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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	Savage

	The car that I just ran off the road idles in the ditch a good two hundred feet away, and the driver has yet to exit. Seems he left his balls back on the highway where he started following me. Pussy bitch-ass bastard better grow some new ones because fear won’t save him. I’m coming for him, and not to whisper in his ear. More like rip it off his head.

	With my gun in my hand, I stand in front of my rented Porsche. Rain pounds down on me, and around me, with the force of metal pinging metal, my jacket hood pulled low, shielding my eyes. Candace is behind me, locked inside the car, crouched on the floorboard, holding a gun. Scared. That’s the shit that shouldn’t be happening. To say that I’m pissed off and ready to kill someone is an understatement. Don’t interrupt my night with my lady and scare the hell out of her, or the sky will bleed your blood.

	Seconds tick by, and there is only one reason that I’m still standing here rather than charging at my enemy: Candace. I’d be a fool to leave her alone when that could be exactly what I’m being set-up to do. Finally, one lone figure, shrouded in rain and darkness, exits the vehicle. 

	A light flickers to my left in a familiar coded rhythm that tells me Adam is here. He’s got my back. He’ll look after Candace while I take care of this little bitch. Or bitches. There could be a car full for all I know. Who I see doesn’t mean a whole fucking lot when I can’t scope out the inside of the car. I start walking. The one singular bastard in my view starts walking toward me. All right. Good. Bring it. We’re doing this. The dirt road has churned into a thick mud slopping around my heavy booted feet, my attention on the gait of the man headed my direction. It doesn’t take me long to figure out who I’m about to beat the shit out of. I’d know that husky linebacker of a walk anywhere. 

	Tag.

	I don’t know what game he thinks he’s playing, but if he assumes Candace being in that car checks my temper or my behavior, he’s gambled wrong. Candace lights me up. Candace gives me a reason to fight. Candace is why he’s about to bleed. I step heavier, anticipating my fist in his face, where I’ve wanted it so damn long that it’s almost orgasmic. 

	The space between us closes and when I’m within reach of that ugly mug when I can say for certain that he’s not holding a weapon of his own, I holster mine and throw a fist. It lands hard, his head jerking right. He didn’t see it coming. He growls in fury, posturing for battle, fists forward. Bastard is a slow fighter. That move is like an invitation to hit him again. I land another blow. He stumbles, hunched over, but he manages to punch my leg before he comes at me with a tackle. We end up on the ground, in the slimefest of mud. I fucking love it. I lived in this shit in Cambodia for months on end and did so because this piss-ant bastard was pissed off at me for asking too many questions. I know how to make mud work in my favor and against his. 

	I start rolling the big boy, disorienting him, mud sloshing everywhere. I’m bigger than him, taller, younger. It’s all too damn easy to the point of laughable. When he’s clearly unable to keep up, I flatten him on his back. Well-timed, the godforsaken rain slows, thank you, Jesus. I plant my knee on his chest, his hand in my hand twisted just right. “Don’t fuck with me when I’m with her. Give me a reason to let you live.”

	“You really want to kill me while that pretty girl watches? I thought you wanted to be a better man for her.” 

	Obviously, my mouth has no limits while drinking vodka. “Turns out,” I say, “me killing assholes like you turns her on.”

	He laughs. “I bet it does. She did fuck you more than once, which says a lot about her. Does her father’s funeral do it for her, too?” 

	My jaw clenches. “What the fuck does that mean?”

	“Honest Gabe wants me and the good general dead. He’s going to hit the general before he comes home. Kill Gabriel. Save me. Save her father. Save her that heartache.” 

	“Sounds like a threat to me.”

	“It’s a warning. Gabriel isn’t going to stop with me. He’ll come at you, too.”

	Translation: still a threat. “Let me be clear,” I bite out, “if her father dies, I’ll slice your throat. He’s your responsibility.”

	 “Then you best remember that I can’t protect him if I’m dead. In fact, I’ve made sure that if I die, he dies. Then you can tell your little girlfriend got him killed. Killing me kills him. Gabriel is on his way back to San Antonio now. Kill him tonight.”

	“Why is he coming back tonight?”

	“He heard her ex was back in town and fucking her brains out.”

	Anger explodes inside me. “You little bitch.” I punch him and it feels too damn good to stop at one. I punch him again and again and again until I’m yanked from behind. 

	I whirl on the new intrusion to find Adam standing behind me. “Enough,” he shouts at me, rain plastering us in sheets again. “You’ll kill him.”

	“That was the plan.” I grab his shirt, frustrated as hell with his Navy SEAL save-the-day mentality. The day is only saved if Tag is dead. “You have two seconds to back the fuck off, fish man,” I warn, “before I flatten you like a damn pancake.”

	“I’m saving you, not him,” he shouts at me. “His men will come at you, asshole. Look.” He motions to the car I’d run off the road and when I turn my attention that way, gaze lifting over Tag’s limp body, I find four men standing in the distance, lined up, ready to march and fight. 

	“You have no idea how many ways I’m going to make that man pay,” I growl.

	“And I'll help you,” Adam says. “But for now, get Candace out of here,” and on that, we agree. 

	I start walking, closing the space between me and the car. I want Candace out of here. 

	Muddy as hell, I dig the key out of my pocket, click the locks and open the door to the Porsche. I climb inside, settling me and a ten-gallon supply of mud into the leather seat before sealing us inside, and locking the door. 

	“Oh God,” Candace murmurs from the floorboard. “Are you okay?”

	“Peachy keen, baby.” I eye the unmoving line of Tag’s goons, before leaning over the console toward her, taking the gun from her hand and sliding it under my seat. “And so are you. This is over for now.” I grab her hand and pull her to her seat. “Buckle up.”

	“I saw you were fighting. Is that man—”

	“Alive,” I assure her. “He gets to live a few more days, but not many.” I rev the engine and we’re already moving. 

	“Who?” She settles into her seat and buckles up. “What just happened? Who was that?” 

	“Tag,” I say, driving us past the four pieces of shit Tag brought with him, their presence proof that he had plenty of other men to do this job, to kill Honest Gabe. There’s more to this than I know. A whole fucking lot more. I glance over at her. “The mercenary I worked for. The one—”

	“That wants you to kill Gabriel.”

	“Yes,” I confirm, pulling us onto the main highway. “Him.”

	“What did he want? And God, Rick, you’re covered in mud and you’re bleeding.”

	This isn’t news, considering the taste of copper on my tongue. “He busted my lip,” I say and she tries to wipe the blood away. I catch her hand, mine covered in mud, a few cuts smarting on my knuckles. “I’m fine, baby.” I kiss her hand and then steer us off the highway at the next exit. “I need to talk to Adam. I’m pulling over at a gas station.” I don’t offer more right now. I damn sure won’t freak her out by telling her that Gabriel is on his way here until I confirm it’s true. I take the access road and turn right, into a car wash instead, where I shift into idle. “Stay here, baby,” I say, reaching for my door. 

	Candace catches my arm. “Rick.”

	“I’ll tell you everything. I promise. Just not yet.” I lean in and cup her face, kissing her, smearing mud on her face as I do, but I don’t care. I don’t think she cares either. “I got this,” I promise. “I got you. I got your dad. Okay?”

	“Yes. Yes. Okay.”

	A vehicle pulls in behind us, the lights flickering in another coded message that tells me this is Adam. I kiss Candace’s forehead and exit the car in a barely-there sprinkle of rain. By the time I’ve shut her safely inside the Porsche and walked to the rear of the car, Adam is out of his vehicle as well, stretching his long-ass legs. 

	“What do I need to know?” he says, yanking down his hood, his dark hair a curled disarray, mud streaking his clothes. 

	“Tag claims Honest Gabe knows about me and Candace, and that he’s headed back here now. It’s his way of forcing me to kill him now. He wants to trigger me.” 

	Realization slides over his face. “He’s setting you up and he’s confident in his plan.”

	“Yeah, whatever. I need to know if the dweeb is on his way back here or not.”

	“And if he is?” Adam challenges. “Then what? What are you going to do, Savage?” 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Savage

	 “Speaking of killing someone,” I say. 

	“Is that what we’re talking about?” Adam asks. “Killing someone? Because I didn’t know we were talking about killing someone.”

	“Stupid goose,” I say. “Of course, we’re talking about killing someone.” I snap my fingers. “Come on, come on. I need to know if Honest Gabe really is on his way back here now.”

	“Because you’re going to kill him and let Tag have his way?”

	Now I grimace. “You know what, never mind. I’ll call Asher.” I reach for my phone. 

	“I’m calling him,” he says, snagging his phone, “but for the record, I will tie you up and throw you in a hole before I let you kill Honest Gabe and end up in jail. Don’t test me or you’ll find out what this fish man can really do.” He punches in Asher’s number and puts it on speakerphone.

	I snort. “I didn’t know fish men wore panties, but clearly you do since yours are in a wad right now.”

	“What’s up, Adam?” Ash says, answering the call. 

	 “I’m here with our resident prick, Savage.”

	“Hey, asshole,” Asher calls out. 

	“Love you too, pretty boy,” I reply. “Where’s that piece-of-shift lying Gabe right now?”  

	“In bed with Monica. And the kink factor has me ready to throw up. Candace needs to dump him in an embarrassing way.”

	“He won’t live that long,” I say. “Any talk of him knowing about me? About me being here?”

	“Nothing. Negative. He doesn’t know you’re there. I’m certain of it. Why?”

	“We’ll get back to you,” Adam says, disconnecting. “Thank fuck I don’t have to tie you up just yet, but what the hell was Tag trying to achieve by lying to you?” 

	“He was reminding me how quickly Candace could be forced back into that shithead’s bed to protect her father. He wants me to kill him now, while he’s in Austin.”

	“And, of course, you’re not. And to save you the embarrassment of me beating your ass, I could give you ten reasons why you’re not, starting with it’s a trap.”

	“I’d be the one embarrassing you, but that’s only one reason. Do continue.”

	“That counts as a few. You’re also a Walker and her man now. That changes things. It damn sure better change you.” 

	“Right. Because I have all the Walker morals just bursting from pretty little me.”

	 “Pretty little you is bleeding and muddy. Go let your woman undress you and kiss it and make it feel better. And I’m sure you can do the same for her in return.” 

	“Candace kissing it and making it better always works for me. The problem is, I’m not sure I can kiss it and make it better for her. Not with Tag threatening her father.”

	“He threatened her father?”

	“Yeah. He said Gabriel is planning to kill him before he returns home. That I need to kill Gabriel or face Candace knowing I let her father die. And I have to decide what to tell her right now.”

	“Telling her would be easier if you knew he was safe. Give me until morning to try to get eyes on her father.” 

	“Find him,” I say. “And watch him. We need to protect him, but don’t extract him. Not without a plan, Tag will retaliate.” 

	“Rick?!”

	At the sound of Candace’s voice, Adam murmurs softly. “I’ll find him.” He gives me a mock salute and turns away, heading for his car. 

	By the time I turn, Candace is already at the end of the car. I’m there in a few strides, catching her to me. “Candy, baby—”

	“What is going on? I don’t like being shoved in the car and not knowing what is going on.” 

	“Just talking to Adam. I wanted you inside, where it’s safer.”

	Her eyes go wide. “Safer? Are they coming after us?”

	“No. No, baby. I’m just being cautious. Let’s talk in the car and at home.” I herd her back to her side of the 911 and help her inside. Once she’s settled into the leather seat, I kneel next to her. “I know you’re scared. When we get home, I’ll tell you everything, but we’re safe.” 

	 “What is going on?” she repeats. “Were they trying to kill us?” 

	That’s when I realize that if I were her, I’d want answers and I’d want them now. She’s right. I shoved her in the car. I told her nothing when she’s desperate for peace of mind, and now, not later. “Nothing has changed. Tag doesn’t want us dead. That back there was him trying to offer me a convincing reason to kill Gabriel now, tonight, rather than later.” 

	“How and why now?” 

	“He reminded me that Honest Gabe could end up back in your bed.”

	She lowers her face to her hands as if punched and then looks at me. “I knew he’d use me against you.”

	I cup her face again and tilt her gaze to mine. “What he doesn’t understand is that you bring out the best in me.”

	“And he brings out the worst?”

	“Yes, and he seems to discount how easily the bad gets directed at him. This tonight was all one of Tag’s head games. Don’t let him win.” 

	“I think he’s already winning.”

	“He’s not winning. I know I don’t deserve it, but try, please try, and have some faith in me.” 

	I kiss her hand and when I intend to stand up, she catches my arm. “I do have faith in you,” she says. 

	“You want to, baby. I know you want to, but you don’t. And that’s okay. We’ll get there.” I stroke her creamy white cheek, and this time I do stand up, shutting the door, sealing her inside. 

	He’s playing head games, I repeat in my head. 

	Don’t fucking let him win.

	My jaw sets hard. He’s not going to fucking win.

	I round the car and climb inside. “Home we go,” I say, giving Candace a wink. “Adam suggested you kiss my boo-boos and make them better. I vote yes.” I shift us into drive. My attempt at a lighter mood falls flat. 

	She doesn’t laugh. “Is it safe to go back to the house?” she asks. 

	“Tag needs us alive right now,” I say, pulling us onto the highway. “You’re leverage and I’m the murder weapon. So yes, it’s safe.” 

	“Right. You said that. The whole high-speed chase followed with me on the floorboard with a gun thing has apparently fixated my brain on those moments when I thought we might die tonight. But what about when this is over? Is Tag going to let us live?” 

	That fucktard won’t be alive to see us dead, I think, but me declaring: death to Tag may or may not be what she needs to hear about right now. I settle on, “Tag doesn’t want this to get messy. He wants it clean and over with.” I leave it at that and hope she doesn’t figure out how easily me as the ex-fiancé could be painted as a double murderer. She’s seeking comfort, not more fear.

	Comfort doesn’t work. She’s too smart for that. “They could make it look like I had an accident months later,” she says. “How am I going to ever feel safe again?”

	“Because you’re going to be with me. No one is ever going to get the chance to touch you.”

	“So, you’re just going to guard me night and day?”

	“Yes. And no. I will always keep you safe, but this is also going to end. And not well for those who mean you or your father harm.”

	She hugs herself and sinks down in the seat, saying nothing else. And I know why. She’s too busy reading between the lines. She knows that yes, I believe Tag will come after her and yes, this is going to get bloody. 

	The rest of the short ride is in silence. I pull us into the garage and kill the engine. “I thought you were going to kill him,” she says, telling me exactly where her thoughts have been, and that’s no place good. 

	My spine straightens and I glance over at her. “And what if I would have?” I ask, not sure what I expect her to say, not even sure what I’m looking for or why I’m testing her, because I am. That’s wrong. I’m lying to myself. I know. I know what I want. Something, anything that says she really can live with who, and what, I am.  

	She swallows hard and cuts her stare. It feels like a door shutting—no, slamming—in my face. I don’t like it. I catch her hand, willing her to look at me. “Candace?”

	Her gaze finds mine. “Is it bad that I think I might have been relieved?”

	Guilt. She feels guilt and I don’t remember what that feels like unless it involves her. Just one of the many ways she’s the reason I’m still human. And just one of the many reasons why I refuse to let this hell turn her into something she isn’t. 

	“No,” I assure her. “You’re a general’s daughter who was well-educated on war. You know the difference between murder and survival. If it comes down to us or them, we’re the ones who stay standing.” Now it’s me who cuts my eyes, me who hides the truth there. And that truth is that there was a time when I forgot that line. 

	“I’ll come around and get you,” I say, opening my door and wasting no time exiting the car. 

	She doesn’t wait for my assistance. By the time I’ve grabbed a duffle from the backseat, she’s at the kitchen door, unlocking it, and I’m already there, standing behind her. She shoves the door open, but she doesn’t enter the house. She rotates to face me, her hands finding the muddy wall of my chest, and I swear this woman’s hands on my body rock my world. Everything else fades. That is until she says, “You didn’t forget.”

	My brows furrow. “What does that mean?”

	“You didn’t forget the difference between murder and survival, Rick. That’s what you didn’t say in the car, right? That’s what you were thinking. That you forgot that line. You didn’t. You took orders. You did what every good soldier does. Your job.”

	Her need to defend me takes me right back where I was in that coffee bar when she asked about my scar. When I told her there were parts of me that she didn’t want to know. My hands come down on her waist. “I told you, baby, don’t turn me into a hero that I’m not. That’s bad for us.” I try to back her up.

	She presses her leg to mine and gives my chest a hard shove. “You’re muddy and wet. Undress. Here. Now.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	Candace

	I don’t want to hear what is bad for us right now.

	I don’t want to think about Gabriel.

	I don’t want to think about my father being in danger. 

	Or Tag being a killer. Rick either, for that matter. 

	Which is why I can’t get him naked fast enough. “Undress,” I repeat. 

	He arches a brow at my command. “You want me to undress here, in the garage, right now?”

	“That’s right,” I say, shrugging out of my rain-drenched jacket and tossing it to the ground. “Right here, right now.” I lower my voice. “You’re dirty, Rick Savage. You know how I feel about you being dirty.”

	He tosses his bag in the doorway, beside me, and I kick it into the kitchen, retaining my gatekeeper position. Rick rewards my stubbornness. He shrugs out of his jacket, tossing it onto the ground next to mine. “Better when I’m naked,” he says, the edge and intensity of his mood roughening his voice and my nerve endings. 

	No, I think. Better when he’s here. Better when he’s not gone. I shove away those painful thoughts and focus on the moment, just the moment, and with good reason. I can feel the clawing emotion circling and rising inside of me, the fear, the anger, the emotions that jumble up in my mind and ball in my chest. I need an escape before I explode. I need something that feels real and familiar and right, and that’s me naked with this man. And that’s him too busy being naked with me to tell me why he’s bad for me. 

	I grab my sneakers and start pulling them off. He does the same with his boots and he never takes his eyes off of me. Nor do I him. How can I? His wet, muddy T-shirt is clinging to rock hard muscle. I didn’t think it was possible for Rick Savage to get hotter than he was when I met him, but age and experience have honed his body and chiseled his face into that of an experienced man. A tormented man and that’s the part of him that was present in the car when he turned away from me. That’s the part of him that warned me not to make him a hero. That the part of him that will decide to walk away again.

	He reaches for the hem of his tee and pulls it over his head, tossing it aside. My gaze rakes over his rippling abs, but settling on the ink on his shoulder, the green beret tattoo: a skull in a Beret hat. A tattoo a man proud to serve his country chooses, not the killer he professes himself to be. He doesn’t seem to know how much every part of him turns me on. 

	I think he needs to know. 

	And I’m going to enjoy showing him. 

	I pull my sweater over my head and throw it aside, wasting no time with what comes next. I unhook my red bra, the one I wore because he loves me in red. I dangle it on a finger between us for a moment before I toss it aside. His eyes heat, the air between us combustible.

	He steps toward me. I point at him. “Pants. They are literally covered in mud.”

	His lips curve. His eyes burn hot and he reaches for his waistband, and good grief, just knowing he’s about to be gloriously naked, has my nipples puckering. He notices too, his gaze raking over them, a hot caress that all but undoes me. His pants slide down his powerful thighs, his erection thick beneath his snug body-hugging boxers. I turn away from him and walk into the house. 

	I’ve barely made it past the cabinets to my right when he’s catching my arm and pulling me around to him. One of his hands cups my jean-clad backside and molds my hips to his hips, the thick ridge of his erection, pressing to my belly. “You’re teasing me,” he says, his hands cupping my breast. “It’s only right that I tease you, too.” His fingers flicker over my nipples. 

	I exhale a shaky breath, heat rushing through my body, settling low in my belly. He leans in, his breath warm on my cheek. 

	“Rick—”

	“I need to kiss you,” he murmurs, but when he would press his mouth to my mouth, I pull back. “Your lip.”

	“Am I bleeding?”

	“Yes,” I say inspecting the swelling of his top lip, and the blood on his goatee. “Actually, it’s your chin. And maybe above your lips, your actual lip isn’t bleeding, but—”

	“Then fuck it,” he says, and he’s already kissing me again, and when this man kisses me, it’s impossible to resist. He does it right. He kisses me like the world’s about to end and this is the last kiss we’ll ever share. And maybe it is. Maybe all of this doesn’t just end, maybe it ends us. Maybe he’s going to leave. Maybe he already knows. It’s not like he came back on his own. 

	It’s the thought I didn’t mean to have, the one that rips me out of the fantasy moment and plants me in reality. 

	I press on his chest, tearing my mouth from his. “You feel like the same man that left me.”

	“I’m not the same man.”

	I don’t ask if that’s good or bad. He’s made his opinion of himself quite obvious. “You judge yourself as evil and me a fool for seeing a hero.”

	A storm settles heavy in his stare. “I told you,” he turns me and pushes me to the counter, his powerful body pressed to mine. “Don’t turn me into a hero.”

	“If you think you’re a monster, you have an excuse to act like one. Or is it to leave?” I don’t wait for a reply. “You don’t get that pass with me, Rick.”  

	“Is that right?”

	“Yes. That’s right.”

	He turns me and my hands catch on the counter, his breath hot at my neck. “I should punish you for being so foolish.” He leans in close. “But you aren’t foolish, are you? You know me better than anyone. You know I have a dark side. You always knew.”

	“Then why are we pretending I don’t?”

	“I’m not, but you still are and that doesn’t work for us anymore, baby.” His voice is a rough timbre that vibrates hot on my neck. 

	 He pulls my pants down, his powerful hands shifting me, moving me, and in seconds it seems, I’m naked, and my hands are back on the counter, holding my weight. “I need to know you aren’t going to wake up next to a monster and run away.”

	“You say you don’t run. I don’t run.”

	“I need you to know who I am. You won’t even admit who I am.” 

	The thick pulse of his erection is at my hip and my thighs are slick with arousal. “I know who you are. You forget that I like it when you’re bad.”

	“I’m fucking serious, Candace.” 

	 “Show me then. Show me how bad you are.”

	His hand settles on my backside, fingers flexing in my hips, a promise of what is to come next in that touch. “That’s not a challenge you want answered, baby. I’ll win. You will lose.” 

	“I guess I’ll just have to take that chance and so will you.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	Candace

	He smacks my backside just hard enough for me to feel a sting.

	I arch into the touch, my nipples puckering, my sex clenching, but my mind is clear. This is my chance to prove my point, to prove that he isn’t the monster he tries to make himself. “Is your hand on my backside supposed to promise my punishment?”

	He curses under his breath and one of his big, powerful arms is suddenly around my waist, the other across my chest and shoulders, his lips at my ear. “I would never spank you out of anger. You know that, right?” 

	“Let’s find out,” I challenge because the man he claims to be would hurt me. The man he is, will not. “Do it. Really do it. Spank me.” 

	He turns me to face him again, his hand sliding over my hair, tilting my gaze to his.  “What are you trying to do to me, Candace?” he demands. 

	He doesn’t need to ask that question. He knows I’m proving a point, forcing him to expose himself as the man I know, not the monster of his creation. “It’s more what you’re going to do to me, isn’t it?” I challenge. “Are you going to spank me properly or not?”

	***

	Savage

	I wrap strands of her silky mahogany hair around my fingers, giving it a rough tug. And I do so not just because she’s daring me to push her limits, not just because she’s trying to prove a point. I do it because I know she likes it. I do it because every time I think about that douche Honest Gabe knowing even a little of what she likes, I get angry. “What are you trying to do to me, Candace?” I repeat. 

	“Trying to scare me away by being rough?” she challenges. “That doesn’t work with me. Because you’re the one who made me like it rough.”

	Which says too much about why I walked away from her. “You think that’s a good thing?” I demand, my voice low, rough like she says she likes me. 

	“I thought everything about us was a good thing.”

	I all but flinch with the past tense. “And now?”

	“I’m not the one who walked away,” she reminds me. “Forget I said that. We need, I need, to stop talking about why you left. I’m done talking about why you left. I need this to be about—”  

	“You know why I left. I was—”

	“That’s why we need to stop talking about this. Because I swear to you that if you say that you were protecting me, you’re going to royally piss me off, Rick Savage.” Her fingers dig into my arm. “Never mind. Too late. I’m pissed. I trusted you like I have never trusted anyone in my life. You know that, right?” 

	“And then I left,” I say.

	“And then you never came back.” 

	And now, nothing feels real to her. We don’t feel real to her. In other words, she doesn’t trust me anymore. She also doesn’t give me time to reply. She tries to move away. I hold her firm, my legs, my body, encasing hers. “Candy, baby, I—”

	“Don’t ‘Candy, baby’ me. You say trust you. You say hate you. You say a lot of things that confuse me, Rick. I can’t be confused right now. I need something real. Do something real. Either let me go or spank me. Choose. Choose now.”

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	Savage

	Do something real.

	In other words, give her a reason to trust me. 

	Fuck me, I’ve hurt her. I’ve burned her. And still, she gives me this gift. She offers me her vulnerability and dares me to deserve that trust. This is what she needs. It’s what I fucking need, too. 

	“I should be honorable and tell you that I want your trust,” I say, “but not like this, not with my hand. But you see, baby, I stayed away for a reason. I knew if I ever touched you again, I’d want all of you. I’d want to own you and I wouldn’t give a shit about the price. So, yes, I’m going to spank you.” 

	“You think me submitting during sex means you own me?” she challenges. 

	“One night at a time, baby.”

	“One night at a time, until you ruin me?” 

	“And then some,” I assure her. “There’s no saving you now.” Just to be sure she’s clear on that fact, I scoop her up and start walking. 

	She doesn’t object. She holds onto me. I want to believe she’ll hold on forever, but I’m not sure we’re there yet. Who am I kidding? I know we’re not fucking there yet, which is why we’re not doing this in the kitchen. This isn’t about sex. It’s about us, it’s about our relationship, our connection, the intimacy we have shared, the past come back to life. That means our bedroom. 

	The place we started and ended days together. The place we talked for hours. The place where we did naughty, kinky things to each other. Okay, I did naughty, kinky things to her more than she did to me. But it was here where the most intense moments were shared.

	Once there, I find a small lamp by her bedside alight, casting the room in a dim yellow hue, shadows dancing on the walls with our movements. Shadows that taunt me with everything I’ve hidden from Candace and can no longer hide if I want to make this work. And I do. 

	I set her down on the floor in front of the mattress, her back to my front. My hand is on her belly, my erection at her hip. My lips at her ear. “Do you think you’re ready to trust me again?”

	Her hand goes to my hand as if she’s trying to control where it goes, to hold it there, and yet, she leans into me. “We’ll find out now, won’t we?”

	I stroke her hair, and lean in, my lips at her ears. “You know that if you—”

	“Say no you’ll stop,” she supplies for me. “And therefore, I have the control only we both know that I never had control. You did.”

	The accusation in those words undo me. 

	Words that bleed pain.

	I turn her in my arms and my hand slides under her hair, to her neck. “You were always in control,” I say. “Why do you think vodka makes me talk about you? Eight years later, vodka still makes me talk about you. You have the control. You’ve always had the control.” 

	“You didn’t come back because you wanted to come back, Rick. You came back because Tag forced your hand. I can’t, I won’t, go down this path again with you. You want to spank me? Spank me. Sex is something we’ve proven we still do well, but no promises. No talking. No pretending. Just sex.”

	Suddenly, I’m not sure she’s giving me trust at all. I catch her wrists and hold them between us, beating down the anger rising inside me. “Just sex? That’s what you want?”

	 “Just sex. We fight this war together. And we’re friends with benefits.”

	My anger goes from zero to a hundred in two seconds flat. “You want to push my buttons, baby. Done. Buttons pushed. We are not friends with benefits. And we are not, nor have we ever been, just sex.”

	“Take it or leave it, Rick Savage, because now that I woke up to reality, that’s all I’m offering.”

	“What I’ll take is you, all of you and nothing less.” I fold her close, my lips at her ear. “On my tongue. Riding my cock. Moaning my damn name. Drinking fucking coffee with me every morning when you wake up next to me.”

	 “Until I’m ruined, right?” she whispers. 

	She’s pushing me and it’s working. My mood is a hot fire stoked to burn hotter. I pull back, cupping her face, staring down at her. “I’m all in. It’ll be fun, don’t you think? Me ruining you. You ruining me. Loads of fucking fun. Let’s get started. Unless you’re suddenly afraid of me?”

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	 

	Candace

	 

	“I’m not afraid of you,” I say, my temper burning hot, my body hotter. How can it not? He’s so damn perfectly naked and pressed against me, his big body encasing my body. I feel small and feminine with Rick, but I don’t feel weak. “I’m pissed at you,” I breathe out with that declaration because it’s true. I am pissed at him. He let us live apart. He let me hurt. I think he let himself hurt, too. 

	“Good,” he says. “Fuck me angry. We always did have epic make-up sex.” 

	“Because even angry, you used to ask me what I wanted. Then you decided you could just read my mind. You decided what I could, or could not, handle for me.  Stop making decisions for me, Rick.” The air between us crackles and burns, driving me back to my reason for pushing him toward this spanking. 

	“All right then,” he says, “I’ll ask what you want in the future, starting now.” He turns me to face the bed and leans in close, his lips pressing to my ear. “Do you want my hand on your backside?” He doesn’t give me time to answer. He softens his voice, the light touch, and his warm breath sending shivers down my neck as he adds, “Of course, if you’re afraid—”

	That’s it. I go down on my knees on the mattress, daring to present him with my naked ass. Because the only thing I fear from Rick Savage is the moment he leaves again and takes my shredded heart with him. He doesn’t immediately move, but I can feel his hot stare on my body. I can feel his hunger. I can feel his emotions. Goosebumps lift on my skin. My nipples pucker. My sex clenches. Seconds tick by, seconds meant to make me wait, seconds of anticipation. That’s the way this works. Anticipation is everything. And I learned a long time ago, thanks to this man, that anticipation requires trust. And I realize now, in this moment, that he always needed my trust. 

	Emotion rushes over me, unnamed and bittersweet, a collage of random intimate memories, of his hands and mouth all over me, tingling through my body. In contrast to the heat burning in my belly, cool air rushes over my skin, goosebumps lifting again, my sex clenching, nipples aching. His hand, his strong, gifted hand settles on my lower back, fingers splaying possessively, and then stilling. A hand that I know can both heal and kill, please and punish. A hand meant as a silent command: Don’t move. He waits for my understanding that I never speak, but I don’t have to, not with Rick. It’s comforting to know this, to feel this. Years might have passed but I know him and he knows me in a way that requires no words to communicate.

