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They’re broken in one way or another—society’s misfits. One man brought them together to forge a unique team of men. Each one chosen because they have nothing to lose. They’re a band of brothers who swore to right the wrongs and protect the innocent.

	They’re dangerous, deadly, and they never play by the rules. 

	They are the Warrior Breed.
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The Rising Sun

	


Chapter One

	 

	"Willow, where are you, sweet baby?"

	Willow's head jerked away from the TV screen and the cartoons she was watching. Cold chills ran over her body, and her heart began to pound faster inside her chest. She recognized the voice: high-pitched, almost singsong. Maybe she'd only imagined it?

	"Willow, Mommy has a surprise for you."

	She clenched her fists as she jumped to her feet, legs trembling so much they barely held her up. Where could she hide? She looked around the living room. Nowhere in here. Outside?

	Her mother's footsteps were getting closer to the foyer as her heels clicked on the black and white tile floor.

	Soon, Willow would have no place to run. She couldn’t take a deep breath as she backed up, her legs bumping the sofa. Her brain didn’t want to work.

	“Willow, come see what Mommy has for you.” Laughter trilled after her words.

	The bedroom! She ran up the stairs and down the hall, fumbled with the doorknob, and slipped inside, closing it behind her as quietly as she could. Her gaze quickly scanned the room as a wave of dizziness washed over her.

	"Willow, you left the TV on." Her mother's muffled words floated up the stairs.

	She didn't have much time.

	She hurried to the closet and started to open the door, but changed her mind. Mommy always looked there. A sob caught in her throat. She slapped a hand over her mouth. No sound! She couldn't make even a little one or Mommy would find her.

	Under the bed? No, that wasn't good either. The toybox. Maybe if she got in there, Mommy would give up and go away, and she wouldn't hurt her this time.

	She opened the top and scrambled inside, then pulled the lid closed. Think good thoughts, she told herself. Like when Mommy pulled her close and smiled down at her. The way she’d make pancakes that looked like funny animals. Or when they went to the beach. Mommy wasn’t always bad. She wasn’t.

	A door down the hall opened. The bathroom? Maybe.

	Her door squeaked open a moment later.

	Willow held her breath.

	"Are we playing hide and seek?"

	She didn't move. Please, don't let her find me, she silently prayed.

	"Now, where can you be? Under the bed? No, not there. The closet?” There was the sound of the door opening. “Not there either. Mommy's little girl hid very well this time." The lid to the toy box crashed open. "But I always find you." Her high-pitched laughter filled the room.

	"Mommy, please don't hurt me." Her words trembled. “I love you, Mommy.”

	"Hurt you? My precious little girl? Now, why would I hurt you?" She gripped Willow's arm, fingernails digging into the tender flesh.

	Willow began to whimper as warm liquid ran down her legs. Please don’t let Mommy see that I wet myself! She dared a glance at her mother's face. It was twisted and contorted, becoming something evil.

	"Willow, you've had an accident. I thought you were through wetting yourself. After all, you’re almost ten years old. Well, this won't do. Daddy will be home soon, and we must look pretty for him. I know, I'll give you a bath, and we'll fix your hair really nice. You can wear the new party dress that Daddy bought you for your birthday. You remember when you went out shopping a few days ago. Neither one of you thought that I might want to go."

	"But you said you had a headache. You told us to leave so you could take a nap."

	"But I didn't tell you to buy the dress, now did I?"

	"No… No…"

	"Now, let’s go make you look pretty."

	She began dragging Willow toward the bathroom down the hall. It would do no good to fight her. Mommy was stronger, and she always won, but still, Willow dragged her feet all the way.

	Mommy was breathing hard when she shoved the bathroom door open, bouncing it against the wall. The faucet was already on, and she could see the steam rising off the hot water in the tub. Mommy pushed her down onto the toilet seat. She flinched when Mommy grabbed the scissors and turned back toward her.

	"First, we're going to fix your hair."

	"Please don't, Mommy." She sucked back a sob.

	"But you want to look pretty for Daddy, right? After all, he called you princess. Apparently, I'm no longer his princess." She began to cut.

	Daddy always said she had beautiful hair, just like Mommy, but now she watched as the long blonde curls fell on the floor. Her scalp burned as Mommy pulled tight on the long strands of hair and cut them off close to her head. When her mother finished, she held a mirror in front of her.

	"Now, don't you look pretty, little Princess?"

	She began to cry.

	"Oh, no tears now. Daddy will love your hair. Let's get you bathed before he gets home."

	She grabbed her around the chest and dragged her over to the tub, swinging her in.

	The water burned her legs. "It's hot!" She tried to get out, but her mother pushed her back.

	"It will make your skin glow. Daddy will love it."

	She pushed her head under the water. Willow’s arms splashed as she tried to get out, but Mommy was stronger. She tried to hold her breath as long as she could, but she couldn't fight anymore.

	Mommy pulled her back up, face contorted in her fury.

	“See, isn’t this a fun game!” she growled. With one hand fisted in her shirt, she grabbed Willow by the chin and glared at her. "I hate you. I never wanted you. You’re ugly and lazy. Why he dotes on you, I don't know. I was always the pretty one. The one he adored. Then you came along. I knew you would take him away from me."

	"Mommy, please don't," she whimpered.

	"I hate you! I hate you!" she screamed.

	She shoved her head under the water again.

	Willow couldn’t struggle anymore.

	"Julie, what the hell are you doing?"

	Daddy's voice came from a long way off. Then she was jerked out of the water. She began to cough and choke, vomiting the water she’d swallowed.

	"I was bathing her so she would look pretty for you. Don't you want your little princess to look pretty?"

	Willow began to cry, and she couldn't stop coughing as her father rushed down the stairs with her cradled in his arms.

	"It'll be okay, baby. Daddy will get you some help."

	She glanced over his shoulder as he laid her on the floor of the foyer. Mommy stood at the top of the stairs with a strange look on her face.

	Her father pulled out his phone and punched in some numbers. "Yes, I need an ambulance. My wife tried to drown our daughter. Yes, she's breathing, but she's been vomiting a lot of water." He gave the address and then ended the call.

	"Are we having company then?" Her mother frowned. "Look at me. I'm a mess. I have water all over my clothes. I must get changed. Your mother would have a hissy-fit if she knew I greeted guests looking like this." She turned and went toward her bedroom.

	Daddy hugged her close. "I'm so sorry. I didn't know she’d stopped taking her medicine. My poor little girl. What has she done to you?"

