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CHAPTER ONE 
 
St. Louis, Missouri… 

Wishing they could make love again instead of having their present conversation, 
Travis ran his hand along Farrah’s waist. A few short hours ago, she’d said yes to his 
marriage proposal, but now they may never make it down the aisle.  

Fear burning in her bright eyes, she drew the covers up. “I’ll go to jail.” 
“I’ve paid a handsome retainer.” Hoping to calm her, Travis continued gliding his 

hand over her soft skin. He’d asked her to marry him before he told her of his plan to get 
her out of trouble because he loved her and wanted to show he’d stand by her no matter 
what, but she was too upset to connect the dots. “I’ve explained everything to him. He’s 
confident he can broker a deal for you, but you have to tell the district attorney 
everything you know. You can bring them all down.” 

“Why can’t we just run away?” 
“You can’t ‘just run away.’ It doesn’t work like that. They’ll chase you down. Chase 

us down. I don’t want to live like that.”  
“And witness protection is better?” 
“Yes. It is.” He wasn’t afraid for himself, but afraid for Farrah. He had enough 

money stashed to run, but not enough to create new identities. Not enough to disappear. 
Not enough to start new lives. 

“You’re not the one risking jail.” 
Disgusted, he got out of bed and put on his briefs. 
She sat up. “Travis.” 
He snatched his T-shirt off the floor. Farrah was his heart, but he refused to do more 

for her than she’d do for herself. That wasn’t support. That was making her dependent 
on him. 

“Travis.” 
“What?” he snapped. “What do you want from me? You told me you were in trouble, 

and I found a way out. A way we can start new. Do you think I want to give up my 
family, my friends? Hell no, but I’d gladly do it to save you. Do you want to marry me or 
not?” 

“Of course I do, but…” She ran her fingers through her long micro-braids. “I’m 
scared.” 

“Believe it or not. So am I. I have to trust some stranger with my woman’s fate.” 
Hand to his chest, he said, “It’s my job to protect you.” He sat on the edge of the bed and 
embraced her. “Don’t you think if I thought running away would solve the problem, I 
would? Running won’t work. Right now you have the element of surprise. They don’t 
know you plan to roll.”  

“You’re right… You’re right. It’s our only—” 
A gun-wielding, white giant of a man walked into the bedroom like he owned the 

place. Farrah screamed. Travis stood and pulled Farrah along.  
“Time to go, Farrah.” The man motioned with his free hand for her to come. 
Hell would freeze over, pigs would fly, and the Sun would rotate around the Earth 

before Travis allowed Farrah to leave. Travis pushed Farrah behind himself. If Farrah 
left, she was dead. If he stood and fought, he’d probably be killed, but at least she’d be 
free to run. She’d know to go to Cody. 
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“Dude, I’m holding a gun, and you’re in your briefs. I have no beef with you. Just 
hand her over.” 

Travis looked over his shoulder and gazed into Farrah’s eyes. I love you, he 
mouthed. Stay strong. 

>>>><<<< 
The next morning, Dallas, Texas… 

Belly down and camera in hand, Ruby lay on the floor and recorded as her nephew 
tried to crawl. The five month old rocked back and forth on the oversized Turkish rug, 
but couldn’t quite get going.   

Amber and Malachi, the proud parents, lay on the floor in front of the baby, coaxing 
him. Such a beautiful family, Ruby mused. Someday she’d have a family of her own. She 
sighed. Who was she kidding? The one person she considered a ‘til death do us part 
relationship with was not relationship material. Truth be told, lately she hadn’t felt like 
relationship material herself. 

“Did you get it? Did you get it?” Amber cut into her thoughts. “Look, he moved his 
hand forward.” 

“Of course I got it.” At least she hoped she had. She’d zoned out a few seconds. Since 
baby Emeril came along, her own biological clock ticked so loud she was sure her hard of 
hearing grandparents in Spain could hear it. 

Emeril lifted his chunky arm then the other and flopped to the ground. He barely 
had time to make contact with the lush rug before Malachi swooped him up, rolled onto 
his back and lifted the baby into the air. Emeril smiled. 

