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Chapter One 

	I don’t think every man who cries is a pathetic loser, but my father has taken macho emotional meltdown to a whole new level. I mean no wonder Ghost ran after he broke my father’s finger. He probably didn’t want to hear the whimpers that would follow. 

	“Lilah,” my father sobs. “Lilah, help me.” He tugs at his legs, that appear attached to the chair and when I remain planted in front of the door, the real him comes out, the rabid him. “Cut me loose!” he snarls. “Now!” And then the fool sobs all over again.

	Now. 

	He wants to be free now, and in that moment, I’m thrust back into the past, to my birthday and the night that changed me, and Kane, forever. I’m trapped beneath my attacker, the scent of salt and ocean and death in my nostrils, fighting for my life, the haze of the drugs someone had fed me doing nothing to erase the feel of the monster on top of me. I couldn’t fight. I couldn’t get him off me. The only person who helped me was the only person who’s ever helped me—Kane. And thanks to how screwed in the head I was over that night, I pushed him away and almost lost him. 

	Fuck you, father, I think. Fuck you. 

	As if he’s heard me, as if he knows it’s his blood I taste on my tongue, he tugs against the ropes attached to his feet all over again and screams out, holding his wrist, and showing me the purple swollen finger, his middle finger. I almost laugh with the certainty that the choice was not random, but rather Ghost’s way of saying “fuck you” as well. 

	“Lilah!” my father hisses, but it’s a hoarse whisper as if he’s become aware of the thin, temporary constructions of the wall, aware of the simple curtain Ghost used for his escape, aware of how foolish he’d look should anyone but me see him like this.

	There’s a knock on the door and a shout of, “Almost time! We need you on stage in fifteen!”

	“Lilah,” my father pretty much howls, verging on temper tantrum at this point. “I need free. I need out of here. I need a medic. Now. Now. Now!”

	He wants attention. I’ll give him attention. 

	I close the space between me and my father, a title I assign him loosely, and squat in front of him. His face is bloated and eyes are red, a far and literal cry from the suave, good looking, and all too pulled together gubernatorial candidate the public has gotten to know, or rather, think they know. Is there a politician alive that is who they seem to be? My father was truly made to hold an office while pretending to serve. Pocher’s a fool if he thinks he’s employed a limp noodle, he will manipulate as he pleases, he’s misjudged yet another Love. 

	I settle on a knee in front of his chair, but I don’t reach for him. “What did he say to you?”

	“How do you know him?” he demands. 

	“He’s the number one assassin in the world. It’s my job to know him.”

	“You did this?”

	“Why would I ask him to do this when I could do it myself? Welcome to the spotlight. He chose you all on his own. Killers are drawn to killers. You should remember that.” I reach down and release the simple tie at his right ankle and then his left. “Should I get the police?”

	“No,” he says roughly. “I need a medic. And Kane. Get me Kane.”

	His obsession with my husband running his security would be foolishly baffling if I didn’t believe it had something to do with his desire to control Pocher. “Good choice,” I comment. “Kane is how I first met Ghost.” The color of moments before drains from his cheeks, and with satisfaction in my heart, I push to my feet, turn on my heels and walk toward the door. 

	When I exit the dressing room, I’m only slightly surprised to find Kane leaning on the wall, oozing a Latin king vibe in his perfectly fitted tuxedo. I close the few steps between us and he straightens, towering over me, an arch to his brow. “What just happened?”

	 “He’s asking for you.”

	“He can ask all he wants. They need him on stage. He’s the new governor of New York.”

	God, I love this man. My father’s the governor and he’s still in “fuck you” mode. “And Ghost just made sure it’s a night to remember,” I inform him. 

	He catches me to him and turns me to press my back to the wall he was just leaning on, his big body sheltering mine, as if it’s a natural reaction to protect me. As if I haven’t faced off with Ghost, and the likes of him, many times over. “What the fuck, Lilah?”

	“What the fuck, Kane? It’s over. Stop freaking out. I walked into his dressing room and Ghost had him sitting in a chair. He told me to choose if he lived or died.”

	“A gift,” he supplies.

