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      M…In a world filled with rhinestones, shine like a diamond.
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      Club Swank was anything but. It wasn’t in the best area of town; the clientele was sketchy, and the girls all had secrets—most of which included drugs, money, and sex. The owner was a known ringleader for a local gang, and the place looked like bangers ran it. I hated to even step foot inside. As soon as I opened the door, I’d be accosted by smoke, lousy music, and women who’d hang on me in an effort to make a few measly bucks. It wasn’t my scene.

      I pulled on the heavy wooden handle, and as soon as I did, a cloud billowed out like Puff the Magic Dragon welcomed me, and pink-neon lights illuminated the abundance of black tables and chairs. Once I stepped inside, the same bouncer who’d been there for years greeted me.

      “Ryker. My man. I wondered if you were going to show.” Hank was a solid guy. Great as security. He looked the part—muscle-bound, thick neck, and a crew cut. His deep voice created the auditory intimidation needed to keep drunk customers in line. And he kept the place in check…as much as one could when dealing with hags left over by the Union 21 members they’d crossed and the losers who’d landed the girls here to begin with.

      I grabbed his hand and pulled him in. We’d known each other since we were kids. Grew up in the same crummy neighborhood the club owned real estate in. “Had to work late. Where’s Chase?”

      He pointed toward the middle of the room. There, under a disco ball, stood my best friend. Feet shoulder width apart, arms at his side, head tossed back, and a girl dressed in what I believed was supposed to be a white, bridal bikini kneeled in front of him, giving him head. I didn’t have a clue why Tessa wanted to marry his ass. That wasn’t true. I knew exactly why—she wanted to be legally tied to the future boss of Union 21, even if his reign was years away.

      It wasn’t my style, but girls got off on that bad-boy shit. Somehow, they missed the memo that gang members went to jail, they got shot, and they broke the law. Hardly a life any woman should want to be a part of, but on the west side of Dacon, Illinois, marrying a Silvano was the equivalent of tying the knot with royalty. And Chase Silvano was second in line to that throne. Once he married, his grandfather, Jesse, would step aside to allow his father, Joey, to takeover. It would only be a matter of time before Chase had his turn.

      I didn’t bother Chase or the girl—who wasn’t his fiancée—at his feet. Instead, I found a seat off to the side and ordered Macallan on the rocks. The evening was still young, and this bachelor party had just gotten started. Swank wasn’t a whore house, but on nights like tonight, when the club was closed to the public and only occupied by Union 21 members—and me—the rules and the laws went out the window. Guys snorted blow off chicks’ abs, the bartender poured liquor on dancers for Chase’s friends to lick and suck off, and the music blared another tacky-ass song while some entertainer took her three minutes on the stage.

      Neither the girls nor the dances here were terribly original, but they were still women who took their clothes off regardless of whether or not I put money in their garters. And I was a man with a dick and two working eyes. While I wasn’t interested in touching any of them, Jesse made sure they stayed in dancing condition, or they got moved to alternate employment to work off their debt. Cinnamon currently worked the pole, and if I didn’t know her situation, that red bikini she’d come out in would have caught my attention.

      “Ryker.” Chase averted my attention from the topless woman doing the splits in a G-string. “Why are you sitting over here?” His words were slightly slurred, and the glazed gleam in his eyes told me he was more than just drunk, although I had no idea what else he was on.

      It wasn’t like I was in a corner. There were people all around. I just wasn’t in the thick of women who’d been instructed to ensure Chase and his friends had a good time. “You were a little preoccupied when I got here.” I jerked my head toward the girl in the veil. Her white bikini was nowhere to be found. “You having fun?”

      He sank into the chair beside me and slowly spun it with his foot as though he needed to check the place out before committing to an answer. “Yes.”

      A chuckle rolled past my lips. “Glad to hear it, man. You want a drink?” He didn’t need one based on the glassy sheen in his eyes, but I wasn’t his mama. “Scotch?”

      Chase stopped the chair, leaned forward, and then stared me straight in the eye. I waited for something profound. All I got was a stiff nod, and then he flounced back against the leather. The crowd followed the man of the hour, and before long, the group that had occupied the space center stage, now lingered off to the right, and I was in the heart of it. I hadn’t hung out with these guys much after high school. When I went in, they stayed out, and once I got a smell of freedom, I did my best to distance myself from the crowd. All except Chase. We’d been friends since we were kids, and I couldn’t shake him if I tried. We’d gone into the federal penitentiary together, and we had come out the same way.

      “Shots.” Cherry lifted a tray over our heads and made her way to the table we circled. “Jägerbombs.”

      I’d just picked up a glass and raised my hand to toast the groom when the lights went out. Music played in the pitch-black room, and the second the bass drum pounded a beat, pinpricks of light circled the walls and ceiling. The Pretty Reckless song “Make Me Wanna Die” came through the speakers, and the moment a spotlight hit the girl on stage, everything else in the room ceased to exist. She was every bit as fierce as Taylor Momsen, only younger with edgy brown hair and a thin frame. Whoever the chick was, she drew every eye her way.

      She wasn’t old enough to have the moves or the confidence she stomped onto that stage with. I’d practically memorized that video when it had come out—and lived on the fantasies for four years behind bars—and this girl had done the same. Her perfect C-cups bounced under the fitted lace of her black corset. As her slender fingers worked their way down, taking the zipper with them, my eyes followed past her black thong to her creamy-white thighs. I took in every inch of her fishnet stockings and her fuck-me patent leather heels. The Taylor lookalike owned the attention of every man and woman in the club, and she knew it. Her expression matched every lyric that echoed off the walls, and I wondered if she could sing half as well as she danced.

      She met my stare, yet she didn’t shy away like most women did. Her navy irises pinned me to my chair, and anger winked at me from behind hooded lids. Everything about her was perfect for the song and the floor; even her eye makeup was on point. Black on black on black would have been overkill for any other dancer at Swank. Plain and simple, they couldn’t have pulled it off. She didn’t just pull it off—she jerked my dick with it.

      There was something there, although it wasn’t lust—not on her part. Her body felt the music, her legs, her arms. The sway of her hips. And holy fuck was she flexible. But she never looked away. Not one time did she lose focus—on me. Beneath the charisma and the arrogance, there was determination, and that was foreign to this place which meant she was new. And I’d bet money she was barely legal. But she moved like sex with a grudge, and I needed to know who she had to avenge.

      As suddenly as she had appeared, the lights went out, and the music stopped. When the typical neon pink illuminated the club again, she was gone, as was every trace that she’d ever been before me. I stood to check the sides of the stage, and then I glanced around the room, but she hadn’t come to the floor. I didn’t get it. New girls loved the floor. They made a hell of a lot more money down here, selling lap dances to the regulars who wanted fresh meat, than they did on the stage having ones stuffed in their panties or thrown at them. This girl had ghosted the place. I wondered if maybe she’d gone to change to do another number, but when I glanced at the clock, I realized it wasn’t likely.

      I pushed out of the people huddled together. They’d all resumed partying. I, however, needed more information about the girl and why she was being exploited. I chose to label it concern versus unrequited hedonistic hunger. “Cherry.” The waitress had gotten halfway back to the bar and hadn’t heard me. “Cherry!”

      She swung her bottle-red hair over her shoulder to face me. “What’s up, sugar?”

      “Who’s the new girl?”

      “Diamond.”

