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Because you all wanted Hawk, I bring you Duke.

Sorry. Not sorry.

Enjoy, xoxo Shannyn 
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A note from Shannyn
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Duke’s stood on the sidelines watching and ready to put his life on the line for Bowie and Reed as he was paid to do. But what made this man the observant, quiet, and serious man with a heart of gold and the desire to protect the world?

My question exactly and join me now as Duke lets us behind the curtain and into his world.

Hawk is coming ... I promise, I’m just not sure when.

Xoxo Shannyn 

***
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Don’t miss my exclusive “Choose Your Own Romance” novel!

Get a brand new FREE chapter sent directly to your inbox with each of my newsletters and you will have a chance to choose the next direction of the novel!

Plus, stay up to date with all my new releases, exclusive content and sales when you sign up! CHOOSE YOUR OWN ROMANCE SHANNYN'S NEWSLETTER!
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Chapter One
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“WHAT DID THE man being arrested by a female police officer say after she informed him ‘anything you say can, and will be, used against you?’” Hawk Cullen asked, wearing a smug, inebriated look on his face.

Duke Falkner sipped his chilled beer, not offering an answer to the smartass joke from the group’s smartass joker. He could imagine the racy punch line about to follow.

“Go get laid already and quit wasting our time with your lame ass jokes.” Stone Patino swallowed the remnants of beer from his mug and then held up his glass to motion the bartender for a refill.

“I’m not opposed to that suggestion.” Hawk spun around on the stool, placed his elbows behind him on the bar as his hungry eyes scoured the women in the booths, the ladies swaying their asses on the dance floor, and the intoxicated, boisterous crowd wearing bachelorette sashes by the dart board. Duke’s eyes had lingered over there too, but for a completely different reason. The women’s aim at the dartboard had been heavy-handed when they first begun. Now, after downing a good handful of shots, their aim was looking plain dangerous. Someone was bound to be the victim of one of their wayward darts soon.

Stone tilted his head back, breaking Duke’s view and asked, “Where’re you staying?”

Deciding to take a last minute, unplanned vacation in the quaint tourist town of Willow Valley hadn’t left Duke with a wide variety of options when choosing a place to stay. Almost everywhere had been booked solid until halfway into fall, and even then, apparently this town was in high demand. On a fluke, after being unable to find a place, he’d stopped at Bucky’s Bar for a quick beer only to discover they rented rooms. He hadn’t jumped at first—it was on the main street, the rooms were small, and he wasn’t positive they didn’t rent by the hour— but the bitter malty taste of their locally brewed craft beer made him pull out his wallet to book a room above the joint. What the hell. He had no complaints.

Lying in his room at night and listening to the loud music beat until two in the morning—he wasn’t one to need more than a few hours of sleep—stirred memories of his old life—a life long before his devoted years working for the Blake family as their personal bodyguard. He’d first proven himself worthy working at Oscar Blake’s side, before the underground boxer had assigned him to his—at the time—teenage son and daughter.

The close to twenty-four-hour-a-day job had left him little to no personal time. Which had been the career he’d chosen, and the life he’d opted to live. The need to protect people had coursed through his blood as long as he could remember ... ever since the night he’d been too young, too small, and too naive to stop what had happened. He’d run. From that day forward, he’d never trusted another person, knowing the ones you let in were the ones who inflicted the utmost pain. He wouldn’t make that mistake twice. Now that the Blakes didn’t need his security, he felt his life pause while he sat in limbo waiting for his next step.

A step he couldn’t decide which direction to take. Did he take on another notable celebrity? Lord knew the second rumors had surfaced that his service was available, the calls had come in. Or a politician? Maybe go into government. He had options, and yet, he found himself sipping beer on vacation. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken a vacation, if ever.

