no one can put me in my place like this woman. My eyes lower to her glossy pink lips. “I’m glad you think so.” 

Heat spirals between us and I catch a glimpse of red lace beneath the robe. I tug down the black silk of her robe and my gaze lifts to her gaze. “What the fuck, Candy?”

“It’s for you,” she whispers. “I’m not leaving with him. I’m going home with you.”

I tighten my hold on her waist. “Yes. Yes, you are.” My voice is low, raspy, affected and I don’t even care. Yes, I’m affected in every fucking possible way with Candace. Just thinking about sending Candace off to that party alone, without me, kills me which is why I wait until the last possible minute to part ways but I have no choice. “I have to go,” I tell her, with only fifteen minutes until the car service arrives. “I’m meeting my father at the party in half an hour and a few minutes to lay down the rules with him is necessary before we go inside. Asher will follow you there and I’ll meet you inside.”

“I’m nervous,” she whispers. “God, I’m so nervous. You leaving makes me nervous.” 

There’s a lot of deep-rooted history to that statement that cuts me in ten different directions. But there’s only one way to look at this. The outcome of tonight, ending with us, is a big step toward trust. “I’ll be right there with you at the party soon.”

“What if Tag—”

“Don’t finish that statement, baby. He has one thing to live for: hate. I have you.”

“My father—”

“I move on Tag at the same moment we move to extract your father. The minute he’s safe, Asher will send us both a text. Yours will look like it came from your friend Linda’s phone and read: How about coffee soon?”

“That means my father is safe.”

“Exactly. And just to recap. Someone will grab your boxes we set up by the door after you leave for the party. We’ll have movers get the rest once we’re through all of this. I won’t want you to touch your bank accounts until we’re through this either. Pocher will try to track you that way. We’ll dump your phone before we ever head to the private Walker-owned plane that we’re flying out on tonight.” 

She nods. “Got it. I’ve been replaying it all in my head over and over.” I catch her fingers with mine. “Come walk me to the door.” I turn and lead her through the bedroom to the back door of the house before turning to her, sliding my hands under her hair. “Gun in your purse. Just in case.”

“Right. Okay.”

I grab the damn engagement ring nitwit gave her and press it into her hand. “Put that on after I’m gone. You won’t wear his ring again. Only mine.” 

Her delicate little neck bobs. “Rick—”

“I love you, baby, so damn much.” I lean in and kiss her, a slow slide of tongue before I murmur, “See you soon,” and then I release her to exit the house. And holy hell, it about kills me to leave her behind even for a moment.

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Candace

Take my gun with me.

Just in case.

Those are not words that comfort a girl but a gun in her purse is another story. 

The minute Rick is gone, I shove the ring on my finger, but I don’t even look at it. I don’t want to look at it. Instead, I deal with pressing matters. I race to the bedroom, locate my handgun and make sure it fits in the sparkly black purse I’ve planned to wear tonight. It does, thank God. I quickly throw in lipstick and a few other items, just to have normal things in my purse, should I need an excuse to open my purse. Next, I do what I should have done before now. I go to my closet and grab the box where I’ve stored the ring Rick gave me years ago and grab the ring box. I open the box, stare down at the diamond and sapphire ring inside and quickly remove it. Returning the box to the top of the closet, I hurry back to the bathroom and stick the ring in the inside zipper compartment of my purse. My way of keeping Rick close.

Next, I dress to include a strappy black pair of heels. My dress is the last thing I put on aside from a touchup of lipstick. When I stand in front of the mirror in the pretty red gown, I decide I look worthy of being a first lady but only if the president is Rick Savage. That idea has me laughing through my stress. President Savage would make for an interesting press conference. I’m pretty sure the press would like him though. He’d hand out food. God, I love that man for making me laugh when he’s not even here. 

I grab my purse and slide my phone into the nifty pocket in my dress before I head for the kitchen where I quite literally pour myself a glass of wine and take a sip but decide to stop there. I need a level head tonight. My phone buzzes with a text exactly five minutes later and it’s the car service telling me they are arriving. I inhale and let out a breath before I head for the front door. Once I’m there, I turn and stare at my living room, the room where Rick and I made love the first time, and I say a little goodbye. I’ll be back, but I don’t believe that will be soon. I’m sad, but only because of the way this is happening. My work travels and I have no regrets about leaving this place behind to be with Rick in New York. That very idea has me ready to just be there now with him. I rotate and exit the house into a dark night, no stars in the inky sky, and lock the door behind me. 

Once I’m inside the black sedan idling in the driveway, I hear the driver speak to someone on the phone. “I have her now.” He disconnects and eyes me in the mirror, his heavy brows all I really can make out besides, his meaty arm. “Good evening, ma’am.”

“Good evening.”

My cellphone buzzes with a text and I grab it from my pocket to read a message from Savage: Our guys are right there with you. You okay?

Yes, I reply. I’m fine. Do your job and stop worrying about me so you don’t end up dead.

Never going to happen, he answers. I have you to come back for. Text me or call me if you need me. Now delete this message and all messages from me as you get them. Signed —The Savage that loves you. 

I laugh and delete the messages before sinking back into the seat to letting out a ragged breath of tension. My momentary distraction of talking to Savage doesn’t change the fact that I’m on my way to play fiancée to a man who wants to kill me and my father. And I’m doing what I’m doing tonight, because the two most important people in my life—Rick and my father—are in danger this night, as well. 

It’s a few minutes later when the car pulls up to the Ritz Carlton where the Governor’s Military Appreciation Ball is to take place but we don’t pull up to the row of cars awaiting entry at the front door. The driver pulls us to the side of the hotel and stops at a private door. Nerves rattle in my stomach and my door opens as Gabriel appears. He’s a handsome man, with blond hair, a defined jawline, and piercing blue eyes, and certainly, he wears his tuxedo well, but all I see when I look at him is monster. I wonder how I ever saw something more. “My future wife,” he declares, offering me his hand.

Steeling myself for the touch, I press my palm to his, and he all but drags me out of the car and into his arms. He tries to kiss me and I cover his lips with my hand. “Unless you want red lipstick on your face, I wouldn’t.”

“Hmmm,” he murmurs. “I guess the kisses can wait.” He sets me back from him and gives me a once over. “Stunning. Absolutely stunning.” He inches around me, leans into the car and speaks to the driver and then shuts the door. “Let’s go inside and get you some champagne.”

“Perfect,” I say, and he motions to the hotel door. 

Someone opens it to allow us to enter the private passage. Gabriel motions me forward and I step inside to find a giant bald Hispanic man with intense brown eyes waiting on us. He's in a tuxedo, but for reasons I cannot explain, I know that he's not a guest. Gabriel joins me, his hands settling on my waist. “Honey, this is Alejandro. Your new bodyguard.”

And just that quickly, I know that nothing about my escape tonight is going to go as planned. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY

Savage

I pull my Porsche 911 into the hotel driveway just behind my father’s Mercedes and at the same time that Candace’s driver pulls the sedan to the side of the hotel, and private entrance. It’s all I can do not to follow her, but I resist for one reason: I know Gabriel is waiting for her there and I might just kill Honest fucked-up Gabe before he ever makes it into the building and that wouldn’t serve the bigger cause of saving the General and ending Tag. 

I whip around my father and the line of cars waiting for valet services. My car needs to be close and easily accessed without anyone knowing I’ve left. I’ve just parked when Asher calls. “Did you get my text?”

“What fucking text?”

“When Gabriel exited his car tonight, he wasn’t alone.”

“He brought his fuck buddy?”

“No. It was a man who is now with Candace as well. He must have been in the car when Gabriel got in back to return to San Antonio.”

“Who’s the man?”

“Alejandro Rojas. He arrived in San Antonio with Pocher, but Pocher left without him. I sent you his photo and all we know of him which isn’t much. He’s out of New York, like Pocher.” 

“I’ll call you back.” I disconnect and I eye the photo. One look at the asshole and I know he’s a private hire bodyguard and killer. His location and connection to Pocher drives me to one place. I forward the information to Kane Mendez and dial his number. He answers on the first ring. “Savage,” he greets.

“Look at your text messages.”

“I saw. What about him?”

“Who is he?”

“Where is he?”

“Too close to my woman for comfort. Who is he?” I repeat. 

“Someone I would hire you to—handle.”

I curse. 

“What’s the problem? You can’t handle him?”

“Fuck you, Kane.” I hang up and dial Adrian. 

“Yo, man, what’s up?”

“Yo your fucking ass, Adrian. The big bald Mexican. He’s a killer and you will end up dead if you’re not careful.” 

“I can handle him.”

“He’s not a man that shows up without a shit show planned in the future. If he’s too close to Candace, and you go at him, he might just fucking kill her. Do not make a mistake and get her killed.” I hang up and exit the car, intent on getting eyes on Candace right now.

With long, quick strides I travel the parking lot until I’m at the front door where I find my father waiting. He stands regal, still a powerful presence in a tuxedo or a pair of scrubs, and yet, the respect I once felt for him is long gone. 

“Tonight will be interesting,” he greets dryly, once I’m standing toe to toe with him. “How many people do you think will be waiting for you to beat my ass again?”

“Everyone who knows you will be hoping I do,” I assure him. 

“I’ve saved many lives, son.”

“And I’ve watched you take at least two. Shari Moore, who died on my table thanks to you and then, of course, my mother.”

“Says a man who makes a living killing people.”

I smirk. “You should remember that, old man. I do. And it could be you. Let’s go.” I motion toward the door. 

He grabs my arm. “I don’t want to be your enemy. I’m only helping Tag to help you.”

“More like you’re trying to ease some level of guilt you believe you’re supposed to feel. Let’s go.”

He grimaces but smartly releases me. I walk to the door and enter, and he’s quick to follow. 

“You’re going to give Tag what he wants,” he assumes as we walk through the elegant lobby of navy blue and gray decor.

“I’m going to give me what I want,” I reply, motioning toward the sign that points to the stairs going down. 

We head down the steps, the sound of a piano playing gradually growing louder, and we don’t say another word. The man killed my mother and now he’s helping a man I’m about to kill before he can kill me and Candace. At the end of the stairs, we’re on the lower level where we cut right and pause at a double doorway where a man in full dress uniform greets us. My father signs us into the party and together we enter. The room is a typical party room with tables of food to the left and right, and an ice sculpture of three soldiers in the center of the room. Women in fancy dresses are decorating the arms of men in tuxedos and full army uniforms. 

Asher speaks into my earpiece. “She’s near the stage, and Adrian is shadowing her. And, Savage, man, I thought the bald dude was there to protect Gabriel. He seems more interested in Candace’s every move.”

I grind my teeth and endure an encounter with one of the doctors I used to work with, and not because he’s an asshole. I barely remember the guy, but he’s still just as geeky and nasal as he was then. It’s downright adorable and all, but I just need the fuck away from any obstacle that stands between me and Candace. 

“What are you doing these days?” the man asks. 

“Trying not to kill anyone,” I say. “Actually, that’s a lie. I do try to only kill the monsters.” He eyes the scar on my face. “That one I killed,” I assured him. 

His eyes go wide, and I step away from the encounter as Asher speaks again. “Our team is in position for the extraction but sunrise is imminent in that part of the world. You have fifteen minutes and you need to leave if we’re doing this thing in unison.”

I’d tell him to fuck off and say I know, but I’d draw attention I can’t afford. I weave through the crowd until my starving eyes find my Candy baby. She’s standing with Gabriel who thank fuck is not touching her. That bald King Kong Motherfucker is right next to her, too, and one look at him and I know he’s more Tag than I will ever be. He’s a cold-blooded killer, the kind that never drinks himself into submission to get the job done. He’d rather be all in, living the kill. I stop at the bar, give her my back and pull out my phone, texting her a message: I’m at the bar. Bathroom. Now. Delete this. And because I’ve studied the hotel floorplan, I add, Exit the East door. I’ll be in the back stall. I push off the bar, and start walking, aware that Candace will follow, but so will King Kong. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Candace

Gabriel is speaking to some politician I don’t know when I read the message from Rick and quickly delete it. I slide my phone back into my pocket and when my gaze lifts “the brute” as I’m calling my new bodyguard is staring at me. I purse my lips and when there’s a break in conversation, I lean into Gabriel and whisper, “Bathroom. Do you want a drink on my way back?”

“Hell yeah, I need a drink right about now. You know what I like.”

He’s right. I do. It’s really amazing how well I know a man I don’t know at all. “I do,” I say. “I’ll be right back.” 

“Take Alejandro with you.”

My brows dip. “Is there some threat I don’t know about?”

 “Of course not, but you’re the future of our country. I was advised that a woman as beautiful as you might end up with some unsavory attention.”

“I don’t want an escort to the bathroom. When you win the office, I’ll lose my freedom. Don’t take it now.”

He studies me a moment and then kisses my hand. “You’re right. Go. Just be careful.”

“Always.” And then I push my luck by adding, “Take me with you to New York and you can look out for me.”

“I wish I could. You know I do.”

“Right. I know. I just hate it. I’ll be right back.” I rotate away from him and I don’t waste any time walking toward the door. I’m stopped three times by random people asking how my father is and excited for Gabriel’s campaign. The questions about my father cut me because I know at any moment he could finally be safe, but he could also end up dead. The idea of that being the reason why Rick would so boldly try to connect with me here has me walking a little faster. 

Finally, I clear the room and step into the hallway. Cutting left, I walk down a long hallway and follow a temporary sign that points to the ladies’ room. I rush in that direction and enter the restroom. There is a woman at the sink, fixing her hair and six closed stalls. She turns to leave and I quickly walk to the back stall and enter. Rick is there waiting, and I am instantly in his safe, strong arms. Relief, love, heat all collide and I wrap my arms around him. “My father—” I whisper. 

His hands close down on my head, and he’s already kissing me, a long, deep stroke of tongue sending shivers down my spine before his lips press to my ear. “Alejandro is trouble. He will kill you before Adrian can save you if things go south. If you can escape, do it, but if you have to go with him, don’t panic. I will come for you. I promise.”

I swallow hard, and he pulls back to look at me, holding a finger to my lip and nodding. I nod my confirmation. He molds me close and kisses me again and for a moment or two there is nothing but us. Too soon the world explodes around us. Voices sound and Rick tears his lips from mine, wiping lipstick from my mouth before he leans in and whispers, “I’ll see you soon. Adrian is here and close. I love you, baby.” He turns me to the door. 

I turn back around and push to my toes to whisper. “I love you, too, and Rick, I trust you. I trust us again.” When I settle onto my feet again and meet his stare, his eyes are filled with love and tenderness. He kisses me hard and fast and turns me to the door. This time, I open it and exit the stall. I exit the bathroom and stop dead in my tracks when I find Alejandro waiting on me, his cold eyes landing hard on my face. It’s not until that moment that the reality of what Rick just said to me hits home. I may end up this man’s prisoner tonight and all I can think is no. No, that is not going to happen. I won’t let that happen. I am not leaving this party with this man. 

I tilt my chin up and start walking.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Savage

What happens next isn’t a pre-planned strategy.

I exit the bathroom stall, walk right past a woman at the sink, and exit to the hallway and never stop walking. Determined to get eyes on Candace one last time before I leave, I re-enter the ballroom and weave through the crowd to come up behind her and Gabriel at the very moment the Pencil Dick grabs her ass. She whirls on him and points in his face. Anger comes at me hard and fast, as does my strategy. Tag has someone watching. He needs to know how serious I am about killing Pencil Dick, which would be really fucking serious. What better way than to boldly go where most men would not? I start walking toward Candace, and Asher, who has electronic surveillance set-up inside the event, clearly does not like where I’m headed. He bellows in my ear. “What the fuck are you doing?” I keep walking. He curses and then says, “You have five minutes to get over your fifty shades of stupid and out of the door.”

I smirk at the inside joke, we toss back and forth, and keep on keepin’ on until I’m nudging past King Kong to catch Candace’s arm. “Candy?” 

She whirls on me now and her eyes going wide. “Rick? How are you here right now?” 

It’s an unintentionally perfect response. “Home sweet home was calling, baby.”

Pencil Dick wants to die today. He wraps his arm around her. I decide that I might not kill him, but the hand that grabbed her ass will not work properly before this is over. Ever. A-fucking-gain. 

“She is not your baby,” he snaps. “Do not disrespect the future first lady.”

“And you are?” I ask.

“Her fiancé. Who the hell are you?”

My lips thin. “Her ex-fiancé,” I say, and while my tone is cool, anger crackles beneath my surface.

He scowls and looks at Candace. “You said you hadn’t talked to him in years.”

“That’s right,” she agrees. 

Now his lips thin. “And here he is.”

Meanwhile, my mind hums a little song: Itsy bitsy Gabriel went up the water spout, down came the blood bath that washed him to the ground. I almost smile with the catchy tune. 

“Here I am,” I agree. “Let’s talk about respect.” 

“Because you have none?” he challenges. 

“Considering you just grabbed her ass while a reporter took a photo, I assume you were the last person with respect on your mind.”

“Oh fuck,” he murmurs, and eyes King Kong. “Find him.” He eyes me. “What did he look like?” 

“Tall white dude in a tuxedo,” I smirk with the stupid description.

“No shit, Sherlock,” Pencil Dick snaps. “Give us more.” 

“Curly blond hair and the only reason I’m telling you at all is to protect Candace.” 

Pencil Dick’s gaze shoots to Kong. “Go!” 

Kong turns away and maneuvers into the crowd and just like that, I’ve set up a path to Adrian freeing Candace from captivity. He too can report the mysterious reporter taking photos, and he too can send Kong on a goose chase. 

Asher snaps at me in my ear. “Now, man. You need to go now.”

I eye Candace who really is too damn beautiful for my own good with all that long, silky brown hair and her creamy perfectly pale skin. “How about that drink?”

Gabriel scowls at me. “Walk away before I call security.”