      Interesting. Typically, Jesse gave the girls their stage names, and there was always a reason. Cherry had hair to match the alias, even if it came from a box at Walmart. Cinnamon had a landing strip the exact shade, coupled with a spicy persona. Candy because she was sweet, and she played that role. Raven looked like a female version of the crow. Every girl was easy to spot. But Diamond didn’t suit. “Seriously?”

      Cherry shrugged. “Jesse saw something in her. Who knows.”

      “Is she dancing again tonight?” I sounded desperate, and I partly was. I just wasn’t certain why. Other than the way she had captured my attention, stilled my heart, and aroused my curiosity, she held no interest. She was far too young, even if she were eighteen, which I doubted.

      She handed her tray to the bartender to load up more shots. “Nope. It’s her first night. One dance and done. I’m sure she’ll be back this week.”

      Shit. If she only had one number, she’d likely already changed.

      “Thanks, Cherry.”

      With as little fanfare as I could muster, I climbed the steps to the stage, making sure to stay clear of Coco during her number. The black curtain draped from floor to ceiling in a half moon around the sides and back of the dance floor, and I didn’t think I’d ever find an opening to get through. There were only a couple of girls still dressing for their final performances of the evening. None of them even flinched when they saw me, in fact, they pretty much ignored me.

      I couldn’t remember the girl’s name who now stared at me with wonder. At one point, she’d probably been pretty. Drugs and the streets in this neighborhood took a toll on youth and aged women faster than normal. When she spun her stool to face me, the star tattooed between her bare breasts gave her away.

      “Starr, did you see which way Diamond went?”

      Her shoulders slumped, and her smile faded. She didn’t bother with words; instead, she pointed to the exit. It took me three steps to reach the door and another one to actually get through it once it was open. There wasn’t much activity in the dimly lit parking lot behind Club Swank. With all of Union 21’s peddlers inside, sales weren’t happening on the sidewalks. The streets were quiet except for my heavy boots on the gravel. Just as I got beyond the piece of shit Ford that sat next to the building, I saw the black Lexus. And then Diamond.

      She’d wrapped a jacket around herself, but she still wore the fishnets and the heels. My dick twitched as her hair whipped around her cheeks in the wind, and she lifted her hand to move it. Then, her eyes caught mine just like they had on stage, and she held on for a beat longer than comfortable. Yet before I could determine what it was I’d seen or what she might have tried to communicate, she got into the back of a Lexus that belonged to Union 21.
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      Fury was easier to manage than fear, and that was the emotion I’d clung to while I took off my clothes for the likes of a bunch of losers who thought running the streets was more productive than lucrative jobs. I’d do what I had to in order to keep my mom safe, even if it meant sacrificing my dignity to people who didn’t matter. They couldn’t touch me on the stage, so that was where I’d stayed. And as soon as I’d finished, I hadn’t bothered to get dressed.

      While I waited for Sam on the corner, I pulled the zipper on my corset, securing my breasts back in a cage one size too small. The wind picked up, and my hair tangled with the breeze. It dawned on me that to any passerby, I appeared to be working the street. The last thing I needed was to get propositioned for sex. I dug a pair of black shorts from my bag, slipped them over my stockings, and slid my arms through my black, leather jacket. It wasn’t much, but at least I wouldn’t be arrested if a cop came by before my ride showed.

      The back door to Club Swank slammed against the brick building, startling me. My heart raced from the sudden adrenaline rush, but it didn’t settle, even after I saw who’d caused the commotion. I’d never seen him, even though I was familiar with all his friends, which meant he was U21 just like the rest of the deadbeats inside. Although, there was something different that I couldn’t put my finger on. I’d noticed him before I went on, and he hadn’t interacted with the other girls. He hadn’t put a single dollar in anyone’s lingerie. He hadn’t so much as paid the least bit of attention to anyone other than Chase Silvano. Everything about him screamed Union member. Aside from his face, ink covered every inch of visible flesh—stunning ink, but ink all the same. The huge gauges in his ears would normally turn me off, yet somehow, they suited him. And who the hell thought a nose ring could make a man look so broody. Every nuance hardened him. Add to it the T-shirt that hugged his biceps and caressed his pecs, the jeans I imagined that hung in the perfect spot to highlight the V God gave well-built men, the flat-studded belt, and black Doc Martens, and he was sin amped up on testosterone.

      And then my eyes met his.

      He didn’t see through me; he saw me. His dark eyes clung to mine like he could read my secrets. But instead of extorting them the way U21 was famous for, it was as if he tried to cloak them from across the way. Shield me from exposure. Protect me from the thugs. He hadn’t moved then, and he didn’t move now. The man held my stare across the parking lot, and then Sam pulled up in the same black Lexus he’d dropped me off in. Only this time, the back door to the sedan opened, and my mother sat inside.

      The right side of her face was puffy and tinted an irritated shade of pink. Dried blood clung to her nostril. She’d pissed off someone, and while I couldn’t be certain of exactly who, even I could hit an elephant with a dart on that guess. I didn’t bother to look back when I slid in next to my mom. Sam didn’t wait for me to pull the door closed, either. He took off, and the gravitational pull of the sharp left turn shut it on its own.

      “Ma, what happened to your face?”

      Sam’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror and dared my mother to answer honestly.

      She waved me off. “You know me. I’m just clumsy. I’m fine.” Clearly, she wasn’t. Studying her face, her nose leaned slightly left where it had always been straight. She’d been hit…hard.

      I hated seeing her like this, but she had known what she was getting into when she decided slinging dope would be more profitable than her job at the call center. And just like every other woman on U21’s payroll, she’d fallen victim to the pull of her product. It began with a line here and there to keep up with the late-night hours, then she skimmed off customers without their knowledge, and when she started turning up short with Sam, trouble began. And that left us in our current predicament.

      Sam turned north when he should have gone south. He wasn’t navigating the streets to our apartment, although he hadn’t mentioned any other stops on the agenda. It was late; I was tired and overly emotional. “Where are we going?” My eyelids fluttered, and I took a deep breath to calm my nerves and agitation.

      “Seems your ma hasn’t learned her lesson. So Jesse wants to speak to both of yous.” Sam wasn’t Italian, nor was he a Yankee. He was as white as snow, and I was fairly certain he’d grown up in Nebraska. Aside from the blond hair and light-blue eyes, he was about as stereotypical as one could get. He fit the part of a gang enforcer well—meathead who wore fitted, black T-shirts and tight, black jeans. I assumed the addition of the black sports coat was due to seeing his boss since he never wore one on the streets.

      I let out an audible sigh. “Seriously, Ma? What the hell?” When I turned, her chin nearly touched her chest in shame. She was an addict who couldn’t control herself. Unfortunately, she was also an addict who didn’t want help—not yet, anyway. “I can’t believe you’re adding to the bill.”

      “I’d do it if I could.” That was fucked up. Neither of us should be stripping to pay off a drug debt.

      I rubbed my temples and tried not to lose my cool. “How about just quit stealing shit that doesn’t belong to you.”

      Sam’s fake Northern-English-Italian-wannabe brogue came tumbling into the back. “You should listen to your daughter before you find yourself swimming with the fishes.”

      He couldn’t see my eyes when I rolled them, but I doubted that even his dumb ass missed my tone. “Didn’t you grow up in the Midwest? Who the hell talks like that?”

      “Nikki!” My mother’s sudden burst of energy irritated me. “Do you know who you’re talking to?” She had to be joking.

      “I’m well aware, Ma. I have to wonder why you’re worried about me talking to him a certain way when you’re stealing from his boss. Jesus. Talk about irony.”