“That’s my boy.” Malachi lowered the baby to his lips and poofed his cheek, sending 
the baby into a giggling fit.  

Such a sweet giggle. Heart longing, Ruby continued recording. Had things gone 
according to her plans, she’d be married and pregnant by now. That’s what she got for 
planning, she thought. She was a fixer, not a planner. She did her best work when 
dropped into a situation that was already hot. 

“You know Cody would be more than happy to give you one of these, right?” Amber 
said, breaking Ruby out of her trance. 

“I’m recording here. Sheeesh.” Ruby turned off the video recording function of her 
phone. “Now I’ll have to cut the end.” Phone in hand, she sat in the oversized, cushy 
armchair that was in the corner. The furniture had been moved against the walls to give 
the baby plenty of crawling room. 

“You should give Cody a call and have a real conversation,” Amber said. 
“Drop it,” Ruby warned. She and Cody hadn’t had a “real” conversation in months. 
“Malachi, she doesn’t listen to me. Tell her.”  
Still laying on his back, Malachi poofed the baby’s cheek again. “Man lesson one.” 

He lifted the baby up. “Never get involved in a heated discussion between women. You’ll 
lose. Time to go.” 

“Oh not you don’t.” Amber quickly straddled Malachi. 
He chuckled. “I thought you wanted to wait a year before getting pregnant again?”  
Watching the love between Amber and Malachi hurt. Happy for her sister, Ruby did 

her best to bury her sadness, but with each day it became harder. This was what she 
wanted with Cody. She reminded herself that her biological clock ticking was just a 
passing phase and had her wanting marriage. Cody wasn’t marriage material. He was 
best friend material, and she was a wreck waiting to happen.   
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“Tell her what you were saying about them at our wedding.” 
“Man lesson two. When cornered by women, find an escape route, even if you have 

to create one.” He set Emeril on the floor, then tickled Amber.  
Laughing, she tried to get away from Malachi, but he continued for her and penned 

her down. Seeing how excited their playing got the baby, Ruby recorded the scene. The 
baby’s scoot to get to them momentarily turned into a crawl, then returned to a scoot 
just as fast. Tears fell from Ruby’s eyes. This isn’t fair. She’d never heard of anyone 
having this strong of a biological clock reaction.  

Laughing, the baby made it the few feet to his parents and joined in the fun. 
“Stop, stop, stop…” Amber pleaded.  
Brow raised, Malachi asked, “You going to stop pulling me into your insane women 

conversations?” 
“It depends. Do you want me to lie to you?” 
“You’re right. Unfair question. How about for the next hour?” 
Seeing this conversation was headed somewhere she didn’t want to record, she set 

her cell phone to the side. 
“Please just tell Ruby what you told me, then I’ll leave you alone—for now.” 
Malachi picked up the baby, then pulled Amber up as he stood. “Cody couldn’t take 

his eyes off you.” 
“So we’re attracted to each other. I need more than that.” Her life could be so 

unstable that she needed a stable man. Someone who would be there for her when she 
needed. No matter how much she cared for and was attracted to Cody, he couldn’t give 
her the stability she needed. 

“It’s deeper than that for both of you, but you’re scared. There’s something wrong 
with you Nicholas women. I’ve never met a group of women so afraid of marriage. It’s 
not natural.” 

Amber popped him in the arm. “What’s wrong with you?” 
“See.” Baby in his arms, Malachi sat on the sofa. “You can’t win.” He held his hand 

out for Amber to join him, which she happily did. 
“I’m not afraid of marriage,” Ruby said. “I’m not one of those women who think 

you’re weak because you want to marry and have children.”  
“Then what are you afraid of?” Amber asked. 
“It’s hard to explain.” How could you explain that the man who was perfect for you 

wasn’t actually perfect for you? At least not in the current state she was in. Her mind 
had been so jumbled of late. She needed time to figure out what was wrong and how to 
fix her own situation before she could continue forward with Cody.  