“Talking to an old friend is a crime now?” I ask dryly. “Huh. Who’d have thunk it?” I incline my chin at Candace. “I’ll find you again.” It’s a reminder of our bathroom stall chat before I give her a wink and rotate away from her, but damn it to fuck, I just want to turn around, throw her over my shoulder and run. That wouldn’t make me a hero, but rather a selfish bastard who let her father die and her enemy live. For that reason alone, I keep moving. In long, unimpeded strides, I exit the ballroom and head south down a hallway that leads me far and long to an emergency exit. I’ve just entered the stairwell when my cellphone rings. I keep moving and snake my phone from my pocket to find Asher calling me instead of speaking in my headset.

I stop dead in my tracks and answer the call. “What?” 

“Your father’s house is on fire.”

My jaw sets hard. “Tag knows I’m coming. It’s a trap. Let it burn. Move on as planned. Get her father out of that prince’s palace, now, before Tag figures out this night is about more than me and him.”

“We can’t find your father.”

An unexpected punch of emotion slams right into my heart. “Someone other than me needs to find him.”

“Adrian—”

“I need to focus on Candace. Tell him Alejandro is looking for a fake reporter in a tuxedo with blond curly hair who took a photo of Gabriel grabbing Candace’s ass. Use the fake photographer to distract that asshole and get Candace out of here.” 

“Rick,” he says softly. 

“Stay the course, man. He’s fucking with me.”

“If he knows you’re coming—”

“Tell Adam I’m three minutes out.” I hang up and start walking again. There is no “if” about it. Tag knows I’m coming and I don’t give two fucks. Let him surround himself with an army. I’ll kill them all. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Savage

I step under the final stairwell, and actually step underneath the above level, where I reach behind a utility box, and grab the bag that awaits there. In two minutes flat, I’ve exchanged my tuxedo for a pair of black cargo pants, a black long-sleeved T-shirt, combat boots, and a black baseball hat. The tux goes into the bag, the bag over my shoulder, and then I’m moving again. I exit to the lobby level hallway, in another thirty seconds, and walk right to an emergency exit that’s been disarmed. Pushing it open, I enter the darkness of a damp Texas night where my Porsche 911 is now waiting with Adam behind the wheel.

He pops the trunk and I toss my bag inside and slide another bag filled with weapons closer. I unzip it, slip on a shoulder holster and then load myself down with every weapon I can possibly carry. Once I’m back at the passenger door, I climb inside the Porsche, seal the door, and buckle up. 

“Drive this bitch like she’s the only beautiful woman you’ve ever ridden, man.”

“To which house, Savage? Your father’s or Tag’s?”

I shoot him a scowl. “Were you sleeping through those hours of planning? Drive the motherfucking car.”

He curses and starts driving. “Do you really think, based on that fire, that Tag’s just going to be sitting there in that house he’s renting, waiting?”

I don’t even have to think about my answer. Any hesitation I’d had back in that stairwell is gone. “Tag didn’t start a damn fire. The last thing he wants is to distract me from my mission. The last thing he wants is to piss me off before I complete my mission. Stick to the plan.” 

He pulls us out of the hotel and onto the highway. “If he didn’t set the fire, who did?”

“My father’s a damn drunk. He probably left a cigar burning on the damn carpet. He’s at the party.”

“Adrian’s team can’t find him.”

“He’s good at hiding while he throws up.” My cellphone rings and I glance at the number to find Tag calling. “Speak of the devil. It’s Tag.” I answer the call. “What’s up, Dumbo?”

“Am I to believe that you’ve left the party to go and save your piece of shit father?”

“Is that what you wanted when you set his house on fire?”

“I didn’t set his fucking house on fire, and he’s at the party. If I was going to set the damn thing on fire, I’d do it with him in it and after I put a bullet between his eyes. Arrogant as fuck bastard. Do not deviate from your mission over a stupid fire. You do what you were meant to do before that prick hugging your woman fucks us and her. Again. We both know he’s fucked her over and over. And we both know he enjoys licking her—”

“Stop now you, bastard, or I will make you eat your own fucking fingers.”

He laughs low and deep. “Do the job and you lick her yourself. Tonight, or her father dies. I’m out of patience.” He disconnects. 

Adam cuts me a look. “Well?”

“He just wanted to make sure the fire doesn’t distract me from killing Pencil Dick Gabriel. He threatened to kill the general if I didn’t come through tonight.”

Adam smiles. “Damn, I like it when the plan goes our way.” He reaches to the side floorboard and hands me a bottle of Vodka. “For old times’ sake?”

“Hell no. I don’t want to forget killing Tag. And I’m done with the bottle man. When this is over, Candace is not tasting that shit on me.” 

“That’s a new you,” he says, tossing the bottle in the backseat and turning us onto the residential street where Tag has been staying. Another two streets over, he pulls into the drive of a vacant house, the heavily treed area allowing us their cover. 

I dial Asher. “We’re in position,” I say and when he answers I place him on speaker. “You have me and Adam on the line.”

“You have five men in the living room,” Asher says. “One of those is Tag. Two at the rear of the house. One east. One west.” 

I don’t ask how he knows. I told him I didn’t need help. I told him to stay the fuck away from this, and yet he pushed and pushed for me to accept help that just keeps expanding. We have a recon team on the ground. I don’t complain but he proved my point. Tag’s men deserve to die. Not one of my Walker compadres deserves to die. They are my brothers, in a way not even the military gave me brothers. I will protect them, and Candace, by killing Tag’s men. “I’ll take care of the backdoor, and meet you inside,” Adam says. 

 “I’ve got eyes on the backdoor,” Asher says. “I’ve got help one minute from activation. You can bitch at me later, Savage. Right now, hold on. I’m making contact with the rest of the team.” He goes silent a moment, and then he’s back. “Adrian has Candace in close reach. Reynolds is on the ground in Iraq inside Prince Yasmin’s castle. We’re a go in three minutes. Get the fuck in and out, so we can all go home and kiss our women. Well, except you, Adam. You don’t have a woman.” 

I disconnect and motion that “go” to Adam. We don’t speak another word. We’ve done all the talking there is to do. We have a plan. That plan is now in play. We both open our doors and get out of the vehicle. I shut mine. He leaves his open. I walk around the car and climb behind the wheel. By the time I’ve shut the door again, Adam is already gone, disappearing into the darkness. I give him a full sixty seconds to strategically position himself in a spot to end those backdoor guards.

At exactly sixty seconds, I back the Porsche 911 up and turn onto the main road again. The houses in this area have a wide girth between properties and I drive a full block to the sprawling, well-lit property where Tag is now waiting for me to kill him. I pull into the driveway, kill the engine, get out and charge for the door. I don’t knock. I open the fucking door and head right inside. Tag’s wrinkly ass is sitting in a recliner by the fireplace. He has two men on the couch, with their backs to me, and two hanging out by the fireplace. I draw my weapon and the two by the fireplace are dead. Adam is in the room just that quickly, and he kills the two on the couch. Tag pushes to his feet but not fast enough. 

I point the gun at his face, fully intending to kill him. “Wait!” he shouts. “If I die, Alejandro will rape Candace before he kills her.” 

My eyes narrow, unease rattling in my chest. “He doesn’t work for you.”

“Pocher is a fool and so is Gabriel. Never hire a paid killer to protect you. For the right money, he’ll kill you instead. Isn’t that right, Rick Savage? Kill me, and she dies after she’s raped.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Candace

Smith and Adrian both ensure I know they’re present. Smith actually bumps into me and apologizes, and the moment he catches my arm and steadies me, I want to hug the man. Adrian just manages to always be in my line of sight, even while eating about every food offering in the place. These two men are perhaps the only reason I’m sane right now. At present, there’s a robust man with pink ruddy cheeks chatting with Gabriel while the brute of a man who is now my bodyguard hovers at my back. I can barely process the words coming out of the mouths surrounding me. There’s a glass of champagne in my hand, and quite out of character, I down the contents and set the glass down on a waiter’s tray. Right now, right this very minute, the men in my life—my father and my own personal Savage—are standing on a ledge that might crumble beneath them. If they crumble, I crumble. 

“You seem distracted,” Gabriel says, as the ruddy-faced man walks away and his attention falls on me. “Are you still feeling under the weather?”

“That’s the first time you’ve asked me that since seeing me.” 

His expression tightens. “You’re angry.”

“You said that earlier,” I point out. “My answer is the same now as it was then. No, I am not angry.”

He narrows his eyes on me and then he catches my hand. “Come with me.” He doesn’t give me a chance to agree or disagree. He’s walking and taking me with him, the brute of a bodyguard following. Heads turn to follow us, pretty women eyeing Gabriel with lust and me with envy. Please. Take him. Take him now. He leads me out of the ballroom to a side door which places us in a narrow hallway. 

“Where are we going?” I ask. “You have a speech to give in ten minutes.” 

He flicks me a look over his shoulder. “Thirty minutes. They pushed it back.” He keeps walking and before I know it, once again, I’m being led onto a private balcony. I swear it’s déjà vu to the last party we were at together and not in a good way. Out here, I’m trapped. Out here, he can touch me. 

The night air lifts with the scent of honeysuckle and cedar that might otherwise be pleasant but suddenly I’m thrust against a wall, behind an open door. My God, does the man pay for a private balcony at these events just to grope me? Before I know his intent, his legs cage my legs, his hands settling possessively at my waist. “You look stunning in that dress.”

His breath is warm and suffocating on my cheek. “Thank you,” I whisper.

“Are you wearing a bra?”

I prickle and fight the urge to knee him. “Of course, I’m wearing a bra.”

His eyes grow hungry. “Show me and don’t stop at the bra. I want to see your pretty pink nipples.”

“I’m not going to show you.”

His finger brushes across my nipple, and I catch his hand. “Stop, Gabriel.”

“I’m your fiancé.”

“And the future president. Don’t grope me on the patio.”

His eyes burn with a mix of heat and lust. His hands grab at my skirt, and he tugs it upward. 

“Gabriel,” I gasp, and so quickly, so very quickly, he grabs my panties, the panties I wore for Rick, and yanks them off me. I yelp and he holds them between us. “Something to keep with me when I go to New York tonight.” His hands creep to the inner side of my backside, and panic overwhelms me. 

“Stop!” I shove at him, fighting the knee that wants to slam into him, but I know I’ll endanger lives, including mine, if I blow the night’s plans. “Stop now.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he growls. 

Voices sound just inside the doorway. He pockets my panties. The brute steps onto the patio. “They’re asking for you inside the event, sir.”

“I’ll be right there,” he says dismissively before he flips his attention back to me. “I got us a room. We’re going to go fuck away your anger before I leave tonight.”

I can almost feel the blood run from my face, but he doesn’t notice. He catches my hand again and starts walking, dragging me along with him again. I end up in the hallway again, sandwiched between him and the brute as we travel back toward the party. The idea of having to have sex with Gabriel turns my stomach and I know that can’t happen. Whatever is in motion, I decide, is in motion. That’s it. I’m leaving. I’m getting out of here. 

But already we’re entering the ballroom and we’re escorted to a stage. I endure being guided to the top and center of that stage to stand beside Gabriel, I even wave at the crowd, though it demands real effort. To my utter relief, Smith is to the right of the stage and Adrian is there, directly in front of me, and I try to tell him with my eyes that I’m going to run. I don’t know how he understands, but he gives a little nod. Finally, finally, I’m off the stage, and Gabriel starts talking about our military and prepares to hand out a few awards. I rotate away from the stage and run smack into the brute. 

His hands come down on my arms, big hands, dangerous hands, at least that’s the thought that pops into my head. “Where are you going?” he demands. 

“I have to go to the ladies’ room.”

His expression hardens but there’ a flicker of something in his eyes—satisfaction, maybe?—and he motions me forward. I don’t understand that look and I don’t like it, but he’s going with me. There’s no way out of it. I hurry toward the exit door, the one I’d taken to meet Rick earlier, with good reason. I remember seeing a fire exit near that bathroom. I don’t look back or wait on the brute. He’s there. I feel his hard stare prickling my skin. The bathroom door is a blessed escape, and I push it open and seek the sanctuary of an empty bathroom. Everyone else is at the party, listening to Gabriel speak. Immediately my phone rings. I answer without looking at the caller ID. 

“Okay, sweetheart, listen up.” It’s Adrian. “Savage just called me,” he continues. “That asshole following you sold out to Tag. His order is to kill you if Savage crosses Tag. Savage has a gun to Tag’s head. We don’t know if Alejandro knows or not. We can’t risk the wrong move.”

My heart starts to race wildly and I’m breathless when I say, “Oh God. I’m alone in the bathroom.”

“I’m going to try to distract him with the fake photographer story Savage came up with, but I believe we’re beyond that. If he doesn’t bite, I’m going to get in his face and start a fight. You run for the stairwell because I will likely be arrested. Go to the lobby. Stand in the center of the lobby. Do not leave that public location until Smith walks in to get you. Understand?”

“Yes. Yes, I understand. Thank you, Adrian.”

“Thank me by getting the fuck to the lobby safely. I’m moving now.” He disconnects. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Candace

The sooner I’m out of the bathroom, the sooner I will be on a plane with Rick. 

I draw a deep calming breath and then creak the bathroom door open. Adrian is standing in my line of sight, which I have no doubt is intentional. He’s also talking to Alejandro, but I can’t make out what’s being said. Well not until he raises his voice, and pokes at Alejandro’s chest. I know it’s Alejandro’s chest because the beast steps into Adrian, and holy wow, he makes Adrian, who is not small, look tiny. If Adrian notices he doesn’t act like it. “You pervert. You’re a pervert hanging out at the women’s bathroom.” Then even louder, he shouts, “Security! Security!” 

Adrian shoves him and the beast actually stumbles backward, out of my view. There are more voices now, and I can feel the chaotic energy, even if I can’t see anymore. I open the door and when I find several men in suits standing with Adrian, all of them surrounding Alejandro, my heart leaps, but I move , quickly darting to the right to run for the stairwell. 

“Hey! Stop right there, Candace!”

Oh, God. It’s Alejandro. I grab the doorknob to the exit, and it won’t open. I tug again. Still, it won’t open. I glance right and Alejandro is running at me. Adrian tackles him and shouts, “Run!” I run, down another hallway and thank God, there is another exit sign. Please let the door open. Please let it open. It does. It opens. Relief floods my adrenaline-laced system and I all but fall flat-faced inside the stairwell, but I catch the railing. We aren’t high up and I start running down the stairs. I’ve just turned the corner when I stop dead at the sight of a man sitting on the ground on the next level I must pass. And not just any man. It’s Rick’s father. 

“Doctor Savage?”

He breathes out and then looks up at me, attempting a smile. “Candace, dear.”

I hurry down the steps to kneel beside him. “Doctor Savage, what are you doing?”

“My house is burning down. I’m supposed to meet the fire trucks there now.”

My eyes go wide. “Your house is burning down?”

“That’s what they tell me.” 

Blood flushes my face and heats my neck. My mind races with all the ways this might be tied to Tag, and my fear for his life is immediate. “Come with me.” I stand back up and grab his hand. “Now.”

“I’ve been drinking. I can’t get up.”

“Get up now or you might die. Any moment now a man who wants to kill me, and I suspect you, will walk into this stairwell. Get up—now!”

“No,” he says. “No. I’m not getting up. If they want to kill me, they can kill me.”

“Candace!”

At the sound of Smith’s voice, I call back. “I’m here.”

“Get your ass down to me, now!”

I tug on Dr. Savage’s hand. He jerks it back. “Go. I’m fine.”

“Please—”

“Candace!”

I turn and Smith is standing behind me. “What the hell?” he demands, looking between me and Rick’s father. 

“He was just sitting here,” I explain. “He says he’s drunk. He says his house is burning down. I don’t want to leave him. What if that monster comes after him?”

“Don’t be a fool, little girl!” Rick’s father shouts at me. “Tag needs me. He doesn’t need you or my son. Go the fuck away.”

“He burned down your house.”

“He didn’t burn down my house. I did!”

“What?”

Smith catches my arm. “Savage needs to hear from you now and know that you’re safe and right now you are not. It’s life or death. I’ll send a man for him.”

I’m torn. This man is Rick’s father, but Rick himself and my father are in danger. “Let’s go.” 

Smith takes my hand and guides me the rest of the way down the stairs. We exit to a hallway somewhere on the lower level and then exit to a side door. A white truck waits for us there and Smith opens the passenger door. 

I climb inside and I don’t know how Adrian is here, but he is and he hands me his phone. “My father?”

“Nothing yet. Talk to Savage.”

But I don’t talk to Savage. I turn to Smith. “Rick’s father—”

“I already sent a message to one of our men to get him. Now talk to Savage. He won’t kill Tag until he hears your voice.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Savage

I’m not even holding the gun on Tag. He’s back to sitting in his chair, in the living room of his rental. I’m in the chair across from his chair, elbows on my knees, that baseball hat I’d put on earlier on the table. The gun is on the coffee table, too, right there beside my hat and right between me and Tag. Adam is on the couch between our chairs. Since we don’t plan to stay around to clean up our mess, Adam and I are both wearing gloves, playing cards but the cards are not what entertains me. It’s watching Tag sit there, his mind racing as he tries to figure out how to get the fuck away from me. In my mind, I’m tormented by what is happening with Candace. I need to hear from her. 

The sound of my cellphone rings and adrenaline surges through me with the hope of good news and the fear of bad but I’m an emotionless canvas. Tag still smirks. He knows I’m on edge waiting. I eye the caller ID that reads Adrian and with a steady hand I do not feel, I answer the call. 

“Rick.”

At the sound of Candace’s voice, relief washes over me with a force I have never felt in my life. “You okay, baby?” I ask, my eyes meeting Tag’s and delivering a message: now you die. 

“I’m fine.” She gives a nervous laugh. “But you can no longer be an asshole to Adrian. He tackled Alejandro. He saved me.”

A muscle in my jaw begins to tick. “That King Kong motherfucker came after you?”