	The sirens were faint at first but grew louder. Willow felt as though she’d slipped outside her body and watched everything from a distance. Men came running into the house and hurried over to her. More men came in and raced up the stairs. Her mother smiled as they brought her down, a man on each side holding her arms.

	"Would you like some hors d'oeuvres. I can have the housekeeper make a tray." She frowned. "No, I told her to take off today. I'm sure I can find something, though."

	"Will my daughter be okay?" her father asked.

	"She’s in shock. The doctor will check her out once we get her to the hospital."

	"And my wife?"

	The man taking care of Willow looked at her father funny. His lips pressed into a thin line. "I'm sure they'll take good care of her, too."

	Willow didn't really remember the ride to the hospital. Some of the neighbors came outside and watched everything that was going on. Grandmother was going to be mad. Grandmother said you don't draw attention to yourself.

	“We have a reputation to protect,” Grandmother always said.

	Willow wasn't quite sure what a reputation was, but it must be pretty important because Grandmother talked about it all the time.

	There were a lot more people at the hospital swarming around her like busy bees. They were friendly, though. She heard them talking about water in her lungs and pneumonia.

	Then Grandmother got there. Willow knew her mad look. She was wearing it right now. They stepped out of her room, but she could still hear their voices.

	"How could you let this happen?" Grandmother hissed.

	"I didn't know she was off her meds again."

	"She almost killed her this time. No more. Willow comes with me."

	"Dammit, she's my daughter!"

	"If she doesn't come with me, the money will stop. Now, which will it be?"

	There was a long silence.

	Later, when Willow was all better and living with Grandmother, she realized which choice her father had made. Apparently, she wasn't his little princess after all.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Fourteen Years Later

	Trace Savage ran a tired hand over his short hair and scanned the bar with its rickety tables where everyone felt they had to carve their initials and the equally wobbly chairs. The dim light cast a soft glow around the room so that everything looked a little less shabby. Not that the boss went all out for special lights or anything. The bar was a dive and there was no getting around it.

	No, Rick did it in case an irate husband or wife came in looking for their cheating spouse. It gave them time to escape out the backdoor while the other person’s eyes adjusted to the light.

	Tonight was a slow night—the middle of the week. A couple sat at one of the tables drinking beer, a worn-out hooker was in one corner looking as if she cared less if any prospects walked through the door, and a couple of men, probably just getting off the evening shift, stood at the bar talking to Sophie, the new bartender.

	Savage was kicked back at one of the tables in the back corner, bored as hell, but he still liked nights like this, mainly because he was the bouncer—a temp position to weed out some of the regulars who liked to fight and tear up the place. Slow meant no trouble, and he could leave at quitting time without breaking anyone's bones.

	Rick hired him because he said he was big and looked mean when he stared at people, and Rick kind of liked that everyone called him Savage. Not his choice. The name, that is. He couldn't help that. It actually was his last name.

	He took a long drink of his now lukewarm beer, then wished he’d kept nursing it. There wasn’t anything worse than warm beer. He might as well have been drinking horse piss. Not that he was a big drinker, anyway. Growing up, he'd been around it too damn much to feel the need to go on a bender.

	His gaze moved back to the bar. The cute little bartender looked at him and smiled. He returned it with a wink. Yeah, he’d like to get a piece of that action. She was built like a brick shit house, and nearly every brick was in place.

	Okay, she wasn't exactly perfect, neither was he. Her brassy blonde hair was obviously from a bottle. He frowned as he studied her. Maybe a wig, although it was hard to tell. She had a little meat on her bones. He liked curves.

	She also looked like she knew the score and didn’t want anything permanent. Since he wasn’t into perfect, and God knows he was far from perfect, they might have fun together. Maybe he would see what she was doing after closing tonight. He doubted she would work here long, so he couldn't afford to waste time.

	The bartenders never lasted very long at Rick's, especially the females. Bikers liked the bar, and some of them could get rowdy. This bar was on the outskirts of Ft. Worth, Texas. The pay was low, and don't expect a tip. The people who came in were looking for cheap booze. Rick served rotgut whiskey or beer, usually watered down as much as Rick thought he could get away with watering it down.

	Not that he cared what Rick did. Savage had only been in Ft. Worth for a few weeks. He never stayed long in one place. He'd earn enough money as a bouncer and then move on to the next town.

	His attention was drawn to the door when a rowdy group came stumbling into the bar looking five sheets to the wind. He glanced at his watch. Fuck me! It was less than an hour until closing time.

	Maybe they’d get a drink, then leave.

	He studied the five men. All big and burly. A biker gang? Only two wore leather. He sat back in his chair and kept a close eye on them. They leaned against the bar. Savage immediately picked out the leader of their ragtag group—surly, loud, obnoxious.

	His gaze moved to the man next to him. That dude was scary as fuck. Longish hair, mustache, and beard. Ink on both arms.

	The man next to him was almost as bad. Savage had a feeling he would just as soon kill you as look at you. Beard trimmed close, mustache. He had ink on his chest, wearing a white T-shirt and leather jacket. He definitely figured biker gang with this guy.

	But then, the one nearest him wore his hair in a military cut and was clean-shaven, so maybe not a biker gang. The one closest to that guy looked around the bar. His gaze landed on Savage, dismissed him, then moved back to his buddy.

	Okay, if anyone got killed tonight, he had a description of each man to give the cops. He grimaced. Unless he was the one who got killed, and then he wouldn't give a shit.

	"Hey, bitch, pour me a beer," the one he'd pegged as the leader yelled. He was big, with broad shoulders and at least six feet, four inches of rock-solid muscle.

	Sophie didn’t bat an eye as she poured him a beer and set it on the counter. The man took a big drink, then turned and spit it out on the floor.

	“This tastes like warm water. I want my money back! I’m not paying for this crap,” he growled. “I want the good stuff. Now! Or you’ll be sorry.”

	Savage sighed as he came to his feet and sauntered to the bar. "Give him back his money, Sophie."

	He'd told Rick that watering down the beer would only cause trouble, but Rick had dollar signs in his eyes and a hole in his pocket. Savage turned to the talkative one. "We're closing. There's a bar down the road that serves the good stuff. Why don't you and your friends head that way."

	The one doing all the talking straightened. “What if we don’t want to leave? Who’s going to make us? You?” He laughed.

	Damn, it was going to be one of those kinds of nights. This guy was looking for a fight. “Listen, we don’t want any trouble. Sophie will give you your money back.” He noticed the handful of other patrons were quickly heading toward the door. The two men who’d been at the bar earlier had already left. Yeah, he was afraid they’d known what was about to happen, too.