Truthfully, drinking beer and partaking in small talk made him uneasy. Maybe it was because he didn’t know how to relax enough to vacation. His brain hadn’t turned off since he’d sat down. The giddy bachelorettes weren’t the only people catching his attention. He’d noted Miss Brown Eyes sitting in a booth by the front door—again for reasons on an entirely different scale than Hawk, whose top priority was getting into her pants.

Duke could sense her disinterest in hooking up, unlike the shady guy who’d approached her earlier. The guy she’d declined had been keeping tabs on her the rest of the night. Perhaps only Duke could spot how her rejection had riled him up, and how he’d refused to laugh and play pool with his friends without sending her menacing looks between shots ever since.

“Duke, you in there?” Stone asked.

He hadn’t forgotten the original question, that wasn’t how Duke was wired. Every detail grained into his head, stored, and stayed there until he needed to use it. “I’m staying in a room here.”

Hawk grunted and his joking banter—which some people might take offense to—followed. “Dude, there are some great bed and breakfasts in town that don’t have cockroaches.”

“You looking to get yourself banned from my place?” Buck, a hippie looking character with a long, grey ponytail and round glasses stopped in front of the guys holding a pitcher of gold liquid to fill Hawk’s empty glass. “Scaring away my customers will put me out of business.”

“So will the food inspection if they ever catch you buck-naked cooking in the kitchen.” Hawk held his glass out for a refill. “See what I did there? Buck, buck naked.” Laughter roared out of him.

Buck ignored him with a shrug and grin, leaning forward, but keeping the pitcher of beer out of Hawk’s reach. “The key word there is ‘if’ and most people who crash in my rooms aren’t awake early enough to join me and the wife for breakfast.”

Hawk jiggled his glass. “Fill me up.”

Buck glanced at his pitcher, and puckered his lips to one side of his wrinkled mouth. “I think I see a cockroach floating in this one.”

When Buck walked out of hearing distance, leaving Hawk’s glass empty, Hawk reached over the counter and put his glass under the tap to fill it himself.

“Does he really cook naked?” Duke asked. He hoped, at the very least, the old man wore an apron because burning the downstairs area would hurt like a bitch.

“Every morning.” Hawk brought the frosty gold liquid to his mouth and gulped a mouthful before stopping to whistle at a tall, black-haired beauty as she sauntered by.

The young girl, looking to be in her mid-twenties, and enjoying his attention, flashed him a red-lipstick smile over her shoulder.

“Damn, I want to be between those long legs.” Hawk made a noise deep in his chest that sounded a lot like a growl.

Truthfully, Duke wouldn’t mind being between her legs either, or any woman for that mattered. It had been longer than he would admit, but every time he even looked at a woman with the intention of anything more than a casual hello, he stirred up memories of the one woman he wanted. The one he couldn’t have. The one he left behind because he hadn’t trusted himself around her.

“I see you eyeing her up.” Hawk slapped Duke’s shoulder. He cringed at the contact, fisting his hands to keep from flipping Hawk off the stool and flat onto his back against the floor. “I’ll let you have her. After your week with this guy”—he lifted his thumb in Stone’s direction—“You deserve it.”

He was referring to the week of preparation for the underground fights where Stone had pummeled his opponent’s only weeks ago and nearly gotten them all killed, Hawk included.

Duke had learned a lot about Stone and Hawk during that time. He was confident that Stone would efficiently watch over Bowie Blake—whom Stone was now engaged to—relieving Duke’s overworked mind from worry. And Hawk was a woman lover of all kinds ... except the relationship type.

“You saw her first man, go for it.” Duke raised his glass to salute him.

Hawk set his beer on the bar and smoothed his hands over his shirt, straightening the material. “Don’t mind if I do.”

Sliding from the stool, Hawk snatched two mugs brimming with beer—his and one belonging to Stone—and walked across the room to where the black-haired beauty wearing a skin-tight dress the same dark grey color as her eyes, watched his every move. She accepted the glass, rewarding Hawk with a flirtatious kiss on his cheek. Subtlety clearly wasn’t her strong suit.