	“A gift,” I confirm. “And you know no one kills that man but me. I said as much and Ghost broke his finger. My father’s now crying like the little bitch he is and asking for you. He probably wants to yell at you for letting Ghost inside while demanding you protect him. He’s an idiot.”

	Kane releases me, his hands settling on his hips, his jaw clenched hard, a grit to his teeth. “I assume Ghost is long gone?”

	“That would require fear of being caught. I’d bet a whole lot of money and strawberry pie that he’s still here, eager to watch the aftermath of his actions. And before you ask, no. I do not think he has anything else planned.”

	“He’s obsessed with you.”

	“No fucking kidding.”

	“He needs to die,” he bites out. 

	“You’ll have to find him first.”

	“He will not come at you again.” He says the words like a command and a threat to a man who isn’t even here. 

	 “I don’t need you to take care of me, Kane. I’ll find him. I’ll kill him. When the time is right. Tonight wasn’t that time.”

	“I won’t give you the chance to prove you win that matchup, Lilah. Not this time. I’ll go talk to your father, but send a damn medic. If he says one wrong thing to me, he’ll need one for more than his finger.” With that, he turns away from me, and enters the dressing room, his masculine woodsy scent lingering in his aftermath. Some might call it the scent of sex, others that of death on their doorstep. I call it the scent of power. The scent of control. The scent of a man you do not cross.

	Unless you’re me, of course. 

	My father and Ghost are fucked.

	And I love it.

	


Chapter Two

	I call for the medic team and Pocher shows up with them, proving he’s my father’s stalker. Or puppet master, depending on how you look at it and while I still believe my father will turn master to servant, his whimpering display lends doubt to that certainty. He is, after all, the man who ordered my murder, rather than daring to face life, and a career, with a daughter with opposing views. Pocher considers himself invincible, and tonight, Ghost proved my father is not, but perhaps by default he’s proven Pocher isn’t either. Choosing a weak follower to be in control still leaves you with a partner in crime who’s weak.

	My father would turn on him to save himself. Pocher would kill my father to save himself. And I’d kill either or both to make the world a better place. At least one of us is going to die, and it’s not me. 

	Of course, Pocher halts in front of me, squaring off as if ready for battle, a tall man you always remember as short. He’s in a suit, his salt and pepper hair exposing far more of his wide forehead than the world was ever meant to see. Failing to kill me when he had the chance seems to have stirred real anger in him. These men are such little bitches. “What the hell is going on?” he demands. “Did you do something to him?”

	“Not yet. I’m thinking you should be the first on my list to “do something to.” That way when it’s my father’s turn, you won’t be there to hold his precious little hand. You took your shot with me. It’s a bit like Russian Roulette, but I’m the gun and your time is up.” 

	“What the hell happened?” he repeats, his teeth grinding together, which might be nails on a chalkboard to someone else, but to me it’s all about living under his skin. Tormenting him is almost worth keeping him alive. 

	Kane exits the dressing room, done with my father with lightning speed, I suspect, before he ever entered the room. I point a finger gun at Pocher and pretend to pull the trigger. “Bang. You’re dead.” I pause for effect, before adding, “Soon.” I step around him, and fall into step with Kane, walking down a hallway created by curtains. “What did you say to him?”

	“I told him the only people who have ever been close enough to Ghost, and knew that it was him, to kill him, were you and me, and he’d be good to remember that. I also told him he’s the new governor and if he didn’t stop crying like a pussy, I was going to live stream him for all the world to see.” He glances down at me. “I took a video as evidence. I figured you couldn’t stomach it enough to document it.”

	“You do know me.”

	“Better than even you believe, bella.”

	Not really, I think. Kane knows me with an irritatingly accurate assessment, which is exactly why I’ve tamed my kill instinct. They say your other half should make you a better person and considering I’m really trying to arrest people before I end them, I think he’s succeeding. I’m just not sure it’s actually making the world a better place in the process. We reach the end of the hallway and Kit and Jay step in our path, twinning in black suits, with black ties, and crisp white shirts, the uniform of sorts Kane has established for his security team at one of my father’s events. Not that Kane or Kit and Jay are running the event. It’s all Enrique, who is only working security for my father to please Kane. He’s as loyal to Kane as Kit is, and probably more lethal. He’d rip my father’s throat out if Kane told him to, and yet my father feels safe when Enrique’s near. 