	A few more seconds tick by, quite literally, with the sound of a second hand ticking on a nearby clock. It’s not just any clock, either. It’s a grand wall clock that we bought together. We chose it to signify one year together and many more to follow. I wonder if he hears it, too. I wonder if he remembers what it meant to me and us. I suspect he does. I suspect his long pause is all about that clock because one thing I know about Rick is that he does nothing without purpose. 

	Including leaving.

	I arch my back with that painful thought and Rick seems to respond. His hands are suddenly on my hips, then gently caressing over my hips and backside. A rush of arousal overcomes me. I’m tingling everywhere, and sensory overload takes over. My mind is appreciative mush while every physical part of me burns for this man. He slips a finger inside me, then another. I gasp and he leans over me, one hand covering my breast while his mouth presses to my spine. Sensations overwhelm me. He overwhelms me in a good way. When I think I can take no more without coming, his fingers slide from inside me, his teeth scraping my shoulder, a rough nip, followed by the salve of his tongue. 

	His fingers begin to tap my sex, my muscles clench, seeking his fingers that are not there. He rolls me then, and we’re both on our sides, him at my back, his cock pressed thickly between my thighs in the slick heat he’s created. His lips find my neck and then my ear. “Now, baby. Ready?”

	“Yes,” I whisper and I’ve barely spoken the word before his hand comes down on my backside. I arch into the sting, and he rolls me again, onto my stomach, him over me. His fingers slide under me to my sex, while that other palm finds my backside again. But this time when the sting comes, his fingers slide inside me, and all around my clit and sex. His palm comes again and this time, when I arch, my sex clenches around his fingers. I gasp with the sudden, shockingly quick orgasm, the world spinning around me. My body quakes and trembles, riding a pleasure high that steals my breath, all sense of reality fading. 

	The next thing I remember is us on our sides again, Rick spooning me, his hand on my breast. His cock presses inside me, stretching me. And then we’re lost, lost in this place that is all-consuming, raw and real, in that way that only two people completely lost in one another can be raw and real. Right now, the past is present in all the right ways. The ways that pull us closer. We sway, we grind, press into each other. Fast. Slow. Fast. Slow again. A wicked need erupts between us. The world fades into this man, into his touch, his lips, his hands. His body. He thrusts hard, and I’m over the edge, in that sweet blissful place only he can bring with this kind of intensity. My sex tenses and then spasms hard and fast around him. A low guttural sound escapes his lips, and then he’s shuddering around me. Time sways and collapses with the stillness of our bodies and for long moments, neither of us move or speak. 

	It’s as if we’re holding onto a fragile moment that we fear is about to shatter into a million pieces, and us with it.

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	 

	Candace

	 

	Rick is the one who breaks that fragile silence, nuzzling my neck and murmuring, “God, woman, I missed being like this with you.”

	Emotion swells in my chest, and I whisper, “Me, too,” because I did. So very much. My world was never right without this man.

	“Good,” he says, his tone roughened up, low and vibrating. “Then you won’t be eager to get rid of me.” He kisses my neck, a tender, quick kiss that shifts the mood, light piercing the shadows of our past. “Don’t move or I’ll have to spank you again,” he teases. “That’s an order.” He pulls out of me, the sensation more than physical.  It’s a divide, and divides have not been good to us. I’m still reeling from that sensation when he’s off the bed, walking away. 

	I lay there and watch him and his perfect ass disappear into the bathroom, his words replaying in my head: Then you won’t be eager to get rid of me. What could be taken as a joke is so much more. He really believes I’ll be the one to walk away from us, instead of him. We need to talk, really talk and then start anew. We can’t keep rehashing everything over and over, and find a better future. I’ve barely had time to think about how to start that conversation, and already Rick is returning, closing the unbearable space between us, and pressing a towel between my legs. I try to sit up, but that never happens. Rick rolls me onto my back and settles half on top of me and half off, staring down at me. 

	“Was that just sex?” he challenges. 

	“Was it? You tell me.”

	 “No. That was not just sex because you’re wrong,” he declares. “I didn’t have to come back. Walker is resourceful. There were ways to handle this without me showing up.”

	“Why now, then?”

	“Wrong question. Ask another.” 

	I blink. “I don’t know the right question,” I say.

	He shifts and I shift with him. We end up on our sides again, but this time, we’re facing each other. I reach up and trace his goatee. “What’s the right question, Rick?”

	His watch buzzes with a phone call and he curses. “Damn it, baby, you know—”

	“That you have to get that,” I say. “Yes, and your phone is probably in your pants in the garage or kitchen. I can’t remember where they were left.”

	“I remember. Everything.” And it’s clear he’s not just talking about where we undressed. He gives my cheek a tender stroke. “I’ll be fast. Climb under the covers, and I’ll meet you there and let you lick me anywhere you like. 

	“After you shower off that mud.”

	“You have a problem with mud?”

	“Only when it’s dirtier than you are,” I assure him. 

	He laughs. I laugh, warm with the idea of a shared shower and bed. Warm with the knowledge that tonight, we’ll sleep together for the first time in eight years. I kiss him and this earns me a smile before he pushes off the bed. He walks out of the bedroom, giving me a nice view as he does. He returns quickly, tossing his bag on the floor by the bed, his phone already ringing again, and quickly at this ear. “What’s cooking, asshole?” he asks, listening to his caller. 

	I’d like to take this moment to appreciate the fact that he is naked and talking on the phone, but there’s a subtle tensing of his body that smashes that idea. Apprehensive now, I grab the throw blanket we’ve somehow shoved to the floor and wrap it around myself. 

	 “Now?” Rick snaps at his caller, which has me glancing at the clock that reads one in the morning.  Now is not good. Now means trouble. 

	“Yeah, yeah,” Rick says. “Don’t get your panties in a wad, little girl. I’ll be right there.” He disconnects. 

	“Now?” I ask, watching him grab a clean pair of pants from his bag and start pulling them on, encouraged that he’s sans underwear. It means he doesn’t intend to keep his pants on or kill anyone before we sleep. That’s always good. “What’s happening now?” He sits down and pulls on his boots. “Adam has some data that he wants me to look at. He’ll be here in five.”

	“It must be important for him to come over now.” I sound nervous. I am nervous. “Did they hint at what might be wrong?”

	He stands, tugs his T-shirt over the hard wall of his chest, and then goes down on a knee in front of me, setting his phone on the mattress.  “Everything is time-sensitive, baby. You know that. We need to end this.” He kisses my hands.  “Nothing more. I promise.”

	 “My father—”

	“If they knew something about your father, they’d warn me. We’re doing this in person because we’re dealing with the CIA and the government. Conversations are better held in person, not on the phone.” His phone buzzes with a text and he glances at the message. “Adam’s here. I’ll only be a few minutes. All is well. Or it will be when I’m in bed with you again.” He kisses my hands again and pushes to his feet, walking toward the bedroom door.

	I watch him disappear into the hallway, all too aware of the fact that I don’t know what the right question was and he didn’t ask me to join him and Adam. All is not well. 

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	 

	Savage

	I exit the bedroom with the sweet floral scent of Candace’s perfume clinging to my muddied skin, while my mood is decidedly edgy and with good reason. Adam wouldn’t be here, asking to see me in the garage, out of Candace’s hearing range, if there wasn’t yet another problem. I have an excess of damn problems. And the only thing I like in excess is Candace, guns, pizza, and tacos, no side order of more fucking problems.

	 Eager to get this over with, I cross through the kitchen and exit to the garage. Adam pushes off the hood of the Porsche where he’s sitting, arms crossed. 

	“You’re not bleeding,” I say, pulling the door shut and closing the space between us. “I assume you wanted me to fix that problem.” 

	“Two things,” he says when I step in front of him, close enough to keep our voices low and between us. “The good news first,” he continues. “Gabriel told his side chick that he’d stay in Austin for a few more days to ‘fuck her brains out.’ That’s a quote. To fuck her brains out. He’s a real romantic. I’m not sure what Candace is doing with a dud like you.”

	As far as I’m concerned, he just told me I have more time alone with Candace, to win her back, and convince her to come back to New York with me. “What’s the bad, aside from the fact that he’s still breathing on the same planet?” 

	“Smith trailed Tag and his men to a house on the south side.”

	“And that’s bad news why? Come on, man,” I add in frustration. “It’s like you want me to pull teeth and unless I’m torturing you and hate you, I don’t pull your fucking teeth. You’re getting close to that level, though. You’ve been warned.” 

	His hands settle on his hips and he studies me a moment before he says, “Apparently, you hurt Tag.”

	“What’s he a sensitive emotional little bitch now?”

	“Physically hurt Tag,” he clarifies.

	“He needed a doctor. A doctor came to visit him.”

	I’m not stupid. I know where this is going. I scrub my jaw, give him my back and then turn back around. “It was my father.”

	“Yes. Your father.”

	“I didn’t shoot that fucker. He didn’t need a surgeon. Where is my father now?”

	“Still with Tag.”

	“Of course, he is,” I say flatly. “I should go pull him out by his damn ear. What else?”

	“If your father’s working with Tag, Tag knows you searched the general’s office.”

	“Tag doesn’t give a fuck what we do as long as this ends his way. And as for my father, of course, he’s working for Tag. Where do you see an ‘if’ to any of this?”

	“You tell me,” Adam says. “Would Tag blackmail your father?”

	My lips press together, my way of holding back choice words, before I settle on a simple, “I doubt he’d have to.”

	“What are you going to do?” Adam asks. “Or should I say, what are we going to do?” 

	“I alone am going back inside to get naked with Candace and play Twister. Or maybe Operation with my tongue. I’d invite you, but you’re not invited.” I turn to walk away.

	“Damn it, Savage,” he bites out. “Stop.”

	I pause and cut him a stare. “If I go get my father, I’ll kill everyone in that house. It’s not that time yet. I get it. I’m not stupid.”

	“We have eyes on the house. We need some time to make sure we know how many and who is involved. Don’t go after Tag yet or without me.”

	“I’ll think about it,” I say, but I’ve already thought about it and Tag and my father are as personal as it can get for me. They’re my problems. They’re mine to deal with. 

	Feeling the dark pulse of something long-suppressed rising to my surface, something my father stirs inside of me, I end our conversation without another word. I walk back to the house and shut the door solidly behind me, an act meant to leave Adam and that dark pulse in the garage. Candace is waiting on me, standing in the entryway, her long dark hair in a sexy disarray. Her sweet ass now draped in a pink robe, the thin silk teasing her nipples and now my cock. I shut the door behind me. 

	“What happened?” she asks, her brow furrowed, her tone apprehensive. 

	I close the space between us and pull her close, stroking her hair from her face, inhaling her sweet scent. The feel of her, the smell of her, a balm that soothes the wound that is my father’s eternal presence in my life. “Nothing that just happened was  important,” I say, “but you are.” My mouth closes down on hers, that dark pulse still present, and the only way I know to vanish it is with her. Or vodka, which apparently also leads back to her. 

	She resists for all of ten seconds before she slides her arms around me and sinks into the kiss. It takes me all of about thirty seconds and I have her on the counter, with me buried inside her, driving as deep and hard as I can. She’s right there with me, grabbing the sink and lifting into my thrusts. Her robe drapes open, her breasts exposed, mine for the taking. She’s mine, and that’s what all of this is about. She’s mine to protect and I fucked up when I opened my mouth to Tag. I spoke her name. I put her in danger. 

	I catch her hair with my fingers, her mouth with my mouth, and I get lost in the taste and feel of her. It’s the pulse of my body, not my emotions. Of the edge of arousal that is now a full-blown blast.  

	Candace gasps into my mouth. “Rick,” she murmurs. “Rick.” And then she’s shuddering in my arms, her sex spasming around my cock and that’s all she wrote. I’m there with her, my body jerking with my release. 

	It’s over too soon, and I set her back down on the counter, my eyes finding hers, and what is left of that dark pulse, evaporates. I stayed away from her to protect her from that part of me. It seems, she’s the one who protects everyone else from that part of me. Except for Tag and Gabriel. They’re dead. I just haven’t made it happen yet.

	 

	 


CHAPTER NINE

	Savage

	Candace’s hand settles on my face. “You want to talk about what just happened?”

	“Want to fuck again?” I counter.

	 “Not even you, Rick Savage, are capable of that,” she chides.

	“Is that a challenge? Because you know, I’m still inside you. Not a good time to underestimate me.”

	“I’m just stating facts,” she assures me. “You need half an hour. I need a lot longer,” she adds, “and no, I’m not talking about sex. I’m talking about it with you. Talk to me, Rick. You used to talk to me. You used to let me inside.”

	She’s right. I did, but what was inside me back then was rainbows and unicorns compared to now. But I did tell her that I was going to try to scare her away and hope to fail. I meant it. I need to know she can handle what I’ve become, and clearly, based on current events, cannot unbecome. “Grab my neck,” I order. 

	She reaches for her robe where it drapes at her waist, pulls it up her body, and then grabs hold of me. I lift her and carry her through the house and bedroom, to the bathroom, where I set her on the counter. I grab a hand towel, one of the now-worn blue towels we’d bought together years ago, and hand it off to her. That towel is just another way she’s telling me that she never let me go. It also brings back a fuck load of memories. I pull out of her and turn away. Giving her a moment. Okay, I might be a tough guy, but I need a minute, too, but I’m not admitting that shit to anyone. 

	I walk to the wall of cabinets to my right, the white cabinets I painted myself, open the eye-level door and find more of those damn blue towels. Holy fuck, seeing them punches me in the chest. This house was our house. It was our life. I left it all behind. I left her behind. I’m not sure how I can come back from that with her. I’m not sure it’s fair for me to try, but bastard that I am, I don’t seem to care about fair. I want her back. 

	I grab a couple of towels, shut the cabinet and rotate to find her still on the sink, robe primly back in place. Her hair is even finger-combed into a more orderly fashion. You’d never know I’d just fucked the hell out of her, and I don’t like it. I want the world to know I fucked the hell out of her and that I’m going to do it over and over for the rest of her life. Well, if she lets me. If I don’t scare her away. 

	Meanwhile, I stand here muddy as fuck because Tag scared the hell out of her tonight. Not a grand thought. I walk to the shower, turn it on and don’t even wait for it to warm up. I step inside. She wastes no time joining me. She grabs the soap and pours it on her and me, the warmth between us not about sex right now. It’s about us taking a moment, our moment, together.

	When we finally step out of the shower, it’s not until she’s back in her robe and I have a towel around my waist, that she asks, “You want to talk about what set you off after that Adam visit?” she asks. “Because we both know you fuck hard and fast when you’ve been triggered.”

	It’s a question and a statement that works for me. It works because it reminds me that she does get me. She does know I have my demons to battle. And she knew enough in that kitchen, and even in the shower, not to push me to talk until after I’d tamed those demons. Or more like, she tamed those demons. 

	I scrub a hand through my hair, turn away, and then face her again. “My father is working with Tag.” My hands settle on my hips.

	“And you know this how?”

	“Walker found the house Tag and his men are staying in. Apparently, my father was brought in to attend to Tag’s injuries, though he didn’t need a fucking surgeon. I didn’t shoot him. Hell, I didn’t even choke him out, but I fucking wanted to.” The words are out, guttural, heart-fucking-felt, and I don’t apologize.

	She doesn’t ask for one either. She doesn’t even blink at the brutal words. “He has medical training. He could treat any type of injury, right?”

	“You have met my father, correct? The one who is too good for anything but surgery and a bottle?”

	Her brows furrow. “Right. Of course. That’s him, for sure.” Her next thought widens her eyes and she holds up a finger. “But,” she says, “do you tell someone like this Tag guy, no? I mean, we know I’ve been used against you. Why not your father?”

	“You’re giving my father too much credit.”

	“Your father might be a horrible person, Rick, but he’s brilliant. Too smart to refuse the likes of Tag. He could be an unwilling participant.”

	“And too dumb to tell me? We were on your porch, alone.” 

	“Maybe he didn’t get pulled into this until tonight.”

	“That doesn’t feel right,” I say, and thinking out loud, I add, “Maybe he was wearing a wire.” 

	“Is Tag’s operation that advanced?”

	“Baby, that’s basic, easy shit, but yes. Highly advanced in ways I hope to never explain to you.” 

	“You’re one big contradiction. You want to scare me away, but you shut me down when we get too close to the bad stuff.” 

	She’s right. I do. I need to work that shit out. I step to her and lift her off the sink. “Let’s go to bed and pretend the bad stuff doesn’t exist until morning.” 

	“To bed? You and me?” Her voice turns hopeful. “Here?”

	“Yeah, baby,” I say softly. “You and me, right here.” I catch her hand and kiss it. “Any complaints?”

	“Zero complaints, Rick Savage. I know you’ve answered this, oh two or three or six times, but are you sure we really are safe here?”

	 “Nothing has changed,” I say, happy to repeat any reassurance she needs. “Gabriel’s in Austin. I have men watching him and us.” I tug her forward and lead her to the bed, where I waste no time sliding her robe off her shoulders, my gaze raking over her naked body. “Get in bed and cover up before I break that thirty-minute rule you set.”

	She laughs that sweet musical laugh of hers, pushes to her toes to kiss me, and then crawls under the covers. “Undress,” she says. “That’s an order.”

	I can’t get in that bed with her soon enough. I grab my phone and quickly set it on the nightstand. The charge is low, but it’ll get me through until morning. And then for the first time in eight long years, I slide into bed with Candace. I’m barely under the covers when she scoots next to me and presses her body to mine. 

	 “Can we make a deal?”  she asks when I shift to angle our bodies together. 

	“Depends on the deal.”

	“Wrong answer.”

	“Okay, baby. Yes. We can make a deal.”

	“Good. On my end, I’ll do my very best to stop beating you up about the past. You’re here now, and I’ll start living in the present.” 

	 I stroke her cheek. “And on my end? I do what?” 

	 “Stop trying to scare me away. Stop calling yourself a killer. I know you’ve killed people.”

	“A lot of people.”

	“A lot of people,” she repeats and then pushes me to my back and leans over me. “You took orders.”

	“I made a lot of money killing people.”

	“Did you do it for the money or because my father convinced you that it was where you needed to be?” 

	“I don’t know anymore. Somewhere along the way, it all got fucked up. I got fucked up.”
“And you got out. I know that story. Adam told me, not you.”

	“Candace—”

	“Do you do good things with Walker?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then live in the now with me, Rick. We need each other in the right here and now. I need to live in the now and I think you do, too.” 

	“Because you think there won’t be a tomorrow.”

	“I don’t know what tomorrow holds, but while you were talking to Adam I really gave this some thought. What if we don’t make it through this?” 

	“We will. We damn sure will.” 

	“We never have a guarantee of a tomorrow, none of us. My mother, your mother, we both saw that early in life. You’ve seen it in ways I can’t imagine. Make the deal.”

	She’s right. I’ve seen too many people die not to know that for a fact. “Deal,” I say. “But, baby—”

	“Don’t finish that sentence. Not tonight.”

	“Not tonight,” I agree, folding her in my arms, settling her at my side before I reach over and turn out the light, darkness cloaking the room. “Get some rest,” I say, stroking her head.

	Her fingers tangle in the hair on my chest, seconds ticking into a full minute before she asks, “What are you going to do about your father?”

	“The last thing I want to think about now is my father,” I say, which is true. “Not when I’m in bed with you, where I haven’t been in eight long years. Sleep, baby. We’ll deal with shit and assholes tomorrow.”

	She laughs a soft, musical laugh that slides into my soul and settles there with every good moment we’ve ever shared. And then, thankfully accepts my answer, her body slowly softening against mine, her breathing growing steady with sleep. I shut my eyes with every intention of making this, holding her at the end of every day, my life. And to do that, I have no doubt that it’s going to get bloody. And a man needs his sleep to excel at that kind of killing.  

	 

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	Candace

	I wake to sunlight piercing a crack in the curtains, Rick on his back, me snuggling to his hard body, my head on the pillow next to him, my hand on his chest; his heart thrumming a steady, relaxed beat beneath my touch. It’s a surreal, joyful moment that packs an emotional punch. We’re here in this bed together as I thought we never would be again, but for how long? I chide myself for such a thought, giving myself a mental talking to over entering that defeating headspace. 

	If you love someone, set them free. If they come back, they're yours; if they don't, they never were. A quote my mother attributed to Richard Bach, from his book Jonathan Livingston Seagull. I never actually found it in the book, but it never really mattered. The sentiment of the quote mattered. And the book mattered because of its hopeful content, and because my mother loved it so much. I read it again a year after Rick left. It was that book that snapped me back to reality. That made me look ahead and not behind. He didn’t come back. Until he did. 

	I kiss his chest and then ease the blanket back, admiring his tattoo, stunned when I find more than the skull wearing a Beret’s hat. There’s a heart that says San Antonio on it. “That’s for you,” he says, drawing my gaze from it to him. “My way of keeping you with me.”

	“It was?” I ask, stunned and pleased by this news. 

	“Yes. It was. It is.” 

	“Don’t let my state of awake discourage you. Keep exploring. See what else you find. Me and my cock are mighty happy about that right about now.”

	I laugh and kiss that tattoo, my heart warmed by the idea that he got that for me. “How happy?”

	“Really fucking happy,” he assures me.

	I kiss the stubble on his jaw. “I’d rather see for myself.”

	I shift to my knees and reach under the blankets to wrap my hand around his impressive morning wood. “Hmmm,” I murmur. “Seems you are happy to see me this morning.”

	I lean in and kiss his belly. The soft, rough sound he makes spurs me onward. I’m living in the moment, and it’s a really fun moment. I move between his legs, holding his shaft in my hand and meeting his burning hot stare. “What are you doing down there?” he asks. 

	“I thought we’d both like to know I still know how to do certain things.”

	“No need to fret, baby. If you forgot, I’ll teach you.”

	“Generous of you.”

	“Isn’t it?” he asks. 

	I laugh and my tongue snakes around the head of his cock, which earns me his groan. “I don’t think you need a lesson, baby.”

	I laugh, giving him a look that I know is brimming with mischief. “No?”

	“No.”

	“Let’s be sure. You tell me if I get it wrong.”

	“Just to be clear, there is nothing you can do with your mouth on my body that is wrong.”

	I lick him again, swirling my tongue around the slick head of his cock, the salty taste of his arousal on my tongue. When he leaves, I’m going to give him more than a tattoo to remember me by. I suck him into my mouth, just the head, and use my tongue again. I know I’ve teased him enough when his hand comes down on my head and his hips lift. I suck him deep and then ease back, licking him like an ice cream cone before I take all of him. 

	“Oh yeah, baby,” he murmurs. “More. Deeper. Suck me harder.”

	I smile because he’s just so raw and real, so very Rick Savage, but I don’t give him what he wants, not just yet. In fact, I want him on edge, beyond the point of no return, and I know how. I stop sucking him and give him a coy look. “Deeper? Harder? I might hurt you.”

	He laughs, an almost pained laugh. “Payback is hell, baby. How many ways do you think I can almost make you come?”

	I laugh now and lick his head again before drawing him back in my mouth, sucking him harder. And yes, deeper. He doesn’t ask if he can come, because he knows I’m just fine with it. He knows that’s what I want. Because we still know each other so very well. His fingers tangle in my hair, his body tense as he murmurs, “God, baby, you’re so fucking perfect.” And then he’s shuddering with the release. I suck and lick, slowing down, softening my mouth with the ease of his body. I’ve barely removed my mouth from his body when I’m on my back and he’s between my legs. 

	“My turn,” he says, spreading my legs wider, his fingers stroking down the seam of my slick sex. “You liked doing that to me.”

	“Yes,” I say, sensations rocking my body. “I always did.”

	He slides fingers inside me. “You did, didn’t you?”

	“I do,” I correct weakly. Words aren’t exactly easy right now. My lashes lower and I pant with the stroke of his fingers in just the right place. He always knew just the right place.  

	“I haven’t started a day with you on my tongue in far too long,” he says, and with that wicked declaration, he proves that mornings with Rick Savage are as perfect as the orgasm I have far too quickly. With a few licks and flicks of my clit, I’m spasming around his fingers. When it’s over, when I’m utterly satisfied, he slides up my body, leans over me and says, “No one else will ever do that to you again. Ever.”

	I know what he’s telling me. No more Gabriel. I don’t want Gabriel. I can’t stand Gabriel. Gabriel wants the people involved in the black ops operation dead. That means my father and Rick. I may have to play fiancée a little longer to save my father and Rick. I don’t even think about saying that now. I rasp fingers over his lips and say, “Yours is the only mouth I want on any part of me.”

	Amber flecks of approval light his blue eyes and before I know his intent, I’m scooped up and carried towards the bathroom, and a few minutes later, I’m in the shower, water blasting hot while I’m pressed to the wall with Rick pressed inside me. The rest of the world, and its monsters, can just wait. We aren’t ready for them yet.



	




	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	Candace

	Surreal.

	It’s all so surreal. 

	Rick unloads his bag in the closet and bathroom and soon we’re at the double sinks, sharing the bathroom together for the first time in years. He shaves all but his goatee, while I apply light make-up. We steal little glances at each other, our familiar bond growing more and more present with every passing moment. 

	He dresses in jeans and a Metallica T-shirt that fits his impressive chest to perfection and heads into the bedroom. I dress in black jeans and a black tank. Once I’ve slipped into one of my many hoodies, I then join Rick in the bedroom. My timing gives me a perfect view of him sliding a handgun into a holster at his ankle. With that sight, my spine stiffens and my nerves decide to dance a number on my stomach. 

	Rick straightens and glances over at me, and with that one quick look at me, his jaw sets hard. “You’re upset.”

	“I’m a military brat. I’m not afraid of guns. You know that.”

	He crosses to stand in front of me his hands coming down on my arms. “I will never be unarmed. Ever. Does that scare you?”

	“Oh please. I like your big gun, Rick Savage,” I tease, my hand flattening on his chest. “I’m fine.” I push to my toes and kiss him, but when I would turn away, he catches my waist. “You didn’t look fine when you saw me with that gun.” 

	“It was a blast back into reality, that’s all. I’d blocked out Gabriel and my fears for my father, but it’s time to face this and find a way out.” 

	He gives me a skeptical look. “You’re sure?”

	“Yes. Positive. This is me, Rick. You know guns don’t freak me out.” 

	“I’m going to make this go away,” he promises. “And then you’re going to New York with me. I’ll convince you, even if that takes me bending at the knee.” 

	I laugh. “How very Game of Thrones of you. Tell me about New York.”

	He catches my hand. “Let’s  talk over coffee at the kitchen table, the way we used to.”

	“I’d like that,” I say, pleased with this reminder of our past morning routine, talking and laughing. Starting the day with him was second only to ending the night in his arms. 

	Ten minutes later, we’re at the table with steaming cups in front of us. “What do you want to know?” he asks. 

	My first question comes easily. “Why New York?”

	“It’s where Walker operates. My apartment is a few blocks from the main office.”

	“What does your job entail?”

	“When I started with them, I took high-risk overseas jobs for big paydays. The kind of jobs you don’t know if you’ll come back from.”

	“And now?” I ask.

	“I take local work only, and by local work, I mean stateside.” 

	“What changed?”

	“Walker has a limit. You can only take seven high-risk jobs before they pull you back. They feel like you reach a sanity capacity.”

	“Did you want to take those jobs?”

	“I didn’t have you, baby.”

	“That’s a yes,” I say, not sure how I feel about that. It’s like he had a death wish, or a need to be far away from anything considered normal. “You did,” I add. 

	 “I have money now. Lots of fucking money. I can choose what work I take and when I take it.”

	His cellphone rings. “Holy fuck, it always rings at the wrong times.” He pulls it from his pocket and glances at the caller ID. “One guess,” he says.

	“Adam.”

	“Adam,” he confirms before answering. “What’s cooking, asshole? I’d have said what’s cooking, good looking, but you’re ugly as fuck.” He listens a minute, his expression turning to stone. “Only if he makes me,” he says. 

	I catch Adam’s muffled curse right before Rick disconnects. “My father just turned onto our street.”

	My eyes go wide and I set my cup down. “Any idea why?”

	“None,” he says. “But we’re about to find out.” He stands up and I follow, grabbing his shirt. 

	“Rick,” I say. “Don’t let your history and anger get the best of you.”

	“You mean don’t kill him?”

	“Don’t do that,” I warn him. “Don’t assume that’s where my head is now or ever. And don’t put words in my mouth. He’s involved in this nightmare. He could prove helpful.”

	“If I find out he has any role in threatening you or your father, he’s a dead man. And I won’t apologize for it.”

	“Still not scaring me,” I promise, pushing to my toes and kissing him. “Remember the deal. And remember that he might know things that we need to know. Anger won’t get those things out of his mouth, and to your ears.”

	My cellphone rings on the table next to my cup. I glance down to find Adam’s number. Rick grimaces and grabs it, answering for me. “You’re calling to tell on me?” he snaps. “Really? Are we twelve now?” He listens a few beats and then grumbles, “Fucktard,” before he hangs up. 

	The doorbell rings. He sets my phone down and I grab his arm again. “Rick.”

	His hands come down on my shoulders and he pulls me close. “I’m not a young man anymore. He can’t push my buttons the way he once did. And I have never, ever, killed from an emotional place.” 

	“But you’re human, Rick. And you two have a bad history.”

	His palm settles on my neck under my hair and he pulls me close. “I love you. You know that, right?”

	“I love you, too.” 

	The doorbell rings again. “That’s not an answer,” he says, kissing me. “You don’t know. That sucks, baby, but I’ll fix it. I’ll make sure you know. For now, stay here.” He sets me away from him and starts walking. 

	I take a step to pursue, only to have my cellphone ring again. I glance down to find Gabriel on caller ID. Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. I ignore the call, silencing it, but not declining it. I don’t want Gabriel to know that I intentionally didn’t take his call, but I’m not dealing with that bastard right now. I hurry after Rick, for good reason. No matter how removed from his hate for his father he might insist he is, he isn’t. He isn’t at all. And this could turn nasty fast. And nasty feels one step from deadly right about now.

	Rushing through the kitchen, I find Rick standing at the doorway, waiting for me. He catches my waist and leans in, lips near my ear. “Do not, no matter what happens, come outside. If he sees you, if he sees how protective I am of you, that gives him power. Understand?”

	“I’m not promising you that.”

	“Candace—”

	There’s a knock on the door. “Rick!” his father shouts. “I know you’re there.”

	Rick grimaces. “I swear to you, woman, if you come outside, I will spank you and not for pleasure.”

	“And I’ll punch you in the balls.” I tilt my chin and give him a defiant look. “That would be fun.”

	 He pulls me hard and fast against him. “I swear, you complete me, baby. I love when you talk dirty.”

	“That was a warning. I wasn’t talking dirty.”