	Savage ducked the first swing, but one of the guy’s friends caught him on the jaw. For a moment, he saw stars but quickly shook it off. He growled and swung toward the man, landing a solid blow. The man sucked in a breath. Yeah, that felt good.

	The next fist caught him in the gut, and the beer he'd been nursing threatened to come up. He didn't think. He just started throwing punches. He connected most of the time, but so did they. He figured Sophie would call 911, and he'd hear sirens any minute now, but that didn't happen.

	What the hell? He swung again, connected again, heard a satisfying grunt, then it was as though they all piled on him at once. Someone pulled a black cloth bag over his head and his wrists and feet were tied until he was trussed up like a wild hog.

	“Hey, Kanon, easy on him. He's a nice guy," Sophie said.

	Sophie? Savage had a strong suspicion the police weren’t coming. Dammit, what had he gotten himself into now? He thought back to all the people he might’ve wronged but gave up when he got to ten.

	Anyone could be behind this. He had a feeling he wasn’t going to live long enough to find out who as they dragged him out of the bar to the gravel parking lot. They unceremoniously tossed him inside a vehicle. He landed on the floor of the van with a hard thump.

	“Hey, Sophie, sorry about calling you a bitch. You know I think you’re a sweetheart.”

	Soft laughter followed his words. “I love you, too, Kanon.”

	"Let's get the hell out of here," one of the other men said.

	“Yeah, I hate this part of town.”

	“Not scared, are you?”

	“Fuck you.”

	Laughter followed.

	Savage wondered how often they kidnapped people. They seemed at ease doing it. Man, he’d read Sophie wrong.

	Doors creaked, opened, then slammed shut. The side door slid closed. Okay, he was in a van. Not that it did any good to know what kind of vehicle he was in. Then the van started, and they were driving away.

	Maybe he could reason with them. "I don't know who you think I am, but I don't own a damn thing. Other than a couple of hundred dollars in my wallet, I'm broke," he said. "I think you have the wrong man."

	"Nope, we've got the right guy. Trace Savage, thirty-one years old, no permanent home."

	He recognized the voice as the one who swung first. He was pretty sure they’d called him Kanon. He didn't sound quite so surly now. Damn, what the hell was happening? Mafia? They pretty much ran the prostitution rings in Louisiana. He’d grown up in one, but that had been years ago.

	Cartel? He’d never done or sold drugs, but he helped a kid get out from under their control once. That probably pissed them off, so maybe. He stopped trying to figure it all out when his head began to pound. He'd taken a few hard hits, that hadn't helped.

	They drove for about an hour. The bar he worked at was on the outskirts of town, so he figured they were going into the country somewhere. He had a feeling his life would be over soon. It had never been that great anyway. He scowled. Not that he wanted to die or anything.

	He needed a plan. There were five of them, and they'd already shown they could kick his ass if he faced them all at once. Screw it, he was going to come out swinging anyway. If he had to die tonight, the bruises he'd leave behind on their sorry asses would be a reminder he hadn't gone down easy.

	The driver turned onto a dirt road with more potholes than he cared to count. He winced when the van hit a particularly deep one and he bounced off the floor. He grunted when he landed.

	"Don't worry, Savage, we're almost there," one of them said.

	"That's what I'm afraid of," he countered.

	There was laughter all around him. Yeah, he was glad they thought this was funny. They weren't the ones lying on the floor trussed up like a pig about to go to slaughter.

	The van stopped, and doors began to open. The ties that bound his feet were suddenly cut. Someone grabbed one arm and hauled him out of the van. His legs almost buckled. It felt as though someone was sticking sharp pins into his feet. Yeah, he’d come out fighting alright. He could barely hold his own weight.

	He stomped his feet to get the blood circulating again. First chance he got, he was running. That chance hadn't come yet, though.

	The bag was suddenly removed from his head. He blinked a couple of times until his eyes adjusted. The man with a grip on his arm was already pulling him toward an old farmhouse. He didn't recognize the place. He was pretty sure he'd never been here.

	"Who are you? What do you want from me?"

	"Did I ask this many questions?" one of the others asked.

	"More," three of them said in unison.

	They went inside the house. Savage didn't know what he expected, maybe torture devices or blood stains on the floor. It damn sure wasn't comfortable sofas and chairs with crocheted doilies on the backs of them. There was an Austin stone fireplace in one corner with candles inside the hearth since colder weather hadn't come in yet.

	"Mama Rose, we're back," one called out.

	A heavyset woman came from the back of the house, dusting her hands on a flowery apron. She wore a big smile as she walked nearer to him. Her gray hair was pulled back into a bun at the base of her neck, and her eyes twinkled with warmth. As much as he didn't want to, Savage began to relax. The calm before the storm?

	"Are you hungry?" she asked.

	What the hell?

	She frowned when he didn't say anything. "Well, are you hungry or not?"

	His stomach growled loudly at the thought of food. He hadn't eaten since lunch.

	She chuckled. “I guess that answers my question. Well, come into the kitchen. I've got a big pot of Irish stew on the stove and I just took out a big skillet of cornbread." She turned to the other men in the room. "And untie his hands, Kanon. Unless you're planning on feeding him."

	"Yes, Mama Rose."

	His bonds were immediately cut.

	He rubbed his wrists and looked around at the five men in the room. "Do you mind telling me what's going on now?"

	"All in good time. Now, let's eat before Mama Rose starts putting all that food away. I'm starved."

	“Yeah, I suppose kidnapping someone would make you hungry,” he sarcastically replied.

	They laughed.

	"It's not as bad as you think." The one who spoke looked like he'd kill someone without thinking twice about it. "We didn't bring you here to kill you."

	“Then why?”

	“Eat first,” another said.

	Maybe he would find out more after they ate. He didn’t trust them, and he damn sure didn't like them.

	They made sure he was between them. Savage had no choice except to go with them into the kitchen. Once they were seated at a long wooden table, Mama Rose began setting large bowls of stew in front of them. One of the men carried over the iron skillet of cornbread already cut into large wedges. Mama Rose crossed her arms in front of her and waited.

	He took a bite and closed his eyes as the flavors burst inside his mouth. Damn, it was good. If the food was poisoned, he was going to Heaven before dying. It had been a long time since he had a home-cooked meal. Years, in fact. When he looked up, she was smiling.

	"I like to see a man with an appetite." She frowned as she looked around the table. "Have you boys been fighting again?"

	"We didn’t think we could talk him into getting in the van, Mama. He put up a fight. We were only defending ourselves."