	The more I think about that fact, the more I think my father and Pocher are far more at odds than we believe to be the case. My father, I decide, is hiding behind me and Kane, and doing so despite the fact that he can’t possibly be delusional enough to believe I hold some inherent need to protect him. We join Jay and Kit right about the time a blonde woman in a black snug fitting dress steps in front of me. “Lilah, can we get you on stage with your brother to talk to the crowd?”

	I don’t know this woman. I don’t want to know this woman. “Who are you?” Jay asks, and I’m not sure if it’s to save me from her or her from me, but I suspect the latter. 

	Her gaze shifts to him and her eyes go wide, before lingering on the scar down his cheek, I don’t even notice anymore nor do most people who meet him, certainly not DD, the medical examiner he’s fucking. Or dating. Whatever on that. I don’t really want to know. The point being that this woman notices and it tells me far more about her than she likely wants known. She’s superficial. She’s self-centered. She straightens, regaining her composure before answering with, “I’m Serena Rogers. The new governor’s image manager.” Her gaze shifts to me. “If we could get the first son and daughter on stage—”

	“I’m here,” I say. “That’s the closest to support you’re going to get from me. If my father didn’t tell you that, you should work on his communication skills.” 

	She pales a creamy white. “Apologies. I’m sure Andrew will be enough.” She backs away and disappears. 

	Kit moves in closer and we sure up a huddle. “None of them can really believe you’re here for this, right?” 

	“One would think,” I say dryly. 

	“Maybe he’s hired us to ensure you at least appear involved?” Jay asks. 

	It’s an interesting take, but I don’t even have to look at Kane to know he’s dismissed this possibility as readily as I have. My father and Pocher agreed to breed a positive environment for Kane’s oil business, which seems to indicate they came together on the plan to control Kane, and me, by default. Only would Pocher really believe that to be possible? No, is the answer. Just no. So what is really going on?

	A few minutes later, my father is on stage, a splint on his finger, as he tells the world he slammed his hand in a door, just the way he plans to slam the door on red tape and crime. I’d roll my eyes but I’m too nauseous with his cheese factor to do it. I’m also distracted by the why of him hiring Kane to run security. He calls it a favor he will pay back in his favor to the oil business. We call it an opportunity to get close to Pocher and takedown the Society. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, though for my father it could be all about political posturing. He needed his daughter, the FBI agent, to look like his ally. Pocher needed me here, too. 

	But as my gaze shifts and lands on Pocher where he stands at the bottom of the stage, he grimaces at something my father says to the crowd. There’s trouble brewing between these two and I wonder now if my father manipulated Pocher into wanting us close, into believing this is how he controls us. 

	And if my father believed we were his smartest move, he’s desperate. 

	Why else would he think we’re his answer to anything but a shovel and his grave? I decide to freak Pocher out. I break away from Kane and walk up the stairs to the stage.

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	Kane’s only reaction to seeing me up on that stage is a raised eyebrow. 

	Of course, he’s aware I’m fucking with my father, but then he’d have it no other way. He’d be bored if I simply lived life without drama and a knife in my hand no matter how he might declare otherwise. My father, on the other hand, has the briefest moment of panic flash across his  already pinched expression before he rushes my direction with the lightning speed of a rush of adrenaline. The next thing I know, he’s latched his elbow with mine, facing us both forward, even as he waves at the crowd with his good hand. 

	“Is there a problem?” he demands through gritted teeth, and a fake smile stretched wide. 

	“Of course not, Dad,” I say, my voice sticky-sweet with a sarcastic undertone. “This is just me showing you support.”

	“Liar,” he murmurs. “Am I about to get shot?”

	“When I kill you, we’ll be alone having father-daughter time,” I promise him, the sweet vacated from my voice, and it’s right then that one of his entourage steps in front of him and motions him to the podium. 