      The car stopped outside an industrial-looking building. I’d walked by this place a hundred times on my way to work at the restaurant. During the day, it appeared to be an abandoned warehouse. At night, it bustled with activity. Lights illuminated the windows, cars—mostly black Lexuses—lined the parking lot, and men in slacks and sports coats were easy to spot. I wondered what the hell they did at night dressed like that on cell phones, then I thought better of it. Whatever it was, I was sure their activity was illegal, and I wanted no part of it.

      Sam didn’t pull into a parking place. Instead, he stopped in front of what I guessed to be the entrance and killed the ignition. “Out.” His command grated on me, but I jerked the door open anyhow.

      Nothing like looking the part of a prostitute in front of men who’d gladly pay for company. The guy who opened the door slapped my ass when I walked by. The glare I gave him only earned a chuckle in return. Bastard.

      I grabbed Ma’s hand, pulled her behind me like a reluctant child, and followed Sam. My heart beat faster than it should, and I tried to steady myself with deep breaths when I got on the elevator and rode to the third floor. Down the hall and to the left was a wall of glass blocks with a door in the middle, also glass but clear. I guessed glass was easier to clean than brick when Jesse Silvano offed someone who’d crossed him. This should be fun.

      As if my mother could read my mind, she yanked me toward her and hissed into my ear. “Don’t get smart with him. Understand? He’s not playing games.” Said the woman who continued to steal coke and smack off the most powerful drug lord in Illinois.

      “Ladies, sit.” Jesse Silvano reminded me of Tony Soprano. He could have been his double if HBO ever needed one. “Please,” he softened his tone.

      I chose a seat nearest to the door, which was still too close to him, and crossed my legs. I hadn’t realized I’d groaned out loud when I took in my attire.

      “Is there a problem, Ms. Wilson?”

      I assumed Jesse was talking to my mother, but when I glanced up, his stare remained cast on me. And then he raised his brows.

      Might as well be honest. “I would have chosen a more appropriate outfit had I known we were coming to visit.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he tilted his head to the side just slightly. “I assure you that your attire is the least of my concern. I’m aware of where you came from.” Yes, that would be because he whored me out to his goons. “We have a bigger issue to discuss than your stockings.”

      No one in the room missed the evil stare I gave Ma. It was as menacing as Jesse’s presence.

      “It appears that Tabitha”—that would be my mother—“hasn’t learned anything from her mistakes.”

      My nostrils flared as I waited for what came next. It took every ounce of self-control I had to keep my mouth shut and wait for him to give me the information he wanted me to have.

      Jesse took a seat behind the large desk in front of us and crossed his ankles on the top corner. He didn’t speak again until he’d folded his hands on top of his round belly. “She stole product from one of our vendors this evening.” He acted like this was a legitimate business with legal inventory.

      I shifted my attention from Jesse’s belly to his face. “Sounds like you should train your vendors better.”

      He cocked a brow, and my mother slapped my arm from the chair next to me. “That issue is being handled. We’re here to talk about your issue.”

      I loved how this had become “my” issue. And by loved, I meant I thought it was utter bullshit. I’d agreed to his terms already which was why I’d stripped for a room full of men less than an hour ago. “How much did she add to the total?” The words were as dull and lifeless as this conversation.

      “A grand.”

      Fine, that meant I’d have to dance eleven days instead of ten—assuming I brought in a thousand dollars a night. I’d have to hustle. It would take me a couple of months since I could only dance three nights a week per club rules, but I’d get it taken care of and pretend this had never happened. “Okay. I’ll add it to the tab.”

      Jesse rubbed his belly. I’d all but forgotten anyone else was in the room until Sam’s cell phone rang, and he stepped out to answer it. The door behind me closed before Jesse resumed speaking.

      “I thought you might like to…work it off a little quicker.” Mischief glimmered in his eyes, and I prayed I didn’t vomit when he told me what that might mean.

      I already knew I didn’t want the answer, although I asked anyway. “How?” My field of vision narrowed as he began to move.

      He stood, came around the desk, and dismissed Ma with the jerk of his chin. She hesitated to leave me alone, but only for a fraction of a second when her sense for safety overrode her instinct to protect her only child. Then she did as he had silently commanded. Again, Jesse waited for the door and then sat on the corner of the wood. The two of us occupied the enormous office alone. Foolishly, I wasn’t intimidated, even though I should have been. “On your knees.”

      “Is that an order or a proposition?” It didn’t matter, neither would happen.

      A sly smile rose on the left side of his mouth, but it didn’t reach his eyes, and the other side of his lips couldn’t be bothered to participate. “An offer.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and waited. He held what he believed to be the position of power in front of me, forcing me to tilt my head to see him. But I was as naively arrogant as he was confidently cocky.

      “You’re a beautiful girl, Nikki. There’s a reason I gave you the stage name Diamond.”

      I kept a straight face. “It wasn’t because my nipples could cut glass?”

      “Cute, but no. You’re a precious gem. We both know you have no business being in Swank, much less on the stage. Unfortunately, you were born to trash who doesn’t mind letting you pay her tab. I just want to give you the opportunity to do that as quickly as possible.”

      “By allowing me to suck your dick? How thoughtful.”

      “Don’t be so quick to dismiss the offer. There are perks to being in the service of a Silvano.”

      The guy was old enough to be my grandfather, literally. He was a grandfather. I wouldn’t have considered the offer if he were twenty-five, but I sure as hell wouldn’t entertain saggy, old man balls. “I appreciate it, but I’m going to pass. I have no interest in being anyone’s whore.”

      I reached for my bag, and he stood quickly. I wondered if he thought I packed a weapon in my clutch. Even if I had, the biggest thing I could have had in there would have been a .22 or a knife. A .22 would bounce off him like a BB gun and do nothing more than piss him off. I’d never get in a swipe with a knife, much less do any damage. He had at least a hundred pounds on me and probably six inches. I wasn’t any sort of physical threat.

      I produced the wad of cash I’d gotten dancing tonight. It was only a few hundred dollars, but I’d thought for my first time on stage and only having one song, I’d done pretty well. “Payment number one.”

      “You can triple what’s in your hand. All you have to do is wrap those gorgeous lips around my cock and let me fuck that pretty mouth.” He wagged his brows, although I wasn’t sure if he meant it to be seductive or merely suggestive. Either way, it repulsed me.

      With the bills in a vise grip between my fingers, I shoved my hand his direction. “Here.”

      He grabbed my wrist with one hand and took the money with the other. He leveraged his grasp to pull me up and flush to his swollen stomach. His breath smelled of onions and garlic, and there was the slightest bead of spittle on the corner of his mouth. Even if I had been willing to consider his offer, that alone would have been enough to change my mind. Jesse set the money on the desk and then grabbed my ass. He pushed his hips against mine, and when I jerked away, he let me go with a sinister chuckle.

      I shouldn’t have done it, but spit flew from my mouth to his feet. “I agreed to dance at your club. I agreed to pay you what I made the three nights I performed. That is where my obligation stops. I didn’t steal your drugs. I didn’t do your drugs. I’m not one of your minions. I’ll uphold my end of the agreement for my mom’s sake. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      He held up his hands, and surprisingly, he didn’t press. “Fair enough.” He raked his eyes down the length of my body, and I’d never been so grateful for the leather that hid my shape. When he met my stare again, he licked his lips, leaving behind a glistening sheen that made my stomach turn. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.” Then he stood, walked to the door, opened it, and waited for me to pass through.