	“Close enough. Stay here.” He steps me away from him and opens the door, exiting to greet his father. 

	 


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Savage

	I step onto the porch and into a mild seventy-something November day, the only ice in sight, the ice in my veins at the sight of my father. He stands tall and straight, dressed in scrubs for his day at the hospital despite the hollows beneath his eyes suggesting a sleepless night. “What do you want?”

	“You promised me coffee,” he says, his voice etched with exhaustion but the hard lines of his face never rest. He’s forever dominant, eternally arrogant. 

	“What do you want?” I repeat. 

	“You promised me coffee.”

	“What the fuck do you want?”

	“Son—”

	I step toward him and he backs away. “You should run,” I warn. “I know where you were last night.”

	He doesn’t miss a beat, but then, I learned the hard way that he saves his hesitation for the operating room. “He wants you to know. He told me to tell you.”

	“Of course, he did. You two are alike, too damn alike. That’s why I was foolish enough to see him as a fucking father figure.”

	 “I went there because he told me you’d die if I didn’t help him.”

	“Like you give a fuck about me.” I turn away from him, running my hand over my head because if I don’t, I’ll punch him. 

	“Son—”

	I rotate to face him. “How much and what did he offer you to work for him?”

	“Your life. That’s all. A couple of men showed up at my door and told me that if I didn’t help, we’d both be dead by morning.”

	“Ah,” I say. “So, you thought you were going to die. They offered you your own life, not mine.”

	“They told me you were bleeding out,” he snaps. “I believed them.” 

	To his credit, he delivers that argument with dogmatic intensity, despite being full of shit. They offered him something and it wasn’t my life. “Why are you here?”

	His lips press together a moment. It’s a familiar expression that stirs about a hundred memories of my childhood, and his nastiness to my mother, that he really doesn’t want to stir. “Tag sent me with a message,” he finally confesses.

	“Now we’re getting to the real story.” I motion with my fingers. “Spit that shit out.”

	“He said to tell you: a father is easily here today and gone tomorrow.”

	 He delivers that statement without so much of a blink of apprehension. He knows that Tag isn’t threatening him, but rather the general. Tag simply used my father as a prop to deliver a threat, and my father is a willing participant. He doesn’t feel fear. I want him to feel fear. I’m across the porch and slamming him against the banister in seconds. He hits so damn hard it rocks the porch. “Son,” he gasps.

	“You’ve called me that three times,” I say. “Every time you do, I want to cut your tongue out, the way I did an asshole in Iraq after he raped a thirteen-year-old. I can show you my technique. That’d be a good way to demonstrate my surgical skills, don’t you think?”

	“Rick!” Candace yells from behind me. “Rick, stop.”

	Candace’s voice and presence don’t motivate me to pull back. In fact, her presence motivates me to hurt someone before she gets hurt. “Tell Tag I’m coming for him. Tell him he’s not going to survive this.”

	“He said you’d say that,” my father replies. “He said to tell you, that he doesn’t want Candace dead. He wants her alive and well. That way she’s capable of hating you when her father ends up dead because you didn’t keep your blood oath.”

	In other words, Tag’s threats didn’t work on me last night so he’s trying again by way of my father. The message there being that he can get to anyone close to me whenever, and however he so pleases. “You still didn’t tell me what you get out of this.”

	“I didn’t want to be involved. You got me involved.” His eyes darken. “You shouldn’t have come back.” 

	“Translation: you get a payday that you’re justifying by blaming me.” My lips thin. “You and Tag deserve each other.”

	“You did this. You made this happen.”

	“Your words or his?” I challenge.

	“Both.”

	“Of course. You’re a team now. Just to be clear, Pops, you’re already dead to me. You’ve been dead to me for years; therefore, I won’t save you, nor will I grieve for you when he kills you. And he will. He never leaves loose ends alive.” I release him. “Don’t come back here. If you do, I swear to God, I’ll take a finger instead of your tongue, then what little surgical skill you have left won’t exist.” I turn to find Candace missing, which can mean only one thing, the obvious. She not only heard the threat against her father, she’s figured out that I didn’t tell her about it last night. 

	And again, I think that’s the point of this visit: to rattle me by rattling her.

	I walk back inside the house and when Candace is nowhere in my line of sight, I shut the door behind me before locking it. Listening a moment, silence is all that greets me, but that won’t last. If I know Candace at all, and I do, her anger is about to blow its horn right in my damn face. 

	Walking through the empty living room, I track onward to the kitchen. A light wind flows into the room off the patio and I walk to the open door. Candace is there, waiting for me, leaning on the railing, facing me. “How long have you known that my father was leverage?” She holds up a hand. “Wait. No. Correction. How long have you known that my father’s life was being used as leverage?”

	“Last night.”

	She pushes off the railing. “And you didn’t tell me?” she demands. “Seriously, Rick?” 

	“I was going to tell you.”

	“Were you?” she challenges. 

	“Yes.” I scrub my jaw and press my hands to my hips. “Probably.”

	“Probably? What was your decision-making criteria? If today was sunny, you’d tell me and if it rained you wouldn’t?”

	“Tag knows I’ll kill him if he touches your father.”

	“He doesn’t seem to care.”

	“He cares. That’s the point in today’s visit. He needed you to freak out. He needed you to pressure me to do whatever it takes to protect your father.” 

	“You mean kill Gabriel.”

	“Yes,” I say. “Exactly.” 

	“So, Tag not only used your father against you,” she says. “He used mine.”

	I cross to stand in front of her, encouraged when she actually lets me settle my hands on her waist. And damn it, when I touch her, I don’t know how I lived a day without touching her. “He’s using you,” I say, “and I let that happen when me and my bad friend, otherwise known as vodka, professed our love for you in his presence.”

	“Because I’m a weakness.”

	“No. You’re the reason you and your father survive this, baby. You’re why I’m here. I meant what I said to my father. Tag doesn’t leave loose ends. He would have killed you, him, and Gabriel. Now, he has to go through me and my team.” 

	“He had to know you’d be a problem. Why be stupid enough to bring you into this?”

	I decide right then and there that I’m not doing her any favors by keeping her out of my headspace right now. She needs to know where I think this is headed. “Think about the headlines. Man kills ex-fiancée and her new fiancé as well as her father, before killing himself. It’s a perfect cover-up, don’t you think?”

	“Oh God,” she whispers. “Yes. I’m scared, Rick.”

	“Fear is good. It keeps us sharp and alive. Come. I have something for you.” I catch her hand and lead her inside the kitchen, where I pull open a drawer and set a handgun on the counter. “Merry early Christmas.”

	She eyes the weapon and then me. “Sig Sauer P238. Easy to handle and conceal.” She picks it up and checks the chamber, which is loaded. “Thank you,” she says. “It was on my naughty list.”

	“Then I take it you still know how to shoot.”

	“We confirmed that while I huddled on the floor of the Porsche with a gun in my hand. Yes. I still know how to shoot.”

	“Right,” I say. “There was that unfortunate incident where we indeed had this conversation. When were you last at the shooting range?”

	“It’s been too long.”

	“Then we’re going today.”

	“Sure,” she agrees. “I’m all in. Please let Tag pay me a visit with that Sig on my person.”

	And there she is. The woman I fell in love with. Tough as nails. She’s standing strong. She’s fighting. She sets the gun back down and folds her arms in front of her. “So, Rick,” she says, “tell me about the tongue you cut out.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	Candace

	I watch Rick’s handsome face process my query, seconds ticking by, his expression unchanged. To most, he’d be unreadable, unaffected even, but I know this man. His spine is stiff, his shoulders knotted. His jaw hard enough to shatter. Yes, I’m pushing Rick. Yes, I’m making him talk about the hard stuff, but with reason. When his father pushed him to a place where he forgot to hold back, he gave me the gift of realization. That scar on Rick’s face, the one he won’t talk about, tells me everything I need to know. I just didn’t realize it. It tells his story, the one he doesn’t want me to know. The one he replaces by labeling himself a monster and killer, only he’s not simple. He’s never been simple. He needs to know that he isn’t that simple to me, either. He is not a label to me. He’s not good or bad, right or wrong. He’s a man, flawed and perfect all at once.

	Several drawn-out seconds go by before he scrubs that jaw, his hands settling on his hips. “I could tell you I didn’t do what I said I did. I could tell you I was just talking, but that would be a lie and you know what? I’ve never lied to you. I’m not going to start now. Yes. I cut his damn tongue out because he did things to that little girl with his damn tongue. And I don’t regret it.” He holds his hands to his side. “This is me. Still a surgeon and always a savage, baby.” 

	Before he even finishes that sentence, my arms are around him and I’m peering up at him. “Thank you.”

	His brow furrows. “For what?”

	“Trusting me and telling me the hard truth.” 

	“What happened to our deal?” 

	 “I can handle the truth, even the dark, hard truth, Rick. But you calling yourself a killer and a monster, over and over, feels like a wall that you used to hide from me and divide us. It also makes me realize that I have some guilt in why you stayed away. I obviously made you feel that there was only black and white. That I couldn’t live inside the gray with you.”

	“You didn’t. That’s not what happened. That’s not how things happened at all. It’s not that simple.”

	Not that simple.

	Words that he might as well have snatched out of my own mind. 

	His hand settles at the back of my head and he leans in close, settling his forehead on mine. “I know you can handle a lot of things.” He pulls back to look at me. “I admit I was afraid to see myself through your eyes, but more so, I thought you deserved better.” 

	Words that ping a warning in my mind. “And now?” 

	There’s a really badly timed knock on the door. “Of fucking course,” Rick mumbles, kissing me fast and hard before saying, “Sorry, baby. That would be Adam, and—” 

	“I know. Let him in.”

	He hesitates, searching my face before he says, “And now, you’re stuck with me. Killer, monster, and Purple People Eater.”

	I smile despite myself, forever charmed by his goofy jokes that make almost no sense. He smiles, too, and when Adam knocks again, he grimaces before he shouts out, “Enter, asshole!” 

	He and I turn to find Adam entering the kitchen with Smith on his heels. “I see you let your pops live,” Adam says, setting a box on the counter. “Donuts,” he says. “A dozen, and Candace,” he adds, “if you want more than one, I suggest you dive for the box. I’ve seen Savage inhale that many or more in about sixty seconds flat.”

	“He’s exaggerating,” Rick assures me. “It takes me a full five minutes for a dozen.”

	“It used to take ten minutes,” I tease.

	“With age comes wisdom and technique,” he says, and I don’t feel even a tiny cringe with reference to technique despite it reminding me of his conversation with his father. 

	“What did pops have to say?” Smith asks, stepping to Adam’s side.

	“A bunch of bullshit,” Rick murmurs, walking to the box of donuts and snagging a chocolate glazed one before he adds, “He swears they came to him and told him that I was bleeding out, and yet he came here to threaten Candace’s father. He was full of shit. He’s working for Tag.” He takes a bite of the donut and motions for me to come and taste it. 

	My growling stomach isn’t going to argue. I move to Rick’s side, and take the donut from him, while he grabs another. 

	“He might be telling the truth,” Smith offers. “We can’t find any communication between him and anyone close to Tag before last night.”

	“Gabriel uses a burner phone,” I say, licking chocolate from my finger. “Why can’t he?”

	“He could,” Adam agrees, glancing at Rick. “Asher’s searching cameras at various locations your father frequents, looking for a point of contact.”

	“Whether they met before last night or last night really doesn’t matter,” Rick says. “He’s with them.” He grabs another donut. “What’s happening with Gabriel? Anything new?”

	“Interesting answer there,” Smith says. “He’s meeting with Ted Pocher, the billionaire behind many a political campaign. A man rumored to be a powerhouse in the Deep State, or to some the Society, if you believe that shit exists.”

	“It does,” Rick says. “And the people involved will do whatever it takes to win where they want to win.” 

	Adam arches a brow. “I take it Tag worked for them?”

	Clearly doing the unthinkable and losing his appetite, Rick tosses a donut back into the box, unfinished. “He all but gave a few of their people belly rubs. And that, my pretties, is why Tag wants Gabriel dead. Because as long as Tag exists, Tag’s a liability. It also confirms my suspicions as to why he wanted me front and center. He wants to be damn sure this doesn’t look like a black ops hit that gets him on the wrong side of the Society. Not even he wants that.”

	“This just gets worse,” I say. “They’re never going to let us walk away.”

	 “Of course, we will,” Rick says. “By dethroning Gabriel. If he doesn’t exist, if he’s no longer a viable candidate, then the Society goes away. At least where we’re concerned. Gabriel’s reputation is the only reason that the black ops operation is a problem for them.” His brow furrows. “What I don’t get is why Tag didn’t tell me they were involved. That piece of information steps up the intensity. It motivates me to end this quickly. That’s what he wants.”

	“What if he doesn’t know?” Smith suggests. 

	“He knows,” Rick assures him. “Zero possibility he doesn’t. The minute this turned political, my head should have been in that space. What I don’t get is why Tag didn’t use the Society as a way to motivate me to kill Gabriel and free Candace.” 

	“Maybe he felt that would make you grab Candace and run,” Smith replies. “He needed you here to kill Gabriel.”

	 “I don’t run,” Rick states. “Tag knows that. We’re missing something and we need to figure out what that is.”

	My cellphone rings and I pull it from my pants pocket where I’ve slipped it, glancing at the caller ID with a cringe. “It’s Gabriel.” 

	Rick’s hand immediately covers my hand where it holds the phone. “Let it go to voicemail.”

	“I can’t do that,” I insist quickly. “I already ignored one of his calls and my father—” 

	“You need to let it go to voicemail.”

	“She’s right,” Adam adds. “She needs to buy us more time to get everyone out of this.”
“Butt out, fish man,” Rick snaps, but his eyes never leave my face. His focus remains on me. “Trust me. Let it go to voicemail.” 

	Trust me. 

	Those words undo my resolve. This isn’t an emotional response for him. There’s a reason. I need to do as he said and trust him. I let the call go to voicemail. 

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Candace

	The minute my phone stops ringing, my heart skips a beat. “He’ll call back, Rick,” I say. “I let it go to voicemail to talk to you, but I can’t risk triggering him. What if he goes after my father?”

	“Which is why I didn’t let you take that call,” Rick assures me, eyeing Adam. “Find out if he’s calling while sitting with Pocher. You don’t want you, or your father, to end up on Pocher’s radar beyond Gabriel’s expiration date.”

	Expiration date.

	Death.

	I swallow hard. “Right. No. I don’t.” Now I eye Adam and the understanding in his eyes is there now, respect, too, for where Savage’s head is right now. Savage isn’t responding emotionally. He’s thinking and calculating our next move, and suddenly I’m thankful that I didn’t answer that call. 

	Adam’s phone picks that moment to start ringing and he eyes the caller ID. “It’s Asher.” He answers the call and we watch him, waiting as he listens, and then says, “Got it. I’ll call you back.” He disconnects and says. “Seems Savage is right to worry. Asher has a waiter on the payroll who bugged the salt shaker. We’ll get the full audio when the dinner is over. Bottom line, Pocher wants to vet Candace at some ball next weekend.”

	“The governor’s military appreciation ball,” I say. “It’s an annual charity event held here in San Antonio at Fort Sam. I need to call Gabriel back.” I grab Rick’s arm. “I can handle him. I promise.” 

	His jaw sets hard and his gaze turns skyward, seeming to battle some internal argument, seconds ticking by before he glances down at me. “Buy time. Stay away from him. That’s your mission. And most importantly, avoid in-person contact with him.”

	My cellphone rings again and I glance down at Gabriel’s number. “I got this,” I promise. 

	He gives a nod and I answer the call, steeling myself to perform the uncomfortable fiancée routine in front of Rick. “Hi,” I answer tightly, too tightly. I don’t sound normal. I just can’t play this game with Gabriel while Rick’s eyes burn holes in my face. I turn away. No. I don’t just turn away. I’m now facing one of the two exits that lead out of the kitchen; this one to the hallway leading to the other side of the living room. I take it. I step into the hallway and pause there. Rick is the reason I don’t go further. I’m not shutting him out. That’s not what this is. I’m just trying to survive this—all of this. 

	“Hi, buttercup,” Gabriel greets and I can tell he’s on speakerphone. “I tried to call you,” he adds, just a hint of accusation in his tone.

	“I’m sick,” I say and truly I sound sick like I’m about to throw up because I am. Talking to him makes me sick. How did I ever touch this man? How did I ever say yes to this man? “I’ve been laying here on the bathroom floor trying to get the energy to call you back.”

	“Are you still at your father’s?” 

	For reasons I can’t explain, this question feels like a trap, or like it could become a trap. “Home,” I reply. “I came home. I thought it was over. It’s not. I’m glad you’re not here. It must be more the flu than food poisoning and you can’t afford to catch it. When are you coming back?”

	“Another day or two.” And just that fast, he moves on, past me being sick. “You remember we have yet another event next weekend, correct?”

	“I do,” I say, the topic stirring the urgency of a conversation with Savage over what comes next for me with Gabriel. He’s going to come back. Then what? “I’ll certainly fit into any dress I like by then.”

	“Get a new dress this time in advance,” he says, ignoring my reference to being sick. “I need you to look good.”

	My defenses prickle. “You know, Gabriel,” I say, “you really can be insensitive.” It’s out before I can stop it. 

	“You know I think you’re beautiful.”

	He still doesn’t get it. Like, at all. How am I engaged to this man? 

	“Do I need to rush home and show you?” he offers. 

	“No,” I say quickly. God, what am I doing? “No.” I take a step further into the hallway, panic threatening to win over. “I’m not that needy girl who has to be coddled. I’m sick and cranky and you don’t need to end up sick with me. Stay there. Do what you need to do. And I’ll pick up a new dress.”

	“You could come here,” he says, but he doesn’t mean it. I hear that in his voice, thank God.

	“Even if I wasn’t sick, I have a job,” I reply.

	“Right. My architect fiancée. The voters are going to love you.” The voters, I think, not him. Not that I care, but it certainly proves that even before I knew Gabriel’s true colors, before I started to sour on him, I ignored things I should not have; too many things. “I’ll see you Friday,” he says, his only indication he’ll be gone all week. And just that quick, he’s hung up. Good. He’s gone. He can stay gone. I slide my phone back into my pocket and turn to find Rick standing in the doorway to the kitchen, a half-lidded stare on his stoic features. He’s so big. So powerful. So overwhelmingly male. He’s also not happy, but neither am I. This isn’t a comfortable situation.

	“He’s not back until the weekend,” I say. 

	“You didn’t want me to hear that conversation.” His tone is flat. Hard. 

	I don’t even think about denial. “It’s hard enough to pretend with him. It’s impossible when I’m looking at you.”

	“You feel guilty.”

	“No,” I say firmly. “I don’t. No guilt. Not with him, at least.” I close the space between us, stopping in front of him. “Rick, I—”

	“Said yes to him.”

	My defenses prickle. “You know why I said yes. You know, Rick. I was protecting my father. And even if that weren’t the case, you were gone forever. You left me alone.” My hand settles on his chest, closing around his shirt. “I never stopped loving you. That’s why I couldn’t see how bad he was. I was trying to hide from how damn much I missed you. I know you know that.”

	“Yes,” he says, his voice vibrating low and rough. “I know.”

	My heart squeezes in my chest, and painfully. “You don’t know.” Seconds tick by and I can barely breathe because he doesn’t correct me. He doesn’t reply. “Rick. I—you left me. I was alone, and—”

	His hands come down on my arms and he pulls me to him. “I know. I fucking know what I did. And I was a fool.” His forehead finds mine. “I let him get close enough to you to buy you a damn ring.”

	“For his political gain. That man doesn’t love me.”

	 “No matter what the reason, you put his ring on. I let that us get to the place. I let that happen. That’s hard to swallow.”

	“You know I don’t—”

	“Love him,” he supplies. “I know. I did this.” He cups my head and fixes me in a tormented stare. “And I’m going to make it up to you. That’s a promise.” He inhales, his broad chest expanding with a breath as he takes my hand. “Right now, though,” he breathes out, “I need you to look at something with me.” 

	He doesn’t give me a chance to dread whatever this might be. He’s already leading me down the hallway. “What is it?” I ask as we enter the bedroom. 

	“The book I grabbed from your father’s office,” he says, releasing me. “It’s in my bag in the closet,” he adds, heading in that direction. “I’ll grab it.”

	I quickly follow. “What about Adam and Smith?” I ask.

	“They can wait,” he says, over his shoulder, disappearing inside the bathroom on his way to the closet.

	Still pursuing, I catch him in the closet, as he adds, “This cannot wait. We should have already looked at this.” He kneels next to his bag and pulls out the book. “Does it look familiar?”

	I kneel as well, opposite him across from his bag, and grab the book, frowning. “It does actually. This was in his home office. It’s not just a military training manual. It’s an antique. Actually, not just an antique.” I glance up at him. “My mother gave it to him. You found it at Fort Sam?”

	“Under his couch in his office and there’s something stuffed inside it.” He takes the book from me and flips it open to show me. He’s right. There’s something inside it, shoved into the spine or maybe in between a special map insertion. 

	“I don’t understand. He wouldn’t destroy this book, but it’s damaged.”

	“Maybe that’s the point,” Rick suggests. “No one would think he’d destroy this book, but we’re going to have to.”

	“We can’t, Rick. It’s special. And valuable.”

	“To save him, baby. To save him. I’ll have it restored. You have my word.”

	I press my hands to my face and then drop them. “Right. Okay. Yes. We have to.”

	“Let’s go into the kitchen table. I want to lay it out and do as little damage as possible.” I nod and he stands, helping me to my feet, dread filling me. Whatever this is, whatever we’re about to find, it’s not good. And it’s certainly proof that my father is in danger, not that I needed proof beyond the text message I read. All I can hope is that this might be ammunition we can use to keep him alive.

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	Candace

	Fifteen minutes later, I’m sitting at the kitchen table next to Rick, with Smith and Adam on either side of us. Thanks to a special kit Adam had in his vehicle, wherever that may be, Rick is wearing plastic gloves and now has a long pair of tweezers and a special thin blade at his disposal. With a lamp above the book, Rick is now officially operating on an antique book, his skill with a knife remarkably comforting considering the connection it holds to my mother. 

	He studies it, examining his different options before he finally cuts the map I’d noticed earlier from the center of the book and sets it aside. With tweezers, he then pulls a piece of folded paper from the inside of the book. Another follows. And then another. Then two more.

	Rick sets the tweezers down and unfolds the first sheet of paper, which contains two letters next to a series of numbers. I stare at it and then glance at Rick, watching a muscle tick in his jaw. He opens the second. This looks like coordinates and dates. That muscle in Rick’s jaw ticks harder and I glance at Adam and Smith to find them both watching Rick with all-consuming interest. 

	Rick opens the next piece of paper, and the next, and finally, goes back to one list of words and phrases that mean nothing to me:

	Skydrop

	Doppler

	Redrock

	Willow

	The list is about fifty deep, but there are two words circled:

	Westwood

	Keystone

	Rick sets all the paperwork down and then stands up, stepping away from the table. He walks to the center of the kitchen, giving us his back, hands on his hips, spine stiff. All eyes are on him and all kinds of things fly through my mind. I’m terrified and I don’t even know why. “Rick,” I say, pushing to my feet, hugging myself. “What is it?”

	He turns to face us, yanking off the gloves. Adam is now holding one of the pieces of paper.  “This is a list of dog tags,” he indicates. “Socials, religious preferences, initials. All but a few of them have red dots next to them. I’m guessing this is what has you pissed off. Those people are dead, aren’t they?”

	 “I’m on there. I’m alive, but I don’t have a red dot. I can piece together who a couple of the initials reference and they’re dead. And yes, they have red dots by their names.” 

	“In other words,” I say, and it feels like a vice is closing on my chest, “you’re on a hit list.”

	“Yeah,” he agrees. “I suspect that’s what your father figured out. That everyone who worked for the black ops project was dying, but you know, whatever on that. Let them come for me. I’ll kill any motherfucker that’s brave enough to try.”

	Unless he gets killed first. The idea is too much to bear. He just came back into my life. I can’t lose him again. I close the space between us and catch his arm, giving the rest of the room my back, focusing on him, just him. “You have to take shelter.”

	He slides a hand to my neck and pulls me close, kissing me. “I’m good, baby. I promise.”

	“You’re not good,” I argued. “No one on a hitlist is good and you’re on edgy. You’re all but pacing and you don’t pace.” 

	“I’m pissed,” he says. “And I’m damn good and dangerous when I’m pissed.” 

	“What are Westwood and Keystone?” Smith asks. 

	“That’s what’s got me pissed off,” Savage says, dragging me under his arm and to his side. “Those are all mission names. And I was one of a handful of men on those two missions. One of those men has a red dot by his name.” 

	“What were they?” Adam says, and now everyone is standing. We’re all standing in the center of the kitchen. 

	“I know the names,” Rick says. “I know vague details. They were stateside.”

	“That’s it?” Adam presses. “Vague details?”

	“That was the window where me and vodka ran the missions together. Apparently, I was better drunk than sober. The good news in this is that I kept details of every mission—photos, disc drives, and documents—just in case I ever needed to cover my ass.”

	“Where?” I ask. “Where are they?”

	He scratches right above his lip and releases me. “That’s the bad news.” His hands settle on his hips. “I had a few places I hid things. I just can’t exactly remember where the fuck the last spot might have been.”

	“Are you fucking serious?” Adam and Smith say at the same time.

	“Yes, I’m fucking serious,” Rick snaps. “Do you think I’d joke about shit like this?”  He glances at me. “Do we have vodka?”

	Now it’s my turn. Aside from him referencing “we,” I’m blown away. “Are you fucking serious, Rick?”

	“Don’t talk to me like that,” he scolds.

	“Because you don’t deserve it?” I challenge. “You want vodka?”

	“I need triggers,” he says. “I need to remember.”

	“So, drinking the booze that makes you forget helps how? Think of something else.”

	“Give me someone to kill,” he snaps back. “That’ll work.”

	“No one handy right now,” I say, “though the coffee shop up the road always screws up my order and the clerk is rude. Maybe you can head in that direction?”

	“Aren’t you funny?” he challenges. 

	“Not usually,” I reply. Someone’s phone buzzes with a text message, but I glare at Rick and add, “And neither are you right now.”

	“We have the audio file from the meeting between Pocher and Gabriel headed our way,” Adam says. “I’ll pull it up on my computer.”

	Rick grabs me and pulls me to him, giving the other two men his back. “You really are perfect.”

	“You know what would be perfect? If you remembered where you put the mission data.”

	“I will.”

	“How?”

	“Completely,” he says. “I’ll remember. I’ll remember it all.”

	“Is that right?”

	“Yes,” he assures me. “That’s right.”

	“When?”

	“Soon.”

	“How?”

	“You don’t get to ask that again.”

	“You know what else would be perfect?” I ask.

	He leans in close and whispers, “You naked and my tongue on your—” 

	I pull back. “You never drinking vodka ever again.”

	“That, too,” he agrees. “But my tongue. Think about my tongue.”

	“Stop.”

	“That’s not what you would say if you were naked.”

	“Rick!”

	“That’s what you would say.”

	I punch him. He laughs, but it’s not a real laugh. There’s a sharp edge to the sound. Sharp as the blade his brilliant, deadly hands hold to save lives and take them. And right now, I find his skill as a killer far more comforting than I should. 

	Rick and I are still standing in the middle of the kitchen, and his vodka joke fades into a swift darkening of his mood, a sharp knife of torment jabbing at his stare, there and gone, before he says, “I need to make a few calls.” He strokes my hair behind my ear. “I’ll be right back.” And just that quickly, he’s backed away and walked to the patio door, where he exits. 

	I stare after him, my growing realization a boxing match of emotion inside me. What horrible things did he do and experience to drink his way through it all to survive?  And my father put him in that place, he made that Rick’s life. Why? Why would he have done that to the man I love? 

	 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	 Savage

	Standing on the porch, I dial an old bud who lives in Houston these days. Someone who worked for Tag and walked away. Someone I bonded with over Texas and tornadoes, and we were the tornadoes. Someone on the general’s list with no red dot by his name and dog tag, and I want to keep it that way. Max and I get each other. He’s a killer who’d had enough killing when he met a woman and fell in love. The phone rings twice and then goes to voicemail. I dial another number, his woman’s number. It rings once and a familiar female voice answers. “Savage?”

	She sounds nervous and hopeful. That’s not good. Damn it to hell. “Hi, Kelly,” I say. “Where’s Max?”

	“I was hoping you were going to tell me you knew.”

	Fuck me. Fuck. Fuck. Triple fuck me. “How long has he been missing?”

	“He left on a contract job two weeks ago. He said he’d been gone a week.” She sobs. “You’re calling me. That means he’s not coming back, is he?”

	I want to lie to her. I want to tell her he abso-fucking-lutely will be back, but I can’t lie either. “He has reason to go into hiding. That means he can’t come to you without putting you in danger. Where are you?”

	“A safe house he set-up in New York City. He said to come here if ever he didn’t come back, but now what? I’m here and now what?”

	A safe house. He set-up a safe house, and of course, why wouldn’t he? He might not kill for a living any longer, but our pasts are riddled with enemies. Holy hell, is that what I’ve ensured is Candace’s future? “Do you have a new identity and money?”

	“Yes. It’s all here, but I don’t want a new identity and money. I want Max.”

	“I know,” I say, thinking of all the times I just wanted Candace. “He’s thinking the same of you right now. Write down this number. You have a pen?”

	“Yes,” she says. “Ready.”

	I hesitate on Blake’s number. He’s tied up chasing a serial killer. I decide on a close second and dictate his wife Kara’s phone number. She’s not only sharp and an ex-FBI agent, she’ll know when, and if, she can tap into Blake’s hacking assets. “Give me fifteen minutes and call that number. That’s Kara, someone I trust, and part of the operation that I work for now: Walker Security. They’re in New York City, too.  They’ll help you find Max without risking your safety.”

	“Where are you? Can you come here?”

	“Not right now. Stay where you are and you can trust Walker Security. I’ll check on you soon. Okay?”

	“Yes. Okay.” 

	We disconnect and I dial Kara. “Savage?”

	“I need your help.”

	“I’m listening,” she says immediately. 

	“I believe everyone that worked on a certain black ops team is being killed off.” I explain the entire situation leading up to Kelly. “She’s in New York City at a safe house, but she’s alone and scared. Can you go to her, assess her safety, and help her? I’m hoping like hell Max is really on a job, got wind of the hit list, and he’s going to show back up.”