“Yes, but Adrian handled him. Rick, your father—”

I cut her off. “Not now, baby. I have something I need to do. I’ll see you at the airport in a few. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

I disconnect and set the phone down. “She’s safe,” I say, my eyes burning holes in Tag. “He came at her. I know you didn’t have time to tell him you were in trouble. Why did he go after her?”

“I’m not a fool. I know your fucking tricks, Savage. He tried to call me. I told him if I didn’t answer, or call him back in fifteen minutes, to kill her.”

“You know what comes next.” 

“You should know that I’ve arranged a large sum of money to be deposited into Alejandro’s account if she dies in the next five days.”

I don’t ask how he would manage that. This is Tag. He’s not lying. He knew I’d beat him, at least in life. He wants me to suffer in his death. I repeat my words. “You know what comes next.”

Tag doesn’t mince words. “You’re going to kill me and he’s going to kill her.” He laughs.

I pick up the gun and shoot him between the eyes, grab my hat, and then stand up. “Alejandro is next.”

We exit the house and walk toward the Porsche 911, and officially a chapter of my life is gone, over, done. I dial Adrian. “Where’s Alejandro?”

“They arrested him.”

“There’s a price on Candace’s head. Get her on the fucking plane and lock her down.”

I hang up and Adam and I climb into the car. I toss my hat in the backseat and by the time I crank the engine I have Asher on the line. “Tag’s dead. His men are dead. Any update on the general?” I back us out of the driveway.

“Radio silence right now. I’ll let you know when I know. No red flags.”

I shift us into drive and idle. “Tag left a price on Candace’s head. Alejandro is an assassin. He was arrested. I need to know exactly where they took him.”

“Drive toward the hotel,” he instructs. “I’ll find out and call you back.” He disconnects. 

I gun the accelerator. “Tag could be bluffing,” Adam states, but it’s really a question.

And I answer. “No.” That’s all I say. That’s all he needs to hear. He doesn’t ask again. I don’t even bother to tell him that Asher’s locating him. He’ll know. That’s how we operate—like a fucking team that would live and die for each other. When I was with Tag, we were exactly what Alejandro is: a killer. Nothing more. Nothing less. No one wants one of those killers coming for them and yet, one of those killers is after my woman. 

I whip us onto the highway and my cellphone rings again. “Bad news,” Asher says. “The cops are dead. Alejandro is missing. A manhunt is underway.”

Alejandro will know we’ll go to the airport. He may even guess that we’ll go to the nearest private strip to our location which was that party. I exit and do a hard U-turn to drive the wrong way down the access road. I have to get to Candace before he does.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Candace

Adrian’s phone buzzes with a call and I hang on every word I can make out, which is not much. All I know is that he’s talking to Rick. He disconnects and I expect an update. He offers nothing. He simply keeps on driving. I can’t accept nothing. Not right now.

“What did he say?”

“He’s on his way to meet us at the airport.” 

I rotate to face him. “What about Tag?”

“He’s dead.”

“What else?” I push.

“Nothing else.”

“We both know that’s not true. What did Rick tell you that you aren’t telling me?”

He turns us onto a dark narrow road and with that maneuver the small airstrip that is our destination comes into view, beaming lights illuminating the single field. “Adrian, what—”

Adrian curses and scrubs his jaw. “Alejandro killed the police officers and escaped. Tag has some sort of death price on your head.”

I rotate back into my seat and ball my fingers into my lap. “He killed the police,” I whisper, trying to process what I’ve just been told. 

“Holy shit,” Smith murmurs, drawing his weapon. 

The weapon’s a trigger, my trigger. Through all of this tonight, I never reached for my weapon. Why? Why was I not properly ready to defend myself? My purse is across my chest, and at my hip, a part of me to such a degree that I have forgotten it right along with the gun. I grab for it now, and open it, pulling out my handgun. 

“Oh fuck,” Adrian growls. “Do you know how to use that thing?”

“Very damn well,” I assure him. “Do you want me to shoot you like my daddy taught me or like Rick taught me?”

To my right, Smith is on the phone. “We’re coming in. Code Four.”

Code Four must mean “about to be killed by an assassin.” 

Meanwhile, Adrian replies, “Either way you shoot me, sweetheart, I’m dead,” he says. “I always wanted to die at the hands of a pretty girl. Kill me.”

“That’s sick,” I growl.

He laughs. “I guess that was one of my better jokes.” He turns us into the airport, and I glance in the rearview mirror afraid of being followed but there is nothing and no one there. I breathe out in relief that is short-lived. Code Four. We’re coming in and it’s a Code Four emergency. 

We’re on a dirt road and barreling toward a plane that sits on the runway. As much as I want to be inside that plane, ready to take off, my mind conjures images of being trapped in that small space and killed. There would be nowhere to go if that monster showed up with a gun. Lights flicker behind us and I whip around to eye the car behind us, as the headlights flick off and on three times. “Chill, baby girl,” Adrian coos. “That’s Savage.”

Relief washes over me, a firestorm of so much relief. Rick is here. We’re getting on that plane and getting out of this city. A city I have always loved, but right now, I do believe I’ve learned to hate it. The truck stops right beside the steps of the plane. Smith exits and by the time I’m at the edge of the seat, Rick is there, big, dangerously perfect, Rick Savage, dressed in all black, and smelling like spice. He takes my gun. I don’t know where he puts it and I don’t care. How can I? He’s pulling me to him, wrapping me in those powerful arms of his and dragging my head back to inspect me. 

“You okay?”

“Once we’re on that plane in the air I will be.”

“Then let’s get on the damn plane and get out of here, baby.” He calls over his shoulder to someone. I can’t hear what and I don’t even care either. He lifts me and sets me on top of the steps leading up to the plane, but he stays close, right behind me. I’m just about to enter the plane when I pause, pull Gabriel’s ring off my finger, and twist to show it to Rick, right before I toss it away. Approval darkens his eyes and only then do I turn and enter the small but luxurious cabin, where I quickly inventory my surroundings. To my left are two cream-colored double leather seats. Behind them are a good half dozen single recliner-style seats that lead to the back of the plane. Rick comes up behind me, his hand on my waist, that possessive wonderful touch, everything. He’s everything. 

“Get comfortable, baby. It’s a four-hour flight. I need to talk to Adrian and Smith.”

I rotate in his arms. “Can we just shut the doors, please? Before Alejandro gets here and kills us.”

“You do know you’re in love with a damn good killer, right?”

“I thought we were in denial of that fact?”

“Not right now, baby. We’re embracing it and loving it. Doors shut in two minutes.” He kisses me hard on the mouth and rotates me to face my seat. 

I turn back around. “Gun?”

He pulls it from his waistband and flips it around to offer me control. The minute it’s back in my hand, the control feels good. Now, I rotate and head to our seats. I set the gun on the shiny table that sits like a coffee table to the duet of seats, I sit back and pull that table close. If I need to shoot, I am going to shoot. I count the seconds like minutes, until Rick is back inside the plane, pulling the plane door shut. He then walks toward the pilot, speaks to him or her, not more than twenty seconds before he joins me, claiming the seat next to me. The engine on the plane roars to life.

“What happened to Adrian and Smith?” I ask. 

“They’re going after Alejandro. We’re going to New York.”

“Because he’s coming after me.”

He catches my hand and kisses my now naked finger. “Because we’re going home, baby. And home is good.”

“But is he going to follow us, Rick?”

“Baby—”

“Is he going to follow us?”

“Not if we kill him first.”

“In other words, Gabriel, Pocher, and now an assassin are coming for us.” 

“No. I’m coming for them and we’re going home.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Candace

The plane begins to move and a realization hits me. We’re leaving and I don’t think Rick knows what is going on with his father. “Your father. Rick, your father—”

“Smith had some of our guys pick him up. And Smith is taking him to rehab tomorrow. If he won’t stay, I’m done with him. If he does, I’m probably still done with him. And he probably won’t.”

“If you took him, he might.”

His lips press together. “It would not be good for me to see him right now.”

“He was on the floor in the hotel exit stairwell. He said his house was burning down. He said he burned it down.”

“Smith told me what he said. And yes, it burned down, but he’s a drunk, baby. The only thing you can trust about my father is his need for rehab.”

“I know, but—”

“Not now. I’m not in a place right now to talk about my father.”

“Okay. Okay, I—Oh God. What about my father?”

“No word yet, but we don’t expect our team to break radio silence for at least another hour. Asher is going to call the pilot when we have news.” 

“Oh. Okay.”

He brushes my hair behind my ear, a tender touch, which has my stomach doing this butterfly flutter. “It’s going to be okay,” he promises. “Buckle up, baby. The captain said we’re going to hit some turbulence.” He inches over me, his big body draped intimately across my body, and he latches the buckle into place. He doesn’t immediately move. 

We linger there, staring at each other, and my fingers trace his goatee. “Rick,” I whisper because everything else I want and need to say just seems like too much. 

He catches my fingers and kisses them but his hand is immediately on my face. The plane lifts off and his lips press to my ear. “I cannot lose you again.” His voice is a whisper of desperation and need that I feel clear in my soul. He’s in my soul, a part of me, the other part of me that was missing for far too long. 

My hand is on his face now, my fingers curling at his temple and his mouth comes down on my mouth. At that moment, my entire existence fades into him and us, and yet somehow, I don’t lose me but rather find me for the first time in forever. In that kiss, there is the bitterness of loss and fear, the shared relief of finally finding each other again. The plane shudders and shakes around us, the way the world shudders and shakes, but right this minute, it doesn’t matter. A massive sinkhole in the sky could open up and suck us in, we wouldn’t care. Right now, there is just me and him, and him and me, and this kiss.

When our lips part, he whispers, “I love the hell out of you, woman.”

“I love the hell out of you, too, Rick Savage.”

“You’d better. Killer and all.”

“Even when you don’t,” I vow. 

“Even better.” Somehow the plane has settled into a smoother ride, and he says, “Come on.” He unhooks my belt and stands, leading me down a narrow path to the back of the plane. To my surprise there’s another set of double lounge chairs, they face the rear of the plane for privacy. Even better, Rick pulls a curtain shut. A few minutes later, we’re sitting side by side eating ice cream and Doritos, of all things, and talking about the night. 

“It’s no Häagen-Dazs,” he says, of the ice cream, “but in a pinch, it works.”

“I’m actually too hungry to care what is,” I assure him whilst downing a bottle of water we’re sharing. 

“Walker owns a fleet of six planes and they keep them stocked with good shit most of the time. This was short notice.”

He scoops a big bite of ice cream and surprises me by going back to the topic of his father. “The bastard snuggled up to Tag. He could have gotten you killed. He probably burned that damn house down to try and distract me from killing him, too.” 

“Would you have?”

“What if I say yes? I almost did it the night my mother died. Who knows how many more people I might have saved, that’s he’s killed with his ‘skills,’ by ending him then?”

“But you didn’t. And you wouldn’t.”

“What if I said yes?” he repeats 

“I wouldn’t believe you.”

“You have more confidence in me than I do. Me staying away had far more to do with him than you, baby. If I’d have stayed around, he wouldn’t have been here to burn down that house.”

“If you would have stayed in Texas, I believe we would have gotten him in rehab together.” 

“I’m not sure I would have been that reasonable, even for you. In many ways, Candace, I’m a better man now. Because of who I am and what I know, and how you affect those things and me.” He scrubs the stubble on his jaw. “That probably sounds ridiculous considering all I’ve done.”

“No.” I catch his hand and kiss it. “It doesn’t. And I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what, baby?”

“I need to stop saying, ‘if you would have come back.’ We’re better and stronger because of who we both became and that took time, age, and experience. I want to ask questions about the years I missed and not have you feel like you have to be defensive.” 

His eyes soften. “I’d like that.” 

“Good.” I kiss his hand again and grab a Dorito. “Do you use this plane to fly overseas assignments?”

“First, no more of those for me. We’ll talk through what jobs I take and don’t take, but they’re stateside, with you. As for your question, we have a couple of long haul jets that have actual twin-sized beds inside them. We need our shut-eye to go and kill people.”

I smile and scoop my ice cream. “I like that.”

He arches a brow. “Like what?”

“You aren’t watching what you say to me anymore.”

“No,” he says solemnly. “No, I’m not. I can’t invite you into my life and hide things from you. I don’t want to hide things from you. And I think you’ve seen enough at this point to make a decision about what you want.”

“Ice cream and Doritos with you anytime, anywhere.”

His eyes smolder and he sets his ice cream aside and mine too, shoving away the table. He hits a button on each of our seats and the backs begin to lower while the legs raise. He raises the arm between us and in a matter of another thirty seconds, we’re laying down, facing each other, our legs entwined. “Anytime? Anywhere?”

“You know it.”

He cups my backside and molds me close. “Anything? Anywhere?”

 I laugh. “We are not having sex in this plane, Rick Savage.”

He nips my lip in that delicious way he does, and a shiver races down my spine. “No?” he challenges, his voice a low, rough seduction. So is the spice I inhale from that perfect dip in the line of his neck.

 But still, I say, “No.”

“Why?”

“We’re not alone.”

“We are alone.”

“It doesn’t look like we’re alone. Are there cameras?”

He strokes my hair from my face and tilts my gaze to his. “No, and I think we both need to fuck like crazy rabbits. We need it. We’ve earned it.” His hand slides over my top and he teases my nipple through the silk, his mouth capturing mine, his tongue, God, his tongue, doing this long, deep stroke, that I feel all the way to my sex. 

By the time his mouth parts mine again, my top and half bra are down and my breast is in his hand, my nipple is puckered and swollen in his fingers. He rolls me ever so slightly, and then he’s kissing me again and the hand that was on my breast is pulling up my dress. That’s when I realize that he’s about to find out that I don’t have on any panties. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Candace

Rick’s hand is under my dress and I catch his hand but it’s too late. His hands are on my backside and his fingers slide intimately along the seam of my body and then freeze. He pulls back. “Where the fuck are your panties?”

“Rick, I—”

“Holy fuck. Did you—”

“No.”

“Where the fuck are your panties?” Anger cracks like a whip in his voice. 

“He didn’t touch me. He just—he pinned me against a wall and—”

He’s up and out of the chair in an instant. I scramble to a sitting position and I don’t even care that I’m naked from the waist up. The seat being reclined is awkward and I’m not waiting for it to right. I crawl over the top, manage to gain my footing, and find Rick standing with his back to me, his fist on the wall, chin low. I rush toward him and the plane jerks. I grab his body for stability and slide between him and the wall. 

“I did not have sex with him. I didn’t even let him kiss me, and he tried.” He just stares at me, his lashes half-veiled. “He pinned me against the wall. He touched my breast and when I grabbed his hand, his other hand went up my dress. He yanked my panties and I shoved him. I wanted to knee him, but all I could think of was buying you and my father time. I was about to though before I’d have let him touch me any more intimately, I would have. Rick, he got us a room. I had already decided I was going to run before I’d go to that room.” I’m rambling, I think. I know I’m rambling, but he’s not responding and I keep going. “He had to give a speech. I managed to let Adrian know that I was going to run while he was speaking. That’s how I ended up in the bathroom with that beast outside the door. That’s when Adrian—”

“I’m going to kill him. You know that, right?”

“Yes.”

I say nothing more and neither does he. His hand cups my neck and his mouth is on my mouth. God his mouth is on my mouth. And just like that, all the walls fall away. Just like that he’s holding me, touching me, and I don’t even know how it happens but his pants are down, and he’s lifting me, the thick ridge of his erection pressing inside me. I’m panting. I’m crying out. He rotates, and he’s leaning against the wall, his hand between my shoulder blades and I lean back. I lean back with all my trust in this man, and when the plane jerks, I don’t even feel fear then. This man would never drop me. 

And so I ride him, rock against him, explode into the moment with him, and his eyes, his smoldering stare, are all over my breasts. My body. Yes, my naked body. My dress is gone. Don’t know how that happened and I don’t care. I just want this man. I just want us and when I want so badly that I can want no more, I’m tumbling forward into him, I’m holding onto him, my body spasming and quaking. And he’s right there with me, hugging me close, his body trembling, low groans murmuring into my neck, while my name growls from his lips. 

When we still, the plane does not. It’s shaking around us as he carries me to the seat and sets me down. “I brought your overnight bag,” he says, and a few minutes later, I’m in leggings, a T-shirt, and my feet are in socks. Still in his black fatigues, Rick claims the seat next to me, and then we both roll to our sides facing each other. 

“I would never—”

“I know.” His voice is low, absolute. 

“You were—”

“Pissed at myself for putting you in that position. I should have found another way.”

“It was the only way, Rick.”

A phone rings and Rick rolls to the left and grabs it from the wall. “Yeah?”

“Got it.” He hangs up. “Your father is with our team and safe. They’ll be in New York by tomorrow night.”

Unbidden, tears spring to my eyes. “Thank you.”

He lays back down and molds me close. “Anything for you, baby.” He strokes my hair. “Anything.”

At that moment, thirty thousand feet in the air, with Rick Savage holding me, I feel like the world is right. This man has a way of doing that for me. He always did. When he’s holding me, nothing is wrong. I know this isn’t over, but for now, I let myself revel in what really matters: Rick is here with me. My father is safe. And soon we will all be together in New York City. And with that, my lashes lower and I drift off into the sweet heaviness of slumber. 

 


CHAPTER FORTY

Savage

I’m not sure how long I lay in that seat facing Candace, my hand possessively on her hip, staring at her, drinking her in, before I drift into sleep. I wake with my hand still on her hip and by my calculations that means half an hour before we land. And damn, she’s beautiful, so damn beautiful, but there is so much more to this woman than beauty. She’s smart and strong. She’s brave and fierce. She’s my damn heart. She’s my everything. She’s also talented as hell. And even knowing how much her work means to her, I haven’t even taken the time to really talk to her about her work or where she wants that to take her in her future. And neither has she. That’s how blindly she’s following me into this new life. 