      Which I did. Although, not quickly. I didn’t trust Jesse Silvano any farther than I could throw him. And since I doubted I could even pick him up, I kept a close eye on him until I was on the opposite side of the glass. My mother stood a few feet away with Sam, who looked like a big teddy bear without the jacket he’d had on earlier. She bounced from foot to foot, and I couldn’t tell if she needed to pee or if she was geeked out. I realized it was neither when she began to pester me for information on the offer Jesse had made.

      No one else in the place needed to hear about his proposition. “Jesus, Ma. Chill out. I told him no,” I muttered under my breath.

      Her hold on my arm was so tight the leather pinched at my bicep, and her nails dug in. They would have pierced the skin had I not had on the jacket. “You told Jesse Silvano no? What’s wrong with you?” My mother had zero decorum. Everyone within a ten-block radius had just heard her declaration.

      We had stopped outside the elevator where Sam clearly overheard every word between us and seemed amused when he pressed the down button. Thankfully, he kept his opinion to himself.

      “It’s bad enough I have to work at Club Swank to fix your mistakes. I’m not sucking some guy’s dick or spreading my legs, regardless of how much money you owe him.”

      With her fingers still firmly wrapped around my upper arm, she turned back toward Jesse’s office and attempted to take me with her. “You’ll do what you need to do.”

      I ripped my arm free. “The hell I will. If you want to fuck for money, be my guest. I’m at the max of my give-a-shit right now.”

      The elevator dinged, the doors opened, and I proceeded to get in. She could walk home for all I cared. Unfortunately, Sam held the car and waited for her to join us. I loved her; I really did, but she tried my patience these days. Never in a million years would I have imagined my mom turning out this way, much less letting me pay her debt with my body. I hated what drugs had done to her, and even worse, I hated that she had yet to see it. She was still beautiful and young at thirty-six. There was still a chance for her to pull out, but I’d seen this neighborhood steal countless young lives and marry them with drugs, sex, and gangs.
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      Saturday night, I’d hoped to get to Swank earlier than I did. Chase and Tessa’s wedding had started late—not that they ever did anything on time—and gone well into the night. The affair was huge and well attended, which also made it difficult to leave. I’d grown up with Chase, and by default, I became a surrogate family member. Aunts, uncles, cousins, siblings—they all came out in droves, as did every member of Union 21 and their significant others. There were more people there than the last concert I’d been to. As a groomsman, I hadn’t felt right leaving before the bride and groom. Subsequently, I didn’t escape the reception until nearly one in the morning.

      I’d hopped on my Harley the moment the newly married couple had been safely tucked into their limo. Swank closed at two, which didn’t give me time to go home to change if I had any hope of seeing Diamond. Not that I had a clue why she intrigued me or how she’d managed to plague my thoughts for the better part of twenty-four hours. If she had made it onto Swank’s stage, she was up to her ass in Union 21—not my scene—but I couldn’t shake her.

      The club glowed like a beacon with all the lights illuminating the front of the building. I should have heeded the warning; lighthouses warned sailors away from rocks—Swank held the same power for devastation. Nevertheless, I parked, killed the ignition, and removed my helmet. I was off the motorcycle in seconds, moving toward the same door I’d dreaded opening last night. Once inside, the familiar scene would accost me: pink neon, black furniture, and trashy women.

      Hank stood from the stool he kept by the entrance. “Ryker. Twice in one weekend?” He stuck his fist out, and I reciprocated his greeting. “What’s with the digs? The ladies will be drooling.” A devilish smirk rose on his lips as he assessed my attire.

      I shook my head at his innuendo and returned his grin. “Chase’s wedding.”

      “Good luck in there.” He nodded and waved me through.

      The roar of the music had my head in a vise less than sixty seconds after walking into the club. I’d already had several drinks and hadn’t gotten much sleep last night. Exhaustion weighed down my mind and body; the last thing I cared to do was search through inebriated men looking for one tempestuous woman. I didn’t have a clue what I’d say to the girl even if I found her. After surveying the floor and not immediately spotting the Taylor Momsen lookalike, I took a seat at the bar.

      The bartender slid a napkin my way and leaned in. Fruit wafted from her mouth when she spoke, and I imagined it came from the gum she chewed. “What’ll it be?”

      “Macallan on the rocks.”

      With one hand, she reached for a glass and used the other to pull the bottle from the rack. I was by no means a connoisseur of fine liquor, but Macallan 12 shouldn’t be top shelf, yet there it sat. She stretched to reach the scotch, exposing the delicate lines of her torso and individual ribs. And when she faced me, it was easy to see a light in her eyes. It was a shame this girl had gotten caught up here; she was attractive, and it had nothing to do with her being topless. “Do you want to start a tab?”

      I didn’t have any intention of staying long enough to have more than one drink, so I pulled a ten from my wallet and swiveled the barstool to the stage. Cherry danced to some old Guns N’ Roses song I hadn’t heard in ages, but she couldn’t keep my attention. There was just something indecent about watching girls I’d grown up with taking off their clothes for money. And sadly, just about every entertainer in the place had gone to the same elementary school I had.

      The lights flashed with the beat of the music and, at times, made it difficult to see. Everything became segmented and broken instead of fluid. Even still, it didn’t take me long to figure out Diamond wasn’t here. Or if she was, then she had a customer in a private room, or she was behind the curtain. Neither made me happy, but one had me seeing red.

      Patience wasn’t a virtue I had in spades; in fact, it wasn’t one I possessed at all. So after three songs with no sign of Diamond, I tossed back the last of my scotch, set the glass on the bar top, and thanked the girl who’d served me. It was difficult to move through the room without touching or bumping into someone. The dancers wanted to make money, and they did their best to attract anyone they believed could put it in their pockets. But I wasn’t here to have some chick from the neighborhood grind on my cock, tease me into a sexual frenzy, and then stick her hand out for cash, leaving me with an empty wallet and throbbing erection. That shit didn’t appeal to me in the slightest.

      I managed to get outside of the tables and find my way to the stairs leading behind the curtain without having to say “no” more than three times. And it was much easier to find my way backstage than it had been last night. Unfortunately, once I got to the dressing area, I realized the hypnotic blonde had eluded me again. There was no one around to ask, and I doubted any of the veteran workers knew her name anyhow, much less her schedule.

      My reflection shown like a clown in funhouse mirrors when I stood in the middle of the dressing stations. When I turned in a circle and raked my hand through my hair, the round lights distorted my view from a distance. Friday and Saturday nights were huge money makers. I couldn’t imagine why she wouldn’t have showed. And Swank was closed on Sundays. I had a meeting with my parole officer Monday night after work, meaning it would be Tuesday before I could return. Even then, there was no guarantee she’d be working.

      Frustrated, I stomped toward the exit, yanked open the door, and left.
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        * * *

      

      My meeting with my parole office had been status quo. I had answered his questions, peed in a cup, and made an appointment for the following month. I couldn’t wait to be out from under that fucking requirement. It was like having a damn babysitter. Each one left me pissed off, and afterward, I always went back to work to take out my frustration on an automobile instead of in the streets. Yesterday had been no different. I’d gone back to the shop. By the time I had finished the car I worked on, it was late, and I was beat. It never failed. My monthly meetings with a PO ignited a flame of irritation and anger that stayed with me late into the night. Jeff wasn’t a bad guy; I just resented being forced to meet with him, and the drug tests were a joke. I’d never done drugs—despite what people believed based on my appearance—and I never would. I’d merely been at the wrong place at the wrong time, and I would pay the price for the rest of my life. Maybe that was what infuriated me so badly. Either way, it was best that I steered clear of people in general the first Monday of every month.