“What did I miss?” Dax Colyn stepped into Duke’s view before sliding into Hawk’s empty chair. He raised his hand to the bartender for a drink.

“Hawk’s latest catch.” Stone nodded in their friend’s direction. After having a couple of drinking sessions with these men, Duke recognized Hawk’s hand motions as he elaborated a story about the demands of his firefighter day job. Apparently, he used that card regularly to pick up tourists and an average of nine out of ten times he snagged the woman. Tonight didn’t appear to be the exception.

At least one of them was getting laid. Of course, Dax and Stone had their women to go home to, so it seemed Duke was the only one heading to an empty bed. He did a casual look at Miss Brown Eyes and was disappointed when he realized he was the one lacking interest. He glanced at sketchy guy and once again found him sending a snarl in her direction. Duke was tempted to just cross the room and have a word with him, or maybe his fist would have a word with his face.

“You have that look,” Stone said.

Duke sipped his beer, ignoring him.

“You’re not working. Relax. Drink your beer, faster, enjoy the freedom of not having to keep your eyes on someone.”

“Six men have walked up to her table in forty-five minutes. Three were so persistent, she threatened to call security. One group Buck called off.” Duke didn’t mention the sketchy guy still giving her malicious looks. Some men chose not to comprehend the word “no” and Duke had no problem demonstrating the consequences.

“See, that’s not vacationing, man, it’s working without getting paid.” Stone slapped his shoulder one last time before spinning to face the bar and his drink.

Duke’s awareness to detail, situations, people, and surroundings were no longer just a job, it was a part of him. Stone understood. He calculated people in the same way whenever he stepped into a boxing ring. Awareness to detail helped him survive, just like it’d saved the lives Duke vowed to protect.

“Maybe you should go say hi,” Hawk said.

She was way too young for Duke.

He lifted the cool glass to graze his lips before saying, “Maybe I’ll finish my drink and call it an early night.”

“Boo!” Both men groaned.

“Bullshit, you’re both here to appease me when you really want to be at home with your women.”

The men grumbled responses, but never once disagreed with his statement.

When Miss Brown Eyes began to pack her books in a bag, Duke caught sketchy guy’s awareness. His gut told him there was going to be trouble.

Duke swallowed the remainder of his beer as she slung the bag over her shoulder and left a bill on the table before heading toward the exit.

“I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”

“Boo, we were just about to do a round of pool.” Stone pointed at a table emptying. “How about one round?”

His peripheral vision accounted for every step sketchy guy took and Duke saw him make his way directly to where the Miss Brown Eyes had just exited.

Duke slammed his hands down on Dax and Stone’s shoulders and squeezed. “Thanks, guys, but another night.” He turned around to find sketchy guy nowhere in sight, but he knew exactly where he’d disappeared.

Duke’s leather loafers tapped against the hardwood floor as he strode across the room and pushed open the bar door to step out into the warm evening. His eyes needed time to adjust from the dim lit bar to the brightly lit Main Street. Old fashioned street lights lined the road while strings of lights draped through the trees along the boardwalk. The window shop displays made Main Street bright and cheerful for this late hour.

He looked right and left, all his senses on high alert, taking in sounds, smells, and sight. People still lingered in the street, but when he dug deep down in his senses, he heard the scraping sound of sketchy guy’s cowboy boots to his right.

His head twisted, but the man was out of sight. Duke briskly walked down the road and made a sharp turn at an alleyway between Mrs. Calvert’s Bakery and a soap shop.

The sound of a woman’s low voice and a deep man’s voice made him speed up his pace. At the back of the alleyway he heard a thud before he saw the young girl fall against a wall and sketchy guy move in closer.

That son of a bitch.

Rage poured through Duke. His job was to protect and the couple beers he’d downed at the bar had obviously made him sloppy and slow. No one on his watch had ever been hurt.

Not that she was on his watch, but he’d be damned if sketchy guy walked away from this.

He grabbed the back of sketchy guy’s shirt and spun him around. “You want to fight?”