The altitude begins to change, an alert that I need to wake her up soon before she’s startled awake. I roll away from her, head to the bathroom, brush my teeth and splash water on my face. I’m just about to head back out to the cabin, but my gaze catches on my scar in the mirror, and I give it a long, hard inspection. I made myself embrace that scar a long time back and I embrace it all over again now. It’s a reminder of how different my life is from those years when I first met Candace. If she’s going to be in my life, and she is, I need to lay down a safe path for us to travel. I need to make decisions right now that protect her and our future. I need to fucking kill Gabriel and hell, maybe even Pocher. There has to be a way to get rid of that rat-faced prick, and not feel the backlash. 

The plane shakes and shimmies and I quickly exit the bathroom to find Candace still sound asleep, but her hand is on my seat now, as if she was looking for me. I wonder how many nights she reached for me after I left all those years ago. I wonder when she stopped. I curse myself for ever letting that happen but I remind myself that she was right when she spoke of the past last night—we were young. I was young and fucked in the head. I lie down next to her again, facing her and when the altitude beings to shift even lower, I reach up and gently stroke her cheek. Her lashes flutter and lift and when she focuses on me, her eyes soften. “God, I missed waking up to your face.”

My cold as ice fucking heart is all kinds of warm mush. “God, I missed waking up to your face.” My voice is low, rough, affected in ways no one can affect me but Candace. “We’re going to land in half an hour, baby. The pilot warned me it should get bumpy on the way down.” 

She raises up on an elbow and blinks again. “What time is it?”

I glance at my watch and then at her. “Five in the morning New York time which is exactly why we’re going to the apartment to shower and nap before we dive into the bigger pond of problems awaiting us.”

Her eyes go wide. “Oh no. Oh God. I just realized that Gabriel saw you, Rick. He’ll look for me with you.”

“And why would he do that?”

“Because I didn’t just tell him you were my ex in some matter-of-fact way, Rick. I told him I wasn’t sure I could commit. I told him you were the reason. I told him that you’re the love of my life. And then you were at the party and I disappeared.”

“You told the man you were engaged to that I was the love of your life?”

“You are the love of my life, Rick Savage.” She leans in and kisses my cheek. “And yes. I did.” She pushes the button to raise her seat and I do the same. And then we’re both feet on the floor, staring at each other. “What did he say when you told him I was the love of your life?”

“That he’d change my mind, but of course, he never did.”

“Bastard,” I growl, “but on another note, you’ve now made me hot and hard, and I really want to fuck you good morning.”

She laughs. “Oh no. I need to pee and brush my teeth.” She starts to get up and the plane jerks. I catch her to me and in my lap, heat rushes through us. Her hands settle on my face, over my scar that really, truly she seems to not give two fucks about. 

“I love you, Rick Savage.”

“I love you, too, baby.” The phone on the wall buzzes and I groan. “Go brush your teeth. I put your bag by the bathroom door. I’ll get the call.” I set her away from me and her and her cute little ass hurry away.

I grab the receiver, and the pilot speaks. “Blake wants to come on board before you get off to head off a problem.”

“Tell me you have more than that.”

“I don’t, and the internet isn’t going to work long enough for you to find out on your own.”

In other words, “Houston, we have a problem.” I disconnect with the pilot and pray like hell Candace’s father isn’t dead. 

 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Savage

Candace exits the bathroom with her hair brushed, her lips glossy and a smile on her face. I focus on that smile that I want to last forever and fucking ever until we die at an ancient age. The plane jerks and I stand up to catch the ceiling and her to me, holding her until the quaking of the plane eases. And that’s what I’m going to do every time she needs me. Hold her, the way she held me when my mother died. Hold her and not let go of her. The plane stills and I maneuver her around me and to her seat, before claiming mine, both of us buckling up. 

Her stomach growls and I laugh. “Donuts on the way home.”

“No donuts. God, no. We’ve had them every day. If I never have a donut again it will be too soon.”

“Never again for the rest of your life. That’s a little extreme.”

“I want a hamburger.”

 “A hamburger at six am,” I say, my lips curving in approval. “I swear, woman, I fall in lust with you more every second.”

She grins and opens the blind, peeking outside. 

“New York City.” She glances over at me. “I was here last year. I wonder how close I was to you.”

 “Too far,” I say solemnly. “Too damn far.”

She rotates to look at me. “I wonder if you were here when I was.”

“When was it?”

“Near the holidays.”

“I was in Maine.”

Her brows furrow. “Maine?”

“I was running a bodyguard operation for a Walker client. And before you start thinking I’m going to set you up in New York and run off again, I don’t have to take any out-of-town jobs. I don’t have to take any job I don’t want to take, baby. That we don’t want me to take.” 

“But your work and—”

I lean over and kiss her. “None of the married men at Walker puts their women second. I’m not going to be the first. I’m not ever putting you second, Candace. Never. Ever.”

“The married men?”

“The married men,” I confirm. “Like I will be soon.”

Those words have about fifteen seconds to linger between us before we touch the ground. Candace grins widely and leans in to press her lips to my ear. “I can’t wait to see your home.”

Somehow, after all these hours on the plane, she still smells like fresh flowers, and I inhale a deep, sweet breath before I pull back to look at her. “Our home.”

Her teeth scrape her bottom lip. “Our home.”

“Our home,” she murmurs.

The plane takes a short hike and halts, and as the engines shut down, I can only hope I’m taking her to that home in peace. The doors open and I squeeze her leg. “Stay here and let me make sure we have a car waiting.” I don’t get very far. 

We are no longer alone. The big, tall man with dark hair tied at his nape, and enough size to almost rival mine, is my boss, Blake Walker. I rotate back to my seat and give him room. He ducks down to enter our little cubby hole of travel space and claims the seat across from me but his attention goes to Candace. “Candace, I’m Blake.”

“Hi, Blake. Thank you for everything, but please tell me my father’s okay?” 

“He’s on a plane home, but he’s not talking about Gabriel. He doesn’t trust us right now.”

Candace shoots to the edge of her seat. “I can call him. I can—”

“Not yet,” Blake says, eyeing me but before he can speak, Candace pushes him. 

“We need to take down Gabriel quickly,” Candace argues. “We have to get him arrested and—”

Blake interrupts. “We don’t have that problem anymore.”

There’s a finality to his words that I know well. Candace does not. She blinks and I can feel her attention slide between me and Blake but I’m looking at Blake. “Ding Dong, Pencil Dick is dead,” I say before he can speak. “Alejandro killed him.” 

“He’s dead?!” Candace asks, sounding confused and alarmed. “I thought—I thought I was the target?” 

“You are,” I say tightly. “Tag paid Alejandro to kill you. He also made arrangements to ensure Alejandro still gets paid for completing the job, despite his death. Gabriel dying first was a message to me. I didn’t do the job, so Tag had to pay Alejandro to it, and now I have to pay the price.”

“Which is what?” Candace asks, swiveling around to face me. 

I catch her hand, meet her stare. “You know what, baby.”

Her delicate little throat bobs. “You have to watch me die.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Blake assures her.

I turn her to face me, my hands firmly on her shoulders. “That’s not going to happen.”

 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Savage

Candace is shaken. I see it in the paleness of her face, hear it in the crack of her voice. And I get it. The man hunting to kill her, just proved what I already knew—he’s an assassin. An unpredictable one who killed a man she almost married. It doesn’t matter that that shit never made sense. It happened. He was alive and close to her and now he’s dead.

That shit would rattle even a bad person.

I need to get her to her new apartment where I can give her a level of security, but for now, I hang onto her hand and focus on finding out the facts from Blake. “What else?” 

“The police want to talk to both of you,” he says, handing me a piece of paper. “That’s the detective on the case, but we need to talk about what I told him.”

I glance at the name which rings no bells and then eye Blake. “What did you tell him?” 

“The truth with some omissions,” he says. “Obviously I couldn’t tell him that you killed Tag or that Tag was involved at all, not without dragging you into the mud. We don’t drag our own into the mud.” It’s a message of brotherhood, one I’ve been slowly learning with Walker, but I’m getting there, really damn fast. 

He glances at Candace. “I’m going to preface everything else I say going forward by asking you to keep in mind that we’re highly respected with law enforcement. We earn that every day and our name goes a long way. You’re stronger with us which is exactly why Savage brought you here.”

I squeeze her hand. “Only one of the many reasons.” I give her a wink. 

She attempts a smile. “I know,” she whispers and then glances at Blake. “I’m listening.”

He gives a little nod and continues, “I told the detective that you’ve been afraid for your life and that of your father. I told him that we stepped in to protect you and had intel that Alejandro was a hitman. We were concerned about your safety at the party.”

“What intel?” she asks.

“Just say you don’t know,” I say. “I’ll handle it.”

“I told them we asked around and it wasn’t hard to discover,” Blake replies. “Adrian and Smith gave statements about helping you escape tonight, Candace.” He glances at me. “I told them the same of you but they want to hear it from you.”

I arch a brow. “Are they sure Alejandro killed Gabriel or are they going to look at me?” 

“Oh no,” Candace says quickly, grabbing my arm. “Please tell me you aren’t going to be blamed.” 

“No,” Blake replies. “Alejandro walked up to Gabriel in the driveway at the mansion and shot him. It’s on film. I’m trying to figure out how he thinks he gets out of this.”

“This can’t be real,” Candace murmurs. “No hired killer would be that stupid, would he? Has Alejandro lost his mind?”

“I’m guessing there was a big enough payday and a ride overseas,” I say, “to equal retirement.”

“Does that mean it’s over?” she asks. “Was Gabriel the real target?”

 “No, baby. Tag doesn’t bluff. If he said Alejandro is coming for you, then he’s coming for you.” I eye Blake. “What did you tell them that tipped Candace off to the threat to her and her father’s lives?” 

“The text message she found threatening her father which I handed over. And,” he adds, “since I’ve been made aware of the complications Pocher represents, we took the audio of him and Gabriel talking about killing Candace and manipulated Pocher’s voice. We’ve handed that over and told the police.”

“Who did you tell him Gabriel was talking to?”

“We didn’t,” Blake states. “We simply left that unknown to us and them.” 

“They’re still going to talk to Pocher,” I say. “And Pocher is still going to see us as trouble, all of us, Blake, and he’s not an enemy we need.”

“I heard you made contact with Kane Mendez,” he says. “I was ATF back in the day. I knew Kane Mendez’s father, who was a piece-of-shit, but I met Kane when he was much younger. He wanted a different life. His mother wanted him to have a different life. I believe he tries, and I believe he’s a peacekeeper in his world in a way that goes underappreciated. If he can help us, I’ll help him.”

I arch a brow. “How?” 

“Find out what he needs.”

“No,” I say. “That is not how we’re rolling with that man. He owes me a favor. That’s all he needs to know. We aren’t giving him more. Just back the hell away from all things Pocher when you talk to anyone and everyone.” I change the subject. Kane and I, will do Kane and I. “How did you tell the detective I, and therefore Walker, got involved in all of this?”

“You and Candace got back in touch when you joined Walker. She was scared. You contacted her. She confessed her fears. We got involved.” 

I turn to Candace. “Are you up to getting this call over with?”

“I want this call over with, but I feel awkward. I’m not crying. I’ve realized he’s gone which makes me feel like a shitty person. I feel like the detective will expect me to cry and there will be a funeral. His father is in Europe. His father—” 

My hands come down on her shoulders and I turn her to face me. “Easy, baby. You got this and I got you.”

“The man was trying to kill you,” Blake adds, “and you’re running for your life. They don’t expect you to feel anything but scared. A memorial set up by his estate, at a later date, for your safety, feels appropriate.”

“He’s right,” I say. “Don’t overthink this. You didn’t kill the man and neither did I. We’re guilty of nothing. I’ll go first,” I offer, snaking my phone from my pocket. “Okay?”

“Yes,” she says. “I really do want to get this over with.”

I punch in the number on the card. “Good. I’ll hand you the phone. Listen to what I say and back me up.”

“Isn’t it really early to call?” she asks. 

“He wanted to talk to you right when you landed,” Blake says. “And it’s better to just let his mind process you and move on.”

I dial the number and Detective Hines answers quickly. I spend about five minutes talking to him before he asks, “You’re close to this,” he says. “Why turn on the man who hired you?” 

“Killers don’t protect people. They kill people. He was never there to protect them. And frankly, I could give two fucks about that sick fuck Gabriel. We’re better off without him but that asshole Alejandro is coming for Candace. Tell me you have some clue where he’s at?”

“We’re looking for him but for a man who killed Gabriel without a care for who saw and what the cameras recorded, he’s managed to disappear.”

My lips thin. “Because he’s not there anymore. He’s probably in a damn car on his way here.” 

“We’ve alerted the locals there who apparently know Walker well. Blake Walker told us you’re handling her security detail.”

“Hell yeah I am, but here is what I can tell you, Detective. While you look for who hired him, because we both know that’s your focus, he’s looking for Candace. If he finds her, he’s dead. I will kill him, and you can only blame yourself because you let it happen. If he kills her, I’ll kill you.”

“Are you threatening a police officer?”

“I sure the fuck am. Do your job.”

I hand the phone to Candace, who’s staring at me like I’ve grown horns. Blake is also staring at me like I’ve grown horns. “Fuck, Savage,” he growls. 

“Fuck him,” I growl right back. “They let him get away.”

“Lord help me,” Candace murmurs before sticking the phone to her ear and calmly, but softly details everything Blake told her to say. She then hands the phone back to me. “He wants to talk to you.”

I take the phone. “Yeah?” 

“Look, man. I get it. You love her. And I get it. Walker is like one of us. Your team is involved with our teams. So I’m just going to speak the truth to you.”

“I’m listening.”

“From what I saw on the traffic camera, if you see him, you’d better kill him and ask questions later.” 

“Is that professional advice?”

“It’s personal. And I’ll deny it.” He hangs up.

“What did he say?” Blake asks. 

I breathe out and slide my phone back into my pocket. “That it takes a killer to kill a killer. I’m taking Candace home and we’re both going to get a few hours of sleep.”

Blake stares at me for several long beats before he says, “All right. Memphis is behind the wheel of an SUV outside, waiting on you. He’ll keep an eye out while you sleep. And Kara and I will meet you at your place at noon.”

Memphis being an ex-FBI agent I’ve worked with a few times. I don’t like him or hate him which probably means I like him. I hate pretty fast and hard. “Make it two o’clock,” I say. “And bring lunch.” I catch Candace’s hand and kiss it. “Hang tight while I get us loaded up.” 

She hugs herself and nods. A few minutes later, we’re in the back of an SUV, on the way to our apartment, and Candace is plastered to my side. I’m not sure if I put her there, or she put herself there, but I damn sure feel better with her beside me.

The closer she is to me right now, the better I’ll feel.

 


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Candace

Gabriel is dead.

I’m a mix of confusing feelings namely guilt because I feel relief that he can no longer come after me or Rick. He would have come after us. He would have killed us. He would have killed my father. It’s a wicked struggle of logic and emotion, that twists and turns inside me. 

And I have plenty of time for such things, too, as the ride into the city is long, the traffic heavy. It’s also silent but for the radio, Memphis—a big, blond country boy from Texas just like us—has country music playing on the radio, which at the moment is Lee Brice’s Rumor. I used to listen to that song and wish Rick would come home, and the whole town would talk. Now, the whole town is hiding or dying which is why I stay plastered to his side. Death has a way of making you hold onto those you love, and that’s what I do. On the ride into the city, I hold onto Rick. I stay close. I just found him again, and I do not want to lose him again. I can’t lose him again.

Rick’s hand rests on my leg, his fingers lazily caressing me and it’s hard to explain how right that feels. Somehow that gentle touch, the touch of a talented hand that can both give and take life, with the same ease, is a butterfly with wings of hope. In this man, is my future, and I don’t believe we have come this far for it to be stripped away again. 

I catch his hand now, and I bring it to my mouth, kissing it, and when my eyes meet his, I let him see the hope that he gives me, the love that he stirs so very deep in my soul. His expression softens, he softens. I can feel it and see it. No matter how hard he is, how damaged inside, I believe I’m his butterfly, too. 

In that shared moment, the storm inside me begins to calm, the world becomes far more manageable. By the time Memphis pulls us to the front of a brownstone finished high-rise building, I’m eager to see my new home. There’s even a doorman who takes our bags like he would in a hotel. And I allow myself to experience the excitement, and yes hope, that this new chapter of my life with Rick represents. 

Once we’re outside the vehicle in the cool, fifty-something temperatures of fall, Rick and Memphis have a quick chat about surveillance. The bottom line: Walker is watching. That’s the general gist, and it’s comforting but so is the level of monitoring by the building. It’s not long before we walk into a small but fancy lobby, with a desk to our left, and elevators straight beyond the checkpoint. On this side of the desk, is a fit, bald man I age to be in his forties, who wears a suit and an earpiece. 

Rick pauses to greet the man. “Baby, this is Dandy Randy. He’s a dandy dude in his suit, and he even knows kung fu. We’d recruit him for Walker but the dandy dude owns stock in this here building. He’s not going anywhere. He’ll make sure you’re safe and all the bozos stay outside. Right, Randy?”

“A little stock. Enough to keep me loyal, and I had enough of the bad guys in the Army. You know that, Savage.” His gaze shifts to me, his eyes narrow curiously on me, an awareness there that I don’t quite understand. “As for keeping you safe here in the building,” he adds. “Always.” 

“Good,” Rick approves. “Because she lives here now. And if she says yes, I’m marrying her.”

His talk of marriage only sets those butterfly wings of hope to fluttering all the faster while Randy’s eyes light on me and his lips curve. “I’m going to dare to say, that means you’re Candace.” 

I glance up at Rick. He grins. “I told him if I ever brought a woman home, her name would be Candace. If I ever married a girl, she’d damn sure be Candace.”

“Been telling me that every time he drank for three years,” Randy assures me. 

“Damn vodka,” Rick murmurs. 

Damn my heart, is more like it, I think. It swells with just how much this man kept me in his heart. Emotion overwhelms me. “Rick,” I whisper.