	“I’m on it,” she says. “Blake, as I assume you know, is occupied, but when he’s free I’ll have him look for anything the web can tell us.” We chat a minute more and disconnect. I shove my phone back into my pocket and press my hands to the railing. This is why I stayed away from Candace. I didn’t want this hell to be her hell, but the reality here is that all my hell ties back to her father. He dragged me into this. He dragged her into this. She would have always been in the line of fire, even without me coming home. Worse, she wouldn’t have had me to protect her.

	I scrub a hand over my face and accept the hard, cutting reality of a truth that’s hard to suffer through admitting. Maybe, just fucking maybe, had I come home, I could have saved her, taken her away, pulled her out of the line of fire. I can’t blame him. I have to own this and how my actions lead right here, right where we are now. And it’s up to me to get her out of this. Which means I need to find those files I kept. 

	I beat my mind up, trying to remember which of the places I kept those black ops secrets might hold what we need. Those secrets are the ammunition I need to expose the program and ruin Honest Gabe. Those secrets get rid of him, and with him, the Society. Tag goes away when I kill him. The irony of all of this is that until I find those files, the safest place for Candace is right here, engaged to that piece of shit. That’s killing me. Which is only going to make me enjoy killing him all the more. 

	“Rick.”

	At the sound of Candace’s voice, I turn to find her in the doorway—God, she’s beautiful, too beautiful for my sanity. And as I always knew it would be, there is no hesitation in me, no ability to stay away from her. I close the space between us, slide a hand under her hair to settle on her neck, her sweet, floral scent exploding in my nostrils, and igniting the burn of everything I feel for this woman. I pull her around and to me, our mouths a hot breath from touching. “Candace,” I murmur, words lingering on my tongue, unspoken promises of forever and happily ever after that a brisk wind seems to catch and carry away as if those promises die right there and then before I ever offer them to her.  

	Which is bullshit. I will not let her down again. Ever. 

	And still, the promises are lost. They’re gone. I don’t speak one of them and I don’t know why. “Let’s go inside,” I say instead. 

	She pulls back and searches my face, fixing me in a penetrating stare. A stare that sees too much, more than I even believe I know is there, before she says, “Yes. Let’s go inside.” And with that, she turns and walks inside. Alone. Without me. I don’t know what she just read in me, but whatever it was, she didn’t like it. And neither did I.

	I take a long, driven stride and catch her hand, dragging her back to me, but I don’t have to try hard. She steps into my move and pokes my chest, her eyes blazing with anger. “What just happened?”

	“Nothing happened.”

	“Liar,” she accuses and she might as well have reached in my chest and pulled out my heart with that one word. “I thought you weren’t going to lie to me, Rick?” she presses. “I thought that was the one thing you weren’t going to do. Break my heart and leave me, yes. But lie? No.”

	“I’m not lying, baby. I was in my own head and I don’t know what happened. I was trapped in my own hell that I couldn’t put into words.”

	“Then say that. I won’t push you to say more, not unless you decide you want to say more. I promise you. Just don’t tell me nothing is wrong when I know better.” 

	“Guilt,” I admit. “That’s what happened. Guilt for bringing this on you. Guilt for not coming back and stopping this from happening. Just—guilt.”

	Her eyes burn with emotions and then soften with her shoulders. “Guilt does us no good. Please don’t do that to you or us, Rick. We’re barely together as it is.”

	Adam chooses that moment to appear in the doorway. “We’re ready with the audio.”

	I shoot him a glare. “We’ll be right there.”

	“Asher says we need to hear this now and not later,” Adam says. “So now.” With that push, he disappears into the house.

	I catch Candace’s hair in my fingers and stare down at her. “We are not barely together any more than we are just having sex.” I kiss her then, claiming her, a deep, take-all-I-can-take kind of kiss and then I say, “All in, baby. We’re all in.” And because I might climb on the railing and scream while beating my damn chest if she says otherwise, I don’t give her time to reply. I snag her hand and lead her inside. Because what better way to end a conversation about our very special, lasting relationship, than listening in on a conversation between two other men, one of which is her fiancé. 

	 

	 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	Savage

	Smith sits at the table, working through transmission issues with the audio. Just beyond him, in the center of the table, the general’s book sits bagged and protected, a centerpiece symbolic of secrets, lies, and war.  

	Nearby, Candace throws her nervous energy into making coffee while I watch from the doorway. Adam joins me, his voice low, tight. “I talked to Asher about the content of the audio,” he says, his words meant for only me. “Asher says there’s nothing about her father on the audio. That feels off to me.”

	“Not if the Society still believe he’s on Gabe’s side,” I argue. 

	“We know that’s not true of Honest Gabe,” he points out.

	“Come on, man. Honest Gabe is as dishonest as they get. He wouldn’t alert Pocher, his main money man, that the general had become a problem.”

	“He’d just—”

	“Kill him while he’s on a mission,” Candace supplies, cutting off Adam, and making it clear that she heard every word of our not-so-discreet conversation. She offers us each a cup of coffee. “Coffee with white mocha creamer in it. I love it and so does Rick.”

	Her reference to what I love, to what we love, is loaded with memories of this house, this life, and this woman that I have no intention of losing yet again. Not to war. Not to monsters and fools like Honest Gabe. 

	I take both cups and hand them to Adam, not because I don’t want the coffee but because I want her more. Catching her waist, I rotate, offering Adam and Smith a nice view of my pretty little ass. “Don’t do that,” I say softly. “Don’t create a problem where there is no problem.”

	“And don’t coddle me and whisper all discreet to keep me out of the loop, Rick Savage. We both know this isn’t me creating a problem where there’s no problem. We have so many problems that I’m buried to my waist in problems. I don’t solve them by pretending otherwise or back to the coddling. I don’t need that. And that doesn’t make me stronger. Or us stronger, either. I think it’s pretty clear that you forgot what a fighter I am.”

	I visibly flinch. “Punch me with words, why don’t you, baby, but I guess I deserve it.”

	“Yes,” she says quite precisely. “You do, and not for the past that I promised to stop using as a weapon, but for the right here and now.”

	“I own my past sins, baby, but I will always protect you. You’re going to have to get used to that.” 

	“We’re going to talk about that.”

	I lean in and press my lips to her ear again. “As long as we fuck about that, too.”

	“We can do both,” she says, pulling back to pierce me with a green-eyed stare, “but I’ll still win this argument.” 

	“We’ll see about that,” I say, giving her a wink. 

	“You’re impossible,” she says, poking my chest, a hint of a smile on those pretty lips. Lips I’m more than ready to have on about ten places on my body. 

	“We’re ready for real this time,” Smith calls out. 

	My lips press together. “Let’s get this over with. Then you can start dealing with how impossible I am.” 

	I release her and when I would turn away, she catches my arm. I arch a brow and she kisses me, spreading her sunshine all over my shit-show. I didn’t realize just how badly I needed that sunshine. I catch her to me again, kiss the hell out of her and then release her. She might not need to be coddled, but she does need to be saved. Most likely from me, but that’s not going to happen. I’ll be drinking and drowning in that sunshine from here on out.

	We sit at the kitchen table with Smith and Adam, all of us drinking coffee while Smith prepares to hit the play button on his MacBook. “Asher’s working on the transcript for the audio. There’s very little here that feels like it helps us. The hope here, Candace,” he explains, “is that you hear something we don’t, something helpful.” He slides a pad and paper in front of her. “In case you want to write anything down.”

	“Thanks,” she says, sliding the pad closer to her.

	Smith eyes me. I arch a brow and when he doesn’t speak, Candace does. “Just say what you need to say, Smith.”

	He clears his throat and his attention remains on me as he says, “They talk about Candace. You know that, right?” 

	“If you want to warn me,” Candace interjects. “Warn me, not Rick. “I’m not worried about what he says about me. I’m worried about what he does to my father. Push play, and my God, can you all stop treating me like a delicate flower?”

	 I laugh and squeeze her leg. “It’s not you they’re worried about, baby,” I say, leaning over to give her a look. “It’s me. They’re afraid I’ll get in the car and go blow his ass up.”

	“But of course,” she replies, “you won’t do that because we need to protect my father.”

	“Or,” I suggest, “maybe we’re over-complicating things. If I go kill him, he’s not around to kill your father.”

	“But Tag is,” she argues. “And we don’t know all the layers of trouble my father has found, either, or even who else might want him, and us, dead.”

	“What she said,” Adam replies. “And you aren’t killing Gabriel. We’re putting him in jail.”

	“We’ll see about that,” I say, kissing Candace before I motion to Smith. “Play it.”

	“Jail is the right answer,” Candace argues. 

	“You don’t want to be coddled,” I say. “So, no coddling. Fucktard Gabriel can still order a hit on your father from jail, baby. And these two bozos know it. They know he has to die. It’s just easier for everyone to wait until he forces my hand before they agree. Then they can sleep at night.” I motion to Smith. “Play the damn audio.”

	He grimaces but has the good sense not to argue. He gives a nod and pushes play. To my surprise, Candace covers my hand where it rests on her leg, with her hand. It’s her way of thanking me for being honest, her way of telling me she can handle whatever comes out of my mouth. She can. Sure. I know she can, but hearing what I feel, and seeing me put it into action, are two different things. We’ll see what she can handle before all of this is over. Of that I’m sure. 

	For now, I’m focused on her hand, because as usual, her hand on my body does all kinds of wicked things. I’m hot and hard and ready to go fuck her into the submission I can never truly have from her when Gabe’s voice sounds. Talk about a downer, a blow to the balls. That bastard is her fiancé. That’s still real. 

	My fingers curl on her leg and I can feel her looking at me, but I stare at the MacBook like it’s going to grow horns and pop off some firecrackers or some shit like that.

	The conversation between Pocher and Honest Gabe begins with Gabriel kissing up to Pocher and seems to go on and on. “I’m pretty sure his lips are stuck to the man’s ass,” Adam says when a waiter occupies the audio. 

	“I’ve got something I can shove up his ass,” I murmur. 

	Candace elbows me and I catch her hand, holding onto a reminder of what I have to keep and kill for if necessary. We all fall into silence, listening again as Pocher and Gabriel resume their conversation. 

	 The two men move from ass-kissing to talking about certain key people Pocher wants to align Gabriel with, all people we can assume to be as dirty as Gabriel. Candace writes them all down. Good. I haven’t had a proper kill list in a long while now. 

	That’s when we get to the part where Candace becomes part of the conversation. “When are you marrying that woman of yours?” Pocher asks. 

	“I wanted to talk about that,” Gabriel says. “What works best?”

	“You marrying a general’s daughter on damn near the eve of announcing your run works for me,” Pocher replies. “But I need to get a feel for her first. I need to know you not only have her under control but that she’s well-spoken.”

	“I assure you that she’s all grace and distinction. She’s also well controlled. By me and her father.”

	“Her father isn’t running for president. You are. And the general and I have a history. Once he knows I’m involved, he’ll be your lap dog. Where is Candace now?”

	“Home, sick.”

	“Sick or sick of you?”

	“Always a comedian,” Gabriel says. “She was just with me two nights ago. You know that.”

	“Call her on speaker,” he orders. “Let me feel the love.”

	“I’m not sure how much love you’ll feel when she’s sick, but sure.” There’s the sound of movement before the line rings and then goes to her voicemail. 

	Pocher laughs. “You own that woman, I see.”

	“She’s sick,” he snaps. “Come to the governor’s ball. You can meet her then.”

	“I do believe I will. I knew her mother.”

	Candace turns to face me, her eyes wide. I cup her neck, aware of the sensitive subject and press my forehead to hers. 

	“Honestly, marrying her can’t go south on you. You see, the good thing about a military woman, even if she isn’t in the service, is the kind of outpouring of remorse you get when she’s gone. Ask your fiancée’s father. A simple Soup Sandwich by way of a Bravo Foxtrot and she’s gone while you’re on top of the world.”

	Candace sucks in air and pulls back to look at me. Ice fills my already icy veins. “Soup Sandwich” is slang for a mission, a person, or anything gone wrong. “Bravo Foxtrot” is a military term Asher didn’t give her credit for knowing: one who does not help a fellow soldier, or who intentionally gets a soldier in trouble. It’s code that isn’t hard to figure out. It’s Pocher’s way of saying someone close to Candace would take her out if she became a problem. 

	“I’ll call her again,” Gabriel says. “She must not have heard the phone ring. She’ll answer.”

	“I certainly hope so, ” Pocher says. “You need to pull her close and make sure she’s beloved by the public. Just don’t fall in love, because one day you might be better with her gone and I’m not talking about a divorce.”

	 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	Savage

	Smith turns off the audio. 

	The table is silent, the implications of what we’ve just heard hanging in the air, a wicked threat that hovers and cannot be ignored. Abruptly, Candace stands up and pushes away from the table, walking to the patio door, opening it and exiting outside, the door shutting behind her. 

	My gaze lands heavily on Adam’s while my anger seethes. “Tell Asher I’m going to kill him for this. She’s the daughter of two high-ranking officers. She understands military slang.”

	“I’ll kill him for you,” Adam assures me. “There’s no excuse for not warning us so we could warn her.”

	My attention shoots to Smith. “Find out—”

	“About her mother,” he supplies. “I’m on it.”

	I scrub my face. “She was killed in action. I need to know how she and the general knew Pocher. I need to know if anything about her death looks shady.” I stand up. “If they killed her mother—” My lips press together, but I force myself to go to the inevitable place this is leading me. “I need to dig into her father’s background. I thought I knew him, and it, but I’m not sure anymore.” I don’t wait for a reply or questions I’m not sure I want to answer out loud just yet. 

	I walk to the patio, open the door, and follow Candace outside. She’s not on the porch and I shut the door behind me, walking down the stairs to spy her in the center of the yard, standing under the willow tree. Her thinking tree. Memories jostle inside me, punching me with the blow of what I had and had lost. 

	I close the space between me and her, my boots landing heavy on the ground, but Candace doesn’t turn. She’s tormented over the idea of her mother’s death being murder, worried about her father, and scared. Of course, she’s scared. It’s her fear I want to affect, her fear she has to set aside, or it will dictate every moment forward. Fear is a weapon the enemy uses against us. Once I’m behind her, my hands come down on her arms and I lean in, my lips by her ear. “I’m going to kill them all for you,” I vow. 

	She twists around to face me. “Not if I do it first.”

	There she is, the fighter she was raised to be. The fighter I fell in love with, proving that she was right. I’d forgotten just how strong she is, just what a fighter lives inside her. 

	“And you can stop telling me you’re a killer like it’s a bad thing,” she adds. “I’m glad you’re a killer. In fact, it’s rather endearing right about now. You can teach me to be one, too. I want these people to pay.”

	“And they will. At my hand. You have my word.”

	“I might need to do it myself,” she retorts. “Was my mother murdered?”

	“I don’t know, baby.”

	“Do you think she was murdered?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Do you think my father knows she was murdered?”

	“We don’t know that she was murdered,” I remind her, “and I find it hard to believe that your father could know such a thing and still get involved with these people.”

	“I find it hard to believe that he’s the one who pulled you out of the operating room and shoved a gun in your hand, but he did.” 

	“I always wanted to fight. You knew that. And I am certain that your father felt like the missions we were running were for the greater good.”

	“But illegal?” 

	“He got out when we got off the government books. I did not.”

	“Because he wanted you to join Tag and keep the program going,” she reminds me. “Because of him.”

	“I made my choices,” I say. “No one owns my decisions but me. And thankfully,” I add, “I became the man well-equipped to protect you and him.” Almost as if by his design, I think, but it’s a ridiculous thought I push aside. 

	 “Pocher all but said that I’m the election and re-election strategy,” she says. “I just won’t live to see re-election.”

	“Because you won’t be married to him and he won’t be president.”

	“I feel trapped.”

	“You aren’t trapped.”

	“Until my father’s safe, I am,” she argues. “You know I am, and when will that ever be?” 

	“When I end this. We’ve talked about this.”

	“In the meantime, I have to pretend to be his woman. You know I have to, I know you know, we’re just both in denial right now. I don’t know how I’m going to pretend with that man. How I’m going to let him touch me.”

	“You won’t have to,” I assure her, but she doesn’t hear me. 

	She’s still talking, still panicked, her voice lifting with every word. “I need to do something. I need to do it now.” She turns and paces a few steps before facing me again. “We have to do something now.” She holds out her hands. “I’m shaking and that’s not fear. I’m angry. Okay, a little afraid, but angry, too.”

	I close the space between us and catch her hand. “Then let’s go do something. Let’s go shoot something.”

	“Gabriel or Pocher?” she asks, not the least bit of hesitation in her at this idea. That’s the thing about fighting for your life. You become willing to do whatever it takes to keep yours. That’s not who I’ll let her become. That’s who I already am, and then some. The then some part, the dark, ugly part, I don’t want her to see. And I damn sure won’t let her become like me. 

	“A target,” I correct. “Let’s go to the shooting range. That’s what I do when I need to rein in my temper and plan what comes next. I practice. I make myself better. Better at shooting. Better at hitting my targets. Better at killing who I want to kill. Did you up your karate training?”

	“No. Not really.”

	“We need to fix that. I need to know you can protect yourself. If you’re going to be in this life with me—”

	“I am,” she says, grabbing my waist. “Do you hear me, Rick Savage? I am. You don’t get to decide that I can’t handle it. You don’t get to walk out to save me. That clearly didn’t work and considering my mother might have been killed, I can’t be a princess in a glass tower. I have to be—”

	I cup her head and kiss her before I say, “A princess by my side with a Sig in her purse?”

	“Exactly,” she says. “One I know how to use.”

	“Now you’re just trying to get me hot and bothered, baby.”

	“Is it working?”

	“Hell yeah, it’s working. I’d show you how well it worked, but we have two assholes inside I don’t care to have watch.” I catch her fingers in my hand. “Come. Let’s go inside and finish up with that audio. Then we’ll go shoot our guns.” 

	“But not at people,” she says. “Right?”

	“Not yet, baby,” I say. 

	What I don’t say is that a gun is not my weapon of choice. They’re messy in all kinds of ways. Killing doesn’t have to be messy. And I need to end this clean and fast, or Tag will. 

	 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	Candace

	Once inside, we find Smith still at the table in deep concentration, typing on his MacBook while Adam stands beside the coffee pot, holding a cup and talking on the phone.  “I’ll call you back, you bastard,” Adam snaps, and then, ends the call. “That was Asher,” he says, clearly talking to me. “He didn’t think you’d know the military slang. He apologizes for not warning you. He thought the explanation would come after the recording. We’re all lining up to beat his ass when he arrives here tomorrow.”

	“I thought he was watching Gabriel?” I ask. “Please tell me he’s not coming back.”

	“Yeah, what the fuck?” Rick asks, his hands settling on my shoulders, and his touch grounds me in a calmer place despite my panic. I’ve just learned that my mother might have been murdered. I don’t want to see Gabriel right now.

	“Gabriel isn’t coming back,” Adam assures me quickly. “We have a couple of guys doing surveillance in place of Asher.” His eyes lift and collide with Rick’s. “Asher’s the guy we want right here at our backs if this turns nasty.”

	Rick steps to my side. “He’s not wrong. Asher’s a warrior.” He walks to the donut box, pulls out a glazed donut, and adds, “And a righteous bastard, but so are all Navy SEALs. Right, Adam?” 

	“Somebody has to be with the likes of you around,” he retorts. “For instance, I won’t beat your ass with your girl around. That’s how righteous I am.”

	Rick snorts and makes a squawking sound. “You mean because you’re afraid.” He downs half a donut. “What did we miss on the audio, fish man?”

	“I’m your man on that one,” Smith pipes in from the table. “I’ve listened to the entire recording, but Asher’s team is also transcribing it now for everyone to review.” 

	Smith has officially pulled my attention away from the donut eating man-fest by the counter. I step to the table across from him, leaning on the wooden surface. “What was on the recordings?” 

	Rick is instantly right by my side again, already done with his donut. If this was any other time, I’d laugh. Rick is just such a food whore and he’s such a big personality. Such a big talent, too. The man’s skill in the operating room was something whispered about in the hallways of Fort Sam. My father knew this and yet he pushed Rick into combat. Why? There feels like there is more to all of this, something that we’re missing. 

	“Candy, baby,” Rick says, his hand settling on my back. “You’re making Smith squirm, which isn’t that hard since he’s such a pussy, but he really does look a little scared.”

	I blink and realize that I’ve been lost in thought while staring at Smith, who isn’t exactly squirming, but he is arching an expected brow at me. I straighten. “Sorry. I got lost in my own head. “What did you say was on the audio?”

	“I didn’t,” Smith says. “But bottom line, there was a lot of conversation about you.”

	“A lot of talk of you and your father being used for political arm candy,” Adam adds, joining us and setting his mug down in front of the chair he was in earlier. 

	“I thought there wasn’t talk about my father?” I challenge. “Isn’t that what you told Rick earlier?”

	“No substantive talk about your father,” he clarifies, his gaze collides with Rick’s. “A lot of shit we think you’d prefer to read rather than hear. The transcript will be over any minute.” 

	“Oh really?” Ricks says. “Because I’m that delicate? How about this? I’ll read it right after I go play with unicorns in the backyard and sing nursery rhymes.” He scowls. “How about you just tell me before I throttle you?” 

	Certain Adam has a good reason for this suggestion, I join Team Adam. “Maybe we should read the transcript, Rick,” I say. 

	“No need,” Rick says, “when Adam and Smith can tell us now.” 

	I catch his arm. “Rick, please.”

	“No need to say please,” he assures me. “You can play with the unicorns with me, baby. I’d never deny you that fun.” He pats my hand and eyes Adam. “Right after Adam tells us what we need to know.”  

	Adam’s expression tightens, right along with his voice. “The audio includes Gabriel’s claim that Candace loves him with all her heart and soul.” 

	I can almost feel Rick flinch. He grabs the chair in front of him, both hands clutching the top, fingers digging into the leather. Or fake leather. I’m not really sure. The world around me seems ten shades of real and fake right now, including my feelings for Rick and Gabriel. Rick, I love. Gabriel, I have to pretend to love. I remind Rick of this fact now. “I never loved him. You know that.”

	He doesn’t look at me. “What else?” he asks. He’s focused on Adam, talking to Adam. 

	“A warning,” Smith chimes in. 

	“Smith,” Adam bites out, issuing a warning of his own. 

	“It’s easier to hear it from us than to listen to it on the audio,” Smith argues. “You just said that yourself.” 

	“I said he should read the damn transcript,” Adam reminds him. “Let him read it.”

	“Time isn’t on our side,” Smith says, dismissing Adam and focusing on us. “Pocher warned Gabriel about his campaign manager. He told him to get her out of his system and stick with you, Candace.”

	And there it is.

	A verbal poke of the angry bear standing next to me. 

	And still, that bear doesn’t look at me, his mood whipping and cutting through the air, a blade of fury, ready to kill someone. I get it. He’s probably embarrassed. I’m the woman he’s declared his love with and on the surface,  it seems as if I didn’t love him the way he loved me. “I don’t love him,” I say, because while I’ve said this to Rick, I think everyone fighting or me, and him, needs to know. “Eight years later, I just needed to replace my heartache with something stable, but I never loved him. I loved Rick. I love Rick, but all that said, it’s rather painful to know that my desperation to move on with life, lead me to such stupidity and that monster. And on that note, I’m ready to go shoot something. I’m going to get my purse.” 

	Embarrassed and ashamed, I walk away, exiting the kitchen, and I both want Rick to let me go and crave the moment he stops me, the moment he tells me that the past doesn’t have the power to carve us up and destroy us. But he doesn’t stop me. He lets me go like he did eight years ago. Because that’s how easily Rick Savage can be convinced to stay away from me.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY

	Candace

	In a rush of adrenaline, and what threatens to become a volcanic messy eruption of emotions that I don’t want to feel, I rush toward the bedroom. I will myself in check, but considering that Rick’s now back, a stunning development, my father’s gone and in danger, and my mother might well have been murdered, the collision of past extremes with present extremes is well, extreme. But so what, right? Life happens and this is one of those times when my father might say “suck it up, buttercup, eat chocolate cake, and come out punching.” The problem is that at the root of my volcanic eruption is my fear that he will never bring me another chocolate cake. I think if I could just hear that he’s okay, I’d be about a million times less emotional.  

	I round the corner to the bedroom when Rick’s suddenly there, catching me to him and pulling me around in his arms. And as always with this man, heat rushes over me with his touch, but there is more, too. All the emotions, the fear, and the pain fade as second to him. It’s then that I realize that I’ve been living with a hole in my soul that this man fills. 

	“Rick,” I whisper, and when I would say more when I would dare to just be vulnerable and tell him how much I can’t stand the idea of losing him, he’s claiming the moment.

	“You have to know that conversations about that dickhead fucking you and marrying you is killing me, woman. If it didn’t, why would you even want me?” 

	He’s right. I need him to care. I want him to care, but I don’t want him to hurt. We’ve had enough pain between us and so I repeat what I’ve said, what I know he needs to hear again. “You know I thought you weren’t coming back. Ever, Rick. And you know I didn’t, and don’t, love him.”

	“But you told him you loved him. That’s the part that keeps fucking with my head.”

	 “I did and maybe at one point, I even believed it because I’ve told you this. I convinced myself that it wasn’t that intense, breathless wonderful thing that I remembered with you.”

	“And now?”

	“And now, I know better. I love you, Rick Savage. I know you know I love you. I know you feel it.”

	“I love you, too, baby,” he murmurs, his voice a masculine seduction. His mouth closes down on mine, and then he’s kissing me in that way only Rick Savage has ever kissed me: like I’m the reason he can breathe like I’m the reason he exists. The kiss is a perfect drink of a perfect man, one that is over too soon and when his lips part mine, leaving my knees weak and my body hot. The only thing that keeps me standing is his arm around my waist. “The idea of another man touching you kills me,” he confesses. “That thought is what made me and vodka such good fucking friends to start with. He doesn’t touch you again.” 

	I don’t argue that point, but we both know that protecting my father may come down to me spending at least a little more time with Gabriel’s ring on my finger. I don’t want to think about what that means about who is or is not, in my bed. “No,” Rick says tightly, catching my face in his hands. “I know what you’re thinking, and you will not fuck him again. Not even to save your father. Gabriel won’t live through it.”

	I’d laugh if I heard those extreme, guttural words from anyone else, but this is Rick, and he’s not joking. “I have to save my father.” 

	“That’s why you have me. I will save your father. I’ll fuck up anyone who even thinks about hurting him. I’ll do that for you and I will not let you down. But you will not fuck Gabriel again. End of discussion. Agreed?”

	I could push him. I could argue, but I don’t. I don’t fight him over what comes next with Gabriel. It’s not like I want any outcome but the one he wants, too. If anyone can save my father, I believe it’s Rick. And the truth is that this man demanding I be only his melts me like butter on a hot Texas sidewalk. “Agreed.”

	“Good.” He strokes my hair, his touch possessive and yet tender. “Let’s get out of here. We both could use that firing practice right about now.”

	 “Yes,” I say, wholeheartedly. “Please.”

	“Grab your purse. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”

	I nod and he kisses me again before setting me away from him. “Hurry.” He turns away and then suddenly his hands are on my arms again and he pulls me to him. “You’re mine now, even if you don’t know it yet.”

	“I never stopped being yours, Rick Savage. You just don’t know it yet.”

	“You can prove that to me later. Naked.”

	My lips curve and I turn away, walking toward the bathroom, the burn of his stare following me as I disappear through the door. Once I’m there, I peek around the corner and watch him exit the bedroom. I’m smiling all over again, all those volcanic emotions—at least for the moment—transformed, into lust, when my cellphone buzzes with a text message. I jolt ridiculously with the sound. Some silly part of me hopes it’s my father. I yank my phone from my pocket and read a message from Gabriel: Send me a sexy photo to remember you by while I’m gone.

	Disbelief hits me seconds before my temper flares hot and fast. This man believes that I’m sick and this is the message he’s sending me? I think incredulously. While banging another woman? I walk into the bathroom, set my phone down and press my hands to the sink. Fuming. Clearly, he wants to show my photo to Pocher or some sick story like that, perhaps as a way to prove he’s got me under his thumb. Or as a way hold me captive, to blackmail me. Thank God, I’ve never done such a thing with this man. My cellphone rings and it’s him, of course. I don’t even consider who might be listening in. I answer with a repeat of my thoughts. “Are you serious right now, Gabriel? I’m sick and that’s the message you send me?”

	“Are you actually mad that I wanted to flirt with my fiancée?”

	“Your sick fiancée, Gabriel.”

	“You don’t sound sick right now,” he snaps.  

	“Yes,” I say. “Yes, I do. I sound like someone sick and riding an adrenaline rush of anger. You’re such a fucktard.”  It’s Rick’s word and it’s out before I can stop it but I don’t care. Rick makes sense a lot more often than not. 

	“Did you just call me a fucktard?” he demands, his tone indignant.

	“Yes, Gabriel,” I say. “I did. I called you a fucktard.”

	“You’re the future first lady and that’s how you’re talking?”

	“I can send you naked photos, but I can’t call you what you are? I’m a military brat. I know that word, but what’s sad is that a man who wants to be president is the one who inspired me to use that word. Act like a man who deserves to be president and actually cares about the people around him.”

	 He clears his throat. “I don’t like how you’re talking to me.”

	“Good. Maybe I’ll wake you up. You need to at least learn to fake being more sensitive or the press will eat you alive. And so will your opposing party.”

	He’s silent a moment. “Fair enough. You have a point.”

	“I’m glad we agree. Can I go throw up now and be left alone to get well for this weekend?”

	“Yes. Yes, of course.”

	“Goodbye, Gabriel.” I hang up. 

	“Fucktard?”

	At Rick’s voice, I turn to find him leaning in the archway, his big, broad shoulders devouring the little ole doorway, in the most delicious of ways. “You heard?”

	“Every word,” he assures me. 

	His lips, those punishing, perfect lips, curve with approval. “I’ll be sure and call him a fucktard right before I remove his balls. In a highly complex surgical procedure, of course.” He laughs. “Loved it, baby. I really will be waiting in the kitchen this time.” 

	“Did you come back for a reason?”

	“Apparently to hear you call him a fucktard.” He winks and disappears into the bedroom.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	Candace

	The magic of Rick Savage is that hell could be burning at my feet and he could still make me laugh. Which is why I’m laughing when I turn to the bathroom sink again where his shaving cream and razor sit beside his cologne. It’s surreal and unbidden, my laughter fades into memories, surreal good memories, at least momentarily. One minute, I’m thinking of me and Rick right here at this sink every morning together, and the next, I’m thinking of us having breakfast with my mother.

	Only, that didn’t happen. 

	That was his mother. 