	She grunted and then walked over to him, and with hands so gentle they almost brought tears to his eyes, she lightly touched the bruises on his face.

	"I suppose you’ll survive. I just don't like it when one of my boys gets hurt." She turned and glared at the others. "It took all of you to bring him down? Maybe you've been eating too much of my cooking. You're getting soft. You need to start working out more."

	"Look at him. He's a big guy," Kanon said, waving his arm toward Savage.

	She raised her eyebrows. "And y'all aren't?"

	He opened his mouth, then snapped it closed. "We'll work out more."

	"See that you do. I don't want any of you coming in with bruises again. And did you even introduce yourselves?"

	“Not exactly.”

	"Y'all aren't from the same south that I'm from." She shook her head as she turned to him. "I'm Mama Rose, and I take care of the boys when they're in town. The one doing all the talking is Kanon.”

	“Kanon is just what they call me,” he said and nodded toward Savage.

	One man snickered. “Because he’s a loose cannon. Just don’t make him angry.”

	She began pointing to each man. “That one is Renegade.”

	Renegade nodded.

	“Wizard on the end.”

	The scary as fuck guy. Wizard looked up, grunted, then went back to eating.

	"That one's Blade and the last one is Cutter," Mama Rose finished. "They're not half bad once you get to know them."

	Savage felt like he'd walked into an episode of the Twilight Zone. What the hell was going on? Were all these people crazy?

	Yeah, well, he didn't plan on sticking around long enough to find out. He ate slowly, looking around. The kitchen was big. There was probably a drawer with knives, but he'd have to hunt for it. Not enough time. He could make a run for the door, but again, he didn't think he'd get far. He'd file away the location for future reference.

	They finished eating and then, one by one, carried their bowls over to the sink. Savage hesitated, then did the same.

	"I'm beat,” Kanon said. “The boss probably won't be here for a few hours. Let's get some shut-eye." He turned and looked at Savage. "Come on. I'll show you where you can lay your head for the night." He frowned. "I guess it's morning now, though. The sun is just starting to come up. Either way, I'm still beat."

	Savage followed him through the living room and down a long hallway. He opened the third door and motioned for him to go inside.

	Kanon started to turn away, then looked back. "Everything will be explained in a few hours. Don't worry. It's cool."

	The door closed behind him. Savage immediately went to the window and tested it. What the hell? It was unlocked. He scanned the area. Trees surrounded the farmhouse. They would give him plenty of cover. He could make his way back to the main highway.

	He glanced toward the van. Or even better, he could take their vehicle. His smile didn’t reach his eyes as he tenderly rubbed his sore jaw. Yeah, he liked that idea. He could ditch it once he hit the highway then hitch a ride.

	The waiting was the hard part. He figured about an hour had passed before he decided to make his move. He eased open the window and then slipped outside, looking both ways before he hurried to the van. He knew the doors squeaked, so he carefully eased the driver's side open.

	No keys.

	No problem.

	This wouldn’t be the first vehicle he'd hotwired. It took him less than two minutes, but the damn thing wouldn't start. They must've disabled it in some way. He could still make his way through the forest of trees.

	He took a deep breath and began running toward them, staying as low to the ground as his six-foot, two-inch frame would let him. He didn't take a decent breath until he moved behind one of the trees.

	"Take that, you bastards. I’m out of here."

	He turned but hadn’t taken more than a few steps before his feet flew out from under him, and the next thing he knew, he was scooped into a thick rope net and hanging from a very tall tree limb. "What the hell?"

	Who were these men? Son of a bitch!

	Savage didn't know how long he hung slumped in the net. It could’ve been ten minutes, or it could've been an hour. When he heard footsteps, he tried to look behind him, but it was an impossible task. He finally gave up.

	"He didn't make it very far," Kanon said. "I expected a little more from him."

	Someone laughed. "I remember not too long ago, this very same thing happened to you. Except you didn't try to hotwire the van."

	"True,” Kanon admitted. “How far did you make it, Wizard?"

	"A little farther.”

	“Bring him down and back to the house."

	Savage didn't recognize one of the voices, so he assumed someone else had joined their group. They lowered him to the ground. He should be thankful they didn't just cut the rope and drop him. Except he wasn't feeling very thankful right now.

	"Hey, guys, let me go and we'll pretend none of this ever happened."

	"Talk to the boss," Wizard said. His hair was a little long, and he was built like a tank. Hell, they all were.

	Savage's gaze fell on Blade. Blade looked up as if he sensed someone watching him. His eyes narrowed. Savage glanced toward his hip. A black leather sheath was tied on the loops of his jeans. He had a feeling Blade knew how to use the knife nestled inside, too. Hence, them calling him Blade.

	Yeah, he hadn’t thought they’d just let him go. He’d at least given it his best shot. He might've still been able to run if two of the men hadn't latched onto his arms. He could've taken them, but there were three more men following, and he already knew he couldn't take all of them.

	Then there was the new man. Built like the others, dark hair. He didn’t say a lot. Savage had a feeling he was in deep shit, but at least he was still alive. He might as well see what the hell they wanted with him.

	They walked him into the house and down the hall to another room. He looked at the man sitting behind the desk—another new one. Maybe not as big as the others, but he wasn't hurting for muscles. The others all looked a little rough around the edges. This one was a little more polished. He wore a long-sleeved white shirt and jeans.

	"Mind telling me what's going on?" Savage snarled.

	“Take a seat,” he said without looking up from the files he was leafing through.

	Savage hesitated, then finally sat in the chair across from the desk.

	The man leaned forward, resting his arms on the desk, and finally met his gaze. He didn’t look pissed. It was more like he sized him up.

	"My name is Carter James. I used to work with a team of former special ops for the government, running covert operations. The kind that if you were caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, the government didn't know you. Most of us have retired from taking government jobs."

	"Yeah, well, they kicked me out of the Army."

	"Your discharge papers said they cut you loose because you didn't follow orders and got into a lot of fights. I know there was more to the story. You were protecting a young recruit. Some of the others bullied him just because they could. You put three of them in the hospital, and the other two took off running."

	He didn’t think anyone knew the truth. Not that it mattered now. “Yeah, so?”

	“The kid you helped left you to face the consequences on your own.”

	He snorted. “He was a little shit, but he still didn’t deserve what they dished out.”

	“You’re right, but that’s when we took an interest in you.”

	Savage's eyes narrowed. "I don't know what you're offering, but I still don't like following orders. Especially stupid ones. Now, what the hell am I doing here?"

	"I'll get to that in a moment." Carter shuffled through some more papers on his desk before picking one up. "Your mother is a prostitute in New Orleans."