He catches my hand and kisses it. “Let’s go see what you think of the apartment.” He eyes Randy. “Can you—”

“Bags on their way up now,” Randy says, giving me a nod. “Welcome to the building.”

“I’m so very glad to be here,” I murmur. “Thank you, Randy.”

Rick slides his arm around my shoulders, and we walk to the elevator. Once we’re there, and our floor is punched in, Rick pulls me to him, holding me close. His hard body next to mine is all it takes to have hell become heaven and fear become anticipation. 

When the elevator halts, he catches my hand. “Ready?”

“So very ready.”

I’m smiling when he leads me down a hallway to pause at our door. He unlocks it but before he opens it, he says, “Remember. We can sell this place and pick something of our own.”
“Just open the door, Rick. I can’t wait to see this part of your life.” I reach for the door and he captures me from behind to lean in and murmur, “I can’t wait for you to be a part of my life.”

“You don’t have to wait. I’m already here.” I twist around to face him. “And I’m not going anywhere.” I smile. “Except inside.” 

“I’ll carry you and we’ll go straight to bed.”

The elevator dings and a big bulky man exits and charges toward us. Is he another killer like Alejandro? I suck in air and reach for the door, eager to be inside the apartment but my hands won’t work. Rick opens the door and I hurry inside. Rick doesn’t follow. Why isn’t Rick following?

 


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Candace

I wait a few seconds, willing Rick to appear in the foyer of the apartment but he doesn’t. 

I’m in a hallway and that’s all I know. I’m here. He’s not. 

This time I will not be stupid. I reach for my purse, and my gun, but suddenly he’s walking inside and setting down our suitcases. He kicks the door shut and locks it before he catches my waist and steps into me. 

“What just happened?” 

“I don’t know. What just happened?”

“Ned, our neighbor rushed by our doorway, and the doorman brought our bags. What did you think happened?”

“Ned?”

“Ned,” he confirms. “Our neighbor who was running late to a meeting after staying the night at some chick’s house. He was rushing to change.”

“Oh.”

“What did you think happened, baby?”

“I think I’m seeing assassins everywhere.”

His expression tightens. “I’m an assassin, Candace. I don’t know if I say that to offer you comfort or if that just fucks with your head all the more.”

I bristle. “You are not—”

“I was. I was and I am. I killed Tag without a blink. I killed his men with even less of a blink. They were all assassins, paid big money for their skills, and they were dirt under my shoes. Right now, I need you to use that knowledge to feel safe. I will not let anyone, no matter how skilled, hurt you.”

“I’m fine. It was a weird moment. This is new to me and I—you’re not a damn assassin.” I try to turn away from him, to focus on the apartment, but he catches my hand and pulls me back to him. 

“Do you know why Kane Mendez owes me a favor?”

I hold up a hand. “I don’t want to know.”

“You need to know who I am before you tell me you love me again.”

“Do not start this again. I’m here, in New York. I am not going to listen to you try to scare me off. I can’t even take that. It freaks me out. It makes me feel unsteady. I love you. I said it. I love you, Rick Savage.”

“Pocher had his woman raped, and she was supposed to be killed, too. She survived, but she was a liability, so Kane flexed his muscle. He made Pocher think that his brother was kidnapped by a rival of the Mendez cartel. Pocher had to go to Kane for help. Kane agreed to help if Lilah was off-limits. I was the rival cartel. I kept Pocher’s brother prisoner and I cut off his damn finger and sent him back to Pocher that way.”

I’m bristling all over again. “Pocher had her raped and wanted to kill her. Was the brother the same monster as Pocher?”

“Yes, but—”

I cut him off. “No but. You don’t kill or hurt good people because damn it, Rick Savage, you’re a good person.” I poke his chest with those words.

“My God, woman, you must love the hell out of me.”

“I do. I love the hell out of you. When will you get that through your thick skull?”

“When will you wake up next to me and wonder what the fuck you were thinking?”

“I woke up without you for years and wondered what the fuck I was thinking. You know why? Because I thought we were in love and yet you left. And we were in love, and we are in love, and now we’re back together so just shut up and show me the apartment already.” I try to turn away again, but he catches me to him.

His hand is on the back of my head, his face close to my face, breath warm on my lips. “Shut up and show you the apartment?” 

“Yes, damn it. Show me our apartment, Rick Savage, because I’m not leaving. Ever. Not without you.”

His mouth slams down on my mouth, and by the first swipe of his tongue, I’m melting and against the wall. His hands caress my body, and mine are under his T-shirt, the feel of taut skin over hard muscle, creating a low, burn in my belly. I want him. I want him so badly that I can barely stand it, but he pulls back, his lips leave mine. 

I’m panting when he murmurs, “You have no idea how badly I want to be inside you right now.”

“Then why aren’t you?” I challenge.

“You’re home now. The next time I’m inside you, I want you to know you’re home.”

“I was home the minute I saw you again, Rick Savage.” 

He catches my hand. “I want you to see the apartment.” His free hand is on my face, and he kisses me again, a quick swipe of tongue before his cheek is against my cheek, and his mouth at my ear. “Then I’m going to take you to the shower, suds you up and lick that sweet spot between your legs until you quake on my tongue.” He pulls back. “You got a problem with that?”

“No,” I whisper, all but whimpering with the idea. I’m wet. I’m aching. I tremble as I add, “No problem.”

He smiles and pulls me to him. “Good. Then let’s take a tour.” He rotates me and faces me toward the rest of the apartment. “Go explore, baby, so I can explore you, later.” He smacks my butt and I yelp but I’m smiling when I hurry forward, suddenly eager all over again to the see the apartment. 

I step into an incredible room that is, well, incredible. I take it all in, just gobbling it up with my eyes. The floors are a gray and brown swirled finish of some sort, almost a concrete. The ceilings are low with wood beams down the center. Windows run floor to ceiling and present a stunning view of the city, while the living room is all sleek gray leather. There’s a steel staircase leading upstairs to the bedroom I assume. And there’s the most unique, cool, see-through strip of flooring that exposes decorative industrial pipe and serves to divide the living room from the kitchen. And the kitchen is a whole other level of incredible. A giant island is long and wide, made of the wood that matches the brown in the floor and the cabinets. 

I’m still taking it all in when Rick’s hands settle on my shoulders, warm and strong, as he leans in close, nuzzling my neck. “We can sell it if you don’t like it.”

 I rotate in his arms. “I love it. It’s stunning. It’s a fantasy apartment. How long have you had it?”

“A year after joining Walker. I’d come off a big payday, a legit payday. Nothing with Tag felt legit. I was living in a shithole and Blake heard about this place, some Wall Street dude had custom built it and then went belly up. When I saw it, the first thing I thought was: what would Candace think?”

“Too bad you didn’t call and ask me to come see it in person.”

“Well as you said, the time apart, made us who we are now, who we need to be together. And Walker helped me find a path to being human again. I needed to be that for you.”

My fingers curl around his T-shirt and I look up at him. “You were always human.”

“No, baby. I lost that part of me but I won’t lose him again. Not as long as I have you and Lord help anyone, Pocher included, who tries to take you from me.” He catches my fingers. “Let’s go try out the bedroom. I got one of those plushy mattresses you like.” He drags me to him. “And no one else has been in that bed, but me, until you, now.” He lifts me and throws me over his shoulder, and I’m laughing as he hauls me up the stairs.

 


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Candace

I’m still laughing when Rick throws me on the bed and comes down on top of me but somehow my mind goes back to what he just said: Not as long as I have you. That’s his line in the sand. He’s human if he has me and only if he has me. He leans in to kiss me and I press my hand to his chest. “If anything happens to me—”

“It won’t—”

“Listen to me, Rick. If anything happens to me, I need you to make me a promise.”

“That I’ll go with you?”

“That you won’t go with me. That you’ll save lives for me. That you’d honor our love by saving lives. I’m not saying be a surgeon, but I’m saying, don’t go off the deep end. Don’t become a killer.”

“I already am a killer.”

“Damn it, Rick. I’m serious. I can’t be the end of you.”

“Baby, you’re the beginning and the end of me.”

“Promise me. If anything happens—”

“It won’t.”

“Rick,” I compel.

His lips tighten. “I will honor you and us, always.”

Relief washes over me and I smile. “How about that shower? And suds and—”

“I don’t need to be asked twice.”

He scoops me up and carries me to the bathroom that is gloriously beautiful, with a huge oval tub, a window with a city view, and a granite shower. It doesn’t take us long to end up in that shower, under the stream of the water. Or long before we’re soaping each other up, and my hand is exploring his tattoos—his mouth on my nipples. Or long before he’s kissing me, and running his hands all over my body. He presses me in the corner and goes down on one knee, his tongue licking between my thighs. I shatter quickly. How can I not with this gorgeous man licking me? And then he’s on his feet again, and there’s a shift in the air, that dark part of Rick, present, and accounted for. 

“I want to taste like you for the rest of my life,” he murmurs, his voice raspy, rough, and I can barely breathe until he kisses me, an intense, drugging, possessive kiss that shouts a message. He wants. He needs. He’s coming apart inside and out. 

I don’t fight this darker him, I never fight it, in fact, I welcome this part of the man I love. I revel in being how he escapes, how he copes, with that burn inside him. He turns me to the wall, and I press my hands against it. He drapes himself over me and I know this is about control, his need for it. I took that from him with that promise. The idea of me dying is the ultimate loss of control. The idea that he might die, is the same for me. I need out of my head as much as he needs that power, that control. 

His hand slides over my backside, a shiver of anticipation skittering along my damp skin, and I glance back at him. “Do it. Do it.”

He smacks my cheek but it’s light, a promise of more that has my sex clenching and my back arching. “Do it,” I call out. “Rick, I—”

I moan as his fingers slide between my legs, then his thick, hard cock is pressing against my sex. His lips find my ear. “You’re not leaving.” It’s a possessive command, and he follows it by smacking my cheek again, this time harder. “Ever.”

“Neither are you,” I say, and then he’s inside me, stretching me, filling me, one hand on my breast, the other, spanking me. He thrusts, and his hand comes down on my cheek. I cry out with pure pleasure. The sting of his hand and the explosion of nerve endings as he thrusts undoes me. He undoes me.

His fingers pinch my nipple and his hand comes down again, his cock pounding deep inside me at the same moment. Over and over, he repeats, and just when I think I might topple over into bliss, he pulls out and rotates me to face him. He catches my leg, lifts it to his hip, and then he’s not just back inside me, he’s kissing me like he will never kiss me again. We erupt in wildfire and dissolve in passion. When our bodies still, and Rick lowers my leg, he drags his hand over my wet hair and tilts my face to his. 

“No, I do not promise to save the fucking world if you die. You don’t get an excuse to die. If you die, I will blow the fucking world up. Non-negotiable.” He kisses me again and walks to the shower door and exits.

***

Savage

She doesn’t get to die. 

The end. That’s the only ending I accept. I grab a towel and wrap it around my waist. She steps out of the shower, her naked body glistening with water, and despite how hard I just rode her, I could easily do it again. But now is not that time. 

“Rick—” She begins to make her case, but I’m not hearing it. 

I’ve already grabbed a towel from the rack that I wrap around her now. “We need to rest while we can.”

“You don’t get to use me as an excuse to become a monster.”

“And you don’t get to use some promise I won’t keep to die. I will never make a promise that requires you dying for me to keep it. Don’t fight me on this. Because it will be a fight. Let’s go rest. We both need it.” I don’t give her time to argue. I scoop her up and carry her to the bedroom. She gives up the fight, at least for now, and I grab the remote on the nightstand to darken the blinds on the floor-to-ceiling windows. Before I lie down, I send one text message and that message is to Kane Mendez: I need to see you today, after four. Name the place and time and I’ll be there. 

I set the alarm for two hours from now and then roll over to Candace, who’s facing me, waiting for me. My hand settles on her face. “What do you think of the bed?”

“You’re in it. It’s perfect.”

“Tired?”

“Nervous.”

I don’t ask about what. We have two enemies left to battle: an assassin in Alejandro, and the man I suspect hired that assassin in Pocher. “Don’t be. You’re sleeping with your enemy’s enemy, and he loves the hell out you.” I scoop her into me, her back to my front and wrap my body around her body. “Sleep, baby. I have a plan. Watch and see.”

She doesn’t ask what plan which is good because I doubt she wants to hear my answer. Which would be to kill everyone that’s in our way if that’s what it takes to end this.

 


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Savage

My alarm goes off and I grab my phone and silence it. Candace snuggles deeper into her pillow and murmurs, “Come back.”

I smile and lean over and kiss her neck, but I’m also checking my messages to find nothing from Kane. What the fuck? I pull the blanket more snuggly around Candace and walk into the bathroom and then the closet. Five minutes later, I’m dressed in cargo pants and a T-shirt with combat boots, ready to do whatever I have to do today to end this bullshit. Bullshit doesn’t get a lifespan. It gets an ending. I brush my teeth and then quietly sneak out of the bedroom to head downstairs. Once I’m there I dial Kane to get his voicemail, “What the fuck, Kane? Call me back.” I disconnect and make coffee because yes, it’s headed on two o’clock in the afternoon, but my baby likes her coffee all day long and my baby is getting her coffee. 

 By the time it’s brewing, I dial Kane again and leave a friendly message this time. “What the fuck, Kane? And I mean, what. The. Fuck?” I pour a cup of coffee and then dial Asher, before moving on to Adrian and Smith, looking for perspectives on all fronts, and they all align—they believe Alejandro left Texas. We all believe he’s coming here. I set the phone down and dribble my finger on the island, replaying what Tag said to me before he died, and considering the connecting dots of Tag and Pocher. They do connect, I decide, in ways my gut has been clamoring about but my mind just caught up to. Blake needs to be caught up, too.

I’m about to call Blake to confirm he’s on his way when Candace comes rushing down the stairs. Dressed in jeans and a pink sweater, her hair is in long, soft, natural waves. 

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” Candace asks, hurrying across the room. “It’s almost two now. Isn’t Blake coming at two?” She pauses beside me, pushes to her toes and presents me her glossy pink mouth, which I happily kiss. 

“You get cranky when you don’t sleep,” I remind her. 

She scoffs. “I do not.” She eyes the coffee pot and her expression lightens. “You made coffee.” 

I wiggle my brow. “And I went easy on the scoops.”

She smiles and darts for the pot, opening the overhead cabinet. “Rick, you have two cups if we count the one you’re drinking out of.”

I twist around to lean on the island and watch her. “We have two cups. I guess we better go shopping.”

“Yes. We do have to go shopping. And I need to get some work done. I’m committed to a project I haven’t finished. Once that’s done, I can go all contract work.”

“How are you feeling about that, baby?”

“Good actually.” She leans on the counter, facing me, cup in her hand, that ring finger of hers bare and begging for a ring—my ring. “I can take on passion projects now,” she continues. “I might make a little less at first, but ultimately, I’ll make more.” 

I push off the island and step in front of her, lifting her hand around her cup to my lips and sipping. My eyes meet hers and heat simmers between us. The kind of heat that can bring a man to his knees, at least this man. “So much better when it’s from your cup with you holding that cup.” 

She gives me a shy, sexy smile. “Yeah?”

“Yeah, baby. And you don’t need to worry about money. We have a shit ton and I mean a shit ton. We can travel the world for our architectural inspiration or work if you want. You always wanted to see the pyramids.”

“I do,” she says. “Have you?”

“Not intimately.”

“But you have.”

I stroke her cheek. “Don’t sound so disappointed. I saw a lot of things that would have been better with you. They will be better with you. And as a bonus for our travels, I already know how to tell someone to ‘fuck off’ in about seven languages. I can only speak three, and only two of those well, but ‘fuck off,’ I got that one down.”

She laughs and the doorbell rings. “That will be Blake. He’s on my approved list. Anyone who isn’t, can’t get up here unless the doorman calls us and clears the visitor.”

“Unless it’s an assassin who knows how to get around such things?” She tries to deliver that question as a joke but her voice lifts and her tone is bleak. 

I cup her face. “Tell him to come on in. I’m waiting.” I kiss her and head for the door. 

Blake and his wife Kara, are alone and holding bags of food. “We brought burgers from Joe’s,” Kara says. “She does like burgers, right?”

Kara’s a pretty brunette who’s not only ex-FBI, she handles a gun about as well as us Walker men. I figure her and Candace will get along just fine and I prefer Candace have friends who can kill the enemy, in between chit chat. 

“Ask her yourself,” I say, motioning her on in the door so that I can talk to Blake.

“Rude,” Kara snaps, “but at least she can pick her burger before you two beasts chow down.” She hurries on into the apartment and Blake steps closer. “Nothing. Alejandro has simply disappeared. I checked all methods of transportation, and we’ve hit up traffic cameras all over San Antonio. He disappeared on foot after the shooting and no one has seen him since.”

I scrub the stubble on my jaw I never got around to shaving and curse. 

“Maybe he took the money and ran,” Blake offers. 

“He didn’t,” I say, and I leave it at that and so does he. 

Candace and Kara are sitting at the island across from each other, each with a burger and fries in front of them, chatting away. Yep. These two are going to be peachy keen friends. That works, but the distraction of a new friendship doesn’t last long for Candace. The minute we join them on our respective sides, Kara’s attention is on me. “I hear she was craving a burger. I’m a mind reader and I have good news I already shared with Candace. Kelly called me on video chat.”

I arch a brow. “And?”

“Max was with her. He’s alive. I talked to him, too. He didn’t know how to reach you and they had to go dark. He said he owes you.” 

“Did you tell him Tag was dead?”

“No. I didn’t know at the time.”

We talk back and forth through a few bites of our burgers before Candace asks, “How is my father?”

“Good,” Blake says, reaching for a second burger, as I do the same. “I’m having him taken to a safehouse, just until I know this is over.”

“Do we think he’s a target?” she asks, casting me a worried look. 

“Tag wanted me, you, Gabriel and your father dead,” I say. “Until Alejandro is dead, and I’ve dealt with Pocher, he’s better off in a safehouse.”

“Can’t he stay here with me?” Candace. 