	My mother was dead when I met Rick. I was denied the opportunity for the two of them to meet and love each other. 

	I grab the counter, and suddenly I’m back in the past, not to the day I heard she’d been killed, but to the funeral. There was rain. It seems every beginning and end in my life is drenched in rain. 

	I squeeze my eyes shut and I’m back there now, living the hell of the rifles cracking through the air, thunder roaring in reply. Anguish. Pain. It’s like a blade is cutting me over and over inside. And then the flag. They gave it to me. God, they gave it to me at my father’s direction. “I don’t deserve it,” he’d whispered to me. 

	I open my eyes and think about the guilt I’d heard radiating in those words: I don’t deserve it. I’d thought that was just pain speaking, and guilt because he hadn’t been with her. But was it more? No. No, I refuse to believe that. My father didn’t do anything to get my mother killed. I grab my purse and slide it over my shoulder, but then I’m flashing back again, lowering my lashes.  

	I’m back at our family home, right here in this neighborhood, with friends and family everywhere, all present to honor my mother. I remember it so very well. My father was missing. The rain had faded into a haze of gloom and I’d thought maybe he’d gone outside for air. I’d stepped onto the porch and spied a black SUV across the street. My father had exited the backseat. He’d started to walk to the house when another man had exited as well, behind him. My father stopped walking as if he’d heard his name, and there had been fury in his face. So much fury. The man had touched my father’s arm and when my father turned, I’d seen the other man, a big man, a bulky man who was dressed in a black suit as if he’d attended the funeral, though I don’t remember him, but there had been so many people there, too. My father had shoved the man. The man had laughed and then backed away before walking back to the SUV. I’d rushed down the stairs toward my father, meeting him on the walkway. 

	“Who was that?”

	“No one I ever want you to know.”

	“Did he know Mom?”

	“Let’s go inside.”

	“Dad—”

	“I said, let’s go inside.” He’d stepped around me and left me there on that sidewalk, watching the SUV drive away. 

	My eyes pop open with a horrible thought that sets me in motion, all but running to the kitchen. Needing to be wrong, desperately needing to be wrong, I launch myself down the hallway and enter the kitchen to find Rick standing at the table where Adam and Smith now sit. “I need to see a photo of Pocher.”

	Rick catches my hand. “You think you know him?”

	“I just—I don’t know. I remember a man who angered my father on the day of my mother’s funeral. And Dad wouldn’t take the flag. He said he didn’t deserve it.” 

	“Here’s Pocher,” Smith says, turning the MacBook around for me to eye a photo of a thin, fifty-something man, with an air of elegance and refinement. 

	“It’s not him,” I say. “It’s not.” I turn to Rick. “I don’t know who that was, Rick, but I really think my mother was murdered. It feels like what’s happening now is tied to that, but that’s not possible, right?” 

	Rick shares a look with Adam and Smith and then his hands are back on my arms, in that way he does when he wants to hold onto me and never let go. He’s staring down at me and only me. “I don’t know what this is, baby. I don’t know what happened to your mother. I don’t know who that man was with your father, but we’ll find out. Together. We’ll do this together. You know why?”

	“Why?”

	“Because we’re better together and no one is taking that from us.”

	“Promise?”

	“The biggest fucking promise of the century.”

	I laugh, but it’s a choked laugh, shards of bitterness lodged in my throat. “Any donuts left?” I ask. “I think I need a donut.”

	“Hell yeah,” Rick says. “Let’s eat donuts.”

	Adam stands. “I’m in.” 

	“Count me in, too,” Smith says, pushing to his feet. “Let’s eat some donuts.”

	And so, we do. We gather in the center of the kitchen as we eat donuts. And for a tiny little moment, I have three big men standing around me stuffing sugar in their faces. For a magical window of time, there is nothing but food and friends. It’s a sanity break. The kind my mother used to call “necessary.” She also used to call those sanity breaks the calm that allows reason where there is no reason. And with reason, we find purpose. And we can’t find purpose without control. 

	She was right. 

	I decide right then, with a glazed donut in my hand, that control starts now.  Volcanic explosions of emotions and fear, ends now. My parents were warriors. I need to be a warrior. Every action that I take from this point forward has to be calculated and planned. I have to be prepared in all areas, and ready to protect myself with more than my sketchpad and pencil.

	I finish off a donut and dust off my hands, opening the drawer to remove my new, shiny, and extra special Sig Sauer P238. I settle it inside my purse, fixing Savage himself in a pointed look. “Let’s go shoot something.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	Savage

	Candy baby wants to go shooting. She really is the girl of my dreams but that was never really in question. “You okay with leaving these bastards here at the house?” I ask. “Because I can kick them out.”

	“Stay,” she says, eyeing Adam and Smith. “If you two find my father, I’ll even bring you back Alamo Café. Okay, I’ll do that anyway.”

	Adam arches a brow. “Alamo Café?” he asks, dodging the awkward topic of her father, who should have been reachable by now. I know it. He knows it. I’m certain Candace knows it too but is in denial.

	“Mexican food with fresh tortillas,” I explain. “The only way to eat Mexican food. Welcome to Texas. She’ll bring you food and I’ll bring you little blow-up arm floaties in case you want to go for a swim to cool off. Because I’m a lifesaver.” 

	Adam and Smith roll their eyes while Candace laughs. “You’re so ridiculously stupid for a brilliant man.” She tilts her chin and offers me her mouth. “I love it.”

	And I love the fuck out of her. I catch her chin. “Good. Plenty more where that came from.”

	“Don’t encourage him,” Smith snaps. “It’s all we can do to make sense of half of what he says as it is.”

	“You understand the way I get my job done, though, don’t you?” I challenge.

	Smith’s eyes meet mine and he gives a nod. “Respect there, man. Respect. But you’re still a pain in the ass.”

	I give him a wink. “Love you, too, you little piss-ant ground pounder.” I give Adam the finger and we’re all laughing as Candace and I exit to the garage, but inside that laughter is the hollowness of worry. Her worry for her father and the only way I fix that is us finding her father alive. Outside of that, she’s already got the right idea: shoot something. It works for me. 

	Once we’re inside the Porsche 911, I eye Candace and her missing seatbelt. She never forgets her seatbelt. Proof that she might be all about donuts and jokes on the outside, but inside, she’s freaking out. “Woman,” I scold, reaching over her and clicking it in place, my mouth lingering over hers, arm pressed to her breast. “You don’t ride with a guy like me without buckling up.”

	Her hand settles on my jaw, and the laughter of moments before is gone. “Thank you for coming back for me, Rick.”

	I cover her hand with mine and hold it between us. “Are you really thanking me for coming back to where I belong? I was a fool to leave.”

	“I need you and you’re here. It matters.”

	“I know I sound like a broken record, Candace, but I’m not going anywhere.”

	“Good. I don’t want you to go anywhere. And I don’t think I have the energy emotionally to believe anything outside of you staying. Forever.”

	“Finally, something works in my favor.” I kiss her, biting back an offer of chocolate cake I’d make another time. Not now though. Not when worries for her father, dictate her state of mind. 

	I settle back into my seat, crank the engine, and turn up the radio to Jason Aldean’s “She’s Country.” By the time I’m on the main highway, I’ve convinced her to sing along with me, and the mood is lighter. Candace laughs and the smile she casts me lights me up right along with her face. I want to keep that smile on her face. This woman rocks my world. She’s brave. She’s strong. She’s a warrior, my warrior, and the idea that I haven’t been hers is not a good one. I was a fool to leave her, and for what? She’s right when she says that she was in the line of fire anyway, and I wasn’t here to stop that from happening. 

	I pull us into a parking spot near the door and kill the engine, the radio with it. Candace doesn’t reach for her belt or the door. I unhook my own belt and turn to face her. “A penny for your thoughts,” I say, and just that fast, she’s facing me, her seatbelt sliding back into the seat barrel. 

	“She was murdered, Rick,” she declares, her voice strong, anger crackling in her tone, all signs of the smiling country girl gone now. 

	“We don’t know that, baby,” I say. “And going down that rabbit hole leads to no place good. You know that, right?”

	“So, we should leave it alone?” she challenges incredulously. “Are you serious right now, Rick Savage?”

	“Hell no, I’m not suggesting we leave it alone, but one thing war has taught me is that distraction is deadly. Fretting, worry, and obsessive thoughts create emotional weakness. Fuck the hell out of me when your mind wants to go to those places. Otherwise, fact find—which we’re doing for you—prepare, and then act. And shoot your damn gun.” I open my door. “Let’s go do that now. I’ll come around and get you.” 

	I climb out of the Porsche 911 and she doesn’t wait on me. She’s out when I’m out and I get it. Inaction feels worse than action, when the world is spinning out of control, at least out of your control. 

	 “I want the truth,” she says, and the conversation continues where it left off. “I want justice. What if all of this began before we even met? What if the day you met me, I sealed your future? I made you a killer.”

	I catch her waist and walk her to me. “I told you, Candace, nobody made me what I was but me.”

	“But what if—”

	“It started before us,” I supply. “Yes,” I reluctantly conclude, not wanting to pull her farther into her rabbit hole, but also not willing to deny her the truth. “I think it might have.”

	“That man who came to our house after the funeral. He was in a black SUV. He met with my father inside the back and when my father got out, he wasn’t happy. They had words and then my father barred past me where I waited and wouldn’t talk about it.”

	“Your father is a high-ranking officer,” I remind her. “There’s no way he can avoid a wartime update, no matter what the day.”

	“Right,” she says. “That’s true.” She glances down and then immediately back up. “It feels like it was more.”

	“We’ll find out. Walker is looking into your mother’s death. And we’ll look for connections to us now, where they exist. Fact find, prepare, and then act.”

	“Fact find, prepare, and then act,” she repeats. 

	 “Start preparing by showing me how you handle that Sig Sauer.”

	“Not as well as I want to handle it.”

	“You will soon,” I promise. “When I’m done training you, that gun will be your third arm.” I close my hand around her hand and lead her toward the door, determined to make her as deadly as I am. The problem is that I can’t make her bulletproof. I guess I’ll just have to be her body armor.   

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	Candace

	Rick holds onto my hand a bit too tightly as he leads me toward the side door of the turquoise blue building that is the shooting range. That grip feels telling. Like a sign that he’s afraid he’s going to lose me. I’m not sure if that’s about him feeling our past is still chipping away at our future, or that there’s a killer among us that plans to make me, and us, next. I think it’s both and the idea that my entire family, including the man I have loved for nearly a decade of my life, have always been game pieces in play. This idea angers me. This idea makes me want to fight the way my parents, and Rick himself, have fought for this country. I want to fight for them. I will not be a victim. 

	Once we’re inside the building, cases of guns greet us, as does a brawny thirty-something man with tattoos. “Rick-fucking-Savage,” he greets. “Long time no see.” 

	“Too long, Kevin,” Rick says. “Too long.”

	The two men share a heavy handshake and Kevin’s attention falls on me. “Welcome. You must be Candace.” 

	Surprised that he knows my name, I eye Rick. “Of course, he knows who you are. You’ve been here before. With me.”

	My brows furrow and I scan the room. “Actually, yes. It’s familiar, but—”

	“It wasn’t blue,” Kevin supplies. “And I didn’t have all this muscle or ink.”

	A bosomy, fit redhead appears by Kevin’s side and links her arm with his. “I inspired the muscles, ink, and eye-popping color.” Her words are spoken with Texas flavor, her grin friendly like the offer of her hand. “I’m Lea. I’ve been around these parts a good nine years now.”

	I shake her hand. “Nice to meet you.” 

	She waves at Rick. “Howdy, Savage.”

	“Howdy, Lea.” He slides an arm around me. “Full disclosure. I went on a date with Lea before you and I met. We pretty much hated each other.”

	Kevin laughs. “Which is why he introduced her to me. And the rest is history.”

	This news doesn’t faze me. I’ve never questioned how fully committed to me Rick was or is now, which is why him leaving and failing to return shook me to the core. But that had nothing to do with other women. It was about demons and monsters of a variety that includes Tag and others, perhaps that I knew and I didn’t know I knew. Which has me thinking about my mother’s funeral, not a redhead with another man on her arm. “The gun’s burning a hole in my purse, Rick,” I say.

	Lea’s eyes go wide. “Honey, there was nothing between Rick and me.”

	I blink. “What? I know. I know that.”

	Rick squeezes my arm. “You’re staring at Lea like you want to use the gun on her, baby.”

	“Not you, Lea,” I say. “But someone. I want to shoot someone.”

	Kevin clears his throat. “I think we better make sure she has good aim.” He eyes Rick. “Downstairs.”

	Rick gives him a nod and then catches the fingers of one of my hands in his, leading me forward and through the display cases. “They’re good friends,” he says. “The kind you can call if you need help.”

	I give him a side glance. “They’re more than they appear,” I assume.

	“He has a nasty history, but she set him straight. That history with her by his side makes him an asset.” He motions us down the stairs. “Grab your phone and either let me put their numbers in for you, or you put them in. I just want you to have them as a backup. I’m always your number one call. Walker is still your number two, any member of Walker, and then Kevin and Lea.” 

	I reach into my jeans pocket and hand him my cell. We reach the bottom of the stairs and a sealed steel door, that is—surprise—turquoise blue. We halt there and he keys in Kevin and Lea’s numbers before handing me back my phone. “I don’t plan on leaving your side, but you never know when you might need back-up. For instance, if I’m busy killing five or ten guys, you dial for help.”

	Five or ten guys. 

	There is no statement that he’s made that better defines how dirty he feels this is going to get.

	Or perhaps how dirty it already is. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	Candace

	Rick opens the steel blue door and motions me inside. I slide my phone into my purse and enter what is not even close to the typical shooting range I’ve visited on the upper level, but rather what has to be an obstacle course with a rectangular table of weapons set in the front of the room. 

	“Time to learn how to protect yourself, baby,” Rick says, the steel door slamming with a force jolt, as he joins me. “My way,” he adds, sauntering toward the steel table, all long leg swagger with an undercurrent of sex and danger, stepping to the other side of the display. “Join me, Candy baby.” He picks up a pen.

	Not pleased with the direction this has taken, I’m there, across from him in an instant. “Are you really showing me a pen right now?”

	“Not your preferred weapon, I know,” he confirms correctly, “and it’s not easily a lethal weapon. What it is, is a weapon no one will think of as anything but your work tools. The obvious uses; take out an eye and slam it into the groin.”

	“It’s going to break and that takes force I’ll have trouble finding if fighting off someone stronger,” I point out. 

	“Excellent points. Haha, points. It’s a pun.” 

	“I’d kill you if you weren’t so hot and you weren’t presently teaching me to kill other people,” I snap. 

	He wiggles an eyebrow. “Hot, huh?”

	“You have moments,” I say. “I can’t save myself with a pen.”

	 He opens a small silver case and places the basic pen inside before removing a fancier one. “These are tactical pen. There are a couple of these babies in this case with your standard pens.”

	My brow furrows. “What are tactical pens?” 

	“A weapon and a pen.” He shows me the writing end. “It writes, not as well as you might like, but it writes. The opposite side is your real weapon.” He flips it over. “This is metal, with stamped grip grooves, and the hard tip is designed to penetrate and cause pain. It’s also intended to not just puncture but incapacitate. As a bonus, it’s capable of breaking glass should you need to get through a window. Keep one of these on your person in random places, at all times; a sock, your bra, your waistband, your pocket. Behind your ear.” He catches my hand and walks me around the table to stand in front of him. “The pen doesn’t have a blade and you need to use it at close proximity to do damage but slicing motions have an impact.” He pulls me around and in front of him, pressing the pen into my hand and then showing me his version of slicing. “The head is a good target.” He releases me. “You need to practice here, now, with me. And remember. You won’t look menacing with a pen. That works for you. That’s going to take an enemy off guard. Now. Let’s talk about pressure point targets and why they matter.”

	We cover tons of material and practice for what feels like forever. Once we’ve set aside the tactical pen, we move on to a small folding knife. “I don’t like the idea of you using something that can be taken from you and used against you,” he says. “But the knife has its uses.” We cover how and why to pull the blade before we move on to mace, which I already carry. He, however, has a unique perspective on how and why to use mace. “Not everyone is sensitive,” he says. “And the victim of its use will recover. Use it and then the pen in the eye.”

	Once we move to artillery, it’s all about loading, handling, targeting, hand position. We practice maneuvers, weapon draws, and more. By the time we start firing, I’m feeling exhausted but determined. I do well. He’s pleased. “Hell yeah, baby,” he approves, removing his protective glasses. “Hell yeah.”

	“Hell yeah, is me going to the bathroom,” I say, setting my weapon down on the table in front of me, before removing my own protective glasses. “And I need food.”

	He catches my hand and guides me to him. “Not sex?”

	I laugh. “Not until you feed me.” 

	“Well then hurry the hell up and go pee so we can eat and get home.”

	“Anything from your team on my father?”

	“I’ll find out while you pee.” He promises.

	I start to dart away and he catches my hand. “Forgetting something?”

	My brow furrows and then I laugh and kiss him. “I like the kiss, baby, but that’s not what I’m talking about. Armed and dangerous. Live it. Take your gun, in your purse.”

	“You already have me covered in tactical pens, Rick. And I’m not taking my purse.” He doesn’t release me. He just gives me one of those broody, Rick Savage looks. “Fine. I’m about to pee my pants. I’ll take the gun and purse.”

	He releases me and I pick up the gun, making necessarily fast work of retrieving my purse, settling the gun inside, and just to please him, I pick up his preferred brand of mace and slip it in the side pocket. His sweet and hot stare, that promises an equally hot night, has me smiling as I head for the door. “Top of the stairs and down the hall to the right,” he calls after me.

	I lift a hand and hurry out of the room and up the stairs. Once I’m in the single toilet private bathroom, I quickly kick the toilet seat down, cursing men. That’s the problem with sharing a bathroom with a man in a public place and one at home. At home, you know who to yell at. Outside home, you don’t. 

	Once I finish up, I suds my sore hands and silently thank Lea for the floral lotion, that I doubt Kevin chose. Feeling better, and ready to eat, I don’t give myself time to think about all the reasons I have to worry. As Rick said; Fretting, worry, and obsessive thoughts create emotional weakness. I can’t afford weakness, right now. And his suggestion that I fuck the hell out of him instead of fretting, well, that sounds pretty good right now.

	Smiling again—thank you, Rick Savage—I open the door and jolt at the site of a tall, broad man with long blond hair and tattoos down his arms. 

	“There she is,” he says. “Finally, I meet the magnificent Candace.”

	My heart explodes in my chest and my mind goes to Tag before it plays Rick’s words again: Fact find—which we’re doing for you—prepare, and then act. And shoot your damn gun. I reach in my purse, grab my mace, rather than my gun, and spray him in the face. He curses, and lifts his hands, leaning on the wall. That’s when I pull the tactical pen from my waistband and shove it in his thigh.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	Savage

	I round the corner as Candace slams the tactical pencil into Asher’s leg, the mace bottle in her other hand, and holy shit, this is life at its best. I burst into laughter. 

	“Holy fuck, Savage!” he yells. “What the hell?” 

	He gets it. 

	This is “holy” territory. 

	Holy fuck. Holy shit. Holy wonderful.   

	“I guess you pissed her off, man. Candace, baby, that’s Asher.”

	Candace drops the weapons in her hands and settles back on her heels and withdraws her attack, her breath heaving from her chest. “Asher?” she gasps. “You’re Asher?”

	“That’s right, sweetheart,” Asher half-growls because, despite the fact that I know he’s one of the rare ones who barely reacts to mace, he feels the contact. “I’m Asher,” he adds. “Did you talk to my wife or Savage before planning this or both?”

	“Your wife?” she blinks. “Why would your wife want me to mace you? Are you an asshole to your wife?”

	“No,” Asher says, pushing to a squat. “She knows I’m about 90% immune and it’s a blast from the past. She maced me.”

	“Your wife maced you?” Candace gasps. “Why?”

	“I was trying to save her the way I am you, and she did the same thing as you and shot first, asked questions later.”

	I catch Candace’s arm and pull her to her feet. “Which is a good thing,” I assure her. “You didn’t exactly use that pen effectively though. It didn’t get past his jeans and into his leg.”

	“Thank fuck for that,” Asher says, standing, eyes watering. “I need to go and wash my damn face.” He steps around Candace and enters the bathroom. 

	“Navy SEALs aren’t what they’re cracked up to be, baby,” I say. “As proven by you all but taking him out.”

	“I wasn’t trying to hurt her!” Asher calls out. “Asshole,” he mumbles as the water comes on. 

	“Oh my God, Rick,” Candace whispers. “I can’t believe I just did that.” And when she would press her hands to her face, I drop the mace and pen and catch her wrists. 

	“Now you’re just making me a hero,” I say. “Don’t touch your face until you scrub down. Most people react far worse to mace than shithead in there and it doesn’t take much contact to feel the pain.”

	 “I feel horrible that I just did that,” she frets, and then calls over her shoulder, “I’m so sorry Asher!”

	“Always happy to be a sparring partner,” Asher calls back. “Just warn me next time,” he adds in another mutter. 

	I grin. Candace knees my leg. “Stop. I really do feel horrible.”

	“Go wash up,” I say, releasing her and motioning her to the bathroom. 

	“And you stop laughing at him.” With that, she spins around and enters the bathroom with Asher. 

	Following, I stop in the doorway and watch Asher step away from the sink, offering it to Candace while he grabs paper towels. “Sorry,” Candace murmurs again, turning on the water and lathering up. “You really aren’t in pain right now?” she asks. 

	“I’m fine,” he says. “It feels a bit like bad allergies for me. As for the pen, you should have gone for the groin. And,” he adds, scowling at me, “Savage should have warned you I was coming.”

	“You called after she went to the bathroom, jerk-off,” I snap. “And why are you sneaking up on her?”

	He steps up to me, puffed up in the chest in challenge, and there was a time when him doing this would have been real, when he would have wanted to punch me. Back when all he saw when he looked at me was a mercenary. He hated me. I liked that about him. Now? Now, we’ve shifted, become friends. The truth is, much about my life has shifted since I joined Walker Security and for the first time, I allow myself to believe that was preparing me to come back to Candace. 

	“Pussy,” Asher snaps.

	“Fish-face woolly mammoth,” I snap.

	“Wooly mammoth?” he challenges. “What the fuck, Savage?”

	“All that damn girly hair around your pretty little face.”

	 “You and your ugly mug wanna throw down?” Asher challenges.

	“Yeah, man. Let’s throw the fuck down.”

	Candace steps to our sides and presses a hand to both our chests. “Stop, you two. Stop now.” 

	Asher and I burst into laughter. “One day,” he says. 

	“Bring it, woolly,” I challenge, but I also back away and let him out of the bathroom. 

	Candace follows us, eyeing us both, a confused look furrowing her brow. “What just happened?” 

	“What happened,” Asher says, “is that I decoded your father’s notes to the best of my ability. Now, I need the two of you to help me add two and two to make four.”

	“This is my father we’re talking about,” Candace says. “The answer wouldn’t be that simple. Two and two better equal five or you’ll never find your answer.”

	“Then let’s find that magic five,” he says, grabbing the bag he’s left on the floor at some point, I suspect when he hit the ground. “We all need to change shirts and wash up again.”

	“I’m not reacting to anything,” Candace says. “I feel fine.”

	“He’s right,” I say, pointing a finger at Asher. “Don’t get used to those words,” I warn before I glance at Candace. “If you get one wrong rub of that pepper spray, you’ll feel the pain. Lea can get you a change of clothes.”

	“Can’t we just go home?” she asks. 

	“Not a good idea,” Asher says. “Then it’s all over the car.” 

	Not long later, Lea has forced everyone to take showers, which sends Candace to a female locker room and me and Asher to a men’s locker room. Asher tosses a duffle down on the bench in front of the showers. “You can wear some of my shit. Lea just told me she’s getting Candace some clothes.” 

	I cut past the clothes and pepper spray. “Any word on her mother?”

	“Not yet. I’m forced to devote my time to the most pressing safety issues. I have shit I really need you to look at. Kara sent you a message. She has Max’s wife. She’s staying in one of our safe houses until all of this is over.  No word from Max.” He clamps a hand on my shoulder. “Here’s to hoping he doesn’t earn a red dot by his name.”

	A few minutes later, I step under a shower, with a clawing feeling in my gut. A feeling that says that Max earned his red dot. Max is dead and he’s not a man who would die easily. But then, neither am I.  

	***

	Half an hour later, I’m wearing Asher’s clothes, and the jeans are so damn tight they’re squeezing the fuck out of my balls which Asher finds far too amusing. The only thing that keeps me from punching him in his balls, just so he can feel for me, is Candace joining us in the main lobby. Candace who looks sweet as fuck in a pair of equally tight jeans that is now making my tight jeans even tighter.

	“Now what?” she asks, giving me an inspection that lands on my bulging crotch, a devious smile on her glossy lips. 

	I grab her and pull her to me, my hand on her perfect ass. I kiss her hard and fast while Asher pats his leather bag. “We need to go through my questions and data collected. Where can we do this?”

	“Next door at McDonald’s,” Candace suggests. “I’m starving.”

	I slide an arm around her. “I’m sure you now see what a perfect woman she is.”

	“Every perfect woman I know I met by being maced,” he teases and winks at Candace, who blushes. 

	My perfect woman. 

	So perfect she’s worth killing for. And the killing is coming, the slaughter is coming. It’s in the air, a whisper that promises that the ground we walk on now might be clean and dry, but soon, very soon, we may well be wading through a river of blood. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	Candace

	The first hot salted French fry is always moan-worthy. Today is no exception. I moan, and Savage stares at me like he’s going to throw me on the table right here and now and do who knows what to me. “You’re killing me here, Savage,” Asher groans, from across the table. “Stop. Looking. At. Her. That. Way.” 

	Asher should know better. Rick loves to antagonize, and he proves this point by turning me to him and him to me, while giving me a hungry once over and saying, “Right here, right now. On the table.” 

	I shove a fry into my mouth. He grimaces and complains, “You’re ruining the mood.”

	“The mood is hungry,” I say, shoving a fry into his mouth. He chews and I arch a brow. “Good.” 

	He grabs another fry. “Damn good fries, but you’re still better.”

	Asher shoves a file in between us. “The mood is read this.” We glance over at him and he takes a bite of his burger. I decide right then that with all his long blond hair and tattoos, he looks like a rock star, not a Navy SEAL. But then, SEALs are really rock stars. Asher taps the folder. “I put names next to every dog tag to include current status and location.”

	Savage faces forward again, flips open the file, eyeing the list, while I do the same and ask, “Status?”

	“Alive, dead, deployed, enlisted,” Asher explains. “There are only five people on that list who are still alive. You, Rick. Three who work for Tag. One who works for your father, Candace. And that someone is here in San Antonio and stateside.”

	I finish off a bite of a burger. “Who is this someone?” I ask, about to glance at the list when Asher says, “Gordan Moore.”

	 “Gordan is on this list?” I ask, my tone incredulous. “No way. He’s like the guy with glasses who is sensitive and shy. He’s more of a secretary to my father than a black ops soldier.” I don’t give anyone time to respond. “And a tech guru. He’s an information guy. He knows things we need to know and he’s going to be dead soon if we don’t save him.” I throw the rest of my burger in the bag and turn to Rick. “We have to get to him before they do.”

	“Agreed,” Rick says, and after inhaling the rest of his burger in two bites, he eyes Asher, who’s doing the same. “Where is he now?” he asks, clearly certain Asher knows. 

	“At a country bar,” Asher says, tossing his trash into the bag as well. “Smith is watching him, but we don’t want to pull him from a public place. We’re waiting to grab him until he leaves.”

	“He knows me,” I say. “He’s had a crush on me for years. Let me just go in and get him.”

	“I don’t want you anywhere near him,” Rick says, nixing that idea. “He’s a target. You aren’t getting between him and an enemy combatant.”

	“No one is killing me before you do what they want you to do,” I remind him. “I’m not a target. Not yet, at least. And I think maybe before we get him out of there, I should talk to him. He knows things he might be more willing to tell if it’s just me and him.”

	“You’re once again asking me to let you fuck around with another man, to save the day. Really, Candy baby?”

	The fact that he calls me Candy tells me he’s not really pissed. I lean over and kiss his cheek. “You know that’s not true. Sit right next to us. Be my personal bodyguard. You know how you like that game.”

	“All right,” Asher says. “I’ll be outside waiting for you.” He stands up and we both laugh. 

	“Wait,” Rick orders. 

	Asher towers over us with an arched brow. 

	“Grab me a couple of apple pies,” Rick says. “I need to look through the file before we do anything.”

	“Do I look like your bakery service?” Asher grumbles. 

	“About all a SEAL is good for, man,” Savage jabs back. 

	Asher glares at him and then laughs. “You’re are a piece of work, Savage. I’m getting the pies because I never leave this place without a half dozen.” He eyes me. “Want something?”

	“Cherry pie,” I say because, for just a few minutes, I want my world to be cherry pie and Rick Savage. After that, we go save Gordan. In other words, it’s back to murder, mayhem, and Honest Gabe’s quest for world domination. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	Savage

	I pull the Porsche into the parking lot of the familiar country bar, behind the pickup truck Asher is driving, directing Candace and me to the only spot I can find available. Parking, I slide us into a spot, remarkably big enough to kick on both sides, and kill the engine. The darkness of what is now evening cloaks the car, shadows cut by passing car lights. Glancing over at Candace, I hit that elephant in the car hard and fast. “It’s still here, I see,” I comment, the air charged with memories we made right here in this parking lot. 

	“Yes,” she says, her hands on her legs, fingers flexing into her thighs. “It’s still here.” 

	“Do you—” 

	“No,” she says, glancing over at me and me her. “I don’t come here. Not since you left.”

	“Good,” I say, covering her hand with mine on her leg, my eyes meeting hers, “because I don’t care how selfish I sound. This place was ours. Just ours.”

	She swallows hard, her tongue snaking out to lick her lips, and just when I’m thinking of mine joining hers, she turns away. “Yes,” she says. “Yes, it always has been our place.”

	I don’t have to ask what she’s thinking about. I know. I’m there, too, reliving the night I asked her to marry me. It started with a promise of a surprise when we got home. Then dinner at our favorite Italian spot. Then we came here and danced. I tipped well to gain entry to the private balcony and loft area that is only open for rented parties. From there, I led her upstairs. 

	“Are we allowed up here?” she asks as I hold her hand and imagine the ring on her finger. 

	“You know I never break the rules.”

	She laughs her sweet laugh. “You, Rick Savage, never follow the rules.”