	“They’re waiting on you to give your formal address,” the forty-something brunette states, and she’s beaming with pride over his win. I can almost feel the anticipation in her for his future and her own. But I can also feel my father’s resistance to her request, his clawing fear that has nothing to do with the election and everything to do with Ghost. I suspect I’ve done a poor job of comforting him and he still believes he might soon die of a well-placed bullet. And as much as I’m reveling in his suffering, this night will never end until he’s finally addressed his loyal subjects. “He won’t take what’s mine,” I promise him, certain he’ll understand my reference to his kill switch.

	He glances over at me, hate burning in the depth of his eyes, before he caves to the roars of the crowd and untangles our elbows, speaking to the other woman, as he says, “Let’s give the people what they want.” A reply that has her beaming all over again. With that, my father heads for center stage, and thank fuck, his fangirl follows, nipping at his heels in her stilettos, a loyal pup in heat. I’d roll my eyes but someone would surely capture the defiant act on camera and I’d be forced to own up to my reaction in some crass way that would piss off my father and half the state. 

	Andrew appears beside me and just like Dad, links his elbow with mine. Sometimes, it seems, Andrew is far too like my father for comfort, and now he’s left Long Island, and his duty as sheriff to join my father’s staff. He might claim this is all about nestling inside my father’s operation and busting him and the Society, but I fear how easily he might find himself guided by their moral compass, not his own. “What is going on?” he demands. “What’s really going on?” he adds.

	“Not sure what that means,” I say, my tone unaffected. He’s been a drama queen all his life. When I was ten, it bothered me. Now it’s simply a time suck I could do without.

	“I know damn well he didn’t smash his finger in his dressing room door.” 

	“Oh that,” I say and shrug. “Later. Much later.”

	“Now,” he insists. “Now, Lilah. I’m right by his side. I need to know—”

	It’s right then that my father begins to speak and the crowd roars, successfully validating my inability to talk to my dumbass brother right now. To further that point, my father motions our direction and starts talking about his amazing kids. The feel of eyes on me has my gaze landing on the right side of the stage, where Pocher is presently looking at me as if he wants to gut me. If I have a little Dexter hidden inside me, a dark passenger buried deep, but guided by right and wrong, this man has his own, with nothing but greed for power as his guide. And I do believe I’ve made him feel like a caged lion. 

	He’s showing his teeth. 

	My blade is ready to cut them out. 

	Just to prove that point, I stay for my father’s entire speech filled with lies and promises. I even smile and wave to the crowd when it’s over. When me and my dear brother finally head toward the stage exit, Andrew has a hold of my arm. “We need to talk.” It’s a short-lived demand considering Kane is waiting for me at the center of the exit stairs, an action that shows impatience. The instant Andrew spies him, he releases me and slows, allowing me to pull ahead. I join Kane, noting the hard set of his jaw, and he captures my hand, guiding me down the stairs and to a small curtained off walkway beside the stage.

	“I need to go,” he states, “and I’m not leaving you here with Ghost running around.”

	“What’s going on?”

	“You know what’s going on. Enrique can handle things here. I need to know you’re home and safe with Kit and Jay watching over you.”

	“Unlike me, Ghost won’t hesitate to kill them, Kane, so stuff the false sense of security that gives you, but that said, I’ve made Pocher squirm by getting in between the power struggle he and my father are in right now. I’m ready to leave.”

	He tugs me to him, one of his hands pressed to my lower back, our legs aligned, the other at my face as he tilts my gaze to his. “You will not play rebel with me on the topic of Ghost or my father. You do what I say. The end.”

	I’d bristle if this was anyone else, or even him years ago, but I know him and the love and fear driving his actions. I cup his hand on my face. “Save the bossiness for when we have no clothes on, Kane.”

	“Lilah, damn it,” he curses. “You need—”

	I push to my toes and press my mouth to his, and when our lips part I say, “Let’s go home.”

	His mouth slants over mine, his tongue licking deep before he says, “This isn’t over,” captures my hand again and starts walking, forcing me to double step to keep up with him. I’d say we’re headed home to fight, but Kane has bigger fish to fry tonight which involve his father. And that’s about as deadly a proposition as facing off with Ghost.