	He gripped the sides of the chair. "So what?"

	Carter continued without emotion. "You lived in a brothel until you were thirteen years old. One day a customer asked how much your mother would charge for you. Do I have that right?"

	A flush of heat flooded his face, but he raised his chin and met Carter’s gaze without flinching. "I kicked him in the nuts. He didn't ask again."

	When Savage had looked at his mother, he'd seen the calculating gleam in her eyes. They'd never had a great relationship, only tolerating each other. He'd expected more from her, though. He still remembered the pain that shot through him that day. It left a gaping hole in his heart. After that, he knew he couldn’t trust anyone.

	"Not long after that, you ran away," Carter continued.

	"I still don't see what you're getting at." The man needed to make his point. Rehashing his past wasn't going anywhere.

	"You lived off the streets. You were a pretty good pickpocket."

	"Until I wasn't," he filled in the ending.

	Carter cracked just a little smile before he quickly turned serious again. "You ended up in reform school. Got into a lot of fights and made no friends. The social worker said you were antisocial. You didn't follow the rules there, either."

	"Like I said. I don't follow rules."

	"As soon as you got out, you joined the Army." Carter looked up. "Why?"

	What could he say? That he needed normalcy in his life? He had a feeling there was no such thing as normal.

	When he didn’t say anything, Carter continued. "I can tell you why. You were searching for something. You're still searching for something, but you haven't found it yet."

	He leaned back in the chair, crossing his legs at the ankle. "And I suppose you're offering what you think I'm looking for."

	"Maybe."

	He suddenly leaned forward. "I don't follow rules or orders."

	Carter finally smiled. "We don't want anyone who follows the rules, and the orders won’t be too difficult. We want someone who goes off their gut instinct. Someone who fights for the innocent and stops corruption. You'll have to earn your spot, though."

	He glared at him. "And why should I?"

	"Because I can give you what you need. I want men like you. With the government, our hands were tied on most of the missions we went on, but know upfront that nothing you do will be sanctioned by the government. We're a private company. We take paying jobs, but sometimes we go after bad people who think they can get away with evil. We do it on our own. Unlike the government, someone will be there to bail you out if you get into trouble. We have each other's backs and can give you a home."

	"And exactly what would I have to do?"

	"We're in the business of helping people, and you will be paid handsomely for it. You won't make any better money anywhere else. Not with your history. Correct me if I'm wrong, but you were working as a bouncer making less than minimum wage. Am I right?"

	"Yeah, it was an honest job."

	"And you can go back to doing what you were doing—moving from town to town. No connections, no worries. Or, you can join my team. But know this, we’ll put you through the wringer for the first year until you prove yourself. It will be the hardest work you'll ever do. You'll also find loyalty within the group. Any man here would take a bullet for you. So, are you in or not?"

	"And if I say no?"

	"I'll give you a thousand dollars for your trouble, personally give you a ride to the nearest bus station, and you can be on your way. No hard feelings."

	Savage came to his feet and walked out of the room. The money would be nice. He could move on to the next town, then the next. Nothing in his life would change.

	There was no one in the living room, but he could hear voices coming from the kitchen. They were laughing and talking. A cute little redhead came from the back, looked at him, then smiled as she walked past.

	Sophie? She didn’t look brassy at all. The thick makeup she’d worn had been scrubbed off. The blonde wig was gone. The first word that came to mind was sweet and cute. He shook his head as he went out the front door and stood on the porch, looking at the scraggly cedar trees and the big oaks. 

	He’d been played.

	Or had he?

	Carter offered him a home on his team. He’d never had one. Not a real one. Hell, he didn't even know who his father was. He could be any of his mother's customers. God, he was so damned tired. He’d never had anyone. Maybe this was what he was searching for.

	He scraped his fingers through his hair. But what if this was all a scam? He'd only known betrayal. He'd hardened himself to living his life without anyone in it. Why would this be any different?

	It would be a job, though. He could hang around for a little while. Just to check it out. Carter said the pay would be more than he could earn anywhere else. That would be a nice change.

	The screen door squeaked. "Do you want a ride, or do you want to stay?" Carter asked as he joined him on the porch.

	“So, we’re just a bunch of misfits. The others? They’re like me?”

	“Yeah, pretty much, but they’ve made a home with the team.”

	“And who’s going to pay us?”

	He shrugged. "The clients pay handsomely for our services. We're more unorthodox than some companies, and we fly low on the radar. Nothing illegal. Well, almost nothing."

	“Are you one of the misfits?”

	Carter laughed. “In a way. I’m the son of a senator, but I’ve never walked the path my father wanted.”

	He nodded. "I'll try it for a while. Just don't forget, I don't like rules."

	Carter smiled. A genuine smile for the first time since Savage met him. "None of us do. Wait until you officially meet Rader. You saw him when they cut you down. He’ll be your trainer. Just try not to pick up any of his bad habits. He’s the worst rule breaker that I know."

	***

	For the next year, Savage often wondered what the hell he’d gotten himself into. Rader pushed him to the edge where he’d thought more than once about saying to hell with it and walking away. But there were the others, too, who worked with him. And work, he did. He’d never worked so hard in his life.

	Or thought he would find men that he could call his friends.

	He’d never had friends.

	Cutter joked once that they were like Charlie's Angels, only their halos were tarnished. Kanon had laughed and said they were Carter’s Warriors, a new breed of men.

	Yeah, the Warrior Breed. He liked that.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Bernadette, Louisiana

	Willow looked at her father. Dammit, she was twenty-five, but she felt like a child. "Did you ever really love me?" she finally asked, voice hitching with emotion. She hated feeling vulnerable. Hated feeling anything for this man who rarely came to see her.

	Silence.

	She looked up at the ceiling, her hands curling into fists.

	"You chose money over raising me. Did you not think about me at all? What I might want? I needed you that day and the following days, but you let me leave the hospital with Grandmother. You knew what she was like: controlling and manipulative. But you did it anyway. All because you didn't want Grandmother to cut off your allowance."

	Willow drew in a deep, shaky breath and inhaled the almost overpowering scent of flowers. She swallowed past the lump in her throat as a tear ran down her cheek. She reached a hand toward him, then quickly pulled back.

	Oh God, this wasn't happening. She needed more time. She brushed away the tear on her face. She didn't pull back the next time she reached out. She grasped his hand. The cold, waxy feel of his skin seeped into her bones, sending shivers of cold washing over her in a never-ending tide. She sucked back a sob.

	"I love you, Daddy. I always have, no matter what you did or didn’t do."