Malachi rolled his eyes. “You women make things entirely too difficult. This one,” he 
nudged Amber, “is a control freak. I just allow her to think she’s in charge, and it’s all 
good.” 

“Hey.” Amber elbowed him. “I am in charge.” 
He kissed her forehead. “Of course you are, darling.” He nodded at Ruby. “And you. 

You’re always trying to save everyone. Well, Cody doesn’t want or need you to save him.” 
Offended, Ruby leaned back in the chair. “I am not trying to save him.” 
Amber nodded. “He’s right. You have a savior complex.” 
“Whose side are you on? I do not have a savior complex.” 
“You bought the man a dog,” Malachi said. “No wonder he’s standoffish with you.”  
Emeril laid his head on Malachi’s shoulder and closed his little eyes. 
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“I was being thoughtful, and he loves General.” Ruby would never admit it to 
Malachi, but he was right. Her “gift” had changed things between them. They used to 
talk the night away. With Cody living in St. Louis and her living in Dallas, she looked 
forward to their nightly chats. They confided everything in each other, but now the 
conversations were forced. He’d built a fortress around his innermost thoughts, desires 
and emotions and no longer allowed her in. Truth be told, she’d done the same from her 
side and hated it. This wasn’t the relationship she wanted. 

Malachi rubbed the baby’s back and lowered his voice. “You got the man a service 
dog? Newsflash—that is not romantic. I know you all think men aren’t romantic, and 
maybe we aren’t, but a service dog, really? He doesn’t need you to fix him. He’s not a 
mission. There’s nothing wrong with him.” 

“You don’t understand.” A war hero, Cody returned from Afghanistan suffering from 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder—PTSD. She hadn’t been trying to fix him. He was her 
wounded warrior, and she’d wanted to help him cope. When she learned there were 
service dogs for his disorder, she knew he wouldn’t pursue getting one on his own, so 
she’d gotten him one. 

“You’re right. I don’t. And obviously, neither does he.” 
Hurt by the truth in his words, she could do little else but watch Emeril sleep in the 

loving embrace of his father. What did everyone expect her to do? Pretend Cody didn’t 
suffer from PTSD? “I just want my best friend back.” 

“Then do something to get him back,” Malachi said. “Go to St. Louis and lay some of 
that precious jewel’s love on him. That’ll work.” 

Before she could reply, her cell phone came to life with the ringtone Proud To Be An 
American, Cody’s favorite song. Heart racing, she drew in and released a deep breath. 
Maybe she should make that trip to claim her man and throw him completely off his 
game. She quickly pushed the idea out of her mind. She wasn’t herself and it wasn’t fair 
to him to spring this new confused Ruby on him and expect him to accept her as her old 
confident self. Smoothly, she answered, “Good morning, Cody.” 

“Travis is dead. I can’t believe this. He’s dead.” 
She gasped. A million things went though her mind at once: how, why, who, what, 

no… “Oh my God! What happened?” Travis was Cody’s friend and director of Cody’s 
Resource Center for Wounded Warriors.  

Worry evident in their eyes, Amber and Malachi sat on the edge of the couch and 
watched her. 

“I don’t know. He didn’t show up for work, so I came over to check on him. He’s 
been shot in the chest.” 

“Wait a second. Are you with him now? Have the police been called?” 
“I just got off the phone with them. They’re sending someone over.” 
“Do you mind if I put you on speaker? Amber and Malachi are here.” Ruby and her 

sisters made up one of the top security teams in the country called The Precious Jewels. 
If you were in trouble or needed answers, they were the ones to call.  

“Go ahead.” 
“Travis has been shot, murdered,” she said for Amber and Malachi’s benefit as she 

put the phone on speaker. “Tell us everything.” 
“He’s rarely late,” Cody continued, “and if he were going to be late, he’d call. He 

wasn’t answering his phone, so I tried Farrah, and she wasn’t answering either. 
Something didn’t feel right, so I came over and found him.” 
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“This is crazy.” She couldn’t imagine who would do such a thing to Travis. He was 
one of the most levelheaded people she’d ever met. “Does it look like the place was 
robbed?” 