      Today had proven to be a better day, although that had little to do with the actual quality and more to do with the blonde gem that I hoped to see tonight. I’d taken the time to go home, shower, shave, and change clothes before I got on the bike. Not that the chicks at Swank cared if I reeked of motor oil and my hands were stained. Hell, they’d pretend they enjoyed it if they thought I might buy a lap dance or get a private room. I shouldn’t have cared what she thought since I knew nothing about her. Even if she were underage, it wasn’t my problem. I wasn’t a knight in shining armor, and I sure as hell wasn’t a snitch. Which meant, my motivation wasn’t pure or humble.

      The chick was hot as fuck, but more than that, she didn’t give one shit about anyone in that audience. Even on her first night, she had put the other girls to shame. Her confidence rivaled veterans, and she could have owned the floor had she bothered to step foot on it. If I didn’t play my cards right, some regular would get his claws into her before I even knew her real name. Hence the reason I was about to step into Swank for the third time in less than a week. I prayed the stench of indecency didn’t root itself into my skin and ooze from my pours. There were few things I hated more than this club and the people who attended it. I never cared to be associated with Swank or identified as a regular.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I held when I opened the door and didn’t see Hank on the stool. Trevor and I went back to grade school. We weren’t close, but we were friendly. He was on the phone and didn’t appear all that happy when he waved me through with nothing more than a nod of his head. I dreaded anyone being on the receiving end of a pissed off U21 member, but as long as it wasn’t me, they could fight their own battles.

      Smoke filled my lungs with each breath I took. I didn’t have a clue how people could stand to be cooped up in a hotbox of cancer just to look at tits and ass, nor did I understand why the city hadn’t outlawed cigarettes in clubs. Instead of watching, waiting, and wasting time, I didn’t land in one spot. There wasn’t much of a crowd on a Tuesday at ten o’clock, so it didn’t take long to check out the tables.

      Raid—a nickname he’d acquired after being caught in several of them—stopped me outside the hall to the private rooms. “Sorry, Ryker. You know the rules. Unless you’re with a girl, you don’t go back.”

      I knew the rule; I also didn’t care. I had zero desire to see anyone else in this club half naked, much less watch her rubbing her ass on some grimy geezer who should be at home with his wife. “No worries.” Playing it cool seemed a better option than forcing him out of the way and then daring him to lay a hand on me. “Diamond back there?”

      His face contorted with confusion. “Who’s that?”

      Shit. He hadn’t been here Friday, and apparently, she hadn’t been here since. “Blonde, new, young—too young.”

      “Haven’t met her. Sorry, man. I’d help if I could.” He resumed the stance he’d dropped and crossed his arms over his chest. Raid jerked his head back the direction I’d come. “Check at the bar. One of the girls should have the schedule.”

      I hadn’t asked when she worked again, although Raid clearly got the hint. If I weren’t more careful, people might actually believe I hung out here or had an interest in doing so. Getting caught up with one of these women was the equivalent of three to five in the federal pen. Every detail I reminded myself of should have driven the curiosity away; however, it only served to ignite the desperation to find her further. Even though, I’d yet to determine what the hell I’d say when I hunted her down. And she had become my prey.

      I clapped Raid on the shoulder and took his advice. With only a few customers at the bar, getting information wouldn’t be hard, but I’d have to pay for it. I could either do that buying a dance or with a hefty tip after ordering a drink. The second option outweighed the first hands down.

      When the bartender met my stare, her expression made me want to bathe with a toaster…plugged in. Her come-hither glance and the curl of her upper lip were less than enticing yet intended to be appealing.

      Before she could utter a word or attempt to seduce me, I ordered. “Macallan.” I didn’t think it was sanitary for her tits to touch the bar top but decided against mentioning it. DHEC certainly wouldn’t make a surprise visit, so my opinion meant nothing. “Please.”

      She returned with my drink, and I slipped her a twenty-dollar tip. It was steep, but I didn’t want to be here any longer than I absolutely had to. Feeding her a few bucks at a time would only prolong the agony. The bartender picked up the cash, and after she rang up the drink, she realized what she still had in her hand. Turning toward me, she stared quizzically. “What are you looking for?”

      “Just a little information.”

      She put the money in a jar next to the register and then gave me her attention. “Shoot.”

      There wasn’t any reason to mince words. “When’s Diamond back on stage?”

      The girl appeared disappointed as she moved down the length of the bar. She leaned over, grabbed a piece of paper, and returned. “Friday and Saturday.”

      “Full shifts?”

      Her tongue ran across her bottom lip, and she arched an overplucked brow. She had to be kidding if she thought I would give her more for that.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Nevaeh.”

      Figured. Heaven spelled backward explained the fire-engine-red bikini bottoms and the silly headband with horns. I wondered if she had a pitchfork that she used for a prop when she danced and if “Highway to Hell” was her top-paying performance number. “Nevaeh, that’s pretty.” It wasn’t.

      She held out her hand, palm up, waiting for me to grease it.

      I rolled my eyes and reached into my back pocket for my wallet. Another ten in her hand, and she closed her fingers around the paper.

      “Yes.”

      Ten bucks for three letters was highway robbery, but it got me what I wanted.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t dressed up; I’d dressed to be noticed. By her. I hadn’t mistaken the way she’d held my stare when her attention could have roamed to any number of attractive guys at Chase’s bachelor party. Seven days had been six too many. I’d endured Club Swank more than any woman deserved, yet here I sat, waiting at the bar, again. For over an hour, I’d nursed my scotch and watched as one dancer after another paraded across the stage to the tune of another raunchy song, half-dressed. None of them held any appeal, nor did the company of any of the guys who hung out here. I tried my best to remain unnoticed, but in U21’s world, the best friend of Chase Silvano was almost as good as the man himself.

      Most of the dancers were keenly aware of my disinterest, and those who weren’t learned quickly. The ones I’d grown up with asked too many questions, and if Diamond didn’t make an appearance shortly, I’d chalk it up to the stars not aligning and go home. I didn’t make a play for women, especially not in a place like this.

      If the music hadn’t been so loud, Starr would have heard me groan when she sat on the barstool next to me. Or maybe she had and didn’t care—desperation did strange things to people.

      “Hey, handsome.” It wasn’t original, but neither was her metallic-yellow outfit that left nothing to the imagination.

      I raised my glass and lifted my chin. It was the closest thing she would get to a greeting. Yet somehow, it didn’t faze her that my attention hadn’t left the empty stage.

      Her small fingers grazed my forearm, and my eyes fell to the place she touched. I wasn’t special; all the girls did this kind of thing in hopes of landing some sap in a back room. Her eyes held mine when I glanced up, and I felt sorry for her. Her free hand twirled a strand of hair in what I guessed was meant to be a seductive gesture. “I can help you wash those troubles away.”

      Before I could reject Starr’s offer, the lights went out, signaling the arrival of another performer. Luckily for me, the second the stage illuminated, I caught sight of what I’d come for. Flashes brought her into focus. Each beat, every note highlighted glimpses of someone far more stunning than I’d remembered. Diamond was ferocious, yet dainty. Intense, but subtle. Everything about her was captivating, and her music choices were impeccable. “Whore” by In This Moment was a statement about why she was here—even I picked up on that. Had she been singing, I would have felt each word delivered to me as though it were just the two of us in the room and she was punching me in the gut.