He held his hands up. “Hey man, there’s no need for viol—”

Duke’s fist met his face with a cracking sound, sending the guy stumbling back against the wall and grasping his broken nose. “What the hell?”

Duke ignored his muffled question and was already dialing 911 on his cell phone. “Stay put.” He pointed at the assaulter.

When dispatch rang in his ear, he gave the location and a quick run-down of the situation before hanging up.

“Hey man, you called the cops.” Sketchy guy started to stand and Duke took one step toward him, pointing his finger with a warning look on his face. The guy sat back down against the wall.

He glanced over his shoulder at the young girl holding her cheek. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. “I-I think so. Thank you.”

He nodded, not needing a thank you. He’d never protect enough people to make up for the three people he hadn’t protected.

His cell phone vibrated and a private number popped up on the screen. “Hello?”

“Duke?” He recognized Celeste Ellis’s voice immediately. It had been over ten years since he’d talked to her, not that he’d ever talked to her much then either, but he never forgot a voice or face. With only one person connecting him with Celeste, nasty thoughts clouded his mind. For that brief moment, everything around him ceased to exist. He didn’t hear the cars revving their vehicles or the laughter from by-passers. He didn’t smell barbeque wafting from the businesses or the warm beachy smell of downtown.

For that brief moment the bleeding nose loser behind him and the scared woman who’d crept to his side were so far from his mind he should be ashamed, but there was no room when the one woman who’d managed to slink around every wall he’d ever built up inside him could be in trouble, or worse, dead.

“Is Sage hurt?” he asked. It had been years since he’d said her name out loud and thinking of her stirred feelings inside him.

“No, but she’s in danger. We’re both in danger. I need your help.”
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Chapter Two 
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SAGE ELLIS TAPPED her black heels on the oriental area rug in her living room condo, her eyes fixated on the breaking news on the television. The reports of the man killed in the drive-by shooting in a questionable area of town the night before had been filling the news this morning even before the next of kin had been informed—her and her mother.

She’d purposely avoided the TV and internet all morning, instead preparing for a scheduled meeting in a couple short hours to pitch the new vegan makeup line her and her mother had designed. Being almost ready to walk out of the door, she’d turned on the television for an update.

Her arms were folded securely under her chest, as if needing a hug she refused to acknowledge. Her brown-painted nails dug into the flesh of her arms as she watched pictures of Dean Ellis, her deceased father flash before her while the anchorwoman sadly announced the unexpected death of a music legend.

Sage hadn’t seen her father in years—over a decade—and barely recognized him with his greying, thinned-out hair and dehydrated, wrinkled face, the direct result of heavy drinking and smoking, likely two of the many bad habits he carried out until the day he died. His grave way of life touched too close to the path Sage had once been on. She’d been in a rough neighbourhood looking for the same needle she was sure her father had been on a mission to buy.

As much as he was loved by the world, he’d never had time for his only daughter—only known daughter. It had taken Sage until her teenage years to realize he would never have a spot in his life for her. The truth had driven her down a path of hard drugs. Even now, if she let the truth surface, she’d hoped her all those years ago, her father would rescue her. She’d hoped he’d man up as the father she’d always wanted and be the legend everyone saw him to be.

He hadn’t. He also hadn’t been the only man to disappoint her at that time in her life.

Now she watched the details of her father’s death emotionless, uncaring, and unsure how she felt about not feeling anything at what should be a devastating time in her life.

Her phone vibrated against the glass coffee table and she bent over to pick it up. Her assistant’s number flashed on the screen.

“Ally?”

There was a short pause and Sage knew her young assistant had seen the reports. Who hadn’t?

“Sage, have you seen the news?”

She took a deep breath to keep from cursing her father. Even after his death, the man still had a way of stomping on the joyous parts of her life. It had taken her almost a year to convince her mother to patent her all-natural vegan products in order to pitch them to the big-box retailers. Another year to brand and package it. Now they were finally ready to break into the market and her father was stealing her thunder from the grave.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath in the darkness. She wasn’t a mean person, but at this moment, she felt like a young child chasing her dad for attention, demanding it from a nonexistent audience.