“It looks like there was a fight, but nothing was stolen that I can tell. I need to know 
what happened. And what about Farrah? She could be in danger. With Travis gone, I 
have to look out for her.” 

“I’ll be on the next flight. We’ll find her and figure out what happened to Travis.” 
“I’ll pay double.” 
“No. This one’s on me.” 
Amber nodded in agreement, mouthing, We’re all in. 
“You can’t do this for free.” 
Proud her family had her back, she said, “Yes we can and are. Travis was our friend, 

too.” 
“Fine. Fine. We don’t have time to argue. I’m still footing the bill for expenses. By 

the time you reach the airport, I’ll have your flight booked. I’ll email the flight 
information.” 

“Sounds like a plan. I need to swing by my place to pack a bag, but it won’t take long. 
I can get to the airport within an hour.”  

“The police are here. I need to go. Thanks for doing this. I’ll see you soon.” He 
disconnected. 

Off balance, she took a few seconds to gather herself. 
“You okay, Ruby?” Amber crossed over to her sister and knelt before her. 
“I’m just in shock. Travis called the other day to help her plan a surprise birthday 

party for Cody.” A Valentine’s baby, Cody always hated his birthdate. It couldn’t have 
been easy for such a boyish boy to have to share his birthday with the lovers’ holiday. 
She jokingly called him the Grinch who stole Valentines, but in reality, Valentines was 
the Grinch who stole his birthday. This year she’d planned to change his mind about the 
date and get her old friend back. She missed what they’d shared. “I know we deal with 
this type of thing all the time, but…” 

Amber placed her hand over Ruby’s. “I understand. This is personal. Don’t worry. 
We’ve got your back. You be there to support Cody. Pearl’s jumping out some perfectly 
good plane in Spain, so I’ll call Jade to do the footwork.” 

Pearl, the thrill seeker of the sisters, couldn’t stay still. They’d decreased their 
caseload to give Amber time to adjust to married life and motherhood, but Pearl was 
never to be found. Then there was Jade who just wanted to stay in her shop. She didn’t 
consider herself a member of the Precious Jewels Security Agency, yet she always gave a 
hundred percent in the rare occasions she was called upon.  

“I don’t think you’ll need to call in Jade. You know how she is.” 
“I’ll give her the heads up to be ready and keep her in the loop with progress.” 

Amber stood. “Oh, a month or so ago Travis asked for a list of defense attorneys in St. 
Louis. I’ll forward it to you.” 

“Did he say what he needed a lawyer for?” Ever since Amber passed the bar, their 
friends and family came to her for legal advice and to help find legal assistance.  

“All I know is Farrah may need a defense lawyer, and he wanted to hire the best. I’ll 
have everything for you when you touch down.” 
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“Excellent. I need to get out of here.” Ruby crossed over to Malachi and the sleeping 
Emeril and kissed the baby. “Be good while I’m gone, little man.” She nodded at 
Malachi. “If I need extra fire power?” 

“I’m your man. Just let me know the when and where.” A former Special Forces 
officer, Malachi was one of the best extraction experts she’d ever seen.  

Worried about Cody, Ruby rushed out. Seeing Travis like that… She just prayed this 
didn’t cause a PTSD episode.  

>>>><<<< 
Unable to believe Travis had been murdered and Farrah was missing, Cody 

stretched across his living room sofa and stared at the ceiling. 
“You okay, son?” 
“No.” Cody glanced over at his father, Max. “But I’ll survive.” Time to stop moping 

around before Ruby arrived and tried to check him into some sort of psychiatric facility, 
he mused. Her compassionate heart was one of his favorite things about her. She wanted 
to save the world one person at a time. Too bad she considered him one of those who 
needed saving. 

“Talk to me.” Max took a seat in the straight-backed dining chair Cody kept in the 
living room. His father had a bad back and found dining chairs most confortable.  