	It was too late. Too late to confront him with all the pent-up anger and frustration she'd buried deep inside herself over the years. It was too late to say she loved him and have him hear her.

	Would it have done any good to talk to him? It seemed as if every time she was around him, he was embarrassed. Or maybe he was ashamed. He had to know what he did was wrong.

	Not that Grandmother was a horrible person.

	A half-smile lifted one corner of Willow’s mouth for the first time since learning her father had died. Okay, maybe Grandmother was horrible most of the time. Grandmother was known for her demanding and autocratic nature. She expected everything to be done according to her specifications.

	Over the years, she'd softened a little. Willow always thought she was trying to get into Heaven now that she was getting older. Maybe she was. Who knew what went on inside Grandmother's head?

	She looked down into the casket at her father. They said he'd had a heart attack. Who died of a heart attack when they were fifty years old? He'd been in pretty good health. He was always playing tennis at the club. However, he drank too much and smoked. And he'd liked to party—a lot. He was at a party when he had the heart attack. Nothing about his socialite lifestyle could’ve been good for him. Still, fifty was too young.

	Her father had still been a handsome man with only a touch of gray at his temples. Grandmother had picked out the black suit for him to be buried in. He looked nice. She supposed, for the first time in his life, he probably didn't care how he looked. How ironic was that?

	She reached up and adjusted the collar of her somber black dress. She didn't like wearing all black. It was such a cold, bleak color. It was appropriate for today, and heaven help her if she was anything less than appropriate.

	It all felt like a blur to her. Her father hadn't been gone that long. There was an autopsy report with the preliminary cause of death, but more tests were conducted that hadn’t come in. Despite this, Grandmother had been determined to move forward with the funeral arrangements, as if she couldn't bear to wait for further confirmation. Willow massaged her temples. Everything was happening so fast. It was hard to process.

	Grandmother had declared there was no point delaying the inevitable. "Better to get it over and done," she'd said matter-of-factly as if planning a dinner party rather than her only child's funeral. "Nothing will change the fact that he's gone," she'd added, her words cutting through the air like a knife. "Something simple," she'd said.

	Grandmother’s words seemed to sum up her whole approach to the situation: move on, get it done, don't dwell on it. But for Willow, it was anything but simple. The thought of burying her father was almost too much to bear, and Grandmother's approach only added to the sense of unreality.

	As Willow looked around the chapel where the funeral would take place, she tried to push the painful thoughts of her father’s death to the back of her mind.

	There were flowers everywhere. A riot of color that seemed out of place given the sad occasion. She couldn't help but wonder how many of them were there because Grandmother was such a powerful, influential woman and how many people had rushed to get their condolences delivered in the hopes of staying on her good side.

	People didn’t take crossing Grandmother lightly. It could lead to financial ruin. Some people even referred to her as the ‘Queen of Louisiana,’ but not always in a flattering way. There were even whispers she was born without a heart, and in the face of her son’s passing, Willow couldn’t help but wonder if there was some truth to the rumors. She had yet to see Grandmother shed a tear, and it was beginning to feel like the funeral was more about maintaining appearances and upholding a certain image than it was about grieving and paying tribute to her father.

	She rubbed her hand across her forehead. She was emotionally drained. Maybe she was being too critical, too hard on Grandmother. Everyone grieved in their own way.

	Willow glanced at her watch. The funeral would start soon. Trevor, her bodyguard, had been kind enough to give her a few minutes alone. She was ready for this to be over. Maybe she was more like Grandmother than she realized. It didn't help that her emotions were all over the place, and she was exhausted. She'd wanted… She didn't know what she wanted anymore.

	She turned back toward the double doors leading out of the chapel. The side door suddenly flew open, and a man dressed all in black, a ski mask covering all but his eyes, came charging toward her. Before she could react, he grabbed her and yanked her back against him, the impact was like slamming against a brick wall, knocking the air out of her lungs. She struggled to catch her breath as he held her firmly in place.

	Icy cold fear filled her. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out.

	“Go to sleep, darlin’,” he said, his voice gravelly, scraping across her skin like coarse sandpaper. He raised a white cloth and covered her mouth and nose with it. She held her breath but still caught a whiff of the noxious odor. The room began to spin.

	No, this wasn’t happening!

	Do something!

	She bit down as hard as she could on the gloved hand holding the cloth and didn't let go. She was like a dog with a juicy bone, and she wasn't about to give it up. He yelped in pain.

	“Bitch!” He flung her away from him.

	“Help!” she screamed as she fell to the floor.

	The double doors flew open, and Trevor came rushing in.

	The man pulled a gun.

	The gunshot rang like a canon going off in the chapel rather than the small caliber gun the would-be kidnapper held.

	Trevor got off a shot of his own, but it embedded in the wall behind her father's casket. The man cursed and took off out the side door, not waiting to see if Trevor’s aim improved. As soon as he was gone, Trevor dropped the gun and grabbed his arm. His gaze turned to her.

	“Are you okay?” he managed to ask.

	“Thanks to you, but you’ve been shot.” She pulled herself up but had to hold onto the wooden pew as wave after wave of dizziness washed over her.

	“Just a scratch,” he said between gritted teeth. “I think I’ll sit a moment if that’s okay, ma’am.” He slid onto one of the pews.

	This couldn’t be happening. Not at her father's funeral. As people began to rush inside, she tried to focus, but whatever had been on the cloth still had the room spinning around her.

	"Is she okay?" Her grandmother cried as she hurried toward Willow. "Was she shot? I heard gunfire?" Grandmother twisted the handkerchief she held, then smoothed a hand over the black skirt she wore as though she didn’t quite know what to do, and Grandmother always had a plan.

	As more people swarmed toward her, Willow shook her head. "I'm okay. Trevor was shot. Please, take care of him."

	Moments later, sirens broke the silence of what should’ve been a solemn occasion. Medics ran inside. For the second time in her life, she found herself riding in the back of an ambulance. She discovered something else as well. Her grandmother did have a heart. She’d been worried sick and hovered over her.

	But then again, without Willow, she had no heir to her vast fortune. Thinking Grandmother cared for her only grandchild might be too much to ask.

	She rubbed her hand across her forehead. Why had someone wanted to kidnap her? If he’d only been going to kill her, wouldn’t he have done so when he pulled his gun? So, what had he been after? Ransom? Getting even with Grandmother? She had a lot of enemies. A shiver of fear seized her.

	“You okay, Miss?” the medic asked.