When she opened her eyes, she said, “We need to focus on the campaign and not his death.”

“We should reschedule—”

“No.” She bit her lower lip at the harshness of her one word reply. Sage owed her mother financial stability. Celeste had refused to demand child support from Sage’s father when he didn’t want to pay. She’d raised Sage on her own, and what little money her mother did have, Sage had carelessly wasted away on repeat visits to rehab, bail money, and every other shoddy path she’d taken. She owed her mother this deal to set her for life.

“You and your mother’s names and photos are splashed across social media, the news, everywhere. I honestly don’t even know if leaving your condo today is a good idea.”

The little news she’d watched, she’d seen they weren’t only dragging up his past, but also her mother’s and hers. It was a blood bath of the hardly good and mostly bad parts of their lives.

“It took us months to get this appointment, we are absolutely not rescheduling.”

“You tell her, Sage. Put the phone on speaker, Ally. Let me talk to her.” Ally’s mother, Linda, shouted in the background and Sage smiled for the first time today. She’d hired Ally at her mother’s suggestion and having the mother/daughter duo had worked out wonderfully.

Linda had worked for her mother at her small shop hidden on a side road in the city, tucked behind an auto shop for as long as Sage could remember. When Linda had suggested her daughter for the assistant job, Sage had been more than willing to give her a try.

The phone crackled and the tranquil music from the shop calmed her nerves.

“Did you do it? Am I on?” Linda asked.

“I hear you, Linda,” Sage said.

“Sage, you listen to me. You and your mother have a plan. Do not let your father’s decision to waste his life away buying drugs on the wrong side of town disrupt your path.”

“Mom, we don’t know that’s what he was doing.” Ally’s politeness was the opposite of Linda’s outgoing—so much like Sage and her mom.

“Yes, we do. What else would he be doing there?”

Sage could envision the mother and daughter, almost the same age as Sage and her mother, bantering on in the urban hippie shop with the brick walls, wood beams, and live plants. They would just be opening, so the shop would have that cool morning feeling with the smell of essential oils floating around the room.

“Renting a hooker ...” Linda suggested. “Is that any better than buying drugs?”

“Mother! This is her dad...” Sage heard the way Ally let the sentence hang, knowing about Sage’s past on those same streets. Everyone knew. Because of her father’s and her own past, life hadn’t been private. Linda was right, she wasn’t letting her dad’s choices affect her life any longer.

“We’re not cancelling our appointment.” Her no-nonsense tone got a cheer from Linda and a sigh from Ally.

Sage heard the click of her front door lock. It had to be her mother on a rampage about her father’s death. Celeste had the only key to her condo and popped in and out once or twice a day before and after she opened her small natural remedy shop. Some mornings she brought bagels from the bakery down the street and other evenings she cooked supper for them.

“Mom’s here. We’ll see you two shortly.” She hung up just as her mother started shouting her name.

“Sage? Sage!” Celeste’s tone carried a fighting pitch.

“Mom, I’m not going to his funeral, it’s a lost argument.” Sage muted the television and tossed the remote onto the couch. Pressing her fingers to her temples, she rubbed the pulsing area and considered asking her mother for peppermint oil to rub away the upcoming headache, although her mother would insist on CBD oil. She didn’t need the stress of her father’s death when today she would be closing the biggest account of her life.

The smell of her mother’s lavender and rose oil floated through her living room before Celeste breezed in with her floral sweater trailing behind her. A down-to-earth, modern-age hippie with baggy clothes, big hair, and all. Sage loved her mom’s style. She’d been single since she’d divorced Sage’s father, long before Sage had given up on him. Her parents had been the picture perfect, down-to-earth, high school sweethearts when Dean had landed his first recording album. Unfortunately, ten years into his career, he had more recorded affairs than albums, and her mother had decided she was more important than waiting for a few hours a month of his precious time.