“I just told Travis’s mother her baby was murdered. She’s devastated.” He returned 
to staring at the ceiling. Only one other member of his squad had returned from 
Afghanistan besides Cody. He’d thought he’d finished losing his friends to violence, but 
here he was again. In a warzone at home. “After the body’s released, I’m having him 
shipped to New York for the funeral.” 

“And Farrah?” 
Worried about Farrah, he said, “The police say she’s the number one suspect, but I 

don’t think so. They loved each other, and there was some sort of struggle. Travis would 
never hit Farrah. Had things gone sour between them, there wouldn’t have been 
evidence of a struggle. The police just want to rush onto the next case. I’ll be glad when 
Ruby gets here.” Wanting her for more than to solve this case, he sat up. “She’ll find out 
what really happened.” 

“And what of you two?” 
Shoulder’s hunched, Cody said, “I don’t know. I’d planned on going down there next 

week to confront her, but now I don’t know. All I know is I don’t want the relationship 
she wants for us.” 

“I’m sorry, son. You have a lot on your mind with this Travis fiasco, but while Ruby’s 
in town, you two need to have a serious discussion.” 

“That’s the plan. I just don’t know how to play it.”  
“Be yourself. She’ll either accept you as you are or not.” 
“Something’s been off with her lately. I mean besides our relationship. Something’s 

wrong. I can tell. She needs me.” 
“What do you mean?” 
He blew out a long breath. “It’s hard to explain, but I know it’s connected to her last 

case. We learned early on that she can’t tell me about her cases while she’s on them. She 
accuses me of being too protective.” 

His father chuckled. “I remember that fight. You showed up on a case she was 
working under cover. She called and told me to come get my son before Desiree lost a 
twin.” 
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Wistfully, Cody said, “Ah, our first fight. She was so cute.” He’d never seen her 
angry. As wrong as it was, her anger had turned him on even more. Several times, he’d 
been tempted to start a little argument to see her temper flair. 

Smiling, his father shook his head. “You have issues.” 
“You have to admit that they have the bad habit of using themselves as bait. I was 

looking out for her. Anyway, we always discuss the cases afterwards, but not this time. 
She said she doesn’t want to talk about it, and I can tell it’s not because of our situation.” 

The doorbell rang.  
“That’ll be Pat. We can talk about this later.” Cody crossed the room, then opened 

the door. His cousin was a guaranteed laugh or two that he could surely use about now. 
“Thanks for doing this so quickly.” He stood to the side. 

Loaded down with shopping bags, Pat and some young man Cody didn’t know 
entered the unit. 

“Oh my goodness, Cody. When you call, you know I come running.” He kissed Cody 
on the cheek, then saw Max. “Uncle!” He set his bags on the couch, then rushed over to 
Max and hugged him. “Where have you been hiding?” 

“Anywhere your mother isn’t.” Max chuckled. “She’s been trying to match make 
again.” 

“I fully understand.” Taking off his full length, camel hair topcoat, he approached 
Cody and the young man he’d come up with. “You can put the bags down. Tip him big, 
Cody. He saw me struggling to get everything out the car and just pitched in.”  

Cody pulled out his wallet and sorted through his bills to a ten. 
“I said, big.” Pat snatched a twenty out of Cody’s wallet and handed it to the young 

man. “Thank you for your assistance.”  
Beaming, the young man looked to Cody for the okay. Cody nodded.  
“Thanks!” the young man made his way out. 
Pat went into his own wallet, pulled out Cody’s black American Express and handed 

it over. “I purchased myself a few things also. The receipts are in the bags. Is Ms. Fix It 
still coming?” He’d given Ruby the nickname after she gave Cody his service dog, 
General. He hung his coat on the rack near the front door. 

“Yes she is.” 
“What hotel will she be staying in?” Max asked. 
“She’s staying here.” 
“In this incubator?” Max motioned around the all white, spotless condo.  
“My order comforts her, but I’ve called in Pat to soften it a bit.” 
Pat pulled two large purple ceramic vases out of an oversized bag. “Yes. He thinks 

because I’m gay, I’m some sort of decorating guru.” He began taking the bubble wrap 
from around one of the vases. “My mission is to make this place more appealing Ruby.” 