“Not until he’s debriefed,” Blake says, saving me from that hell. I have issues with that man. I can’t focus on ending this threat and him, not when he and I have a history that divided Candace and I. “Talk to me about Pocher,” Blake says, downing a fry. “Tag wanted those who could expose his operation to die. I get that. But Pocher is out of this now. Gabriel’s dead. His involvement is dead, too.”

“Wrong,” I say connecting the dots for everyone else that I connected myself over my coffee. “First,” I add. “Pocher is the one who hired Alejandro to protect Gabriel. Tag supposedly paid him to turn on Gabriel but Pocher is the Society. They’re the deep state. You don’t outbid the Society. ”

“You think Pocher wanted to kill Gabriel?” Kara asks. “I thought he was his future presidential star?”

“He was,” I say. “But he had baggage. Lots of baggage. We never got the chance to take him down, but we would have. Pocher could easily have gotten wind of that and wanted to cut the threads.” I hold up a fry for emphasis. “Think about it. Even now, if that dirty laundry comes out, Pocher looks bad.” 

“But slaughtering us all?” Candace says. “Won’t that turn eyes on him?”

“That’s the beauty of all of this,” I reply. “Tag thought he set it all up. Tag was the perfect fall guy. The problem for us now is that I’m also a problem for Pocher. He has to get rid of me in a way that doesn’t make Walker start digging around.” 

“Then we have to take him the fuck down,” Blake says, already done with his burger and tossing his paper in the bag. “I’m sure I can hack a million secrets on that man.”

“We don’t have to do shit,” I say. “I told Walker to stay out of this for a reason. He will hurt you. Just step the fuck back now and let me handle this.”

“We don’t step back from our brothers,” Blake says. 

“I agree,” Kara adds.

“You cannot win against the Society,” I say. “Don’t be an idiot.”

“Kane Mendez can, but we can’t?” Blake challenges.

“You aren’t connected to a cartel that cuts off heads and leaves them on the border.”

“Oh my God,” Candace says. “We can’t get help from someone who cuts off heads.”

“The cartel.” I squeeze her knee. “Not him.”

Candace’s cellphone rings in her jeans pocket. “I have no idea who would be calling me.” She grabs it and glances at the number. “It’s unknown.”

Blake and I share a look before I say, “Answer it on speaker.” She nods and punches the button. 

“Hello?”

“Candace. This is Ted Pocher.”

Her eyes go to mine and I catch her hand and nod for her to continue. “Hi. You heard about Gabriel I’m sure?”

“Yes. I heard. A terrible tragedy. I also heard that you were here in New York City. We should meet. Let’s talk about the funeral and your future. And before you answer, I know Rick Savage won’t favor that idea. Tell him to come with you. I’ll text you my address. Be there at six.” He hangs up. 

 


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Savage

“What just happened?” Candace asks. “What was that?”

“A trap,” I reply. “One we’re going to turn on him.” I’m already dialing Kane, as I add, “Give Blake the address he texts you,” while listening to the ring of the phone that takes me to Kane’s voicemail. Irritated as a bee that just got pinched by his own damn stinger, I disconnect. 

Candace slides her phone in front of Blake, who now has his MacBook open in front of him, and after a few keystrokes of his computer, he says, “The meeting spot is a members-only cigar and whiskey club.”

“Of course it is,” I murmur. “I need a number for Lilah Love. She’s Kane’s fiancée.”

 Blake goes to work again and then glances up at me. “She’s an FBI agent?”

“Yep,” I confirm. “What’s the number?”

“He’s Kane Mendez, and she’s—”

“Lilah Fucking Love,” I say. “What’s the number?” 

Blake grimaces. “This gets more fucking complicated by the second.” He punches a few keys. “I just texted it to you.”

I pull up the number and punch the call button. Lilah answers on the first ring. “Special Agent Lilah Love.”

“I need to reach Kane.”

She laughs. “And I need to follow a yellow brick road lined with M&M’s to catch the bad guys, but instead I get a trail of blood. He’s not here, I’m not his keeper, and this is not a good time for me to explain that obvious fact to you.” She hangs up. 

I curse and call her back. The call goes to voicemail. I might have to kill her, too. And fucking Kane Mendez. I eye Blake. “I need you to do that mojo shit you do and use her phone, or the FBI database, or whatever you need to do, to tell me where she’s at right now.” 

He studies me several long beats. “What’s Pocher’s end game?”

“Us all dying. I need the damn address.”

Blake grimaces. “Are you sure this is the right path you’re traveling down, Savage?”

“It’s the yellow brick road lined with M&M’s,” I say. “I need that damn address.”

“What if Kane doesn’t help?” Kara asks. “What’s plan b?”

“I kill Pocher, Kane, Alejandro, and I’ll add a few more to the list.” I pin Blake in a stare. “Stop the bloodbath. Get me the address.” Blake’s lips press together, and he gives a “fuck, fuck, fuck” murmur which is pretty much his language of love, hate, frustration, and the need for a snack, from what I’ve observed before he starts tapping away on his computer. 

Satisfied he’s on this, I lift Candace off the chair and turn her toward the stairs. “Go get your purse, gun, and a jacket.”

“She should stay with us,” Kara says. “We’ll keep her safe.”

“You stay with me,” I say to Candace, in her ear. “Go now. Hurry.” 

She rushes toward the stairs and I turn to face Kara. “She’s going with me.” I don’t even begin to tell them they need to step back from this part of this story before the Society marks them. I don’t tell them how close to that they already are. Because they won’t care. That’s how stubbornly loyal they are, which is exactly why I have to save us and them. 

 “I sent you the address,” Blake says. “I hope like hell this isn’t a mistake.”

I have to save us and them, I repeat in my mind, and another situation claws at me, that I can no longer ignore. Not when it’s now landed in Blake’s lap. I lean in closer and soften my voice. “Her father.”

His eyes narrow. “What about him?”

“I ran a lot of bloody, questionable missions for Tag. And I took the jobs because he asked me to do it. Because I respected him. The orders that came to Tag read GM which I believed meant General Marks, but they could have easily stood for Gabriel Manning, I don’t know what came from who, when, or where.”

“You think the general knowingly broke laws?”

“All I know is that the general and Gabriel knew each other well enough for Gabriel to fear him. What if he thought he could control the general because the general had just as much to lose as he did? But then the general saw Gabriel’s true colors and decided his daughter was too high a price to pay?”

“But he’d still have secrets to hide,” Kara assumes. 

“Exactly,” I say. “And I’m not sure where that leads us but you need to be careful with him. I don’t know what he’s capable of or even who else might want him silenced.”

“I’m ready,” Candace says, hurrying down the stairs. 

I straighten, ready to head into the lion’s den that is the rest of this day, while breathing dragon fire right the fuck all over Ted Pocher. Right after, or before, either way, no preference on timing, I rip out Alejandro’s throat.

 


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Savage

A few minutes later we’re in an Escalade with Memphis behind the wheel. “Surely if we walk into the cigar club, he won’t just kill us,” Candace says. 

“Sounds like the beginning of one of Savage’s bad jokes,” Memphis calls over his shoulder. 

He’s right. It does, but I have no punchline in me. “No,” I agree. “Pocher won’t just kill us.”

“Then why invite us there at all if he wants to kill us?” Candace asks. “What does he want?”

“In our heads, to milk us like cows about to go to pasture. He wants any information we have that might hurt him. It’s all his own self-preservation. He’ll try to make us feel like we live if we ride and die with him.”

“And then he’ll kill us.”

“And then I’ll kill him.”

“Houston, we have a problem,” Memphis says. “Looks like our destination road is blocked off.”

I lean forward to eye the blockade created with wood horses, yellow tape, and cops. Obviously, Lilah wasn’t bullshitting about this being a bad time but I’m going to make it a good time. 

“Just pull us over,” I instruct. “We’ll walk.” He cuts to the curb and halts. I open the door and climb outside, offering Candace my hand, helping her out of the vehicle. 

“Can we get past the blockade?”

“We don’t have to get past the blockade,” I say. “We just have to convince Lilah Love to do it for us.” 

“And how do we do that?”

I wiggle a brow. “I have my ways.” I catch her hand and lead her through a gathering crowd, toward a portion of the blockade. I pinpoint a target, a plump, red-cheeked, police officer standing guard while lookie-loos hang about in front of him left and right.

I use my linebacker-ish figure to push us to the spot directly in front of the cop. A petite little woman pushes up next to us. “My husband! My husband. I need to see my husband!” She starts to sob and then it’s all hell breaking loose. She tries to go over the barricade. The cop catches her arm. She slaps him. 

“Ouch,” I murmur, feeling that sting, and she didn’t even touch me. I also see an opportunity where it presents itself and I duck under the yellow tape, taking Candace with me. 

“This seems like a bad idea,” Candace says as we walk in between two parked patrol cars. 

“We’re good, baby. We’re good.” We clear the hoods of the cars and I eye the tape set up around a building doorway. That’s where we’ll find Lilah Love and I head in that direction, with Candace in a reluctant tow. 

We’ve just reached the edge of that tape, when a brunette no more than five-foot-four, wearing jeans and a blazer, steps from the building, with an officer on her heels. She whirls on him. “Do you understand the words coming out of my mouth?”

“Agent Love—”

“You contaminated the scene. Leave.”

“Agent—”

“Do you know the difference between an apple and an orange?”

The cop bristles. “Of course I know the difference between an apple and an orange.”

“Then one such as myself can assume you know the difference between stay and go. Go.” She motions to another cop. “Get him out of here.”

The shoulders of the fuckup cop bunch, but he rotates and walks away. Agent Love turns back toward the building door. 

“Agent Lilah Love.” She turns at her name and glances in our direction, closing the space between us. 

“Who are you?” she demands. “And why are you inside my crime scene?”

“Rick Savage,” I say.

“We didn’t order a stripper.” She smiles and eyes Candace. “I always wanted to say that to someone else. Who are you?”

“Candace—”

“Do you go by Candy Savage? That’s an excellent stripper name.”

“Because Lilah Fucking Love isn’t an excellent stripper name?” I challenge. 

Candace laughs. “She’s right, Rick. It really does sound like a stripper name.”

Lilah glances between us and then gives me a deadpan look. “What do you want?”

“I need to reach Kane.”

“I told you on the phone that I’m not his keeper.”

“Just the woman that shares his bed that he’d also kill for?” 

“He shares my bed and I’d kill for him,” she corrects. “Which does not make me his business manager.”

“He was supposed to meet me today,” I say. “Call him. Tell him, Savage—”

“I can’t call him. He’s dealing with an unexpected situation. He’ll call you when it’s contained.”

“That’s unacceptable.”

Lilah folds her arms in front of her and just stares at me. 

“Tell him,” I add, “to shoot the motherfucker giving him trouble, and call me now.”

“Unlike me, and apparently you, Kane doesn’t just ‘shoot the motherfucker.’ But I will. Especially you.” She smiles like she enjoys the idea. I think she might. 

“Okay then,” I say. “Let me tell you a story. Pocher, we both know you know Pocher, wants to kill Candace. He also wants to meet with her at six tonight. Candace is my Lilah. I not only sleep with her, I will kill for her which means that I’ll be killing Pocher tonight at six, and I’ll just let Kane deal with the aftermath. I’m sure the next guy in charge of the Society won’t have a hard-on to kill you the way Pocher does. And even if he does, I’m sure Kane can just chop his brother’s finger off, and make it all better.” I catch Candace’s arm. “Let’s go, baby.” We start to turn.

“Stop.” 

I turn back to Lilah and arch a brow. “Yes?”

“You’re a fucking asshole.”

“And you’re a fucking bitch.”

“That’s true. Meet me at Stephanie’s diner in an hour. You found me. I’m sure you’re resourceful enough to find it.” 

“I’ll follow the yellow brick road lined with M&M’s.”

“Don’t do anything stupid.” She turns and walks away. 

 


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Candace

Rick and I settle into a booth at the diner, and the place pretty much reminds me of the diner in Seinfeld with cold plastic booths and just as plastic tabletops. He and I are sitting side by side, facing the door, which is good, since I’m far more worried about Alejandro rushing in and shooting us all dead than I am about Pocher right now. Meanwhile, Rick is edgy and quiet and I push to get in his head. 

“If Kane and Lilah don’t want to help,” I say, “aren’t we just making another enemy or enemies, rather?” 

It’s at that moment, that a plump, black woman from behind the counter, steps beside us. 

“I’m Donna. What can I get you?”

I perk up. “What kind of coffee do you have?”

“Pumpkin Spice Latte.”

“Black,” Rick says, rubbing his chest. “I like hair on my chest. That pumpkin shit will burn it off.”

“Pumpkin Latte sounds like a perfect fall flavor. I’ll take that.”

Donna looks between us both and says nothing. She just walks away. “Has anyone heard anything about Alejandro?”

“No,” Rick says. “But we all believe he’s here which is why we’re going to the private Walker firing range every day for the rest of your life. You need to shoot like Batman hanging from a ledge and laughing at the enemy.”

I smile, which would be impossible with anyone but Rick. “Because that’s how you shoot?”

“Hell yeah, that’s how I shoot.”

 Donna sets two mugs with whipped cream on them in front of us. “What’s this shit?” Rick asks.

“Your coffee,” Donna says. “What else?” 

“My coffee. The kind without whipped cream.”

Donna smirks and walks away. 

The bell chimes on the door and Lilah walks in, waving at Donna. “Coffee, Donna. Black. Cream. None of that frou-frou shit you like to give me.” She slides into the seat across from us and sets her bag on the seat beside her, eying Rick’s coffee. “I see you like the frou-frou coffee. Do you wear pink tutus behind closed doors, too?”

I laugh. Lilah eyes me curiously. “Why are you amused?”

I motion between them with a spoon. “Because there are two of you in this world.”

Donna sets a cup filled with whipped cream in front of Lilah. “What the fuck is this, Donna?”

“It’s what you get,” she says and walks away. 

Lilah sighs and grabs a spoon. “Just go with it,” she says, “When she gets in a mood, you only get Pumpkin Spice Lattes.” She takes a bite of whipped cream and I eye the giant diamond on her hand. 

“My God, your ring is gorgeous and huge,” I say. “Don’t you worry about people attacking you for it?”

“I just tell them it’s as fake as the sock in their pants.” She eyes Rick. “Don’t kill Pocher. He’ll grow like six more heads, and they send a dozen more after you. Believe me, if it were that easy, I’d have shot the bastard a long time ago.”

“And yet you tried to kill him last year,” Rick says dryly. 

“That’s true, but we had a unique opportunity, a chance to make it look like a serial killer took him out. Unfortunately, his brother was at his house, instead of him.”

“You must have thought the next head that took over the Society was controllable.”

“We did. Funny thing, about him. He ended up dead a month later. The next in line, after Pocher now is trouble.”

“How are you alive, if Pocher wants you dead?” Rick asks. “You killed his brother.”

“There’s a line in the sand between Pocher and Kane but it’s thin, too thin to suit me.” She motions between us. “Drink the coffee. Donna gets bitchy if you don’t and since this place is always empty, I come here when I am trying not to kill someone.” She waves at Donna. “Great coffee, Donna!” she calls out. “But you’re still a bitch!”

“Then drink it, don’t waste it,” Donna calls back.

“He sent an assassin to kill her,” Rick says. “Either Kane helps me now, or I kill Pocher now.” He picks up his cup. “Maybe he’ll negotiate with you for your life over Pumpkin Lattes.” He takes a drink. “That’s actually good.” 

Lilah’s cellphone rings and she glances at the number and then takes the call. She mostly listens, makes a few indiscernible remarks and then hangs up. “Kane said he’ll meet you at the cigar club, Savage, but not to take Candace.”

Rick narrows his eyes on her. “How does he know we’re meeting at a cigar club?”

“Because he does.” 

He studies her a heavy few beats and stands up, offering me his hand. “Come, baby.”

“Kane says she should stay with me. She’s safe with me. Pocher avoids me, I have a gun that I like to shoot and a badge that makes it look pretty when I do. Plus you cut a man’s finger off for me.” She picks up her coffee and gives Rick a toast. “I owe you. I need to run by the station anyway. She’ll be surrounded by cops.”

I catch his arm. “I’ll stay with Lilah. Don’t kill him. It’s not time. It doesn’t feel like it’s time.”

He doesn’t agree. He simply kisses me and orders, “Be careful. I won’t be long.” 

 


CHAPTER FIFTY

Savage

I walk out of the diner with Candace’s words in my mind: Don’t kill him.

And of course, I know that I can’t really kill Pocher, not without unleashing the wrath of hell on us all, but everyone else doesn’t need to know that. Kane and Lilah need to be motivated to help us. Pocher needs to be motivated to negotiate. And sure, when I place my gun to Pocher’s head, he can revel in the idea that we’ll suffer after he dies, but he still doesn’t want to die. 

The moment before death can get the most unmotivated of a man motivated.

With protecting Candace on my mind, I hunt down Memphis, open the passenger door and poke my head in. “Follow Candace and the woman she’s with but keep a safe distance. Text Candace and let her know you're there. And kill Alejandro if you see him.”

“Why keep a distance?”

“It’s complicated. Just keep a damn distance.”

“Where are you—”

I shut the door and head for the subway, and it kills me to be walking away from Candace, but I do believe she’s safest with Lilah. Pocher won’t touch her. I don’t know how Kane has drawn that line in the sand after killing Pocher’s brother but he has, and I intend to have him draw that same line for us. 

Fifteen minutes later, I arrive at the location of the cigar and whiskey club an hour early, which was my plan. I take up a discreet spot in a coffee shop across the street from the club, where I watch the comings and goings. The result is not much more than a bunch of stuffed shirts who leave a little looser than when they entered the joint. As for the choice of meetings spots, Pocher probably holds a shit ton of meetings here while indulging in his cigars and whiskey and that’s most likely why Kane knows he’s here. He has this place watched. He knows this is the meeting spot Pocher favors. Or perhaps it’s the Society that favors this spot. 