	But I had followed the rules. I’d asked her father for her hand in marriage, all proper like that. He’d been pleased. He’d been supportive. And then he’d encouraged me to leave. It doesn’t make sense, but for now, I shove that thought away and return to that trip upstairs to the loft above the dance floor. She’d been in a skirt, and I’d backed her into a corner, out of the line of sight, and went down on a knee. 

	“Rick, no,” she objects, pressing on my shoulders. “Not here.”

	I already have my fingers around her panties, and a yank and a gasp later, I say, “Yes. Here.”

	I settle my hand over Candace’s hand on her leg and when our eyes catch, our stares cutting through the shadows, I say, “Do you know how many times I’ve replayed the moment you trembled against my tongue and in my hands that night?”

	She blushes and I catch her face in my hand. “I’ve relived every moment of that night, including you agreeing to marry me when we got home, a million times. It was one of the nights that I remembered when I needed hope, when I was tempted to do something so damn stupid, I knew I’d die. Because I wanted to come back to you. I need you to believe that.”

	She covers my hand with hers. “Rick,” she whispers, right as there’s a thundering knock on the window that makes her jolt. 

	“Damn Asher,” I murmur, the coded knock telling me it’s him. 

	“Are you sure it’s him?” Candace asks urgently, catching my arm. 

	“Completely.” And with our moment lost, I move on to the business we need behind us. “Let’s go get Gordan out of there.” I kiss her and release her, opening my door as I do. Once I’m outside, I find Asher waiting on me and Adam towering over the car on the opposite side, opening the door for Candace. “Who’s watching the house?” I ask. 

	“Derek and Nelson,” Adam says, he and Candace heading in our direction. “They both work out of the Dallas office,” he says, as we form a small circle on this side of the Porsche, Candace by my side where she belongs. Where I’m keeping her. 

	I don’t know either man he’s named personally, but I don’t question their skill. Walker Security doesn’t hire lightweights. Misfits, yes. Lightweights, no. “What’s the plan?” Adam asks. “Because right now, it’s to corner him when he goes to his car. Talk to him. Bring him to our hotel where he’ll be safe. I take it that’s all changed?”

	Candace hugs herself, and I know her. It’s a sign that she’s nervous. “I’d like to think he’ll talk to us once he knows his life is on the line,” she offers, “but if he’s sworn to top-secret status, he may not. I need to ask him questions when it’s just me and him before he knows his life is on the line. I’ll see if he wants to have a drink and when we’re chatting, seek answers.”

	“It’s a good plan,” Asher says, hands on his hips. “But I’ve been thinking about this. The one risk we face is someone seeing you two together, and deciding whatever he is going to tell you, is a problem. That might be when they decide to take him out.”

	 “He’s right, Candy baby,” I say, turning to her, hands on her shoulders. “It’s too risky.”

	“I have some of the most elite soldiers in the world standing here with me,” she reminds me, catching my arms. “And we’ve all agreed that I’m not in danger. Not right now. He is, though, and we need answers he might offer before he can’t offer them anymore.” Her lips thin. “Before he’s dead, too,” she offers tightly.

	“That’s the point,” Asher comments. “You and Gordan together could trigger a hit on Gordan.”

	“It’s crowded,” Adam says. “The risk is when they leave the building or when he leaves the building.”

	“I’ll talk to him,” Candace says. “And then I’ll get him to a bathroom to wait on an escort out of the building.”

	“Not the bathroom,” I say, mentally deciding that she’s right. She’s safe. For now, but also planning my actions, to ensure her safety. “Keep him in the crowd,” I continue. “If he goes to the bathroom, one of us will follow, but try to keep him in the public space.”

	“Okay,” she agrees. “What about questions? What do we need to know the most?” She turns and faces the team again. “I figured I’d tell him that I’m worried about my father and that I need him to confirm that he’s alive and well, but why am I worried? What’s my story?”

	“Be honest,” I say. “Tell him that your father’s top-secret program is going south. People are dying. See how he reacts.” 

	“And if he asks how I know all of this?” she asks. 

	“You were sent an anonymous warning,” Asher suggests, looking at me for confirmation. 

	I nod in agreement and a thought that should have been obvious hits me and has me turning Candace toward me again. “Gordan’s alive. Last I heard, Max Murphy is alive. He and I are the only ones who aren’t still working for Tag who are alive, which means—”

	“Either of them could be working for Tag,” she supplies. 

	“Not Max. No chance in hell. But Gordan? Yes. That’s right. If he is, he’ll already know where you are, and where I am. He’ll try to run. Whatever the case, I’ll be right there, ready to act.”

	“You can’t go in with me.”

	“I’ve made my decision. You go in, I go in.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	Candace

	If I go in, he goes in. 

	I push back on that point. “If you go with me, Rick, you ruin the entire point here. I’m supposed to be getting him to talk. And furthermore, if he works for Tag, I promise you, he knows who you are.”

	“I’ll stay back and blend in,” Rick says.

	I gape at him and look at the other men. “Is there anyone here that thinks this man,” I wave my hands up and down at him, “blends in?”

	Asher laughs. “She has a point.”

	“I blend just fucking fine,” Rick snaps, scowling at Asher before he returns all that fiery attention to me. “I’ll follow you in. I’ll be there, but you won’t know it.”

	I scowl this time, but I stop fighting. I’m not going to win with him. “Who’s he here with, by the way?”

	“His roommate, Casey Allen,” Adam says. “New guy. Med student. He looks unremarkable. Studies. Works. Occasionally comes here. Know him?”

	“No,” I say. “But he probably knows me because of Gordan and my father. Or of me. That’s what happens when you’re a general’s daughter.” I shiver as an evening breeze gushes over us and promises more while reminding me that Halloween has just passed, and the holidays are fast approaching. “I’m going to get this over with.” I start walking.

	“Strong-minded,” I hear Asher say. “She’ll fit right in.”

	Rick catches my arm and turns me to face him. “You forgot something.”

	I push to my toes and kiss him. “That too,” he says, “but this is what I was talking about.” He opens my purse and pulls out the gun, handing it to Asher. “They’ll search your purse and they have metal detectors. The tactical pens will be an issue as well, but you can get a couple by in your purse. Move them once you’re inside.” 

	I do some adjusting, removing pens from various places and sliding them into my purse. “Anything else?”

	His hands come down on my arms, he pulls me to him and he kisses me. “Make this fast.” He turns me toward the door of the bar. I don’t hesitate. I start walking and I keep walking, already planning where to hide my pens on my person once inside, but somehow my mind darts in another direction, to Asher’s comment: She’ll fit right in. It begins to play over and over in my head even as I weave through parked cars, my skin prickling with Rick’s determined presence at my back. That’s a good thing, but I don’t know where this is headed. He lives in New York. I live here, but he’s asked me to go to New York with him. To visit, I remind myself. Why am I thinking about this now? Music lifts from inside the building that is more warehouse by design, the walls rattling. I approach the short line by the door, thunder rumbling overhead. Wonderful. I love the rain when it includes Rick Savage, but right now, this night, it needs to go away.

	I step into the line that is about six deep, while several people follow behind me. Rick is one of those people. I don’t actually see him. I don’t dare look behind me, but I feel him there. I can always feel this man. The wind gusts again, and I hug myself, wishing I had a jacket. The doors open in front of the line and an old-school George Strait song lifts in the air. “All My Ex’s Live In Texas” teases Rick’s past here with me. Thankfully, it ends by the time I’m at the door, showing my ID and allowing my purse to be searched. The process goes quickly and as Rick assured me, the pens gain no attention. He was right. They’re a weapon no one sees as a weapon, and that offers me an edge. 

	By the time I’m walking down a hallway that leads to the main bar, I’ve shoved a pen in my pocket, placed one behind my ear, and placed another in the outer pocket of my purse. My cellphone buzzes with a text and I glance at a message from Rick that reads: You still have a damn fine ass. 

	Just that easily, I forget that I was an ex because this is his way of telling me he’s got my back. I not only believe him, but I’ve missed the way this man always makes me feel so—his. He always made me feel like I was his. Despite my worries about him joining me, I’m glad he’s here. I enter the main room, with Luke Bryan’s “Strip It Down” blasting through the speakers now, and into a swarm of boots, hats, and southern drawls. A bar sits directly in front of me, inviting newcomers to spend money and get their drink on quickly. To my left is a dance floor. To my right, a couple of pool tables. My phone buzzes with a text and when I pull it from my pocket, I read another message from Rick: At a bar table by the dance floor.

	I turn and my gaze returns to the bar, and now Smith is standing there, a beer in hand, that he lifts in my direction in a barely perceivable motion. I’m surrounded by discreet bodyguards and while I’m not worried for me, I am worried for Gordan. Feeling empowered, I give Smith a lift of a finger, and then cut to my left, weaving through tables until I’m at the dance floor, which is set-up much like an ice skating rink with tables all around it. There are also high narrow bar tables of wooden planks, with barstools in front of them, so that those lucky ones who find seats can watch the dancing while drinking. I head for the left side of the dance floor and just when I’m about to give up on this side of the floor, I find Gordan and his roommate sitting on the last two barstools. 

	Nerves explode in my belly and I don’t know why. Of course, I know why. This man isn’t a killer. He’s a redheaded Opie, who is super sweet. But he might be a target of a killer, one who will be on alert the minute I approach him. Suddenly this feels like a bad idea, but so does letting one more second pass when this man might know how to protect my father and Rick. Because Rick might be a killer, but there are killers planning to kill him, too. 

	Nerves go away with that thought. Sam Hunt’s “Body Like a Backroad” comes on and the dance floor is suddenly ten times more packed. A space next to Gordan opens and I seize the moment. I close the space between me and him, and step to his side, opposite his friend. Grabbing the bar, I glance over at him. “Hi, Gordan.”

	He looks up mid-laugh and his green eyes go wide. He turns to face me. “Candace.”

	“Hi,” I say. 

	“Hi,” he croaks. “Can I buy you a drink?”

	“No.” I lean in close to him, whispering in his ear to overcome the volume of the music. “I need your help. My father is involved with something that’s gone south. I think he’s in danger. I know you know details.” I pull back and his expression is ghostly, the lines of his face etched hard despite his full cheeks. He shoves his glasses up his nose, stands up, and downs the drink in front of him. He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy that downs his drinks, but I don’t really know him. I also notice that his wild red curls, which I’ve spied on a few occasions, are presently buzzed short. After basic, a buzzed cut is not regulation, and far from standard in his administrative role where headgear isn’t a consideration. He leans over and says something to his friend, and then turns to me, motioning me onward. 

	That’s when the lights go out. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	Savage

	The bar goes pitch black, the kind of pitch-black men like me know as the dark side of bloody. 

	Exactly why the minute the lights are out, I close the few steps between me and Candace, and grab her hand, becoming the body armor I’d vowed to become earlier this very night. “Don’t move,” I murmur by her ear. 

	“Gordan,” she whispers, gripping my shirt. “Rick, what about Gordan? Where is he?”

	Cell phones start flickering around us, flashlights blasting through the darkness. “You’re my concern,” I say by her ear. “One of our men will grab Gordan. I’ve got them on a hot mic.”

	“Gordan,” she whispers. “He’s why we’re here.” 

	I catch her hair with a firm enough grip to shock her. This is about safety, her safety. I give a sharp whisper of, “Quiet, baby.”

	Proving how damn stubborn she is, she doesn’t even think about being quiet. “Shine a light and look for him, Rick.”

	“No light,” I bite out. “Just wait.”

	It’s right then that Adam speaks into the earpiece I’m wearing. “Savage?”

	“Adam’s speaking to me,” I warn her before I answer him. “I’ve got Candace,” I respond. “Negative on Gordan. What about you, Smith?” I ask because we’re all connected. Me, Smith, Adam, and Asher.

	“Negative,” he replies, but he’s not on the mic. He’s right beside us. “He’s not fucking here.” 

	“He hasn’t exited the building through the front,” Asher chimes in. 

	“Or the back,” Adam adds.

	Or they missed him, I think. 

	The lights come on and the DJ sounds off. “Boo. Halloween is over but we’re still bringing the spooky to your weekend. How was that for getting your adrenaline flowing?” he asks and the crowd cheers. 

	“Stay behind me,” I order in Candace’s ear. “Don’t move until I say move and then we’re going straight to the exit.” I turn, using my body as a shield as the DJ continues speaking. “Let’s get that dance floor moving again.” “Old Town Road” starts to play and the crowd is pure electric energy. The kind of crowd you can get lost or killed in just as easily. 

	Smith is already scanning the immediate view of the thick crowd before he’s shaking his head at me. Gordan is nowhere in our visual reach. That’s not an accident. “Back,” Smith says, already headed toward the rear exit. 

	“Front,” I claim, catching Candace’s hand and pulling her to my side. “We’re leaving. Stay alert.”

	“Where is he, Rick? He was right beside me.”

	“He ran or someone took him,” I say. “Either way, if we don’t find him inside this bar, he’s not here. One of those pens needs to be in your hand.” I don’t wait for her to make it happen. I start walking the path between the dance floor and tables, scanning for trouble, not Gordan. I meant what I said to Candace. He’s not here anymore and I want Candace out of here. She shouldn’t have been here in the first place, and every single one of us that thought letting her do this was a good idea deserves an ass-whipping. We’ll take turns and beat the shit out of each other. Some asshole steps in front of us with two beers in his hands. I halt before they end up all over us, but I want to kick his fucking ass now, too. 

	“Move, cowboy,” I order. “Before I castrate you.”

	“You want to fight, motherfucker?”

	I do, but I recognize my displaced anger, and how bad that could turn out for a guy just having a night out. For that reason, and despite how satisfying punching him would be, I grab Candace’s arm and walk her around him. “He deserved that pencil you’re holding,” I mutter, snagging her hand again before we head for the door, where we exit without any further delay and just in time for a drop of cold rain to smack me on the nose. 

	Adam steps in front of us the minute we’re out of the crowd. “Anything?” Candace asks him before I can. 

	“Not yet,” he replies when a woman’s voice lifts. “He said someone is dead upstairs. Someone is dead!”

	Fuck.

	Gordan. 

	I grab Candace and hand her off to Adam. “This is Tag’s doing and Tag’s men. I need to handle this. Keep her safe.”

	“Rick, no,” she says, grabbing my shirt. “Don’t go back in there.”

	“Every second counts, baby,” I say, untangling her hands from my shirt, her desperation something I can’t cave to right now. “Stay with Adam.” I kiss her and step forcefully away while Adam grabs her and turns her toward the parking lot. I turn and jog back into the bar, ignoring the guard telling people to stay back. I linebacker my way inside, prepared to kill or be killed. Because that’s what a confrontation with Tag’s men might come down to.

	***

	Candace

	“Adam, please,” I beg, trying to keep up because the man has my arm and is walking with me at lightning speed across the dark parking lot. The lights didn’t just go out inside the building, they went out here too, and they haven’t come back on out here, as they have inside the bar. That doesn’t seem good. But back to him dragging me through the darkness, where the damn boogie man otherwise known as Tag, could be waiting. The man is like six feet four inches. I can barely keep up, and my God, why is there water misting from the sky again?! “Please go with Rick, Adam,” I add. “What if Tag wants him dead too?” 

	“I’ll be dead if you end up dead,” he assures me. “Savage can take care of himself.”

	“I can take care of myself. Please. I beg of you, Adam.” A black SUV pulls up and the window rolls down to display Smith in the driver’s seat.

	“Why are you here and not inside helping Rick?” I demand. “Who’s with Rick?”

	“Asher,” Smith assures me. 

	“And me,” Adam replies, opening the door for me. “Once you get inside the vehicle.”

	I hug myself, stubborn rejection in my stance. “Not without Rick.” 

	“If you’re caught in the middle of a scandal and it’s all over the press,” Adam says, “you become disposable and so does your father. At that point, you’re both better for Gabriel’s campaign dead.”

	I drop my hands. “You’re playing dirty, trying to scare me.”

	“I’m speaking the truth. Get in so I can go get your fucking pain in the ass man.”

	“You’re going to help him?”

	“More like stop him from getting pissed off and killing someone we need to talk to first. I told you. Savage can take care of himself. Get in the vehicle.” 

	“Okay,” I concede. “I am. I will.” I don’t.

	He doesn’t seem concerned. Maybe he’s just planning on throwing me inside. He eyes Smith. “Rick said to stay away from the house. Get back-up and use the penthouse.” He turns and starts walking away. 

	Penthouse? 

	It’s a code of some sort, but what is he talking about? 

	“Move, woman,” Smith orders, sirens lifting in the air, screeching nearby. “We need to be gone when they get here.”

	I turn and Adam is already out of view. I have no idea how that’s possible, but with a knot balled in my belly, I climb inside the vehicle and shut the door. Almost instantly, Smith sets us in motion, driving me away from Rick and I can’t help but wonder if that’s exactly what Tag and his men wanted. What if they’ve decided Rick is too dangerous to let live?

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY

	Savage

	With each step toward the bar, I slide into that headspace that I go where it’s me against my enemy and yank the mic out of my ear. Walker doesn’t have the stomach for killing, not my kind of killing. Not the Tag way of killing. And they don’t need to come to my damn rescue. They’ll end up dead.

	Country music continues to blast through the doors, where guards try to push a crowd of about twenty back. I bulldoze through the clusterfuck pretty fucking easily, which proves the “guards” are hacks who need to be folding their panties at a laundromat, not protecting a door. Any door. Even the door of their dog’s house. Once I’m inside the bar again, the party is still operating as usual. Garth Brooks’ “Friends in Low Places” has the energy humming, bottles tilted, and feet dancing. This tells me that either the hacks I just blew past haven’t informed management of the rumored troubles inside, or they have and management is avoiding lost revenue and/or chaos. Whatever the case, thank fuck for business as usual because I’d have zero chance of catching Tag’s men in a stampede. Which could still happen at any moment and probably will.

	That in mind, I take long strides toward the loft stairwell, scanning for anyone familiar, anyone who needs a bottle broken on their head before I kill them. I’ve yet to find that someone and I’m just passing the dance floor when a blonde chick, with her breasts all but hanging out of her shirt, plasters herself against me. I don’t remember a day in my life since meeting Candace that I had a moment like this and didn’t wish it was Candace instead. Tag’s not fucking up my re-entry into her life, but I’ll thank him for making it happen right before I kill him. Maybe I’ll use a beer bottle and tell him Garth Brooks inspired me. I untangle myself from the woman and keep moving, eyeing the crowd that has gathered at the stairwell that is my destination, then past them up to that loft where I took Candace the night I proposed. Way to fuck up a perfect memory. 

	I cut through this next clusterfuck of people and reach the bottom step, when a redheaded girl who looks about twelve and is probably using a fake ID, comes running down the stairs crying. I step in front of her and catch her arms. “What’s up there?”

	“They dared me to go up!” she shouts. “I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it!”

	“What’s up there?” I repeat, my tone cutting, a sharp command of a question.

	“His throat,” she sobs, grabbing her own throat. “His throat. Cut.” I set her away from me, the silent kill method proof that Tag’s got at least one man here. Or he did. There’s nowhere to hide upstairs. The killer is gone, but I need confirmation. Sirens sound in the near distance and I shove aside several bodies, double-stepping the staircase. I reach the top level to find Gordan laying against a wooden beam, blood pooled around his body. I scan the room to find no one else present before my gaze returns to the body. There’s a note pinned to his body that reads: For you know who. 

	That would be me.

	I walk around the blood, scan for a weapon I don’t expect to find, nor do I find. I then grab the paper, and shove it into my pocket, wasting no time reading it. Not when the police could find me up here. “Holy fuck!” At the sound of a man’s voice, I turn to find a couple of college-aged guys gaping. 

	“Holy fuck!” the other one calls out. “That girl screaming about him dying was right.” 

	“Yeah, man,” I say. “We need to get out of here now. What if the killer is still here?” I run toward them. “Hurry. Hurry.” Both men look shocked and turn and scramble down the stairs, one screaming like a little bitch-ass baby. Holy fuck is right. He causes the panic that had been avoided until now. The entire place becomes a charge and a chorus of screams. It’s what I wanted. I’m now lost in the crowd, before the police can single me out, before anyone can remember I was a guy who was upstairs, bursting at the seams otherwise known as the walls. 

	I follow the crowd gathering at the back door, and once I’m packed in the hallway, smashed like a sardine going nowhere, I read the note: McDonald’s. We’re hungry, too. 

	In other words, Tag’s people have been watching us. 

	I grab my phone and call Adam. “Gordan’s dead. Take Candace to the hotel, not the house. I’ll meet you there.” What I don’t tell him is to clear any cameras in the place. Asher will make sure that happens if Tag’s men haven’t done it already. 

	“Where are you going?” Adam demands. 

	I hang up and linebacker my way through the crowd once more, stepping outside into the drizzle now weeping from above. The way I’m about to make some assholes weep. I take off running for my car, and once I’m inside, I spy the firetrucks now in front of the building. The police will follow at any moment. I rev the engine and waste no time getting the hell out of Dodge—hell on wheels, headed toward McDonald’s. I’ve never killed a man with a Big Mac, but I’m creative when I’m pissed. I’ll find a way. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	Savage

	You want to see me, Tag, motherfucker, here I am. 

	I pull up to McDonald’s and park right in front of the window. Fuck you, Tag. Fuck you and the horse you rode in on—and probably fucked because that’s the kind of sick bastard you are. I count four people inside and the staff behind the counter. There’s also a line of cars at the drive-thru.

	I grab my phone and dial Adam. His phone rings and goes to voicemail. Adrenaline surges inside me. I don’t like it. Candace is with him. I dial Candace. “Rick?”

	The sound of her sweet, feminine voice sends a rush of relief over me that I’m not used to feeling. “Where are you?” I ask. 

	“With Smith on the highway. Where are you?”

	I counter with, “Where’s Adam?”

	“I don’t know. Rick, where are you?”

	“You don’t know?” My tone is sharp. I’m pissed, and not at her. At Adam for leaving her when I trusted him to protect her. “I told him to protect you.”

	“I’m with Smith,” she repeats. “I think Adam went to help you.”

	In that moment, there are three knocks on my passenger window. I slide it down just enough to hear Asher mutter, “Open up, jerkwad.”

	I unlock the door. “I have to go, baby,” I say, and already Asher is climbing into the Porsche. “Where’s Smith taking you?”

	“The penthouse is all I know.”

	“Good,” I say. “I’ll see you soon.” 

	“Be careful,” she says.

	“Always.” Which is sort of the only lie I’ve ever told her. I’m never all that careful, but a man can change. I can change for her. I disconnect our call and eye Asher. “You tracked my phone.”

	“Of course I tracked your damn phone. If anyone kills you, it’s going to be me or Candace.”

	“I’m the last person who needs a damn bodyguard.”

	“Said every asshole who ended up cocky and dead,” he snaps back. “What are we doing at McDonald’s? Aside from the fact that you eat like an elephant.”

	I tune him out, my gaze follows a new customer entering the restaurant, a big man with gray hair, slumped over to walk with a cane. He’s even carrying a trash bag. The man looks homeless and familiar. “I won’t ask where Adam is,” I say because I know Adam, master of disguise. And that’s Adam. 

	Asher doesn’t confirm or deny Adam as the homeless man. “Back to why we’re here,” Asher says. 

	I hand him the note. “It was on Gordan’s body.”

	He reads it and shoots a photo before texting it to our team. His cellphone buzzes with a text before anyone has time to see his message. “Our team watching Candace’s house has eyes on a couple of guys lurking in the shadows.” He cuts me a look. “They seem to be  waiting on your return to Candace’s house.” He glances over at me. “Could be they hoped Candace would return home alone while you were here.”

	“There’s a reason I had her taken somewhere other than home.” I thrum my fingers on the steering wheel, considering my next move. 

	Asher’s impatience has him asking, “What are you doing, man?” 

	“I’d planned to beat someone with a Big Mac and choke them on a chocolate shake, but since it appears my victims are no shows,” I look over at him, “why stay? Let’s go pay those assholes lurking in the shadows a visit.” I start the engine and crank the music to something that isn’t country. I’ve had all the country I can stand right now.

	About halfway to the house, Asher’s phone pings with another text. “They entered the house and left,” he says, eyeing me. “Why would they do that?”

	 “Because no one wants me to have fun tonight, apparently. No McDonald’s Big Mac massacre for me tonight. And now, no backyard brawl.”

	“What are you thinking, man?” he presses. “Bomb? Booby trap?”

	“We’ll know when we get there.”

	“We’ll know when our team clears the house.”

	“I’ll clear the damn house,” I snap. “I do my own dirty work.”

	“You aren’t a bomb or booby trap expert. And you have a woman to stay alive for now, remember?”

	“That would be Smith, who’s presently with Candace. I don’t need to pull him and shake her up.” 

	“Adrian Mack just got into town. He’s funny as fuck and deadly. He’s already on his way to meet Smith at the hotel.”

	“I don’t know him. I don’t want him near my woman.”

	“I know him,” he insists. “I trust him and you trust me.”

	“Do I?”

	“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that,” he snaps. “And if you don’t want Adrian’s help, the other option is that you sit this one out and let us handle it while you go play house with your girlfriend.”

	“As tempta-licious as that is, meanwhile you get killed because you’re a goody-goody Navy SEAL.” I grab my phone and dial Smith. 

	He answers with, “Smith here,” all dry and formal, which defines the Smith we see. In other words, there must be a kinky freak of a beast beneath that man’s surface. 

	“Ground pounder,” I say. “How’s my woman?” 

	“Safe and worried about you. We just got to the hotel and checked into the penthouse under my Dave Boone identity. Apparently, the extra space was meant for her to pace.”

	The penthouse being the go-to for any top security operation. They’re harder to get to and easier to protect. “That asshat Adrian there yet?” I ask.

	Asher scowls my direction. “You don’t even know him.”

	“He’s on his way up,” Smith says. “Why?” 

	“We need a bomb squad.” I pause for drama because that’s my thing. Drama. I kill big. I fuck big. I fuck people up bigger. “Now,” I add.

	Smith’s silent several beats before he says, “Where?”

	“Candace’s house.” There’s a knock on the door. 

	“That will be him,” he says. “I’ll be right there.” He disconnects. I glance over at Asher. “Adrian better be a killer.”

	His lips quirk. “Oh, he’s a killer.”

	I glare at him. “What the hell does that mean?”

	“He’s ex-FBI. He went deep undercover inside a Texas motorcycle gang. He resigned when he got out. Blake got a hold of him and sent him overseas for a few years. That’s where I met him on a mission. I’d say his story and mine, match yours and Adam’s pretty damn closely. Only he didn’t operate on me in the middle of a warzone like you did Adam.”

	My jaw flexes. “Adam needs to stop telling that story.”

	“Because you’re afraid someone might actually see you as a decent guy?”

	I don’t comment. It’s not a topic I want to travel with Asher. The truth is, a part of me still believes that Candace is better off without me. That part of me wants to confess my sins and turn her stomach. But the problem with that is that it might work. And the truth is, she might be better off without me, but that woman is the meringue on my pie, the peanut butter to my jelly, the icing to my cake. I’m not better off without her. I’m not even close to better off without her. 

	“No comment?” Asher presses. 

	I turn us down Candace’s street, our street back in the day, and I glance over at Asher. “Here’s your comment. Bitch.”

	He laughs and moves on. “The surveillance team has cameras up at Candace’s house. They just sent me footage of the guys who entered the house. They got both of their faces.” 

	 I pull us to a side street and then pull over beside a park, where I kill the engine. He hands me his phone with a video ready for viewing. I push the play button and watch as two men in all black slink along the side of the house and then break the bedroom window, but I can’t see their faces. Something about one of them is familiar though, and not in a good way. 

	 “There are two more videos,” Asher says. “Number three. One of the men looks into the camera and smiles.”

	I cut him a look, ice sliding through my veins. Now I know I know who this is, but I never assume anything. I skip to video number three and I start watching. “Three-minute mark,” Asher tells me. 

	I fast forward and freeze frame at the piece-of-shit who not only smiles at the camera, he shoots the finger. At me. He shoots it at me. Because we have a history. “You know him?” Asher asks. 

	“Yeah,” I say, handing him his phone. “I know that little prick.” I open the door and get out of the car. 

	“What the hell are you doing?” Asher asks, catching up with me a few steps down the street. 

	“Finding out what was left for me in that house.”

	“Wait on Smith.” He grabs my arm and I grab his shirt. 

	“Back off, Asher. I know him and we don’t need a bomb expert. We need me. Because this is personal, and a bomb isn’t Wes Casey’s style any more than a booby trap is. He wants to kill me after he kills Candace.” I release him and stride long and hard, adrenaline pumping through me. 

	“It’s personal,” he says, catching up to me easily. 

	“Yeah. It’s personal.” 

	“How personal, Savage? I’m going along with you on this, so tell me what I’m up against.”

	“I killed his woman.” I round the corner, to Candace’s street. 

	“Holy Mother of Jesus. Why?”

	“She needed to die,” I say, and that’s the truth. It’s not a kill I regret, not that I regret many. I don’t explain myself to Asher. If he wants to judge me a waste of air again, like he once called me years before, I don’t care.

	“What did she do?” he asks, actually assuming I had good cause for the kill. Or he’s diplomatic. It’s another SEAL thing. So damn polite.

	“Not in the mood to have this conversation,” I snap, approaching Candace’s house. “Stay behind. I got this.” I step onto the driveway and he follows. Damn fish face.

	 Once I’m at the front door I realize I don’t have a key. Asher motions to his phone and makes a call. “Code.” He listens and hangs up. “2255.”

	I punch it in and open the door, entering the house without any hesitation, without fear. I then go exactly where Wes wants me to go. I charge into the master bedroom, and Asher is right on my heels, proof he trusts me more than either of us ever thought possible. Or he’s a fool. I don’t care which. I flip on the bedroom light and walk to the bed, where a note is stapled to a photo that sits next to a wet spot. 

	Anger prickles in every pore of my body to the point I barely contain a scream. I pick up the photo of Wes jacking off on the bed and read the note: She’s next if you don’t do your job. He means to kill Gabriel. I hand the damn thing to Asher. “A picture of the dick I’m going to chop off. I don’t plan to use my surgical skills. Just an ax.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	Savage

	I turn and walk into the bathroom, making my way to the closet, where I grab a suitcase and the start filling it with Candace’s things. She’s not coming back here. “What are we doing right now and how can I help?”

	“I want her out of here.” 

	“What is Honest Gabe going to say about that?”