Celeste stopped in front of Sage now, her wild and un-brushed curls blocking the television. Good. Sage was finished watching the news anyway.

Her mother’s hair spilled down into her eyes. Her stationary barrette was missing from holding her bangs away from her eyes and the smell of her morning splash of ginger was missing. Both indications she’d rushed out of the house.

Sage heard shuffling sounds in the foyer and turned around to look, but the rounded wall blocked her sight. “Is there someone here with you?” she asked her mother.

“Listen to me.” Celeste’s shaking fingers gripped Sage’s shoulders and panic flared behind her hazel eyes.

“Mom, what’s wrong?”

“A death threat was sent.”

Sage shook her head and slid her mom’s trembling hands from her arms. She squeezed her hands between them. “Mom, there have always been threats.”

“Not like this.”

“There will always be fans that don’t like us, and say we abandoned Dean, but that’s not on us. Dean’s death will drag up even more of their wrath, but we know the truth.” Sage heard another scrape at her door.

“Mom, who’s at the door?”

“Police escorts I’ve hired.”

She dropped her hands away. “What?”

“Listen to me, your dad was murdered.”

“It was a drive-by shooting, Mom. Random.” Sage took a couple steps back to tilt her head around the wall. Two men dressed in black suits stood at her doorway. “They don’t look like police.”

“They’re undercover, Sage. What do you think would happen if we left with the police?”

Left with the police? What had her mother done? She wasn’t known for being irrational, but clearly she was having a moment.

“Nothing because we have nothing to do with Dean.” It had been a long time since she’d called Dean her dad.

“Sage, I know you have your father’s stubbornness—”

She pointed at her mom. “Don’t compare me to him.”

“I’ve hired a bodyguard to take us into hiding.” Her mom’s announcement was completely out of the blue.

Sage’s mouth dropped open. “You did what?”

“Duke Falkner.”

Her stomach plunged at his name. The name of the man who’d walked out of her life with Bowie Blake. Sage loathed the man, loathed that woman. There was no way in hell she would ever let Duke Falkner back into her life, bodyguard or not.

“You did not.”

“I did,” her mother said without a smile.

“No, absolutely not.”

“It’s not open for discussion.”

“Because it’s not a topic to be discussed. I really hope you did not contact him after the way he left things between us. I never want to see him again.”

“Sage, now isn’t the time to drag up the past.”

“Now is not the time to drag my past into my present.” She intended the harsh words this time, but they didn’t deter her stubborn mother. Sage wondered from which parent she’d really received her stubbornness.

“We have the meeting place arranged where these men will escort us to Duke.”

Her mother needed to stop saying his name, it triggered feelings to the surface. Ones she’d buried, ones she spent every day trying to forget.

“Hurry up and pack a bag. We leave immediately.”

Sage picked up her coffee mug from a side table and drank the last cold mouthful, almost gagging, while she walked to her kitchen. “Mom, you’re overreacting. Please send your undercover agents away and you can stay here with me.” She rinsed her mug out, noticing her trembling hand. Just talking about that man brought out anger she’d kept hidden deep inside her. She almost wished her father’s death brought around that type of emotion, but after watching him dismiss her entire life, she felt nothing. In interviews, he’d lied about her, in real life he’d lied to her.

Sage set the mug on the counter by the coffee maker. “Do you want a coffee?” She began preparing her mom’s regular double-double with sugar cane and soy cream, when glass shattered behind her.

Sage screamed and jumped at the deafening sound cracking through her condo. The coffee sloshed over the pot and landed on her skin. When she turned and saw her mom, her skin numbed to the burn.

Seconds passed by in what seemed like slow motion. Her mom gasped for air and coughed up blood before her shocked eyes looked down at her chest. She slumped down to her knees on the floor, red staining the front of her blouse.