I glance at my watch and it’s five minutes until six. There’s no sign of Kane but he may be waiting for me to show myself. I dial his phone. It goes to voicemail. If the bastard no-shows, he’s next on my hitlist. 

I toss cash on the table and exit the coffee shop, walking across the street to the door of the club. Kane is still nowhere in sight, and I decide, fuck him. I’ll negotiate. I’ll figure this shit out. I always do. I enter the building to a security desk. “I’m here to see Pocher,” I announce to the stiff-necked geek behind the desk, with jet black hair, and wearing black-rimmed glasses. 

“He’s expecting you, Mr. Savage. Go right down.”

Jesus. 

Mr. Savage comes out sounding like a pervert porn show on that man’s lips and I pray to God that I never hear my name spoken that way ever fucking again. And he said it while telling me to go “right down.” And what do I do? I go right down the steps, just me and my arsenal of weapons they didn’t check me for. Lucky me. Unlucky them. And fuck me, already the spice from the many versions cigars reek, punching a hole in my nostrils. I’m not smoking a cigar, for any level of peace.

At the lower level, I’m inside what feels like a damn sex club for old people. There’s antique furnishing and smoke in the air, while low hanging chandeliers are dropped over the top of heavy wooden tables. Even the hostess that greets me has cleavage to her belly button but she’s not old.

She bats her eyes at me and points to a room behind a curtain. “Are they naked back there? Because if they’re naked back there, I don’t want to see a bunch of old man balls.”

She laughs. “No. They’re not naked.”

She better be right, I think, heading in that direction. Once I’m at the curtain, I inch it back to find a large room with a random cluster of sitting areas. Pocher’s sitting at a table, with two armed guards standing behind him. I inventory their weapons, or potential weapons, and how they carry their bodies, their hands. They have skills, just not my skills. There’s also a pretty girl chatting Pocher up to his left. He’s fifty-something, thin, almost gaunt, with graying hair. She’s twenty-something with ridiculously large breasts and blonde hair. On any other day, I ignore her, just like I am this day. On any other day, those guards would already be dead, but I’m showing restraint. For now.

“Rick Savage,” Pocher greets. “I had a feeling I’d be seeing you tonight. Join me.”

I stop on the opposite side of the table but I don’t sit. “What do you want with Candace?”

“You. She brought me you. And we both know you're far more useful to me than she ever will be, though she decorated Gabriel’s arm quite nicely. A shame he’s dead. I had big plans for him.”

“If you think me a man without resources, you’re wrong.”

“You should sit.” He motions to a waiter. “Get the man a vodka.”

The choice of vodka is his way of telling me he knows all my dirty deeds. Gabriel told him. Tag probably ran his mouth as well until he figured out he was a liability. I press my hands on the table. “What do you want?”

“A trade.” 

A waiter sets a vodka in front of me. I ignore it, focused on him. “I don’t trade.”

“I know you know who, and what, I am. I know you know what that can mean for you, good and bad. And I know you like money. Five million a year to be my personal problem solver. And of course, my guarantee you and all those you love stay safe.”

I pull my weapon and point it at his head. Of course, his guards pull their weapons and point them at me. The woman screams. 

“Go,” I order her, and she all but falls out of her chair trying to comply. Even before she’s gone, I’m addressing Pocher. “You and I can die together, Pocher,” I say. “I’m liking the way the world feels after, aren’t you?”

“You won’t leave that pretty little Candace. We both know that.” He sounds gallant but the slight quiver of his lips tells me otherwise.

“I know you know who, and what, I am. Do you really want to take that bet?” 

His cellphone rings on the table where it lies, and I can see the caller ID. It reads “Kane Mendez.” 

“Go ahead,” I say. “Take that call. Tell him you’re busy.”

His eyes narrow on me and he picks up the phone. “This is Pocher.” He listens a moment and then says. “Very well.” He hangs up. “It seems we're done here,” he says. 

“Done?” I laugh. “I’m not feeling done at all.” 

Pocher motions to his men to put away their weapons and they do. “We’re done, Rick Savage.”

“I’m pretty sure the only time I’m done is when you're bleeding out all over the table.”

“I’m sure Kane Mendez has explained to you why that’s a mistake as he’s explained to me your value. You, Candace, and all those connected to you are granted immunity.”

My cellphone rings and I pull it from my pocket to find Kane calling. I hit the answer button and he says, “Put the gun down and walk away. It’s done. You have my word and that’s all you’re going to get, but I do believe you know I do not offer such declarations lightly.” I disconnect the call and shackle my weapon.

“Call off Alejandro.”

“I heard about your situation with Alejandro but I didn’t hire him. Tag hired him and used him to destroy a year of investment in Gabriel. Thankfully, someone killed Tag.”

I believe him. Pocher is an opportunist. That’s why I’m here. I turn to leave and he says, “Rick Savage.”

I turn to look at him. “Should anyone, including your pretty little woman, do anything to harm me or my organization, war will be officially declared. And you do not want to go to war with us.”

I smile. Just smile. And with that, I walk out of the room. I don’t stop walking until I exit the club to find Kane Mendez leaning on a fancy silver 911 Porsche, not so unlike my San Antonio rental. Only I didn’t look like an arrogant rich bastard the way he does right now. Mr. Antonio Banderas in a black suit, and black tie, that probably cost as much as ten Average Joe’s suits.

I close the space between me and him and he pushes off the Porsche, straightening to greet me. “You’re a little damn late.”

“But not too late,” he says, in that heavily accented but highly educated way he communicates. “It’s handled. You have your freedom and once again, we are even.”

“What did you say to him.”

“What I said doesn’t matter. I’d already been working on a new rope to tie him up with, which was why I was gone today, but your impatient ass couldn’t just wait.”

“He called.”

“And you could have put him off, but it’s done. The rope is now around his neck.” His cellphone buzzes and Kane eyes his message. “Lilah says they’re leaving the station in fifteen minutes and then headed to our apartment.” He clicks the locks on his car. “Shall we go get our women?”

“Considering Pocher claims he didn’t hire the assassin hunting my future wife. Yes. We need to go get our women. Now.”

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Candace

I think I’ve decided I like, perhaps even love, Lilah Love. 

This, after I’ve been with her and a few other people she’s been bossing around for roughly two hours in a conference room at the police station. Lilah doesn’t work at the police station. She’s an FBI profiler on a task force and she works from home. However, you’d never know that Lilah doesn’t work at the police station. She owns the place right now and I’ve quickly learned that Lilah isn’t tolerant of stupidity. She’s fine with about anything else. She doesn’t care what your size is, your race is, your sexual preference. She just can’t stand stupid. 

In between her bossiness, and snipes, and calculations about who killed the victim tonight, I’ve decided it’s been too long since I’ve had a pencil in my hand. I’ve managed to find a notepad and began drafting a project but it’s hard to focus when I just can’t stop watching The Lilah Show. 

At present, Joe, an intern with glasses and a bush of curls on his head, comes into the room. “I feel like we're going in ten directions. Can we go one at a time?”

Lilah gives him a deadpan look and then says simply, “No.” Already she’s dismissed him to read a text message. 

“Agent Love,” he begins. 

Her head whips up, her eyes blasting him. “If you throw peanut butter on a piece of paper does it stick?” she asks. 

“Ah yes.”

“If you put it on your tongue is it sticky?”

“Ah yes.”

“Then get some peanut butter and put it in your mouth right now.” She points to the door and he marches away.

“Stop,” she says before he leaves. 

He turns and she addresses him, “Eventually you get to the peanut butter and something sticks. Do the work. There’s no way around it in this job.” 

He gives her a blank stare and she motions him onward. “Go home.” 

“Mother of God,” she murmurs when he disappears. “Help me, help them, but on a good note, Lord knows we need one, Kane and Savage are together. Pocher is on a leash. And before you ask, I know nothing else.”

“Really? Pocher’s handled? That’s wonderful, right?”

“Very fucking wonderful.” She starts to gather her things and shoves them in her bag. “Let’s get out of here. I just told Kane we were leaving here in fifteen minutes to meet him and Savage at our place. If we leave now, we can swing by Starbucks. I need caffeine.”

Now I know I love Lilah Love. “I’m in.” 

She leans over my pad and eyes my sketch of a building I’ve always wanted to create and whistles. “You're talented, but I had no idea how that translated to the real world. And in case you’re wondering, Kane told me you were an architect. He investigates everyone. Don’t get offended.”

“You clearly don’t know much about Rick if you think I’ll offend that easily. As for my work,” I sigh, “right now, I’m wrapped up in military contracts, but I’m going private. I’m looking forward to it.”

She stands and shoves her bag on her shoulder. “Why the military?”

“My father’s a general. My mother was, too. She died young.”

“My mother as well,” she says and shifts the topic back to me. “Is that what made you choose a different career?”

“I can shoot and fight. I like that I can shoot and fight, but I just didn’t want that to be all that I am. And I always loved art, but being an artist doesn’t make any money unless you're like Chris Merit, or someone famous like him. And I love the bigger than life finished product of architecture.” 

We’ve walked to the elevator at this point and stepped inside. “Was your mother a cop or in law enforcement of some type?”

“My mother was Laura Love. The cameras loved her.”

I gape. “As in the movie star?”

“That’s right. Most believe she died in a plane crash, which is true.” The elevator opens and we exit. 

We’re exiting the building when I ask, “Most people believe?”

“Pocher had her killed.”

“Oh.”

“Believe me, if I could kill Pocher without consequences, I would.”

I’m dumbstruck. I don’t even know what to say. She moves on. “Starbucks is only a block and a half up.”

A few minutes later, we’re in line at the coffee shop and I find myself ever so interested in Lilah’s story. “How did you become a profiler?”

“Family history. My parents wanted me to be an actress. I wanted nothing to do with that world. I followed my father who was a good sheriff who loved his job in the Hamptons. My brother is now that good sheriff who loves his job. He took over when my father became one of Pocher’s protégés and if the polls are correct, he’ll soon be the Governor of New York State.” 

Her phone rings and she answers the call, and while her expression doesn’t change there’s a subtle tension to her. “We’re at Starbucks. Just meet us here.” She disconnects. “The guys are coming here.”

“Anything wrong?”

“Other than my father being a little bitch and actually Pocher’s little bitch? Nope.”

She’s dodged my question, but I don’t push for more. Rick will be here soon. I’ll talk to him. “Can’t Kane used whatever he has on Pocher to free your father?”

“My father doesn’t want to be free. He’s one of them. You and I have more in common than you realize.”

We order and then head to a table to wait for our drinks. “I’m going to the bathroom.” 

“I’ll try not to drink your coffee,” she says, her tone flat like it’s not a joke. She means it. I laugh because my God, her and Savage are just so alike. 

I dart away and down the hallway to the bathroom. I’m about to enter the single person room when the back exit starts to open. I have no idea why but my heart leaps. I dart inside and lock the door, leaning on the hard surface and giving myself a talking to. Pocher’s handled. I know this. That means he called off Alejandro. I’m still jumpy though, so very jumpy in a way I wasn’t at the station. I’ll be better when I see Rick. When I hear him say this is over, I’ll know it’s over.

I push off the door, do what I came in here for, wash up, and fix my face, which means maneuvering around my gun for my lipstick. The gun, the Sig Sauer P238 gifted to me from Rick, is a comforting site and presence, and I find myself leaving my bag unzipped as I walk to the door, my hand lingering on the steel of my weapon. I have to let it go to open the door though, and I swear I have this warning system going off in my head. A fight or flight kind of thing. 

I pause and dial Rick. He answers on the first ring. “Hey, baby. We’re almost there. We’re parking now.”

“Oh good. Okay. Hurry.”

“Always when I’m coming to you, baby.”

I smile and disconnect, already calmer. I shove my phone back in my pocket and drawing a breath, I unlock the door and turn the knob. Suddenly, I’m shoved hard backward and I end up falling down. Adrenaline surges through me as I bring Alejandro into view. The next minute is in slow motion. Alejandro slams the door and instinct, and years on end of training, kick in. As he raises his gun, mine is already in my hand, and I don’t hesitate. I fire at his chest and I hit my target. He flies backward and hits the wall and then slides to the ground. 

I scramble to a sitting position and the door flies open again. My gaze catches on Lilah as she enters, weapon drawn. And then to my shock, everything is in slow motion again, as Alejandro raises his gun in my direction again and Lilah shoots Alejandro in the head. This time blood splatters all over the place including on me. I drop my gun and press my hands to the floor and I’m shaking now. “I shot him in the chest. How was he alive.”

Lilah kneels beside him and yanks up his shirt. “He’s wearing a vest. Are you okay?”

I never get to answer. Rick is suddenly in the tiny room with us, pulling me to my feet, enclosing me in his arms, and I’m molded close to his big, hard body. And the world instantly calms but I can hear Lilah calling in the incident and other voices. There are other voices but they don’t quite compute right now. “Tell me you’re okay,” he whispers, cupping my head and tilting my face to his inspection. “Tell me you’re okay.”

“I am. I tried to shoot him. I did shoot him. He had on a vest, but I didn’t hesitate.”

 “Shoot for the head,” Lilah says, kneeling at our feet, and now wearing gloves, as she bags my weapon. She stands. “Aim for the head next time. Those bastards always wear vests.”

“I hope there won’t be a next time.”

“You’re in love with this man,” she says, motioning to Rick. “There will be.”

“You saved my life, Lilah.”

“You can save your own next time.” She eyes Rick. “She did a fucking good job. There are cops that hesitate more than she did. Get her out of here but don’t leave.”

Rick catches my hand and when he leads me out of the bathroom, we settle into a corner where he proceeds to shelter me from the growing law enforcement presence with his big body. 

“This is over, baby. A few more hours of this hell and this is over. We can start our new life together. And I can actually ask you to marry me properly soon, if you’ll have me.”

Those words are music to my ears. “I can be Candy Savage?”

He laughs and I laugh, and I know then, that the future is going to be savagely good, despite a savagely bad path to get here. 

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Candace

The shock of Alejandro’s attack is oddly not much of a shock at all. The relief of knowing all this hell is now over dominates to such a degree, there is room for little else but joy. Of course, washing the blood off in the shower at the police station helps that happen, and thankfully Kara and Blake bring me clothes to change into. 

 Not long after I’ve freshened up, I have half the Walker clan there to accompany them, Asher, Smith, Memphis, and Adrian. I’m swarmed by all concerned, standing in the center of it all with Rick holding onto me. It’s wonderful chaos, but Lilah isn’t having it. She runs them all off but not before I experience the warmth of family. These people helped Rick find his path to being human again, not me. They’re the reason he felt he could come back to me and for that, I will forever willingly be indebted to them.

I leave the police station hours later sandwiched between Savage and Lilah and greeted by Kane Mendez resting against his 911 Porsche. To say that the man makes an impression is an understatement. He’s got that Latino dark and good-looking thing going on, with a big dose of arrogance and finesse. And the minute those hard eyes land on Lilah they soften, and he’s pulling her close. 

“Agent Love,” he greets, kissing her before she rotates to stand next to him and facing me.

“Candace,” he greets. “I heard you handle a gun quite well.”

“Except that I shot at his chest and he was wearing a vest. I’d be dead if not for Lilah.” 

“Be glad it worked out as it did,” Kane says. “Once you kill someone, it changes you in a way you can never undo.”

“Spoken like a man with experience,” I say. 

“Spoken like a man who’s standing next to a woman who just killed a man,” Lilah comments dryly. 

Rick wraps his arm around my shoulders and curls me to him, kissing my temple. “On that note, I’m taking her home.” He starts to move away, but I dig in my heels.

“Pocher’s really controlled?” I ask, looking between them all.

“He is,” Kane replies.

“How?” I ask. 

“That’s between me and Pocher,” Kane replies. “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

“Trust him, baby,” Rick says. “Because I trust him.”

Kane arches a brow in my direction. “My father is my concern,” I explain.

“Everyone connected to you has my protection.”

“Your protection,” I repeat. “That must be a heavy burden to bear, protecting so many from a monster.”

“Pocher breathing is the burden I bear.” He pushes off the Porsche 911. “I’m taking my future wife home.”

“When is the wedding,” Rick asks. 

“Not soon enough,” Kane replies, opening the door for Lilah, who pauses to point at me.

“Shoot for the head.” And with that, she disappears inside the car. 

Kane shuts her inside and rounds the hood of the car and just before he climbs in himself, he points at Rick. “You owe me a favor.”

“We’re even man,” Rick says. “You owed me.”

“I did you a few this time, and you know it. You owe me a favor.” He disappears inside the car.

“I’m sure I don’t want you to owe that man a favor,” I say.

Rick doesn’t comment. He simply turns to face me and catches my hand, kissing it. “Let’s go home, baby.”

“Yes,” I say. “Let’s go home.” 

We walk to the SUV where Memphis waits for us and climb inside. Once we're on the road, I snuggle in close to Rick, and he holds onto me. A sense of closure isn’t quite complete, but it feels a bit like watching a building I’ve designed be built with only a few finishing touches remaining undone.

When finally we step into the apartment, our apartment, we don’t even make it out of the foyer before Rick is lifting me and carrying me to the bedroom. I curl into him and when he lays me down on the bed and comes down over me, I can’t breathe for the emotion pulsing between us. “I was half a man without you, Candace.”

“Show me.”

“For the rest of my life, baby, starting now.” He presses his lips to mine, lingering there in a kiss that is so much more than a kiss. It’s love, devotion, passion. And then his mouth caresses over my jaw, my neck, my shoulder. And as he undresses me—my nipple, my belly. My leg. And oh yes, that most intimate part of me. Rick Savage, is no Savage tonight. He is tender. He is gentle. He makes love to me. And I make love to him. 

I fall asleep naked in his arms, with a smile on my lips, and excitement for the new day, and our new life, in my heart. 