	“Fuck Honest Gabe,” I say. “She’ll meet him at the event if I don’t kill the bastard first. He’s why she’s in this mess at all.” The suitcase I’m loading is now full. I grab another and start filling it. I have no idea what all I’m pulling off hangers. I just do it. I want her out of this house. “Right now, I don’t want her to have a reason to come back.”

	Asher doesn’t question me. He just repeats, “What can I do?”

	Fifteen minutes later, I’ve pulled into the driveway, loaded up the car, and when Asher intends to pull open the passenger door, I grab his arm. “I’m going to see Tag. Go protect Candace.”

	“If you’re going to see Tag, I’m going with you.”

	“If you go with me, you become a target. One that has to be eliminated before this is over.”

	“You underestimate my skills, man, and my willingness to kill those who deserve to die.”

	“Think about your wife.”

	“Think about your future wife,” he counters. “If you’re dead, who’s going to protect her? Because let’s just face it, the asshole who jacked off on Candace’s bed can do your job for you. It doesn’t come with the scorned lover cover-up, but they’ll improvise.”

	“You aren’t going with me, asshole.”

	“Do you know where Tag is right now?”

	I grimace. “No, fucktard, I don’t.”

	“I do. Let’s go.”

	“Fucktard,” I repeat, and release him, clicking the locks open before I round the Porsche 911. I climb inside and he’s already there. “Where are we going, you dumbass?”

	He gives me the address and I reply with, “You’re going to end up dead.”

	“I like you, too, Rick Savage. Now drive.”

	***

	Twenty minutes later, we pull into a residential neighborhood and Asher indicates a blue, one-story house shrouded in trees but not the midnight hour. The place is lit up and glowing like a sore thumb that I slammed with a hammer. “Looks like they’re expecting me,” I say, approaching the driveway. 

	“What’s the plan?” Asher asks.

	“This,” I say, hooking it into the driveaway, slamming us into park, and with the engine running, opening my door. “Time to party.” I exit, drawing my favorite Glock as I do.

	To Asher’s credit, he doesn’t disappoint. By the time I’m at the front of the car, so is he, with not one but two guns in his hands. “Damn SEALs,” I murmur as I join him. “Always showing off.”

	“Always showing up,” he counters. “Considering what a Rambo you are, I’m not sure how you made it without us.”

	“Sucking my thumb in a corner, crying,” I say, and I’m already charging up the sidewalk, my strides long, my body bulldozing right to the door, where I kick the fucker in. 

	About sixty seconds later, I’m holding a gun on Tag, who’s sitting in a recliner in the middle of a cozy living room. My damn father is on the footstool in front of him attending to some wound on his arm. In about thirty seconds, I’m across the couch, pointing a gun at Tag’s head, while four assholes point guns in my direction. Wes Casey isn’t one of them. I don’t know any of these men beyond them being douchebag killers who work for Tag. Asher is behind the couch with his guns, pointing left and right. 

	“Asher,” Tag says, his bruised lip swollen, from my fist last night. “How about we talk about how much money you could be making?”

	“He’s dripping money,” I say. “But not blood. Yet. We can fix that right now.”

	“Son,” my father warns.

	I don’t look at him. “That’s the last time you live to call me that.” I step directly in front of Tag and press the barrel of my Glock to his forehead, giving the room my back. A silent message that tells them I’m not afraid of them and I trust Asher. That means they should fear Asher. 

	“Where’s Wes?”

	“Plotting your murder,” he says. “Which is why I kept him away from you. He’s not here.”

	“Where the fuck is Wes?”

	“The moment you see Wes again will be the moment before you die. Do your job. Unless you’re waiting until he bangs your woman. I mean, maybe you get off thinking about another man inside her.”

	I can almost feel the room bristle in fear of what might come next. They all think he’ll break me, but I look into that man’s eyes, and he into mine, and we both know—he knows—he can’t. 

	“Talk never gets me off,” I say softly, a lethal quality to my tone, even to my own ears. “You want me to kill Honest Gabe. Wes dies first.” 

	“No deal,” he says. “You owe me.”

	“He jacked off on my woman’s bed,” I bite out, my tone as cutting as the knife I will one day use on his throat. “Even you know how off-limits that is. Deal with him or I will, which means I’m not dealing with Gabriel.” I lower my weapon and holster it. “There is no negotiation on this. The next time you see me, if he’s not gone, everyone in this house right now will be.” I don’t turn, but I speak to his cohorts. “And if anyone in this room thinks I didn’t see their faces, or that I can’t find you again, ask your pimp daddy here about my ability to forget no one.” I pause for effect. “And kill everyone. There’s a reason he’s a sour puss over losing me. And there’s a reason he wants me dead. Because he knows I’m the one most likely to kill him.” I glance down at my father. “You’re dead to me.”

	“Son, he told me—”

	I turn and start walking toward the door, my strides just as long on the path out as they were on my way up the sidewalk. Asher lingers a few beats after me, backing up with guns drawn all the way down the driveway. Because he doesn’t get it. Tag never allows dirty shit to go down when he’s present. Because Tag doesn’t want to die. But he will die, and it’s going to be brutal. Because I now have to go back to my woman and explain Wes to her. And yes, that will make her fear Wes, but more so, it’s going to do what deep down I’ve never wanted to do: it’s going to make her scared of me. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	Candace

	Adrian sits at the piano in the middle of the fancy suite we’re now occupying on the highest floor of the Hotel Emma. He’s not silent. Ever. Much like Rick, the man is one big ball of huge personality. Presently, he’s playing Chopsticks while I’m thinking that this expensive apartment at the top of a hotel, is about security, which translates to danger. It’s a given, considering this night but nevertheless, I’m nervous about Rick’s silence for the past two hours. And the Chopsticks are chopping at those nerves. “Stop, Adrian,” I order, settling a hand on top of the piano. “No more Chopsticks. It’s making me crazy.” I sound like a bitch. The man is protecting me. “I’m sorry.” I hold up my hands. “I don’t mean to be on edge. Am I on edge? I think I am. Of course, I am. In my head I already know I’m on edge.” I press my hands to my face and then drop them. “I sound like a crazy bitch. I’m just worried about Rick. I’d better walk away before you hate me and I deserve it, which would suck because you are a nice guy who doesn’t deserve a bitch to protect.” I turn and walk onto the balcony and into the cool wet night—at least cool for Texas in November—that never materialized into a stormy night, and can almost feel my hair turn into a frizz ball on my head. Thus is the life of a Texan. I sit down on the cushy chairs next to the fireplace. I wonder what life in New York City would be like. I wonder if that’s what Rick wants. Is that what I want? I almost laugh at myself. I want him. That’s what I want. 

	Adrian joins me, claiming the sofa in front of me and settling in, his attention on me, just me. It’s not uncomfortable. He’s a nice guy—tall, dark, and good looking, with curly dark hair and intelligent, but quite friendly, green eyes. Friendly while not being inappropriate. I like this about him. And he has tattoos. Lots of tattoos. Both his arms are covered, but I’m not looking at the design and really seeing the design. I’m thinking that I just want my tattooed man back. 

	“There was a Texas A&M Aggie,” Adrian finally says, apparently about to launch into one of the many Texas Longhorns/A&M Aggie jokes, us Texans learn from the moment we can speak. In fact, you don’t even have to like football in Texas to tell these jokes. They’re as much a part of us as is country music, big hair, cowboy boots, and chips and queso. 

	“I’ve heard all of these jokes,” I warn. “And I mean, all of them.”

	“No way. I’m a Texan, too. I’ve got an endless supply.”

	“You’re from Texas?” 

	“Yep. I’m from Waco which back then, wasn’t much of a place to talk about. Which means there wasn’t much to do back in the day but tell jokes.”

	“Bad jokes?”

	“Is there a better kind?” he teases.

	I laugh. “Not if it’s an Aggie joke. I know some really great Aggies.”

	“Me, too, which is what makes these jokes even better.” He rubs his hands together. “So here we go. Joke number one. I know you haven’t heard this one. A Texas A&M football player was almost killed in a tragic horseback-riding accident. He fell from the horse and was nearly trampled to death. Thank God the manager of the K-Mart came out and unplugged it.”

	“Heard it,” I say. 

	His lips purse and he hits me again. “Why don’t Aggies use 911 in an emergency? Because they can’t find eleven on the phone dial.”

	“Heard it.”

	He frowns. “I don’t believe you.” He doesn’t give me time to reply. “Why did the Aggie get fired from the M&M plant as a quality control inspector?”

	“He kept throwing out all the W&W’s!” I say. “We sat around telling Aggie jokes in summer camp.”

	He scowls this time. “Okay then. I’m going to get inappropriate, but fuck it. You didn’t hear this in summer camp. An Aggie goes to the doctor. The doctor tells him, ‘I'm sorry, but you're going to have to stop masturbating.’ The Aggie asks, ‘why?’”

	I finish for him. “The doctor says, ‘I'm trying to examine you.’”

	His eyes go wide. “Well then. I guess summer camp got pretty damn inappropriate. How old were you at camp?”

	“Twenty-six.”

	He looks confused and I laugh. “Just kidding. Camp didn’t get inappropriate. But have you met Rick Savage, who I was once engaged to? He does. Often.”

	“Were engaged to?”

	“A long story,” I say quickly. “And I don’t know you.”

	“Ah, right.” His hands settle on his black jeans. “If you tell me you’ll have to kill me, and all that shit. Moving on then. Eating makes everything better, especially when talking isn’t an option. Which will it be? Fancy room service or GrubHub Taco Bell?”

	Now I laugh. “Taco Bell. I’m in.”

	“Taco Bell it is.” He pulls out his phone to place the order and his phone buzzes with a text message. He reads a moment and glances at me. “Your inappropriate, stupid man is on his way up.”

	“Stupid?”

	“You clearly love him and he clearly lost you. Made that stupid mistake once myself. But then, she was better off without me.” He stands up and walks inside, leaving me chilled in a way the fireplace can’t possibly warm. He believes his love is better off without him, the way I know Rick still feels I’m better off without him. That scares me, but as I hear the front door open, I shove that thought away. I push to my feet and run toward the door. I reach the inside of the room in time to find Rick standing in the center, and Adrian is nowhere in sight. And my God, the man claims the room, a tall, fierce warrior, that scar down his cheek almost a battle cry. 

	“Come here,” he orders, and perhaps considering my thoughts before I walked in here, I should resist, but I don’t. Just that easily he owns me. Just that easily I comply, and I do so eagerly and willingly. So willingly, that I don’t just walk. I run to him and wrap my arms around him. And when I lift my mouth to his, his hand comes down on my head in that familiar way he touches me, a moment before his lips find my lips. Before his tongue presses past my teeth and slides deep in a long, lavish stroke I feel shiver through every part of my body. It’s a dark kiss, a daunting kiss in the message it speaks without words. 

	I tear my mouth from his, searching his face. “What’s wrong?”

	“We need to talk about this scar on my face.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 

	Candace

	We need to talk about the scar on his face. 

	I don’t know what this is about, or why it’s happening now, but my fingers immediately rest on that scar. “I don’t need you to do this.”

	“You do. And so do I. But I’m not trying to scare you off. Fuck.” His fingers close around my hair, but it’s not aggressive. It’s more like he’s hanging on for dear life. “I’m terrified I’m about to scare you off.”

	Terrified.

	This man, terrified. 

	“Don’t be,” I say. “You won’t scare me off. You can’t. I told you—”

	He kisses me again, this time hard and fast. “Tell me they have whiskey in this place.”

	“There’s a bar off the kitchen. Yes, we have one of those, too.”

	“Good. Thank Fuck.” He releases me, runs a hand over his head and then scans to find the hallway he rightly decides leads to the kitchen. He heads in that direction and I follow, cutting through it to the small pantry-sized bar area.  

	By the time I get there, Rick has four mini bottles of bourbon on the counter, but he hasn’t opened them. He presses his hands to the bar and lowers his chin to his chest, torment radiating from him. I close the space between us and slide under his arm, placing myself between him and the counter. And when he lifts those blazingly fierce blue eyes to mine and blasts me with his torment, my hands go to his face. “You can’t scare me away.”

	“I don’t know if that’s true or not, Candace. But one thing this night taught me was that my past will catch up to us. You deserve to know what that means. And I’m not going to drink that whiskey. Because you deserve to have me fully present for this.”

	“We can drink it together after you tell me.”

	He closes his hand around mine and kisses my fingers. “You always say the right thing.”

	“Because it’s you. Someone else might think it’s the wrong thing. That’s because we’re—”

	“Connected,” I say. “Yes. We are. In ways, you may never escape.”

	“I don’t want to escape.”

	“Good. Because I’d have to become your secret protector or stalker if you did. And to maturely protect you while watching you with another man, would be about as successful as asking The Rock to play Cinderella.”

	“The Rock is actually funny. He might be able to pull that off in a silly—”

	 He kisses me. “Don’t run away,” he whispers, the words rasping from his lips, on a breath that is both warm and somehow icy cold. 

	“I’m not going anywhere.” I push on his chest and force his gaze to mine. “Tell me. Get it over with right now. Just say it.”

	“That easy? Just say it?”

	“That’s right. You aren’t a man to mince words. Don’t start now. Who cut you and why?”

	He draws in a deep breath, that perfect chest of his expanding and the set of that strong jaw tightening to a near burst. He gives me a sudden nod and then steps back from me, leaning on the wall opposite the counter, the space between us small. The space is small. This is good. We’re here, me and him, and no one else. And I want him to know that I’m his safe place. He needs one. Even the big bad killer that he is needs a safe place. 

	His foot goes to the wall behind him. His hand scrubs the full-day stubble on that tensed jaw. And then, only then, does he breathe out that breath he’s been holding. “It was a job taking out a Venezuelan official. A hit on a bad man. Of that I’m certain. But that bad man had a small child.”

	“Oh my,” I whisper when I don’t mean to. It just comes out. 

	“Yes. Oh fucking my,” he murmurs. “I killed the man and I feel no guilt over that. It wasn’t until he was dead that me and my team—there were three of us—got the call to kill the child, his child. He was ten.”

	“And?” I ask, my voice so small, it’s barely more than a pin drop in a silent night, that may or may not, be your imagination. 

	“I did what you would have wanted me to do, baby. I tried to save him. There were three of us there that day, all of us under Tag’s employ. All of us working a job that was off the books but directed by whoever was in charge in the US government. Me, Wes Casey, and his wife, Lily Casey.  I raced to the boy’s room. I got there just after Lily.”

	“And?”

	“She was already in the room. She had him and was about to slice his throat. I grabbed her and she sliced my face. I held a blade to her throat. I could have killed her. She agreed to let the boy go.”

	“But she didn’t?” I ask, my fist balling over my racing heart as if I might stop it from exploding from my chest. 

	“No. The minute I let her go, she went for him. I can’t even explain the exact way it happened. I don’t make miscalculations, but somehow I threw a blade, meant for her, and she grabbed him and used him as body armor.”

	I gasp and my hand goes to my mouth. “Oh God.” I feel sick, but I drop my hand and grab the sink behind me. “What did you do?”

	“I killed the bitch.” 

	“Good. Good, Rick. How does this make you a monster?”

	“I was a part of an operation that targeted a small child, Candace. That’s going to hit you later.”

	A thought stabs at me, and it’s painful, so damn painful. “Who directed that mission to Tag? Was it my father? Or Gabe?”

	“I don’t know, baby. I told myself it wasn’t your father, but there are decisions made at high levels, things a soldier isn’t supposed to question.”

	“You weren’t a soldier. You were a civilian. And my father—” 

	“Might be in trouble right now because he figured out that Gabe directed those kinds of missions. And that mission was on US soil—they were renting a vacation villa.”

	“Which means that Gabe broke the law if the CIA commanded such a thing.” 

	“Exactly, but even if I find proof of that mission in the documents that I hid wherever the fuck I hid them, that does nothing to prove who directed that mission.”

	I close the space between us and catch his waist. “How could you think I would blame you for that boy’s death, Rick?”

	“It hasn’t sunk in yet.”

	“Yes. It has. You are scarred with that memory for life.” A realization hits me. “And it all makes so much sense now. My father was still involved, so it was early in your days with Tag.”

	“What does that have to do with anything?”

	“It’s why you felt unworthy to come home. Every time you looked in the mirror, you saw that boy. You see that boy. And you see my father. Maybe you see me.” I try to step back. “God, Rick—”

	“No,” he says, catching my wrist. “No, baby. That’s a volcanic eruption of wrong—it’s so wrong. But yes. I see that boy. A boy who might have tried to change his country if we’d groomed him, adopted him. Done something other than kill him.”

	“How do I know that?”

	“You have to trust me. I need you to trust me.”

	“You get what you give, Rick Savage. When are you going to trust me? Because you didn’t trust me with this for eight years.”

	“I know. Believe me, baby. I know. I trust you. I told you and I really hate telling you that I had a reason other than that trust.”

	A sense of foreboding clamps down on my chest. “What does that mean?”

	“Wes is here and he was in the house tonight. He jacked off on the bed, which I know because he left a photo of himself doing so, along with a threat.”

	I’m back to wanting to throw up. “Because you killed Lily.” And I know the rest of the story without him telling me. “And now he wants to kill me,” I say.

	“Tag’s using him as a resource. Wes wants what Tag wants. For me to kill Gabe or he’ll kill you.”

	I let out a breath of disbelief. “You mean he’ll kill me no matter what, just after you kill Gabe.”

	“I handled it.”

	“You killed him?” I ask, and it sickens me how hopeful I sound that a man might lose his life.

	“I made sure Tag kills him.”

	“And you really think he’ll do that?” I run a hand through my hair. “I feel like I should feel guilty for wanting him dead. I’ve never wanted someone dead. What is happening to me?”

	“Me,” he says, his voice etched with shards of glass that seems to cut him with every word, cut him and me, as he adds, “I’m fucking happening to you.”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	Candace

	He’s going to leave. The scar on his face, and the pain it represents, drives that point straight to my bleeding heart before it settles into my punished soul. Those words: I’m fucking happening to you. No matter how much I love him, my love will never be enough to overcome the torment inside this man. And yet, I think I’m the only chance he has to survive that torment. He’s going to shred my heart, but I don’t care. I’m going to fight for him. I try to pull back, to put just enough space between us that I can look him in the eyes and claim control over this push and pull between us that is out of control. 

	Rick isn’t having it. He pulls me back, his big hand framing my waist. “Don’t do this,” he says, clearly reading my move as withdrawal. “I’m begging you.”

	“Do what, Rick?” I challenge. “What am I doing? What do you think I’m doing?” 

	“Walking away. Pulling away from me. That’s you dividing us. Don’t you do what I’ve done so well. Too well.”

	“You think that because that’s your reaction. That’s what you did, but I wasn’t walking away. I wasn’t pulling away. I was most likely about to punch some logic into you because nothing else is working. I asked a question, and you turned it into a reason to leave me. I can’t love you this much again and have you leave.”

	He catches strands of my hair in his fingers, his free hand pressing to my lower back, molding me close. “Young and fucked in the head did not serve us well, but I love you too damn much to ever leave you again.”

	My hand presses to his chest and I can feel his heart thundering, pounding a beat as wild as mine. He’s angry. Or hurt. I don’t know what he is anymore. I’m about to tell him that I don’t believe him, but that’s okay. I’m going to hold onto him so damn tightly that he can’t run, but I never get the chance. I open my mouth but he’s already taking me some place else. “Do you know what I thought before I walked into Tag’s hideout and confronted him?” he asks. 

	Shock radiates through me. “Oh, God. You walked into Tag’s place and confronted him?”

	“Do you know what I thought?” he repeats, his voice all but guttural. 

	“That I was going to kick your ass when I found out? Stop acting like you’re okay with dying any day now. Because you don’t get to walk away again. You damn sure don’t get to die.” 

	“I thought,” he continues, “that you might be better off without me, but I’m not better off without you. Every moral line I didn’t cross these eight years was because of you, Candace. Every moment I wasn’t with you, you were with me. I love you. I love you so damn much it hurts to breathe when I’m not with you. I was burning alive without you every fucking day and night.”

	My heart swells with the rough, emotion-laden confession and my fingers curl around his shirt. “Then know this, Rick Savage. I’m afraid. I am. That’s real. That’s honest, but I’m also a military brat. I’m my mother’s and father’s daughter. Fear makes me want to fight. For you. I want to fight for you and us. I want to fight every war you face with you. And you are better with me. But I am also so much better with you. Because we’re better together.”

	And just that quick, he’s kissing me. He’s kissing me in that way that only Rick Savage kisses me, like he’s burning alive for me. And now I’m burning alive for him. It’s as if a match ignites and explodes between us. We’re all over each other and in a haze of lust and love, of want and need, and somehow, he’s no longer wearing his shirt and neither am I. I’m not wearing anything. I’m on the counter that had been behind me, and now he’s not wearing anything. What he is doing is pressing inside me, thick and hard, and oh so perfect. We’re in a wild frenzy and I’m lost in how delicious his big body is pressed to mine. How intense his handsome face is as he looks at me, as he loses himself in me and us. I’m lost in his hands on my body, his touch as savage as his name—all over me, on my breasts, my nipples. But in our intensity, the rush of our need is fast and hard, over too soon, the trembles and quakes of our bodies explosive and then exhaustive in the most bittersweet of ways.

	I collapse into him, a butterfly on the wind, and he’s the wind, no part of me fighting where he carries me or what I feel for this man. No part of me protecting myself from him. Who am I kidding? I have no chance. Why do I want to try? “I wasn’t better without you,” I whisper into his neck, the sharp spice of man and cologne just another part of him that feels a part of me.

	He pulls back and looks at me, those blue, blue eyes pouring emotion from his soul right into my soul. “Let’s talk about being better together. Let’s talk about what comes next.” He kisses my nose then, a tender act that defies the harsh reality of the killer he declares himself, before he scoops me up and starts walking. In that moment, he’s my white knight, my hero, the only man I have ever wanted or needed. I cling to him, and it’s then that I realize that I feel no dread about our future. Just as no part of me resists this man, no part of me believes that what comes next is him leaving again. I choose not to believe something that in its very premise alone, will destroy us. I can’t keep living that fear. I can’t let him keep living with that fear, either. I know that now. 

	Rick sets me down in a bathroom that is remarkably large, with a claw foot tub. He pulls the hotel robe from the hanger at the back of the door and wraps it around me. “If we’re going to talk our way into the future instead of fuck our way into the future, you need clothes. And so do I.” He grabs a towel and wraps it around his waist. “But first, I need to get dressed and go grab our suitcases from the car.”

	My brow furrows. “Suitcases?”

	“While I was at the house, I grabbed you some things.”

	“Oh,” I say. “Great. Thanks.” He gives me a quick kiss and exits the bathroom. 

	I frown at the doorway where he’s departed. Why am I bothered by him packing up my things? I walk out into the bedroom and sit down on the plush bed. That’s when I remember the crazy man who jerked off on my bed back at the house. That’s why Rick packing me up bothers me. He’s really worried that this guy is going to come after me, and with good reason. From what he told me, he will. What kind of man jerks off on another man’s bed while someone takes a photo of it? 

	Rick, now wearing his unzipped jeans, walks back into the bedroom, a suitcase in each hand, and a bag on each shoulder. “Those assholes I work with aren’t always assholes. They left our stuff inside the door.”

	“That’s a lot for overnight,” I say, prodding him to come clean with his worries.   

	He takes the prod. “About that,” he says, unloading the bags just inside the door. 

	“You don’t want me to go home,” I say. “Ever.” That one word ‘ever’ says it all. Life as I know it will never be the same. 

	Rick closes the space between us and not even his rippling abdominal muscles and perfect body distract me from the finality of the past. He goes down on one knee in front of me, his big, strong hands settling on my legs, reminding me that our past is never lost. Reminding me that our future is forward. “I want you to make your home with me,” he says, speaking exactly what I need to hear. “Move to New York City with me, baby. We don’t have to live in the place I bought if you don’t like it. We’ll find a new place. We’ll find our place. I want you with me forever. And I have a shit ton of money, baby. You can move your business there. Or hell. We can move anywhere. I’ll work it out with Walker.” He isn’t done there. “I love you. I need you with me.”

	Then he’s done, but we aren’t. We are so not done and despite everything wrong in my world right now, he’s right. We’re right. My hands go to his face. “I love you, too. I will go anywhere with you, Rick Savage. I just don’t want to run there. What did Wes do when he found out you killed his wife?”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	Candace

	“You know what happened,” Rick says, catching my hands and settling them back on my knees, his on top of them. “He tried to kill me.”

	“And what did you do?” 

	 “I shoved a knife into a major artery.”

	“And then you saved him,” I assume, because I know. Because I know this man like I know myself.

	“Yes,” he confirms. “And we’ve stayed away from each other since.” 

	“In other words, he was waiting for the right moment to come for you. And now is that time. Now, he’s coming for you and that means me.”

	“And I’m ready for him. I won’t repeat my mistake again.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“I won’t save him next time. We’re going to start our life together. There’s going to be blood spilled before that happens. There’s no way around that. I need to know that you know that. I need to know that you can live with that.” 

	“Just find my father, Rick. Once I know he’s safe, I’ll handle everything else just fine.”

	“We will,” he promises. “We have a man on the ground close to his territory. We should have news by tomorrow.”

	“I can’t leave San Antonio or Gabriel until I know he’s safe.”

	“Let’s not go down that rabbit hole of what we can and cannot do tonight or we won’t get any sleep. Let’s sleep now and plan when we’re fresh tomorrow. We have the best part of a week to decide what happens next.” He hands me my phone. “Dickhead texted you goodnight. And he loves you. Do not say that back to him.” He stands up and I catch his hand. 

	“He’s using me and I’m just trying to keep everyone alive.”

	“I know,” he says, his jaw tight, his voice tighter. 

	“Rick—”

	He pulls me to my feet. “I know, baby. That doesn’t make me like it.” He strokes my hair. “I’m fine. We’ll figure this out tomorrow.”

	But he’s not fine. “Rick—”

	“I love you,” he says. 

	“I love you.”

	“Then text the asshole back that you hate him.”

	I laugh. He doesn’t. “I know you’re joking.”

	“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” He releases me and walks to the bed, pulling back the blanket and then dropping his pants. He’s standing there, tall, broad, tattooed and naked. I’m stupidly standing here, too far away, drooling. “Motivation for that text,” he says. “Do it, and then get your ass over here. Your naked ass.”

	 I close the space between us and set the phone on the nightstand. “I’ll tell him that I was too sick to respond at two in the morning.” I drop the robe. 

	His eyes rake over me, burning my skin in that sizzling, make-me-wet kind of way of his before we tumble into the bed. It’s a long time later, when we’ve cooled the burn, that exhaustion takes over. I fall asleep with Rick wrapped around me, holding me oh so tightly. And I fall asleep feeling that with this man holding me, no matter what happens, I’m whole again in a way that I haven’t been in eight long years. I am better with this man in my life and I’m going to make sure that he doesn’t just know this, but that he never forgets.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	Candace

	I wake to the warmth of Rick’s strong arms around me, the room awash in a morning glow and cold air. My phone is also ringing. I groan and grab it from the nightstand to find Linda’s number on caller ID. The best friend I’ve been ignoring like a very bad friend. I hit decline and guilt shoots me to a sitting position. “That was Linda. I need to call her back.”

	Rick pulls me back down to the bed with him. “I’m naked in bed with you, and you with me, one of the only mornings in nearly a decade, and you want to call Linda?”

	“Eight years, not a decade. And yes. Aside from her being my best friend and one who helped get us back together—she called me and got me to that bar the day you got into town—what if she goes by the house?”

	He curses and releases me. “Call Linda.” I start to turn away and he catches my arm. “But don’t tell her anything.”

	“Oh, good grief,” I murmur. “Talk to her, but don’t tell her anything.”

	“Your calls are likely monitored by more than us.”

	 Now I groan. “I need coffee.”

	“I’ll order room service.” He grimaces. “Actually, fuck. The Walker team will be here at nine and they promised to buy. What time is it?”

	I glance at my phone. “Eight-thirty. We should have set the alarm.”

	“You fucked me unconscious, baby. I forgot.”

	“You, are very crass.”

	“Yeah. What about it?”

	I laugh. “Everything about it,” I say, but I’m teasing. I love how he says whatever he thinks. “I need to shower and get dressed before they get here.” 

	“Call Linda. I’ll unpack and start the shower.” He kisses me and rolls away. 

	“I’m not showering with you,” I say over my shoulder, but by the time I finish making that statement, he’s on my side of the bed—tall, dark, and lickably naked. “Maybe I can reconsider.” 

	“If you look at me like that much longer,” he says, his eyes devouring me with a smoldering look that might match the one I’m giving him. Or it’s a close second, “neither of us will be dressed when they get here.” He grabs his pants and pulls them on before tossing me my robe. “Get dressed before I don’t let you.” 

	My cheeks heat right along with the rest of my body. God, how I missed this man and how he makes me feel. I don’t know how I thought marrying for anything less was acceptable. I cover up and Rick turns away, but not before I spy the quirk of his lips that becomes his smile. I’ve always loved that man’s smile. I really love that I can make him smile. I aspire to make him smile every day for the rest of our lives.

	My phone buzzes with a text and all my warm and fuzzy morning feelings fade into the dark hell of reality. It’s Linda: HELLO?!

	I call her. “Hey,” I say. 

	“What is going on with you?”

	“Not feeling well.”

	“Ah huh. Still mad is more like it.”

	“No, but we can talk about all that stuff later. I’m not mad at you. You should have warned me before you had me come over, but I’m not mad.” I watch as Rick carries one of my bags into the bathroom, his broad shoulders flexing. Even the man’s back is perfect, which motivates my next comment to Linda, who lured me back to his side. “I love you.” 

	“I love you, too,” she says. “Which is why I knew you’d want to know about you know who. When can we meet and you explain why you love me because we both know why, but that’s also rather complicated for you?”

	“Yes. Which is why we’re hanging up now. Next week.”

	“Next week?! I’m going to die by next week.”

	“I’ll call you.”

	“Fine. Fine. I know when I’m defeated. Next week.” 

	We disconnect and I wonder who will be alive and who will be dead next week. I wonder if I’ll be alive or dead. It’s a crazy, destructive thought that I shove away, but when the shower comes on, I say screw it. I get up and head to the bathroom, where I join Rick in the hot shower. It takes nothing more than me joining him under the hot water to end up with his mouth on my mouth and me in the corner with him inside me. And I don’t miss the desperation in his touch or his kiss. It’s in the air. It being that foreboding sense of bad we all feel every now and then. Only this isn’t every now and then. This is now and this is us. And we’re in the company, and bad graces, of killers. 