“Mom!” Sage’s strangled scream burned her throat. The coffee pot slipped from her fingers and smashed on the tile floor as her trembling legs carried her across the living room. She didn’t feel the rug burn her bare knees as they scraped along the carpet as she landed beside her mother. She caught her upper torso before her mom hit the ground.

“Mom, it’s okay. You’re okay,” she said, but nothing was okay. She watched her mother’s eyes frantically looking from the blood to Sage.

“Mom, look at me. Focus on me.” But her eyes rolled up behind her head and she slumped in Sage’s arms.

“No, no, no. Mom ....!” Her shaking fingers felt her neck for a pulse, but she couldn’t steady them against her skin. “Help! Help!” she screamed at the men her mom had brought inside her apartment. When she turned back to her mom one of the men was kneeling on the other side of her mother.

“She’s been shot. I think she’s been shot.” Sage didn’t know if the words came out of her mouth or if she just thought them. She watched the officer take her mother’s lifeless body from her and rest her on her side on the floor. His fingers reached over her body and grasped her wrist, feeling for a pulse she couldn’t find. Voices crackled from his radio as the cop reported the shooting—is that what it was—and called for backup.

“Is she alive? Is she breathing? Mom?!”

She felt arms wrap around her waist and her body being lifted away. She watched her fingers slide away from her mother’s hand.

“No!” She grasped and clawed at the arms around her, fighting to get back to her mom, but he was too strong.

“Get her out of here!” the agent at her mother’s side yelled. His hand pressed against her mother’s chest where blood pooled through her clothes.

“No! Is she alive?! Tell me she’s alive!”
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Chapter Three
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DUKE PREPARED LAST minute arrangements with the only person who would understand the importance of a “need to know” basis.

“It’s small.” Susan Keller wiped the flour off her hands leaving white marks on her blue apron. “But I certainly don’t mind the company. Emerie is in the city for the next couple weeks, so the place will be empty anyway.” Emerie was her daughter and they shared their recently purchased small stone house by the water. Her daughter had been accepted to a residency program at the children’s hospital in the city and Susan had insisted she not miss this opportunity starting her career.

Susan stopped by the wood countertop in the little nook of a kitchen and picked up a plastic container. “I baked these cookies early this morning. Take these with you so there are no pit stops with her. It’s too easy to track a face online these days.”

Duke took the container, but was leery of the woman’s new found love to bake with whole, healthy—and sometimes strange—ingredients. “Thank you.”

Her nose scrunched together in the way he recognized her using with Bowie over the years she’d been stationed as her nanny and housemaid. “Are you sure Sage and her mother are going to be comfortable sharing the room I’ve set up for them?”

“Yes.” He didn’t want her going anymore out of her way than she already had. He knew the risk of asking her this huge favor would infuriate Bowie when she found out. Susan was supposed to be resting, not hosting a full house.

“The room is quite small and we haven’t had a chance to redo the bedroom. It has built-in twin-size bunk beds. I could switch rooms and at least they’d have a queen size bed in my room to share.”

“That’s not necessary. We’ve already imposed enough. As long as we’re out of sight when your nurse comes this week, this is the perfect location.”

On Celeste’s short notice, he’d needed to find a place where the renters wouldn’t identify him, Celeste, or Sage. Plus, they needed to avoid any unannounced visitors. Susan’s house was the only one located down a dead end street. Although, he could have easily whisked them away on private jets like he’d initially intended, Celeste had been clear with her instructions: no jets, no cities, no extravagance. She’d always been a practical and sensible woman, and it didn’t seem like that had changed.

He briefly let his thoughts stray, speculating what Sage might be like today. Back in the day, she’d been the wild child, playing the daughter of a rock and roll star well. Late night partying, drinking, and drugs. She’d partied hard and lived recklessly. She’d loved hard too. He remembered that about her. Once she let you in to her life—really in—you were forever her family, blood or not. But if you betrayed her, you were dead to her.
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