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Savage

I spend a lot of the night holding Candace, with my mind replaying that moment I found her in that bathroom. One different moment in time, one different move, and she might have died. One part of me knows this life is dangerous, but the other knows that I will never trust anyone to protect her like I do myself. And her. She’s tough. I’m going to make her tougher. And I’m going to love the hell out of her. 

I wake before her with unfinished business to attend to, shifting reluctantly out of bed, while Candace snuggles into her pillow. She sleeps through my shower, and I’m not surprised. Yesterday was emotional and the past week has been intense. To me, her rest tells me that she’s at peace. I dress in jeans and I end up in the kitchen, at the island, drinking coffee, and arranging to have her items shipped. Once that’s done, I deal with two difficult tasks. I figure out where the hell my father is, coordinate with his insurance company to deal with his house, and then after talking to Asher, dial the rehab facility where he’s now staying. They won’t let me talk to him for at least thirty days, but they assure me he’s in good hands.

Next up, I open my MacBook and the encrypted file Blake told me he’d sent me at the police station last night, in between all the chaos. It’s everything he’d found on Gabriel and after a good long read, I’m certain we could have had him arrested. The problem is, and the reason I wanted to read it before showing it to Candace, is how it connects to her father. I text Blake for the address where the general is holing up. He’s just gotten me what I need when Candace comes floating down the stairs in a pink silk robe and her hair a sexy mess. 

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” she asks, meeting me in the kitchen and giving me a minty fresh kiss. 

“Nothing wrong with sleeping in, baby.” I stroke her hair. “Coffee is made and I washed your mug.” 

She laughs. “We really do need to shop.” She pecks my cheek and heads to the coffee pot. 

“I arranged to have your stuff shipped.”

“Oh great. I have mugs. Lots of mugs. Our old mugs.” She steps to the endcap of the island next to me and tilts her head to study me. “Anything on your father?”

“I took care of the insurance company and his house and talked to the rehab facility. We might need to make a trip to San Antonio in about a month. I can’t talk to him until then and I need to make sure he has a place to go after he gets out.”

“He could stay at our house there.”

“Our house,” I say. “I like how you said that.” I catch her hand. “Candace—”

“Oh God. What am I sensing all of a sudden?” 

“I need to talk to your father. Alone.”

“Why?”

“I have the data Blake put together on Gabriel which would have been enough to arrest him. The problem is—”

“It connects to my father,” she supplies.

“Yes, and while we’re not going to go after him, you know that I need to clear the air and get right in my mind on some things.” 

“He convinced you to join Tag, and leave me, and you need to understand why.”

I’m not surprised that she understands. She knows me. I’ve given her way too little credit for that fact in the past, but I’m not doing that now or ever again. “Yes, and I need to ensure that there are no more surprises coming out of the ground to bite us. I don’t know if he’ll talk freely with you, the daughter he wants to respect and love him, present.” 

“Okay. I need to catch up on my work anyway. You go. I’ll get comfortable in my new home.” 

“That’s it? Okay?”

“Yes. That’s it.”

I catch her hand and pull her between me and the island. “Do you know how crazy I am about you?”

“You washed my mug,” she smiles. “I believe you.” She kisses me. “Go. Get back. I want to sketch something to show you.” She ducks under my arm, grabs her coffee and sashays her sweet little ass up the stairs.

I’m hot, check. 

I’m hard, check. 

I’m in love, check.

***

I arrive at the loft apartment where the general is staying at noon. One of our guys, Jeddie, with him. I get rid of Jeddie. He has big ears, literally and otherwise. This is not a talk to be had with ears that aren’t mine. The general is standing on the balcony with his back to me, arms on the railing. He’s dressed in fatigues, which considering how long he’s been in the army, may or may not, speak of his commitment to his duty. He doesn’t turn but there’s a slight stiffening of his spine, and a shift in the air. He knows I’m here. I join him, claiming a spot next to him.

“Why?” I ask. 

He rotates to face me and I him. He doesn’t ask for an explanation. “I trusted you.”

“You knew I couldn’t go back to her.”

“But you did, now didn’t you? You were fucked in the head back then by your father. You weren’t ready to be the man you needed to be for her until now.”

“And you think making me a killer was the way to do that?”

“I didn’t make you a killer. I made you see you, not him.”

“Why did Gabriel want you dead?”

“Because after he started dating my daughter, I was handed proof that he was ordering missions under my name. We shared the initials GM. Gabriel Manning and General Marks. He ordered cold-blooded assassinations through Tag’s operation, on US soil for personal gain. I was going to take him down and get him the fuck away from my daughter.”

“Why the hell didn’t you call me?”

“You ran some of those missions.”

“Because I respected you and thought they came from you.”

“I didn’t know where you ended up in the ethics of it all.”

“You should have known.”

“You’re right. I should have known. Clearly, you love my daughter. And I know I’m alive because of you.”

“Your daughter is why you’re alive. And the men who risked their lives to save you, they are the reason you're alive. Did you order a hit on a US admiral right after your wife was killed?”

He turns away and faces the railing again. “Yes.”

I lean on the railing. “Why?”

He glances over at me, and in this moment, he looks older than I remember. The lines splattered around his eyes deeper, his dark hair more salt and pepper than pepper. “He had her killed.” There’s torment in his green eyes, in his deep voice. 

“Why?”

“I ran a mission that destroyed a large investment for him. It was all about money. I don’t regret killing him.”

Nor would I, I think, but I don’t say that. I’m not allowing my opinion to be inserted into a conversation he has to have with his daughter.

“Are you going to tell Candace?”

“She figured it out,” I say. “She’s smart like that.”

“And?” he prods.

“And I’ll leave that to you and her to discuss. I’ve cleared every obstacle I know exists. Tag is dead. Gabriel is dead. Ted Pocher will ignore you. Is there any other pissy little devil in the darkness that might bite us all in the ass?”

“No. No one.”

“Then what are your plans. You're free. You don’t need a guard or protection.”

“I’m going to go home, sign my retirement papers and then go it Italy and visit a woman I met there last year. See if maybe I can start a new life. But not until I see Candace.”

“You know her number.” I push off the railing and leave.

A few minutes later, I step onto the street and walk toward my next destination: Tiffany & Co., where I’m going to buy Candace a ring. It’s time to ask her to marry me.

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Candace

Much to my pleasure, Asher and Adrian deliver my boxes from the house, and they bring me a slice of pizza. When they leave, I have an invitation to meet Asher’s wife and another of Adrian’s bad jokes behind me. Something about a dinosaur and an egg. I’m also feeling like I have a clan of big brothers, which is pretty wonderful.

I shower and dress in leggings, a sweater and sneakers with light make-up. Once I’m dressed, I spray on my favorite floral perfume and dig through my boxes to pull out my office supplies. I also dig in my purse and locate the ring Rick gave me. I stare at it and decide, the best, and quite bold way, to tell him I’m all in, is to put that ring on. And so I do. I put that ring on and it feels good on my finger. Smiling, I grab my box and walk down the hall to an office Rick has set-up. I unload my things and then grab my sketch pad with an eye on the big, snuggly chair in the corner. I settle in and start working on a draft of my dream house I used to imagine in my mind. A house on the ocean that I’d share with Rick. I’ve just finished the draft when my cellphone rings with my father’s number. My heart leaps and I answer. “Dad?” 

“Honey.”

“Oh God, it’s good to hear your voice.”

“It’s good to have a voice for you to hear. Thank you for what you did.”

“It was Rick. Rick made that rescue happen.”

“And he said it was you. I guess you both must be in love.”

“He’s always been the love of my life, Dad. I think you know that.”

“I do. I should have never let you say yes to Gabriel. You didn’t love him. And I didn’t know what he was until it was too late.”

I spend a good hour talking to him, about everything, including mom. “Was she murdered?”

“Yes.”

“Did you get revenge?”

“Yes. Do you hate me?”

“No. I love you all the more for it.”

“Tell me tomorrow when you see me off to the airport. I’m going home—to retire.”

“Retire? You?”

“It’s time, daughter. Don’t you think?”

“Maybe it is.”

We disconnect with plans for tomorrow morning. A few minutes later, Rick appears in the doorway. “I see you’ve settled in.”

I run my hand over the arms of the wonderful brown velour. “I love this chair.”

“What the hell?” He crosses to kneel in front of me, grabbing my hand. “What is—oh fuck. This is the ring I gave you.”

“Yeah. I mean, I know you haven’t asked me to marry you, but I—”

“Take it off.”

I blanch. “What?”

“Take it off, baby. That ring is embarrassingly pathetic.”

“No it’s not.” I cover it with my hand. “I love this ring. You gave me this ring.”

“I wasn’t going to do this now like this but you leave me no choice.” He reaches in the pocket of the thin leather jacket he’s wearing and produces a ring box. “Candace Marks, will you marry me?”

My eyes instantly tear up. “Rick. Oh God, Rick.” 

He lifts the lid and displays a stunning, heart-shaped ring that glistens in the light. “Put this on instead.”

“Oh my God,” I say again. “It’s stunning. It’s so big.”

“Two carats.”

“That box says Tiffany & Co.. You spent too much. I am fine with the ring I had. I love you. And—”

“Baby, say yes because in my heart I know you want to say yes, but I’m still freaking the fuck out right now. I need to hear it.”

“Yes. Of course, yes. Yes, Rick Savage, I will marry you.” I throw my arms around his neck and hug him. “I love you.”

He runs his hand over my hair. “And I love you. Now take off that ring and put on the new one.”

I laugh and do as he says to find it fits perfectly. The man even remembers my ring size. “It’s perfect.”

“You’re perfect, Candy Savage.”

I laugh, and we begin to talk about when, and how, I will become his wife, and legally claim the perfect stripper name all to myself. Eat your heart out, Lilah Love. 

 

 

 

 


EPILOGUE

Candace

The next morning, Rick and I pick my father up in a Walker Escalade to take him to the airport. My father joins me in the backseat while Rick drives. And my father comes holding a gift: a chocolate cake. The ride in traffic is heavy and my father and I make breakfast that cake. He did, after all, bring plates, forks, and milk. 

When we arrive at the airport, my father is flying out on a private Walker jet. I walk him to the stairs of the plane and give him a tearful goodbye with a promise that I’ll see him next month in San Antonio while he promises to help plan mine and Rick’s wedding.

Once he’s loaded on the plane, Rick and I stand at the small airport’s window and watch the plane taxi. Rick points to another private jet. 

“That one is fueled to take us anywhere we want to go. We can hop on and jet off to  see the pyramids.” 

I rotate and wrap my arms around him. “We can travel later. What I want right now, is to go home with my future husband. That’s my dream spot.” 

“Music to my ears, baby. Home sweet home, with my little porn star fiancée.”

“And my porn star fiancé, Mr. Rick Savage.”

We are laughing as we walk toward the exit, to go home, to our new life. 

Together. 

THE END

***

DID YOU LOVE LILAH LOVE AND KANE?
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Get their series now! There are four Lilah Love books available right now. You can check them out here: 

https://www.lisareneejonesthrillers.com/the-lilah-love-series.html

HERE’S A LITTLE TASTE FROM THEIR BOOKS

His strong square jaw is set hard, his favored Italian suit traded for a pair of black jeans and a T-shirt, his dark hair slicked back. He stands here in my apartment with me in the hallway, acting like he owns more than the moment, like he owns me. Kane is that arrogant. In fact, he personifies that damn word, so much so that those rich brown eyes of his burn me with their intensity, a dare in their depths. A dare to tell the lie I always want to tell when it comes to this man. He’s daring me to say that I don’t want him. He’s daring me to say that I don’t want him here. We both know that I do, of course, want him and want him here. Wanting Kane, wanting him in my life, has never been the problem. All the parts of us that are the same in that dark dirty way, that feed more of the same in each other, those things are the problem. 

He says I pull him toward the right.

I say he pulls me toward the wrong. 

He says we land in the middle. 

I’m afraid the middle is still a dangerous place.

I don’t like to feel fear. 

Anger comes at me hard and fast and from a deep simmering place. I pull my gun and stalk toward him. He backs up, moving deeper into the apartment with me following. “Holy fuck, Lilah. Are we really doing this again?”

I kick my door shut. I even take the time to lock my door because I don’t want to get killed by Umbrella Man while killing Kane. “I didn’t invite you in…”

LEARN MORE AND BUY HERE

https://www.lisareneejonesthrillers.com/the-lilah-love-series.html

***

What’s next for me? DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL: LOVE ME FOREVER (Grayson & Mia’s second book) is out on May 12th, and I’m releasing an all-new trilogy: THE BRILLIANCE TRILOGY beginning on June 23rd! TURN THE PAGE FOR SNEAK PEEKS!

https://www.lisareneejones.com/coming-soon.html

***

Don’t forget, if you want to be the first to know about upcoming books, giveaways, sales and any other exciting news I have to share please be sure you’re signed up for my newsletter! As an added bonus everyone receives a free ebook when they sign-up!

http://lisareneejones.com/newsletter-sign-up/ 








THE BRILLIANCE TRILOGY

I return to my Inside Out roots on June 23rd! The Brilliance Trilogy will visit the world of Riptide (Mark Compton’s auction house) as well as its own seductively dark and sexy story!
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about book one: 

a reckless note

coming june 23, 2020

“I can chase you, and I can catch you, but there is nothing I can do to make you mine.”
― Morrissey

It all started with a note, just a simple note hand written by a woman I didn't know, never even met. But in that note is perhaps every answer to every question I've ever had in my life. And because of that note, I travel thousands of miles. I look for her, but find him. I'm drawn to his passion, his talent, a darkness in him that somehow becomes my light, my life. I know he has secrets. I don't care. Because you see, I have secrets, too.  

I’m not Aria Alard, daughter to an Italian musician, as he believes. I’m Aria Stradivari, daughter to Alessandro Stradivari, a musician born from the same blood as the man who created the famous Stradivari violin. I am as rare as the mere 650 instruments my ancestors created. Instruments worth millions. 650 masterpieces, the brilliance unmatched. 650 reasons to kill. 650 reasons to  hide. One reason to not to: him.

 

LEARN MORE AND BUY HERE:

https://www.lisareneejones.com/brilliance-trilogy.html








GRAYSON BENNETT’S STORY!

DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL—AVAILABLE EVERYWHERE NOW

DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL: LOVE ME FOREVER—AVAILABLE FOR PRE-ORDER EVERYWHERE. 
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EXCERPT FROM

DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL

He kisses me, a quick brush of lips over lips. “I need you naked. I need to feel you next to me.” He rolls me to my back and with that “for now” in the air, he moves and resettles with his lips to my stomach and this is not an accidental connection. My heart squeezes with the certainty that he’s reminding me of how many times he told me he wanted a little girl just like me. It affects me. We had so many plans. We were best friends. We were so many things that happened so very quickly and easily, and then it was gone. 

He pulls down my pants, and all too quickly my sneakers and everything else are gone. I’m naked and not just my body. I am so very naked with this man and always have been. But as for my body, I’m not alone for long. He strips away his clothes, and I lift to my elbows to admire all that sinewy, perfect muscle before he reaches down, grabs my legs and pulls me to him. The minute my backside is on the edge of the bed, he goes down on a knee. I sit up and cup his face. “Not now. Now I need—I need—”

He cups my head and pulls my mouth to his, kissing me with a long stroke of his tongue before he says, “And I need to taste you.”  

“Not now. I’m not leaving. We have time. I need—you. Here with me.” 

His eyes soften but he still leans in and licks my clit, and then suckles. I’m all but undone by the sensation because one thing I know and know well is how good this man is with his tongue. But he doesn’t ignore my request. He pushes off the floor, and in a heartbeat, he’s kissing me and I don’t even know how we end up in the center of the bed, our naked bodies entwined. We just are and it’s wonderful and right in ways nothing has been in so very long.

He lifts my leg to his thigh and presses his thick erection inside me, filling me in ways that go beyond our bodies; driving deep, his hand on my backside, pulling me into him, pushing into me, but then we don’t move. Then we just lay there, intimately connected, lost in the moment and each other. “Is this what you wanted?” 

“Yes,” I say. “This is what I wanted.”

“I didn’t think I’d ever have you here, like this, with me again.”

“Me either,” I whisper, my fingers curling on his jaw. “Grayson,” I say for no reason other than I need his name on my lips. I need everything with this man.

He kisses me, a fast, deep, passionate kiss. “I missed the hell out of you, Mia. So fucking much. I don’t think you really understand how much.”

This moment, right here, right now, is one of our raw, honest, perfect moments that has always made his betrayal hard to accept. I need that honesty in my life and with him and I don’t even think about denying him my truth. “I missed you, too. More than you know, Grayson.”

He squeezes my backside and drives into me again. I pant with the sensations that rip through my body, my hand going to his shoulder. “Nothing was right without you,” he says. “Nothing, Mia.” He kisses me, and I sink into the connection, pressing into him, into his thrust, into the hard warmth of his entire body. Needing to be close. Needing the things that separated us not to exist.

 

LEARN MORE AND BUY HERE:

https://www.lisareneejones.com/love-me-forever.html

 


WALKER SECURITY

Did you fall in love with the Walker men? Three of them already have their own standalone books and they’re available now in ebook, print, and audio!
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Lethal, alpha, and ready. These are the men of Walker Security. Recruited by the founding Walker brothers for their elite status and skill in a branch of military or law enforcement, the Walker men fight hard and love harder. They live by a code of honor, and fight for right over wrong. And they will do whatever it takes to protect the innocent and defeat the enemy. These are the stories of these elite Walker men and the women who bring them to their knees. 

LEARN MORE AND BUY HERE:

https://www.lisareneejones.com/walker-security.html
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If I Were You

Being Me

Revealing Us

His Secrets*
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New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones is the author of the highly acclaimed INSIDE OUT series.

 In addition to the success of Lisa’s INSIDE OUT series, she has published many successful titles. The TALL, DARK AND DEADLY series and THE SECRET LIFE OF AMY BENSEN series, both spent several months on a combination of the New York Times and USA Today bestselling lists. Lisa is also the author of the bestselling LILAH LOVE and WHITE LIES series.
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