	She nodded and then pushed away the oxygen mask they’d put on her. “I’m better. I inhaled too much of whatever chemical was on the cloth.”

	His eyebrows drew together. “Better leave it on for a moment. Your vitals aren’t quite stable.” He grinned. “Besides, your grandmother insisted we put you on oxygen. It won’t hurt and might get rid of any lingering fog.”

	“Trevor?”

	“In the other ambulance.”

	“Will he be okay?”

	“He took a bullet in the arm. He should recover. Now, let’s get the oxygen back on.” He placed the mask over her mouth and nose.

	She nodded and closed her eyes. That was Grandmother. She ran this town, and everyone bowed to her wishes. If she wanted oxygen on her granddaughter, then her granddaughter would have oxygen.

	Dr. Wilkins was waiting inside the ER when the ambulances pulled up. Not surprising since Willow was pretty sure Grandmother kept the doctor on retainer. Even though Willow protested, he ran a battery of tests on her while the ER physician cared for Trevor.

	She was going to be okay. Trevor, on the other hand, wasn't quite so lucky. He would live, but the bullet had shattered the bone in his arm. He was in surgery and would be out of commission for some time.

	"We should get back to the funeral,” Willow said when they finally released her.

	"No, it's too risky. I won't have your life put in jeopardy again. Who will protect you? I suppose we can share Albert for now, but we won't be able to separate," Grandmother rambled. "We need two bodyguards! Especially now. Who would do such a thing? When I find out, I'll make sure they never see the light of day!” Her lips compressed into a tight line. “I can't believe the incompetence of your bodyguard."

	Willow’s eyes widened. “Trevor took a bullet for me. He could've been killed coming to my rescue."

	Her grandmother marched over to the window. Willow marveled at how young her grandmother still looked at seventy. Her hair was professionally colored a soft brown. She walked a lot outdoors or in the indoor gym at home if the weather was bad, so she was still trim. She briefly wondered why Grandmother hadn't remarried after Grandfather died. Maybe it would've softened her a little.

	"Why were you even alone?"

	Willow sighed. "I was alone because I wanted time with my father. I didn't see the harm in it."

	Grandmother turned and looked at her with surprise. "Why would you want time alone with a corpse?"

	She understood a little about why her father acted as he had. "That corpse used to be your son and my father. No matter what he did in the past, I still loved him."

	"I just meant that he’s no longer there. His soul is gone. We…we can’t bring him back. The one thing my money can’t buy…” For just a moment, her voice had trembled and she looked her age. Just as quickly she squared her shoulders. “Besides, he gave up custody of you. I'd say he stopped being a father a long time ago."

	Grandmother would never understand. She didn't have it in her. "I just needed time alone with him. I'm also returning to the funeral home whether you come with me or not." She pushed the cover away and picked up her neatly folded clothes that were in a chair near the bed. "I'm going to get dressed, and then I’ll leave."

	By the time she dressed and returned to the other room, it was empty. She wondered where Grandmother had gone. When she opened the door to the hospital room, she spotted her down the hall talking with an officer. She looked up and saw Willow, then waved her to join them.

	"The officer will follow the limousine back to the chapel. Until Trevor can be replaced, we'll be using an off-duty policeman as an extra bodyguard until a permanent one can be put in place."

	"Yes, that's fine." Willow knew from experience not to argue with Grandmother on certain things. Not that she gave in all the time. She could be stubborn, too. Since she’d apparently decided to go back to the chapel, she would let the other slide. There would be a bodyguard whether she wanted one or not. After the incident at her father's funeral, maybe that was a good thing.

	The next few hours passed quickly. The funeral was a blur, and not because of the chloroform she’d inhaled. After the funeral, people lingered to offer their condolences. She smiled where it was appropriate and nodded at other times. She only knew a few of these people. Most of them were business associates of Grandmother's or social climbers.

	The funeral drained her. She felt hollow and numb, as if all the energy had been sucked out of her. She wanted to go home, curl up in bed, and sleep for a week. Not think about anything.

	But even as she longed to be alone, a voice in the back of her mind whispered that wasn’t what she really wanted. She longed for someone to listen and understand what she felt right now. Someone who would hug her close and tell her everything would be okay. She realized with a sinking heart that she had no one to turn to, no one who truly cared for her.

	It was her fault. She wasn't outgoing, preferring her own company. People she'd once thought might be friends proved false. She was an heiress to millions. They only wanted what they could get from her.

	She leaned her head against the back of the seat. No friends, no dates, no social life of any kind. She was probably the oldest living virgin at twenty-five. If that wasn’t pathetic, she didn’t know what was.

	“I loved him, too,” Grandmother said, breaking the silence in the car.

	Had she heard right? She glanced across the seat. Grandmother brushed at the lone tear that ran down her face, then met her gaze.

	"You were right. He was my son. My only child. I remember when the doctor placed him in my arms. I'd never had unconditional love until that day, but in my heart, I knew he loved me from the moment he gazed up into my face. He was the most beautiful baby I'd ever seen, with beautiful blue eyes. I could've sworn he smiled at me. Your grandfather said it was gas."

	“What happened? I mean, you never seemed very close.”

	She shrugged and looked out the window. “Life stepped in, along with a slew of nannies. I had a business I needed to learn how to run. My father made sure of that. I didn’t have time to be a mother.”

	“And Grandfather?”

	“He had his own—pursuits, shall we say.”

	“Why did you marry him? Did you love him?”

	Her short laugh was bitter. “My father didn’t like the man I was infatuated with at the time. He sent me to boarding school. When I returned, he was gone.”

	“But then you fell in love with Grandfather.”

	 "My father arranged the marriage. I had no choice. Your grandfather had the right credentials. He had an impeccable pedigree, and his family was almost broke, so he didn't have a choice. Not that he cared one way or the other as long as his lifestyle didn’t change.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	Grandmother continued as if Willow hadn't spoken. "Then there was the car accident, and your grandfather died, but I still had a business to run. I was afraid my son would be exactly like his father, and I was right. By that time, it was too late to undo what had been done." She drew in a deep breath, then exhaled. "We won't ever speak of this again. I only told you so that you would understand why the business is so important. It will eventually be the only constant you can count on in your life. Don't ever put your trust in people, especially men. They'll destroy you if you do."

	“Yes, Grandmother,” she said automatically. It was expected of her.

	Willow couldn't imagine marrying a man she didn't know. One chosen for her. No wonder Grandmother had created a tough exterior. She turned her head and stared out the window at the passing scenery until they pulled onto the property. It was another mile up the paved road before they reached the house and the circular drive.