      With so much to see, it was difficult to focus on one thing. Her toned thighs were exposed instead of covered in fishnets. I’d be damned if the silver, lace-up corset wasn’t sexier than the black one she’d worn last week, and the matching metallic combat boots gave her the tough appearance the lyrics depicted. She worked a sheer cover so seductively it became an extension of her arms. Darkness entombed her for a split second, just long enough for her to give her back to the audience, drop the scarf, and sharply turn her head over her shoulder. The chorus echoed and when the band screamed, “I could be your whore,” she locked eyes with me.

      She’d known precisely where I was in the audience.

      Anger radiated from her dark-blue eyes, squinted a hint. If looks could kill, she’d have pinned me to the bar with two daggers. I’d only thought the first song she’d danced to fit her perfectly. She bent at the waist, and her silver G-string caught my attention, holding it on her tight ass.

      I lifted my glass to my lips, taking a deep drink, and I attempted to hide the effect she had on me. My throat constricted when I swallowed, and my heart pounded against my sternum. I hadn’t noticed my fists clenching and releasing with each man who approached the stage. My teeth ground together with every hand that tucked a bill into her panties, and when some punk reached up to grab her tit, I stood abruptly.

      I’d all but forgotten Starr even sat next to me until her nails dug into my skin where she still held my forearm. The glare I gave her must have warned her off because she released me. If Raid hadn’t been on the guy who’d managed to cop an unwelcomed feel, I would have. Yet Diamond never missed a beat. She was a crowd favorite, as I knew she would be. Every dick in Swank stood at attention while she gave the audience her all. I shouldn’t have been shocked, nothing in this place should surprise me, especially not a girl on stage taking off her top. If I could have roared and pounded my chest, I would have gone caveman just before I swept her away.

      Somehow, the idea of her fingers working their way through the ribbon that drew her corset together had me blinded. I desperately wanted her to take it off; I just didn’t want anyone else to see what she had covered. It wasn’t much. Hell, her ass and her pussy were barely hidden, but her breasts were personal. In the time it took me to recognize the absurdity of my feelings, the fabric fell to the stage. Diamond spun on the pole, sank to the ground in the most erotic split I’d ever witnessed, and in the process, wound me tight as a coil.

      Her eyes never left mine. I felt whatever grudge she held as if I’d had anything to do with it. Then it dawned on me. It was hatred that gleamed in her expression. The hardened gaze she cast my direction was exactly that. Most women who took that stage had shame written on their faces—at least when they first started. At some point, they had succumbed to the life they’d screwed themselves into. This girl was pissed the fuck off, and it appeared she associated me with that fury, which only meant one thing.

      She believed I was U21, and she clearly hated everything about it.

      It was possible I assumed far too much based on what I saw, but I’d learned a lot being locked up. The most important being to read people. The notion that eyes were the window to the soul wasn’t a misnomer; it was absolute truth. I’d studied more people than I cared to admit, most of which weren’t worthy of the air they breathed. Once a person figured out how to identify evil, innocence was easy, and rage was an emotion no one hid well. This girl was living and breathing that animosity. All in my direction.

      Her three minutes ended faster than I cared for them to. The music stopped, the crowd erupted, and she stood there in nothing other than a strip of fabric—that couldn’t legitimately be considered panties—and sinful boots. Seething, she looked into me. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who could see beyond appearances and into the heart of who someone was. Her eye makeup accentuated the piercing stare aimed solely at me. I had only hated my association with Chase Silvano one other time in my life, and that incident had landed me in prison.

      Money dripped from what little bit of her costume she still wore, the stage floor was littered with dollar bills, and then she was gone.

      My chest heaved, and I didn’t have to check my pulse to know my heart raced with a vengeance. The beat throbbed in my neck, ticking away a steady cadence. I could feel it in my fingers and my chest. And when I sat back down, it took effort to ignore Starr without barking. Instead, I turned to the bartender and ordered another glass of scotch. That was only her first dance of the night. I’d have to endure two more before she finished for the evening. My only saving grace, the only thing that kept me from getting ousted by one of the bouncers, was the fact that, once again, she hadn’t come out on the floor to solicit privates. A drug conviction would have been a walk in the park compared to the murder charge I’d face if one of these douchebags touched her.

      Sitting at the bar, thinking about the damage I’d do to someone to keep them away from her, my cock was hard as a fucking rock. I wasn’t certain if it was her naked image that aroused me or the thought of protecting her—both were ludicrous, but one of the two absolutely existed.

      The lyrics to her song bounced around in my head while I waited for her to retake the stage. Diamond made a statement, even if I didn’t know what she tried to say. If there were any truth to the song I’d just heard, I wondered what her secrets were and how she’d gotten tangled up with U21.

      Another drink did nothing to soothe the beast inside me, but thankfully, the vibe I put off kept Starr and the other girls away. Each dancer made rounds on the floor after they performed, picking up some random schmuck who’d grease their palm with a hundred bucks to have them grind their lap with no hope of anything further.

      Diamond’s second number left me more riled up than the first, and just like the two times previous that I’d watched her perform, I was ready to chew nails and kill anyone who dared cast a glance in her direction much less lay a finger on her. I’d had three drinks and didn’t need any more if I planned to drive home, but I’d be damned if I could sit around without a sedative to keep me from stomping onto the stage, throwing her over my shoulder, and marching her perky tits out of this hell hole.

      I raised my hand to get Nevaeh’s attention. She sauntered my direction with her plastic boobs on display. Before she reached me, she stopped, poured me another glass, and then slid it across the bar without so much as breaking her stride. The girl might look like an idiot with horns on top of her head, but she was smart enough to recognize I wasn’t someone she wanted to approach. Her gentle smile did nothing to ease my anxiety.

      I nursed the fourth scotch I’d ordered since arriving and prepared myself to exit the seat the second Diamond’s third number ended. There was no doubt in my mind that she wouldn’t meander into the crowd. And if history repeated itself, which I fully anticipated that it would, I’d have roughly one hundred and twenty seconds to get behind the curtain after the music quit and the lights went out. She’d bolt like lightning the moment she was done, not even bothering to change out of whatever skimpy outfit she left the stage in.

      There was no chance in hell I’d let her out the back door barely dressed and unescorted. She might think I was the devil incarnate, but I’d prove to her that hell hath no fury like a man bent on shielding a woman. She wasn’t mine, although clearly, no one had her back, or she wouldn’t be dancing for tips in a dive like Swank on U21’s clock. Regardless of whether she wanted my help, there was little she could do to prevent me from interfering at this point. Diamond was too young to be caught in the clutches of the gang. For once, my affiliation with Chase would prove beneficial. I held a mark, and I was prepared to call it.

      For a girl whose name I didn’t know.

      One who looked like she’d rather gut me with a spoon than smile in my direction.

      The same one who’d run me over without ever speaking a word.

      “Skin” by Rihanna filtered through the club, and I knew it was her final number before I even saw her. The other girls picked cliché shit. Diamond was the only dancer in Swank who chose songs that suited her stage presence, and each one ate at me a little more than the last. This girl would devour my soul before it was over, but I couldn’t wait for her to feast. It would likely be aggressive and filled with trouble, yet I couldn’t wait to get buried in her mess.

      I’d never crossed Jesse, and certainly not for snatch I hadn’t hit, but as I paid my tab at the bar, I prepared myself to take that stand—at whatever cost.

      And I had no doubt, the price would be high.
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      I’d seen him from backstage before my first number. I hadn’t expected him to stay rooted in the same spot through my last two dances, nor had I anticipated him staring me down. Two could play that game, and I had. I wasn’t afraid of him. He was the epitome of everything I hated in this neighborhood.