	***

	Thirty minutes later, I’m officially running behind. I’ve managed to dress in black jeans and a pink T-shirt with white Converse on my feet, but my hair is still wet, though I’m attempting to dry it. Hairdryer in hand, I stand next to Rick, who is shaving all but his goatee, and looking good in faded ripped jeans and a plain white T-shirt. A T-shirt that stretches over every perfect inch of him, and gives me teases of the tattoo on his right arm. And while some might think my obsession with his body rather inappropriate considering the danger we’re in, I don’t. While I’m thinking about him, I’m not thinking about Gabriel or murder or strangers jacking off on my bed. 

	I can feel the seed of panic trying to weave itself inside me. My hand itches for my sketchpad. I have work to do and I need that mental escape that isn’t anywhere in the near future. 

	There’s a knock on the door at the same time Rick’s phone buzzes with a text. “They’re here,” he says, wiping off his face with a towel. He leans over and kisses me. “Coffee strong enough to grow hair on my chest and horns on my head will be waiting.”

	“Horns on your head?” I laugh. 

	“Devil that I am,” he says, giving me a wink and walking out of the bathroom.

	The things that man says barely make sense and yet, they make total sense. 

	The devil that he is seems light and funny, but the truth is, there’s some self-hate beneath that comment. Suddenly, I really want to get out there with him and the rest of the guys.  

	 I hurry and finish up my hair and what make-up I can, considering Rick was better at packing my clothes than my make-up. He tried, though, and I love that he did. Pink gloss, pink cheeks, a bit of mascara and I’m ready to join Rick with the rest of the Walker team. There has to be something we can do right now, to end this. If anyone can find dirt on Gabriel, it’s me. I’m missing an opportunity somewhere. 

	As if the monster himself leaped into my mind and read it, my phone buzzes with a text from Gabriel that reads: Good morning to the future First Lady of the country. How do you feel?

	I reply with the most honest reply I can summon: Like throwing up. 

	Is it time to go to the doctor? he asks. 

	I grimace and type: I’m better than yesterday. I’ll see how I am tomorrow. And then for reasons, I can’t explain, instinct has me building in an excuse for not being home. How is work?

	Proving this is all obligation to him, his reply is: Busy. You didn’t reply to me last night. I was worried. I even called.

	He called? 

	I quickly check my call log, but there is nothing. I decide this feels like a test or something. It feels like something I can’t quite name. Going with my instincts, I dial his number. “Hey,” I say when he answers. 

	“Hello.” That’s it. Nothing more. 

	“I didn’t get a call last night. I didn’t hear the phone ring.”

	He doesn’t deny or confirm the call. He simply says, “You sound better.”

	“I am a lot better. I just can’t eat much yet. I’ll get there.” 

	“I sent you flowers. I hear you weren’t there to get them.”

	He sent me flowers? A five-alarm warning goes off in my head but I remind myself I was pretty hard on him last night and he’s likely been instructed by Pocher to play the romantic. “I hate that I wasn’t home. I stayed with Linda last night because I felt crappy. Right now, I’m at the grocery store getting soup and I’m going to sit at the coffee shop a while on my way home, and try to get some sketching done.” And because I know Linda would have told me had he used her flower shop, I say, “Too bad you didn’t use Linda’s shop.”

	“Too bad indeed. I’ll have them sent to her place.”

	“Don’t do that. That’s her competition. Just—bring me flowers when you come home. That’s what I want.” 

	 He’s silent a moment. “Feel better. I love you.”

	I can’t say it. I can’t say it. “Do you?”

	“What kind of question is that?” he demands. 

	“One from a sick person. Just—I’ll see you this weekend.”

	“And I’ll tell you more about how I feel this weekend,” he promises. “Feelings are better expressed in person.”

	“Yes. I guess they are. I look forward to it.”

	“Do you?”

	“What kind of question is that?” I challenge back.

	He laughs. “You are feeling better.” And his tone is lighter as he adds, “See you soon, buttercup,” and he hangs up. 

	I pull up my text messages with Linda and because I’m worried about who might read this, type a coded message: Thanks for letting me stay last night when I was so sick.

	She replies with a wink. Just a wink. God, I love her.

	I set the phone down and I frown. The call with Gabriel is over and I should be relieved. I’m not. Something feels off. Nothing about that simple exchange was as simple as it seemed. That foreboding feeling is back.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	Savage

	The Emma suite, or whatever the flip it’s called, sports a long-ass dining room table that is loaded down with coffee, donuts, and random MacBooks belonging to our visitors. Those visitors include Smith, Adam, Asher, and Adrian—who I haven’t decided to like or hate yet. Good thing he’s on the opposite side of the table between Asher and Smith, while I have only Adam, who I’m least likely to punch, but yeah. It could happen. 

	“You cheap fucks couldn’t afford more than donuts again?” I ask, enjoying the hell out of my fourth donut. Or so it may seem to everyone else, but I’m living one of my moments. Those moments. The seemingly mundane ones that happen not long before the most brutal, bloody moments. I have that sense now, the calm before the storm, and a storm is coming.  

	 “You know what they say about donuts?” Adrian asks. He’s talking about donuts. I still don’t hate him. Still don’t like him either.

	“You eat what’s sweet and not the hole,” I say, grabbing another chocolate glazed to finish me off. 

	He laughs. “And you can only eat just one.”

	Smith mumbles. “Please don’t encourage his shit jokes,” Smith mumbles. “I can’t take it.”

	“One day you’ll find a woman who doesn’t mind,” I assure him. 

	“You found a woman,” he snaps. “Anyone can.” 

	I give him a fake grin and shove a donut into my mouth. 

	Asher jibes at him and that side of the table gets into a conversation. I lean in closer to Adam and lower my voice. “Kane Mendez of the Mendez Oil Empire. He’s dangerous. He’s brutal. He cannot be controlled, which is why the Society hates him. He’s our resource.” 

	“A resource you call dangerous. Why is he dangerous?”

	“His father was one of the most notorious drug lords to ever live.”

	He arches a brow. “Was? Where is his father now?”

	“Dead. His uncle runs the cartel, though there are rumors that he’s a front for Kane himself.”

	“Are you fucking kidding me? And you want to get him involved?”

	“The Society, and that means Pocher, they’re his enemies. My enemy’s enemy is my friend. Gabriel is being supported by Pocher. We need to know our enemy and no one knows him better than Kane Mendez.”

	“How do you know Kane Mendez?”

	“I made a lot of contacts in my years with Tag. And enemies, too, which is why I stayed away from Candace.”

	“You mean Wes? Because, man, I get it. Having a man do what he did to your woman’s bed would fuck with anyone.”

	“Wes is a fly that I should have killed years ago. Tag will take care of him to make sure I take care of Gabriel. What I’m concerned about right now is how we take down Gabriel and get rid of Pocher before he decides Candace is too much of a liability to let live. If that means doing things Walker won’t do, then I will step away. I’ll walk away.”

	“You aren’t going anywhere,” he says. “I’m all in. You saved my life, man. Whatever that means, I’ll help save your woman, but I need you to exhaust every option that isn’t Kane Mendez first.” 

	“And what options are there?” I bite out. 

	“Remember where you put the proof to take this asshole down.” He grabs a piece of paper and sets it in front of me. “Write down mission details.” He motions to Asher, who is now listening in on our conversation. “Then Asher can hack and hunt for the proof that Gabriel broke laws.”

	“I’ll get Blake to help, too,” Asher agrees. “We’ll get what we need to ruin him and there’s no reason Pocher will focus on Candace. Gabriel’s nothing but a political puppet to him right now. Put him in jail, and Pocher distances himself.”

	“Tag won’t leave Gabriel alive,” I assure them. “He’ll fear he’ll talk to make a deal.” 

	“And that won’t be our concern,” Adam says. “If Tag kills Gabriel, he kills Gabriel.”

	I don’t correct him. I don’t tell him that me, Candace, and her father will be liabilities to Tag as well. I don’t tell him that between Tag and I, the game has become kill or be killed. My endgame with Tag doesn’t need to include Walker Security. In fact, it’s better that way. 

	“Damn shame, though,” I say dryly. “The idea of Honest Gabe being ass-fucked every night by a big brute who calls himself Cindy sits mighty pretty with me.” 

	 “He knows something,” Candace announces, entering the room and pausing to take in the table of men before her eyes find mine again. “Gabriel knows something, Rick.”

	I stand up and round the table to stand in front of her, catching her shoulders. “What does that mean?” 

	She quickly spills out a story of text messages, flowers, and an awkward call. “He at least suspects I’m not home. I have to go back. And now, what if he’s having me watched? 

	“None of that is happening,” Asher says, his words enough to get me to step to Candace’s side so we both see and communicate with him. “I’ve read the transcripts of his communications and our team is watching video footage,” he continues. “He’s distracted by his campaign manager. Now, does the man have a big enough ego to expect you to sit around and wait on his flowers? Yes. But that’s all this is.”

	She shakes her head and looks at me. “I don’t agree. Something in my gut tells me there’s more.”

	“You aren’t all in anymore,” I say. “He feels that, which is exactly why we need to talk about our endgame and your exit strategy.”

	“Is there anything on my father?” she asks hopefully, looking from me to the entire room.

	“Our guy in Iraq should get to him today,” he says. “We’ll know more then.”

	“What about my mother?” she asks, hugging herself, as if she’s trying to prepare for a blow. 

	“I’m working every angle,” Asher promises. “But to be direct, nothing yet. I have to put your father first.”

	“Right,” she says tightly. “Thank you. You’re amazing. All of you are amazing.” Her voice cracks the tiniest bit and I jump into action.

	 “Come,” I say, tugging her free of her self-created straightjacket position and taking her hand. “Eat donuts and drink coffee. You’ll feel better.”

	“More donuts?” she asks. “Are you guys trying to make me fat?” The comment doesn’t stop her from claiming the seat next to me and digging into an éclair that she downs with coffee. 

	By the time she’s on coffee number two, she’s noticeably less tense, and clearly feeling better, but I’m not. The passing of time weighs heavily on my shoulders, spinning like a top in my head. I feel it. I feel the call to action. It’s time to play the kind of dirty only a man like me can play. The kind of dirty a man like Kane Mendez plays. Fuck morals. Morals are for my future, not my present. Tag isn’t playing with morals. He’s playing with bullets and blood. And if I don’t do the same, I’m going to end up drowning in Candace’s blood. And I won’t let that happen.

	I know Tag. 

	Time is almost up.

	I act or he acts.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	Savage

	I’ve written down a list of the missions that were on US soil that might have the most chance of incriminating Gabriel, and Asher is hacking his way to what he promises is the proof I left somewhere. Smith offers his open MacBook to Candace. “The transcripts from our surveillance of Gabriel. To put your mind at ease, but I need to warn you. Most of it is him and his campaign manager.” 

	“If anything, that will put my mind at ease. I don’t want his attention.”

	Her fear is about my undoing. I need to end this. Now. I lean over and kiss her. “I’m going to make a phone call.” 

	She catches my hand.  “Everything okay?”

	“Just calling my bossman, Blake, to ask why I’m supposed to trust this Adrian guy sitting here with us,” I say, but she doesn’t immediately let go of my hand. She searches my face and I don’t know what she’s looking for or what she finds, but she seems to reluctantly concede. 

	Adrian grabs another donut and goes back to work on his MacBook, doing whatever he’s doing, giving zero shits about what I just said. I’m bordering on liking him now. 

	“He tells horrible jokes,” she says. “Anyone who tells horrible jokes can’t be trusted.”

	I lean in near her ear, and my God, she smells like Texas sunshine and the jasmine that used to scent the air by my house on a perfect spring day. She smells like home. “Except me. You can trust me, baby.” I kiss her neck and without looking at her, I get up and head for the other room. 

	Once I’m outside on the balcony, I pull that photo of Wes jacking off on the bed out of my pocket. I torture myself with the reminder of what’s at stake. A reminder that I have to do whatever it takes to protect Candace. I’m not sure I can do that with Walker by my side. I’m not sure I can do this in a way Candace would approve, but she’ll be alive when this is over. That’s what matters. A new chapter doesn’t even start until this one ends.

	I grab my phone and find Kane Mendez’s number, which I don’t believe he gives out freely. But I have it. We got each other. I’m just not sure what that says about him or me. I don’t even hesitate. I dial Mendez and it goes to voicemail. “This is Savage. We have a mutual enemy, the enemy. And that enemy is threatening the only person in this world I give a fuck about. Call me. Help me and I’ll owe you the biggest fucking favor on planet Earth. And I’m a good man to have owe you a favor.” I disconnect.

	I’ve just slid my phone back into my pocket when Asher and Adam step onto the balcony. “Our man called in from Iraq. The general’s convoy was attacked, but he’s safe. The security team for some prince stepped in and rescued him. He’s presently at his palace.”

	I curse and ball my fist. “Prince Yasmin.”

	“Yeah,” Asher confirms. “Why?” 

	“And how did you know that?” Adam ask. 

	“The attack was a setup to get the general into Yasmin’s care. Yasmin is a frequent client of Tag’s. They’re close friends. In other words, the general is now a prisoner and all Tag has to say is one word, and Yasmin will ensure the general has an unfortunate accident.” I turn and grab the railing. “Fuck.” I turn back around. “What have you told Candace?”

	“We haven’t,” Asher replies. “We thought you’d want to tell her.”

	“What I need and want right now is to go over there and get the general, but I can’t leave Candace and it’s not that simple.”

	“I’ll go,” Adam offers. “I know that territory well. And you trust me. You know you do.”

	“I’d go too, man,” Asher adds, “but I think you need me and my tech skills here right now. Blake just isn’t free enough to do this the justice it needs. And we need Adam. We have a man on the ground. A good man. Let him do it.”

	“Who is it?”

	“Reynolds,” Adam says. “I’ve worked with him. He’s damn good. He was a SEAL.”

	“You fucking people grow like weeds.”

	“And weeds will take your ass over, man,” he replies. “He’s there. He can move now.”

	“Why aren’t we just killing Tag and being done with this?” Adrian asks, appearing in the doorway.

	Okay. I like this guy. I wait for Asher and Adam to object. They don’t. They all just stare at me. “You take away Tag’s ammunition, he grabs more. That means he comes at Candace. He knows I know him. He knows I know that. I have to hit Tag the minute he has the general. There can’t be a moment that Tag believes the general is no longer under his control, that he lives. And Tag is going to lose patience. We need to act. Now.”

	 “We need a few days to plan this,” Adam says. 

	“The night of the governor’s Appreciation Ball,” I say. “Tag will expect me to hit Gabriel. He’ll be watching the show. We’ll make him the show. If Reynolds can pull off an extraction that night.”

	“Where do Gabriel and Candace fit into this?” Adam asks. 

	“If you say their names together in a sentence like that again,” I warn, “I swear I’ll pull your balls through your nose.”

	“My point here is that we heard him and Pocher talking. If she tries to leave him, they’ll kill her to save face, and get the dead fiancée story, otherwise known as the sympathy vote.”

	“In a perfect world, we find the evidence we need and have him arrested as he leaves the event,” I say. “But in case we can’t, we need a way to get him out of town, a wealthy investor who wants to donate to his campaign and meet immediately, someone who calls him right before the event would do the job.”

	 “That’s doable,” Asher says. “We’ll make him believe he’s meeting whoever in the fuck I come up with. I’m going to go to my room and work on all of this.” He eyes me. “Then I’ll be back and we can work on our other problem child, Honest Gabe.” He starts to turn and hesitates. “What are we telling Candace?” 

	“Yes. What are we telling Candace?”

	At the sound of Candace’s voice, my gaze goes to her where she now stands next to Adrian, while everyone else goes bug-eyed staring at me. Assholes.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY

	Candace

	My heart is in my throat and the tension in this circle of men on this patio is tighter than a band about to pop. “Leave us,” I order roughly, closing the space between me and Rick, to stand in front of him.

	Before I can say another word, he’s already pulling me to him, his hands on my arms. “He’s alive,” he says softly, even before we’re alone, but that follows. We’re left on that patio with what should be good news, but somehow I know it’s not. 

	There’s a clawing sensation in my gut. “Why am I not relieved? And don’t you dare protect me. Don’t you dare tell me there’s nothing wrong. You want me to share your life, then trust that I’m strong enough to really be here with you.”

	“This is your father, baby. We both know this isn’t just any other problem.”

	“Damn it, Rick.”

	“I’m not hiding anything.” His lips press together. “I just haven’t told you everything. I haven’t had time.”

	“What are we telling Candace doesn’t sound like a question you ask a man who isn’t keeping secrets.”

	“They wanted to protect you.”

	“Tell me,” I order. “Tell me what I don’t know.”

	 

	“Your father’s alive and well but his convoy was attacked. An Iraqi prince’s security team saved him. He’s now a visitor in that prince’s castle.”

	“Where’s the bombshell?” I ask, adrenaline quaking through me. 

	“That Iraqi prince is close to Tag but the good news is that Gabriel can’t get to your father,” he says. “Not when Tag doesn’t want him to get to your father.”

	All I can focus on is one thing. “Tag has my father. The attack was a set-up to capture him.”

	“Yes,” he confirms. “But your father doesn’t know he’s a prisoner or I assume he doesn’t. And he won’t know until we rescue him and we will. We’re going to rescue him. We have a plan.”

	“We have a plan? Really, Rick?” I push away from him. “We? I’m not part of that ‘we’ now am I? I thought we talked about this? I thought we agreed? You said that you’d keep me in the loop.” 

	“Candy.”

	I poke his chest. “Don’t call me that at a time like this because it feels condescending.”

	“Fuck, baby. I’m not trying—”

	“And yet you succeed.” I press my hand to my forehead and turn away, only to rotate to face him again. “Can’t you just kill Tag?”

	“I kill him, the prince kills your father.”

	“Can we extract my father?”

	“Yes, but that’s complicated. The minute we extract your father, the minute I take Tag’s leverage, he claims new leverage. That’s how he operates.” 

	“He comes at me.”

	“Yes. He’ll kill you, baby. Or he’ll try. And he’ll keep trying. You’ll be on the run your whole life.”

	“I don’t care. Just save my father.” Tears well in my eyes. “He’s going to die.” I cover my face, willing myself to get a grip.

	“No,” Rick says, and already he’s there, pulling my hands down and cupping my face. “We’re going to extract your father and I’m going to kill Tag. It has to happen in the same moment. It has to be in unison. I promised you that I’d save your father and protect you. I will, baby. I will.”

	“When?”

	“The night of the governor’s appreciation ball.”

	“Why then?”

	“It’s the most logical time for me to hit Gabriel. And if we’re right, Tag wants me to look like the jealous boyfriend who got triggered by seeing you with Gabriel. He’ll like that timing. He’ll wait for that timing. If I don’t act then, he’ll push me and he won’t be a pleasant push.” 

	“Are you,” I can barely ask the question, “are you going to—”

	“Kill Gabriel? As orgasmic as that would be, baby, no. The plan still stands. We take Gabriel down. In a perfect world, that happens that night. If it doesn’t, your father’s extraction will be made to look like a military assignment. Gabriel won’t know that he’s in hiding.”

	“You really think we can send Gabriel to jail?”

	“I know we can. I know we will. It’s the right thing to do. And that’s the kind of man I want to be for you. For us.”

	I shove my hair behind my ear, my hand trembling just thinking about what I’m about to say. “If we let Gabriel live, what if my father has evidence that can assure his conviction? What’s to stop him from having him killed, even after he’s arrested?”

	“We’ll bury Gabriel deep enough that your father isn’t the key to his conviction,” he says. “For now, we get rid of Tag and we bring your father home.”

	“Do I have to go to the ball with Gabriel?”

	“Do I want you to?” he asks. “No. Will you have to, for us to pull this off, and save your father? Maybe. Tag will be watching. He’ll be waiting for a reason—”

	“To kill my father.”

	His expression tightens. “I’m not going to let that happen.”

	I hug myself.  “What about after the ball? Do I go home with Gabriel?”

	“I won’t let that happen. If we can’t find the evidence to get his ass arrested, we’ll provide a distraction.”

	“What distraction?”

	“A wealthy campaign donor who’ll demand his presence in another city. Gabriel will need to fly out after the ball to make that meeting”

	“What if he wants me to go?”

	“I can always go ahead and kill him,” he offers. 

	“Is this where I object?” I ask weakly.

	He cups my face again. “We’ll drug him and put him on a plane. He won’t remember telling you to stay behind. We’ll pull the plan together. We got this. You and me and a hell of a team.”

	I ball my fist on his chest. “Don’t hide things from me again, Rick Savage.”

	“I wasn’t hiding things. You heard a question that I was asked. You didn’t hear my answer. I would have told them what I’ll tell them now. We tell you everything. I am not hiding things from you. I won’t hide things from you. You have my word.” He strokes my cheek. “And I won’t call you Candy unless I’m ripping your panties off and making you scream for me, not at me.”

	“That would be smart,” I assure him, and somehow we laugh, but it fades quickly into the uncertainty of the battle before us that leaves me antsy to do something helpful, to do something that makes a difference. I twist out of Rick’s arms and march into the hotel room, walk through the dining room where Adam, Smith, and Adrian are all working. I don’t stop there. I go to the bar, grab the mini vodkas the hotel has stocked in the fridge. When I would return to the dining room, I find Rick in my path. 

	I grab his hand and shove one of the vodka bottles in it. “Drink. Remember where you put the evidence that ends Gabriel and gets him out of our lives.”

	“Vodka makes me forget, baby.”

	“I’ll make you remember. Think about Gabriel touching me. Think about him kissing me. Think about—”

	“Don’t say another fucking word.”

	“Drink the vodka, Rick.”

	He cups my head and kisses me, before opening the bottle and downing the vodka.

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

	Savage

	I drink the vodka because, for whatever reason, it makes Candace feel like she has control. I don’t, however, tell her just how much vodka it takes to make me forget. I don’t plan to be drinking that much ever again. I don’t plan to forget any moment I have with her for the rest of our lives. Fortunately, once we’re at the table, and Asher returns from his room, we begin working through my list of jobs I did for Tag. This stirs Candace’s obsession with looking through the photos she’d taken in her father’s office that might somehow relate in some way. 

	The day flies by quickly, with a collage of photos and names going up on the wall, bags of chips and cans of sodas, cluttering our workspace.

	Asher doesn’t hide out in his room to coordinate the extraction now that Candace is in the know. He stays with us and tells us all as he works through the Iraq extraction. It’s about half-past yet another pizza, otherwise know as nine at night, before Asher finally confirms that an extraction is doable.

	“Per Blake, Walker is funding the full extraction,” he informs us. “I talked to our man on the ground and he’s got a team in place. We’re working through the logistics, but Blake thinks we need to make his landing spot New York City, where our team can protect him.”

	“Thank Blake for me please,” Candace says, and then looks around the table. “Thank you all. I know this isn’t a job you’re being paid for you. You’re doing this because Rick is your friend.”

	“He’s our brother,” Adam corrects, meeting my stare. “And you know it.” He glances at Candace. “Which makes you a sister.”

	“Thank you, Adam,” she says. 

	For once, I don’t have a jab to take and I’m not looking for one, either.

	“Brothers from another mother,” I reply, giving Adam, and the whole lot of these assholes looks of silent appreciation before I squeeze Candace’s leg and add, “And you can thank Blake in person when we go to New York next week.” 

	“Next week?” she queries.

	“Yes. Next week. Because one way or the other, we leave after the ball.”

	“But Gabriel—”

	“Will be gone, one way or the other. If he’s not arrested, we’ll keep him busy. And you need to see your father.” 

	“I do,” she whispers. “I do need to see him.”

	I kiss her hand. “And you will. We’ll be there when he arrives.”

	Her eyes water and she kisses my hand now before she stands up. “I need to freshen up.”

	She heads out of the room and I don’t stop her. I stand to follow her. “I’m going to take her on a ride. She’s feeling emotional, with good reason, and needs some air.” I don’t wait for a reply from any of them. Candace and I need a break. We need some us time. We need a lifetime of us time and I know she can’t be feeling like that’s possible right now. I need to change that.

	I catch up with her in the living room and snag her hand from behind. God, her hands are tiny. She’s tiny and yet the impact she has on me is larger than life. And only one other person has ever held such a big space in my life. Only Candace knows and understands this. She turns to face me and I step into her, aligning our legs. “I want to take you somewhere. More like I need you to go somewhere with me.”

	“Where?” 

	“Someplace I haven’t been in a long time,” I say. “Too long.” 

	Her eyes fill with understanding. I don’t even have to tell her where we’re going. She knows because she knows me. Because time knows no boundaries for us. We’re that damn connected. “You want to see your mother.”

	“Yes.” Memories stir inside me and while I fight them, there’s no escaping them tonight. “I want to see my mother.” I turn her toward the bedroom. “Grab your purse,” I say, because I want her in the habit of carrying her gun but I don’t think that’s what she needs to hear right now. It’s not what I want her to hear, either. “And grab a jacket in case it tries to act like winter out there.”

	A few minutes later, we’re in the 911 and on the highway. “Tell me about your apartment in New York,” she says. 

	“Our apartment now,” I say. “At least until you decide if you like it or not.”

	“Us living together again,” she murmurs. “That would be surreal.”

	“Will be, baby. It’s happening. I’ll have movers pack you up but what about work? Is there anything you can’t do from New York?” 

	“I have a military contract I’m working on, but I’ll figure it out.”

	I pull us into the dark parking lot of the graveyard, under a low hanging tree, and kill the engine, but I don’t reach for the door. I lean over and into Candace and she’s right there with me, leaning into me. My hand slides under her hair, settling on her neck, and there is no place like this place, that reminds me more of how many ways this woman has been my rock. “Tell me you want to move to New York with me.”

	“I will go anywhere with you, Rick Savage. Anywhere. Anytime.” Her fingers slide gently over my lips, stirring heat and emotion in my chest. “Anywhere,” she repeats. “Anytime.”

	I kiss her, a slow, sultry dance, wind whistling beyond the window, and sending the branches of the trees into a frenzy. Thunder rumbles, promising these storms still haven’t passed. “We better do this before we get rained on again.” I reach for the door and climb out, and by the time I’m rounding the vehicle to help Candace out, she’s already standing, shutting her door.

	She steps to me and catches my hand. “You ready for this?”

	I brush her wind-whipped hair behind her ear. “We might need that vodka after all when we get home. Or better yet. Lots of sex.”

	She laughs. “Lots of sex and no vodka. I want you to remember the lots of sex.”

	“There’s no chance of me forgetting the sex, baby,” I say, and hand in hand we cross the parking lot to the grassy area that leads to rows of headstones. A low glow of dim lights guide our path, darkness cloaking our path with the limiting lighting. 

	The walk to my mother’s grave is short, but it’s impactful, stirring an intense sense of déjà vu in me, and I suspect in Candace as well. I’m reliving the day my mother was buried, thinking of Candace and I both dressed in all black and trudging through this exact walk, every step weighed, like my heart. I’d held onto Candace so damn tightly I must have crushed her hand but she never once complained. She held onto me and I let her go. I was such a fucking fool. We reach the tombstone and I kneel. “You send flowers every Mother’s Day,” she says finally.

	Surprised at this accurate statement that I’ve shared with no one, I glance over at her. “How did you know that?”

	“Because I bring her flowers every Mother’s Day. I guess you can say that for eight years, we’ve had a meeting of the hearts, right here, with your mother.”

	She never let go but then neither did I. This woman never lets me down. I lean in to kiss her and pause with a jolt of memory. In my mind’s eye, I’m here, in San Antonio. 

	“What is it?” Candace asks, touching my cheek. 

	“I came back.”

	Her brow furrows. “What?”

	“I came back.” My eyes meet hers. “I came to see you.” Empty space in my head begins to fill with a bitter, buried night that almost brought a broken man to her door. A man she wouldn’t have wanted back then. “I sat in your driveaway for hours. I wanted to come in.”

	“When? When did you do this?”

	“Years ago. I craved home, which means you, baby, but I knew I couldn’t stay. I knew I would bring hell on you. And so I came here.” I squeeze my eyes shut and it comes to me. “I sat here and drank vodka. Holy Fuck. I hid something here.” 

	“What? You hid—like Tag’s secrets?”

	“Yes. Damn. Yes, I did. A data drive.” I dig a flashlight from my pocket and walk to the side of the tombstone where I kneel. Candace follows and I hand her the light. “Stand over me and shine that on the ground for me.” 

	“I feel nervous and excited,” she says, doing as I say. “This could be what we need.”

	“Or not. Let’s not get too excited until we see if it’s really here and then what’s on it.” I pull a blade from my boot and start digging. That’s when my cellphone rings. I grab it and eye the unknown number. I don’t like fucking unknown numbers but right now I can’t afford to decline the call and miss a warning, or a problem, of some sort. I answer the call. “Who is this?”

	“Your guardian angel,” Tag says. “Wes killed two of our men. He’s on the run and most likely coming to you. You’ve been warned.” He hangs up. Adrenaline surges through me and I grab my blade from the ground. The flashlight flickers and Candace screams. 

	A second later, I’m on my feet, and Wes is holding Candace in front of him, with a knife to her throat. He intends to cut her throat the way I cut his wife’s throat. 

	THE END…FOR NOW

	***

	Readers, 

	Please, please, please don’t hate me! I know this was a devil of a cliffhanger, but I hope you’ll think it’s all worth it in the end! I can’t wait to share Savage and Candace’s finale in SAVAGE LOVE on April 21st – it’s available for pre-order everywhere. I would love to hear what you thought of Savage’s trilogy so far! Be sure to reach out: @AuthorLisaReneeJones on Facebook and @LisaReneeJones on Instagram and Twitter.

	GET THE FINAL BOOK IN THE SAVAGE TRILOGY

	[image: Image]

	https://savagetrilogy.weebly.com/

	***

	What’s next for me? DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL: LOVE ME FOREVER (Grayson & Mia’s wedding book) is coming soon, and of course Savage’s finale, SAVAGE LOVE! Check out that, plus an all-new trilogy coming mid-late 2020! 

	https://lisareneejonescomingsoon.weebly.com/

	***

	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://brilliancetrilogy.weebly.com/



	




	GRAYSON BENNETT’S STORY!

	DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL—AVAILABLE EVERYWHERE NOW

	DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL: LOVE ME FOREVER—AVAILABLE FOR PRE-ORDER EVERYWHERE. THIS IS GOING TO BE AN APPLE BOOKS EXCLSUIVE, WHICH WILL PUBLISH THERE ON MARCH 24TH AND WILL PUBLISH EVERYWHERE ELSE ON MAY 12TH!
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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://dirtyrich.weebly.com/dirty-rich-betrayal.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://walkersecurity.weebly.com/
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