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	Once we’re inside the SUV, in the backseat and momentarily alone, Kane catches my arm and drags me to him. “We have much to discuss.” He sounds foul, as if he’s scolding me, but a moment later, his hand is on the back on my head, and he’s kissing me again, a long stroke of tongue that has me moaning with the taste of him, but far from submissive, if that’s what he’s hoping for. 

	So not dumbed up. 

	Which is why I notice the possessiveness in him, and it stirs memories in me I do not like, of times when he tried to suppress who I am and pretended he’s not who, and what, his bloodline destined him to become. I rip my mouth from his, glowering up at him, a question in the act I don’t have time to force him to answer. It’s in that moment that the front doors open and Kit files in behind the steering wheel while Jay claims the passenger seat. I grit my teeth and point up at Kane. “We don’t live lies anymore,” I whisper roughly and when a flicker of surprises flashes in his eyes, I add, “And no. No to whatever you think is going to piss me off.” With that, I yank my arm free and sit back, my gaze straight ahead of me and away from Kane.

	I can feel Kane’s stare bore into me, before he shifts forward and settles against the seat, my attention lowering to his long fingers where they rest on his leg, curling into a tight ball. He’s pissed. I’m pissed, too, and I don’t even own the luxury of knowing why. Only that whatever it is he has planned is related to his father and I know in my gut, he has every intention of telling me after the fact. At this point, I’ve forgotten Ghost and my father with focus on my husband, who only ended up in that role because we both made commitments, we both promised transparency, and that means him, despite his need to protect me. Now my fingers curl on my leg and I remind myself to give him the benefit of the doubt. He’s in the SUV. He’s here with me, rather than trying to shove me in a vehicle on my own while he departed. Assumption of past behaviors repeating can be as smart as it is stupid.

	In Kane’s case it better be stupid and I don’t like to be stupid.

	The tension between me and Kane is palpable. Smartly, neither Jay nor Kit dare look back at us and I’m certain they do not want any part of the wrath they might find if they dared. But then these two are skilled practitioners of the Kane and Lilah ways, therefore savvy enough to know when to keep to themselves. Well, Kit does. I’m not sure how Jay is controlling himself. He needs words on his tongue, and yapping in my ears. Kit starts the engine and sets us in motion while the silence grows deafening, and considering the crush of vehicles attempting to exit the event parking lot, there’s no end in sight.

	 At the ten-minute mark, we’re still waiting for our turn to exit the secure area, when Kane shifts where he sits, uncharacteristic open agitation in the action, and I watch as he glances at his phone, wondering what he hopes to find, knowing he won’t discuss anything related to his father or the cartel on his personal line. Either way, I check my own messages and find everyone who knows me has been smart enough to avoid me on a night I can’t avoid my father. As if my pain in the ass brother has plucked that lie I’ve told myself right from my head, a text slides onto my screen: I’m coming by your place. I need to know what the heck is going on. 

	The day that man makes “fuck” a true part of his vocabulary, I’ll know he’s a clone. It’s my turn to sigh and Kane’s gaze cuts to mine, a question in his eyes. “Andrew wants to know what happened with my father. He wants to come over.”

	“No,” Kane replies tightly. “Final answer and tell him if he wants to push my limits, he won’t like the result.”

	Rarely is Kane this ripe, unless it’s behind closed doors—at me and with me, but he’s hit a limit that has his father written all over it. In other words, I’m a feisty bitch, but I like to think I understand my husband’s breaking points and he mine. The only one who gets to work his hot points when he’s like this is me. It’s time to get rid of my brother. With this in mind, I type my reply to Andrew: I’ll call you later. Much later. And when I know he’s typing a rebuttal, because I know him, and there’s always a rebuttal, I add: But if you really want to come over, Kane said he’d be happy to bake you cookies. 

	Now I wait and see if my brother has grown a set of balls. I’m betting on a big fat no. I get my answer in three seconds. No balls. Just bravado. Fine, Lilah, he replies. I won’t come over, but I’m in the center of this hell. I need a phone call. Now. Not much later.

	Considering he’s inside the hornets’ nest, and he can’t even tie his own shoe without asking questions half the time he’s not wrong. I have to call him and manage to calm him while assuming our calls are being monitored. I punch his autodial, and he
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