“That’s not what I think.” Cody peeked into a different bag. There sure was a lot of 
purple, he mused. 

Pat smacked his hand. “Go sit somewhere and let me create. Everything wouldn’t fit 
in my car, so the rest is being delivered. It should be here in an hour or so. Let the gay 
guru get to work please.” 

“I don’t think you’re a decorating guru because you’re gay.” Cody sat on the couch. 
“Oh really?” 
“Nope. You’re a guru because you’re effeminate and have better taste than most 

women.” 
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Max burst out in laughter. 
“Don’t encourage him, Uncle Max. You know he’s serious, right?” 
“That’s what makes it so funny. At least now I know why you had me make a grocery 

run.” 
“I figured she’d want to eat something besides sardines and olives,” he joked—sort 

of. He loved sardines and olives. 
“So let me get this straight.” Pat set one of the purple vases on the end table beside 

the sofa. “She agreed to staying here with you while she works this case?” 
“She doesn’t know yet.” 
“I should have brought popcorn, because this should be one good show.” Pat looked 

around. “Where’s General?” 
“At the groomer.” 
“You’re going all out for Ms. Fix It. I hope she appreciates this.” 
“It’s not about appreciation. I just need her to see me as a man instead of one of her 

causes. I can’t do that over the phone.” He also couldn’t make love with her over the 
phone. “I just wish she were here under different circumstances.” 

“Uncle, you’d best stop him before he goes all caveman on her. You know how he is.”  
“Listening to you is what got me into this mess.” 
“What you were doing wasn’t working. Doing the same thing and expecting different 

results is the definition of insanity. I’m right. You just don’t like it.” He took the bubble 
wrap off the second vase.  

“Please tell me you’re not going to make my place look like a purple explosion.” 
Eyes narrowed, Pat said, “You did ask for my help, right? I am the effeminate one, 

right? Which makes me an expert at decorating, right?”  
“I thought it did, but now that I’ve had more time to think about it, I’m having 

second thoughts. You told me to stop confiding in her. What kind of craziness was that?” 
“You know. Maybe you’re right and I’m wrong. At the end of the day, you asked a 

gay man about your woman issues. What kind of craziness was that?” 
“Complete insanity.” On one hand Cody loved his cousin, with his other hand, he 

wanted to strangle him. Cody had thought shutting Ruby out was the stupidest idea 
ever, but confiding everything in her obviously hadn’t worked, so he agreed to try Pat’s 
way for a few months. Pat said to stop treating Ruby like his therapist and she would 
stop treating him like a patient. Instead they were supposed to talk about the good 
things that happened in their day. Cody hated it and was shocked he’d been able to go 
this long, but no more. He couldn’t keep everything from the one person he wanted to 
share everything with. 

Max laughed. “Pat has a point. Just be yourself. This will be the first time you two 
get to spend quality time together. It’ll be a learning experience for both of you. At the 
end you may be friends, lovers or decide to go your separate ways.” 

“Talk about being lovers,” Pat said. “Change the sheets in the bedrooms.” He 
pointed at one of the bags. “I got you silk linen. Navy blue for your room and scarlet red 
for hers.”  

“I like my flannel.” 
“Exactly why you go to bed alone at night. And I got General a few new dog beds 

that should be delivered soon. How much time until she arrives?” 
“Her flight should be touching down any minute, but she wanted to swing by the 

police station before she came here.” 



Unedited Draft Chapter One WARRIOR 

“Why didn’t you pick her up?” Max asked. 
“She has to talk business with the cops, and you know I don’t have patience for their 

run around. I’ll let her play nice. If she she needs the mean, she’ll call me in.” He took 
the sheets out of the shopping bag and headed towards the bedrooms, wondering how 
long before he and Ruby got to break them in. 
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