	She’d once asked her grandmother if she could get her own place in town, but Grandmother quickly shot down that idea. It wasn't feasible. If she stayed on the estate, they could ride to work together.

	Sometimes she thought about just walking away from it all. Where would she go? All she knew was the business Grandmother was teaching her to run. She’d been training to take over since the day she came to live with her.

	The estate was magnificent, and she did love living there. It reminded her of a castle. It was much too big for the two of them, with fifteen bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. After she'd mentioned moving into town, Grandmother gave her a wing to herself. There were three wings in all. They used one for guests or visiting dignitaries. Willow's wing was like a large apartment, and Grandmother was in the other one.

	It would've been ungrateful to complain. Most of the time, she felt as if she lived on her own, so what did it matter? She would only see Grandmother at meals or if they were working. They took care of most of the business at the office in town, but they could also work from home and shared an office. Even with her own rooms, she couldn't stop the loneliness from creeping in. She knew there was more to life. There had to be.

	She frowned when she saw a car parked in front. "Are you expecting company?"

	"The lawyer is meeting us."

	"Mr. Jones? Why?"

	"The reading of your father's will. I didn’t want to put it off."

	"But I thought you gave father an allowance. Why would he even have a will?"

	"Sometimes you can be so impatient, Willow,” Grandmother snapped. “You’ll learn everything soon enough."

	She was curious to know what was going on. Grandmother turned to look out the window, balling up the handkerchief in her hands. Something bothered her. Willow wondered what, but didn't ask any more questions.

	The car stopped, and the chauffeur got out. Albert was Grandmother's bodyguard as well as a driver. Not tall like Trevor, maybe five feet, eleven inches, but stockily built. He was in his early forties with harsh, dark brown eyes. At least, that was the way she always thought about him.

	He opened Grandmother's door, and she got out. Willow followed. Albert’s eyes were sharp as he scanned the area. She glanced behind the limo and saw that the officer was also getting out of his car.

	She studied him for a moment. He was probably in his late forties—dark hair with a little bit of a paunch. Trevor would shake his head if he could see him. The officer was definitely out of shape. He did have a gun, though. If he was a good shot, nothing else mattered. Even that was questionable since he wore rather thick glasses.

	She would miss Trevor. She doubted Grandmother would let him return. She allowed for no mistakes if you were on her payroll. She would count what happened today as a mistake.

	They went inside the house and straight to the study. As soon as they entered, the lawyer came to his feet.

	"My condolences on the loss of your son.” He glanced at Willow.” Are you sure you want to do this today?"

	Grandmother went to her desk and took a seat. "I want to finish this, Wyatt. Now, shall we get started?"

	He sat back down at the desk where Willow usually worked. Willow sat on one of the blue and gold striped wingback chairs across from the desks.

	Mr. Jones looked at Willow. "I'm sorry about your father."

	"Thank you." She liked Mr. Jones. He was still a handsome man around the same age as Grandmother. Once, she'd thought there might be something going on between them, but she quickly dismissed that idea. As far as she knew, Grandmother never dated after Grandfather died. She always said she didn't have time for such nonsense.

	"If we’re done with the condolences, can we please start?" Grandmother’s lips pursed. A sure sign she wanted to be done with this.

	His gaze lingered for a moment, and then he cleared his throat. "Of course, Charlotte."

	Very few people called Grandmother by her first name. Wyatt Jones was one of them. He’d been Grandmother’s lawyer for many years. He was one of a handful of employees who’d lasted so long. He cleared his throat and shuffled through some papers.

	"Your father left you a substantial amount of property," he began.

	Her forehead wrinkled. "What kind of property?"

	"For one, the home you lived in…" His face took on a rosy hue. "The home you lived in before you came to live with your grandmother."

	"I would've thought he'd have sold it."

	"If you keep talking, Willow, we'll never finish this."

	"Now, Charlotte. She has a right to ask questions.” He turned his attention back to Willow. “Your father had that property and a penthouse in the Avery building downtown. His father's will, your grandfather, stated that he couldn't sell either property. They were to be passed down to his offspring upon his death. Those, of course, will now be transferred into your name. You will also be given a sum of money each month.” He named off an exorbitant amount.

	She frowned and looked at her grandmother. "But I thought you gave him an allowance."

	"I increased the money that came from me. We made a deal when I took custody that I would have full control of your future. He also received the money you’re inheriting from his father's estate. I had no control over it. It wasn't enough to sustain his lifestyle, though. Your father liked to gamble and party. He wasn’t good at either."

	She could feel the color drain from her face as she realized what Grandmother was telling her. "You're saying that he sold me to you.”

	“That’s not at all what I’m saying!” 

	“You’re saying exactly that. I'm right, aren't I? That's why you gave him the allowance."

	"Don't be so dramatic, Willow. It wasn't like that at all. Besides, you were better off with me."

	"Was I?"

	Grandmother waved her arm. "When I'm gone, you'll inherit all of this. I had to make sure the business would be managed correctly. I was determined not to make the same mistakes I made with your father. He would’ve destroyed everything that has been in our family for generations." Her eyes narrowed. "Do you really think you would’ve been better off with him? Raised by nannies? I wasn't about to let that happen."

	"But what if I don't want all of this?" She couldn't believe the words had left her mouth. She’d only been thinking them.

	Grandmother's mouth dropped open, and she began to choke. Finally, she was able to speak. "You can't mean that."

	"My life has been filled with learning how to run the company. That's the only life I've ever known. Did you stop to think about what I wanted? That I might have wanted more?"

	Grandmother picked up a pen, then carefully set it down in front of her. "You're only distraught about losing your father. It's understandable. Don't say anything you don't mean."

	"Like what? That I might want to walk away from all this. That I don't really care about the money or the family business."

	Grandmother came to her feet, then, just as quickly, sat down in her chair. She grabbed her chest, closing her eyes tight.

	"Charlotte, are you okay?" Mr. Jones asked, jumping to his feet and rushing to her side. “Do I need to call an ambulance?”

	Willow's heart skipped a beat. What had she done? She hurried over to her grandmother's chair. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it. You're right. It was all too much with the funeral and someone trying to kidnap me."

	Grandmother reached forward. "I have pills in my purse. Get them for me, please," she gasped.

	She hurried to Grandmother's purse on the table by the study door. She quickly dug around inside until she found a pill bottle. She glanced at the label as she hurried back to Grandmother. Nitrostat tablets.

	Mr. Jones was patting her on the hand and looking almost as pale as Grandmother.

	"One, under the tongue," Grandmother said.

	“I’ll call the doctor.”
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