      The other girls talked about him. They all wanted him, not that I could figure out why—I didn’t bother to ask, either. Maybe it was his connection to the Silvano family, perhaps it was the asshole effect women seemed to swoon over, or possibly even the bad-boy vibe that oozed from every tattoo over every inch of his perfectly sculpted body. Whatever it was, I wasn’t interested. He was the type of guy who ran the gang that landed me here to begin with. And anyone who had any connection to a drug lord wasn’t worth sharing air with.

      I stared out from behind the curtain, wondering why he sat at the bar alone yet never interacted with any of the girls. Not once had I seen him approach one of the other dancers; he hadn’t dropped a single dollar in a G-string, and he sure as hell hadn’t gone back to the VIP area for any personal attention.

      “He asked Nevaeh about you earlier this week.” Cinnamon stood close enough for me to smell the baby oil she’d smeared all over her skin. “Do you know him?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.” I waited for more information, but it never came. And when I turned to ask who he was, the redhead had disappeared.

      I refused to let him get to me. It was possible he’d been sent by Jesse—or someone else who had Ma’s name on their shit list—to make certain I did what I was supposed to do. These people must have thought I was a complete moron to try to renege on the agreement I’d made to bail out my mother. Crossing Union 21 equated to death, and I had zero interest in meeting my maker. Not today anyway.

      Ogling him wouldn’t make him go away, and I had no interest in confronting him regarding why he’d asked about me. So, I went back to my dressing station and began to reapply the heavy makeup that I hoped hid my identity. It might not actually do the trick, but I’d convinced myself that I was a different person when I caked it on. Nikki Wilson wasn’t the girl on that stage taking off her clothes for strangers; Diamond was. And Diamond was edgy, strong, a force to be reckoned with. She had gumption, determination. Her give-a-fuck didn’t even register. The second the first beat played through the speakers, Nikki became Diamond, and Diamond owned that stage.

      I reapplied a smoky shadow that made my blue eyes pop. Against my pale complexion, the contrast screamed theatrical, and I was confident it worked. I was younger than any girl here, and my body showed it. There wasn’t a stretch mark or a track to be found anywhere on my skin. Nothing drooped or sagged. My ass was tight enough to bounce a quarter off it, and my abs rivaled my butt. I didn’t work out. I’d just been blessed with genes that left me lean and toned. It helped that I wasn’t a big eater, and I walked everywhere I went—except Club Swank.

      The girl in the mirror wasn’t even close to anyone I recognized. Nevertheless, she was hot, and her look brought in tips. Big tips. I’d marked off one night of this charade; I only had eleven more to go. Then I’d be free of this shit and every bit of filth it brought to my life.

      Most of the girls traipsed around nude or in their costume if they were getting ready to perform. That was one area Nikki hadn’t been willing to concede to Diamond. I waited until the very last minute to lace up my corset and pull on the pitiful excuse for panties. The final step was supposed to be heels, but after that first night, I opted for matching combat boots. Silver for the “Whore” number, red for “Closer”—because Nine Inch Nails was sexy as fuck—and finally, black for “Skin.” Rihanna had to be the queen of seduction. It was a good thing I only danced three times a night; otherwise, the boots wouldn’t have worked. I only owned three pairs, and all of our costumes had to be different. I took that to mean different colors with slight variations in style, although I was well aware that was a dangerously loose interpretation of the rule. I wasn’t here for the long haul, and I refused to invest a shit ton of money in crap I’d never be caught dead in once my final night at Swank ended. So, I improvised with things I had in my closet and only purchased stockings and G-strings. Waxing had been my biggest and most painful expense.

      As Candy’s number wrapped up, I rolled my neck and swung my arms. I likened it to a performance ritual, but I really just needed to expend the extra energy. This wasn’t a high I’d ever crave. I did my best to get through it without vomiting every time I took off my top. As much as I loved “Skin,” I’d chosen it for the slower beat. One dance was exhausting, three would have me comatose by the time my head hit my pillow tonight. It wasn’t just physically taxing—mentally, it wound me into a frenzy that lasted long after the last note and well beyond the door to the club closing behind me. And the stalker in the audience did nothing to help calm my anxiety.

      Each time I’d stepped onto the stage tonight, he’d challenged me. I’d never realized the power a look could have, but his was intense. I refused to give him the pleasure of turning away. My focus remained on him from the second I found him at the bar until I’d shed my corset, swung my ass, and collected as much cash as a three-minute dance could warrant.

      Halfway through the song, it dawned on me that he knew this was my last number. I watched him pay his tab and scoot toward the edge of the stool. With his eyes trained on mine, I plowed through the exaggerated movements that drove drunk men wild yet seemed to do nothing for him. He didn’t so much as peek at my chest or cast a glance at my ass. The muscles in his arms twitched anytime another man came near me, and he clenched his fists with every hand that he watched tuck a dollar bill under the string of my barely there underwear. He just never appeared aroused himself—further confirmation that he was here working a job and I was his subject.

      The thought of his watchful eye being a paid gig unnerved me and excited me all the same. So much so that I almost lost my footing and therefore my balance on my last pole trick. As my legs spread and I sank to the floor, I held my breath, waiting for the song to end. Darkness covered the stage, and I nearly ran to try to escape the odd power he held over me. I only had a moment before the lights would come back on. I hoped to have a bit of a lead on him. The crowd at the foot of the stage would slow him down, as would the stairs, and then the curtain. However, once he was through those, there would be nothing to stop him from reaching me—unless I had already left. Uncertain of whether my body would go in to fight, flight, or fuck mode, I couldn’t chance a close encounter. Across the room had been near enough.

      As soon as I stepped behind the curtain, I hurried to my locker to grab my things. Without looking over my shoulder, I hadn’t been able to confirm he followed me; nevertheless, I felt him. The hair on my arms stood on end, and a trail of goose bumps flowed down my spine. My heart strummed, and it wasn’t from the performance I’d just given. I loathed confrontation, and this guy seemed hell-bent on having one…with me. He had no reason to be back here. He wasn’t with any of the girls. And to my knowledge, he wasn’t responsible for any of them, either. It was a reasonably safe assumption; otherwise, no one would have been talking about him like he was ripe for the picking. Even strippers had standards—albeit, these girls’ might be low. I wasn’t looking down on them. They’d all come from the same streets I had, grown up in the same part of town, and all had some debt to pay to U21. I was no different, except it hadn’t been my actions that landed me here. But no one other than me, Ma, Sam, and Jesse knew that, and sitting on my high horse would only result in a painful fall.

      Cinnamon caught my attention with the flick of her wrist and a slight tilt of her head. His breath was warm on my skin. Even without seeing him, tingles erupted in places they shouldn’t have. An unfamiliar sensation of hatred mixed with desire ignited between my legs. Lust had no standards. It was a good thing my mind could override the wicked response of my body. Which it promptly did as I ignored the man standing close enough to me that I swore I could hear his heart beat.

      I stuffed my tips into my change purse and grabbed a pair of jeans. His hand landed on the locker next to mine with a clank, and all I could see were the colors that marked his veiny forearm and thick fingers. I refused to give in to intrigue, and instead, I pulled the pants over my legs and covered my ass. As quickly as I’d hidden my lower half, I donned a fitted shirt—sans bra—grabbed my jacket and money, and slammed the locker door closed.

      Guys like this didn’t give up easily. If he’d been sent by Sam—or worse, Jesse—I wouldn’t be able to shake him, but that didn’t mean we had to interact. I’d been given instructions, and they didn’t include this beast. If he were looking for a good time, I wasn’t the girl to bother with.

      As if I didn’t have a shadow, I strolled toward the back of the building. It was easier to play nice with the other dancers than to shut them out, so I smiled at Cinnamon as I reached the exit and waved just before I pushed open the heavy, metal door. Even if I hadn’t been able to sense him, the thud of his boots would have alerted me to his presence. I prayed Sam didn’t make me wait long. I’d only be able to ignore the Union 21 goon for so long before he insisted on talking.

      I didn’t know what it was about stepping outside Swank’s back door, but each time I did, the wind nearly knocked me over. A chill ran up my spine from the cold, and I wrapped my arms around my waist to try to ward it off. I groaned when I didn’t immediately see my ride, knowing I was left with no other option than to wait and pray the animal following me left me alone.

      There was less bite to the wind when I wasn’t out in the open. I sighed and turned back to stand against the building while I waited. He hovered less than two feet from me, blocking the door back into Swank. My shoulders slumped with resignation.

      “Hi.” His voice was deep and smooth and in complete contrast to his appearance.

      I raised my brow but didn’t speak. His dark hair was perfectly messy, and the details of his features I hadn’t been able to see from the stage now screamed at me to memorize them. There was nothing soft about this man until I chanced a peek at his eyes. Pools of molten chocolate, warm and inviting, stared back at me, waiting for my response.

      “Hello.” My attention danced from his chiseled jaw to his thick neck just before it flicked back to his face. He was beautiful in an unconventional way—artistic, yet tough. He had a story, but I wasn’t interested in reading it.

      I stepped past him and then put my back to the brick so I could see the corner where Sam would stop. He turned to face me, pinning me with the same heated stare we’d shared inside. Clearly, he didn’t get that I wasn’t interested in whatever he was peddling.

      “I don’t do drugs,” I informed him. Leaving the emotion out of my tone kept the needed distance between us.

      The son of a bitch smirked. “Neither do I.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure you don’t.” I believed that almost as much as I believe in Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy.

      He crossed his heart and held up three fingers like he was some sort of modern-day fucking Boy Scout. “Never touched the stuff.”

      It was easier to remain aloof if I wasn’t lost in his brown eyes. I let my gaze linger on the stop sign where Sam should have been waiting. “Probably best in your line of work.”

      “Yeah, mechanics and narcotics don’t mix.” He snickered. “Heavy equipment, moving parts, and all that jazz. My cat-like reflexes would be dulled, and I’m not interested in losing a finger…or any other appendage.”

      That was a big word for a thug. “Do you even know what an appendage is?” I hugged my body tighter, hoping Sam arrived before hypothermia set in.

      He ignored my question, proving my theory. “What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?”

      Either that was the worst pick-up line in history, or he was dumber than I’d initially thought. Against my better judgment, my eyes shifted to his. I’d forgotten what he even asked by the time he cleared his throat. My cheeks burned with embarrassment. He’d caught me lost in him. Although, he likely assumed it was his good looks that had me tongue tied and not the depths of the windows I peered into.

      A horn honked behind him, and the shutters to his soul instantly closed and his jaw ticced. I peered around him to see the familiar black Lexus parked at the stop sign. When I pushed off the wall, I thought he’d stop me. At the very least, I expected him to ask me for my number. Neither happened.

      “Nice chat.” It was unnecessary and did nothing other than make me appear to be an utter bitch. Well, maybe it would serve a purpose.

      I kept moving, and when Sam got out of the vehicle, I picked up the pace. The few times I’d seen him, he appeared to be more of a stuffed animal than any real threat. Right now, the scowl marking his brow and the way he’d ripped open the door to the back seat had me questioning my initial thought that he would suck at his job if he were ever actually crossed. Having grown up in the projects, I wasn’t easily frightened by the likes of U21 members. I stayed out of their way, and they left me alone. I’d thought we had an understanding regarding Ma’s situation, but I might have been mistaken.

      I’d been so focused on the hard lines etched into Sam’s forehead that I’d missed the sound of an extra set of footsteps approaching the Lexus. The man I’d assumed had stayed behind to stare at my ass as it swayed across the parking lot once again breathed down my neck, literally.

      I followed Sam’s glare over my shoulder and wondered if this guy had a death wish. Going up against Jesse’s man was almost as dumb as crossing Jesse himself. Everyone around here knew that, and I’d seen this guy pal around with the youngest Silvano, which meant he had to understand what messing with Sam could mean for him.

      Sam stepped forward, leaving the door open. He jerked his head to indicate where I needed to go and then addressed my follower. “Ryker, what brings you around?”

      For the moment, I ignored Sam and waited to see how this played out. Now that I had a name to go with the face, I realized just how much it suited him. Although, there was no telling if it was his real name or a street alias—most of these guys had at least one of each and a list of pseudonyms as long as their rap sheets.

      “Good to see you, Sam.” Damn his voice was lubricant enough for women’s panties to slide down their thighs to the floor.

      “I’d say the same, but it’d be a lie.” Sam raised his brow and jerked his head toward the building. “You need to go back inside.” Sam didn’t wait for Ryker to leave nor did he wait for a reply. His fingers wrapped around my upper arm in a death grip of epic proportions that had me crying out in unexpected pain. “Get in, Nikki.”

      The yelp had barely left my mouth when an inked hand caught Sam’s wrist. “That’s no way to treat a lady.” The silkiness I’d heard in his tone moments earlier was replaced with a husky, gruff bark.

      I had no idea what kind of pissing contest I’d accidentally stepped into, but I was quite certain it wasn’t one I wanted to remain involved in. For nineteen years, I’d managed to avoid any interaction with the gang members in Dacon, and where I came from, that took a monumental effort. I hadn’t dated in high school to keep from getting mixed up with them. I’d disowned friends who’d found themselves caught in their trap or in a relationship with a man destined to do time. And I’d kept my head down every day that I walked the sidewalks to school or work just to ensure I never made eye contact with anyone who might attempt to lure me in. Now wasn’t the time to forget my time on their payroll was temporary, and I didn’t want any affiliation with trouble—Ryker’s or Sam’s.

      Sam didn’t release his hold on my arm, and when I tried to pull away to get into the car as he’d demanded, he reacted. The sting of his palm against my cheek burned before I even realized he’d slapped me. Instantly, immense pressure pushed my skin outward as the swelling began.

      A low rumble came from behind me as fast as my hand covered the heated pain radiating through my jaw. “Let her go. Now.”
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      There wasn’t much traffic out, not that anyone would have stopped to help a woman being attacked by a Union 21 member. Even if someone had, other members were like cockroaches that scrambled when the lights came on. They came out of the woodwork to protect each other. The gang all had the ability to go unseen, even in broad daylight. Add a cloak of darkness and they were untouchable. Cops turned a blind eye on these streets—largely in part due to the fact most of them were on the gang’s payroll. I, however, did not—not in this case.

      The crack of Sam’s palm meeting Nikki’s cheek reverberated in my ears. He had slapped Nikki with such force that had he not been holding onto her arm, she would have taken a nasty fall. Yet he still hadn’t let her go, and she dangled precariously in his grasp. I was within striking distance. My hand shot out with laser-like precision, and my fingers wrapped securely around his throat. My palm pressed firmly against his windpipe, and with little effort, I could easily block his airflow. The pads of my thumb and index finger gruffly massaged the veins on either side of his neck, depriving his brain of oxygen. It was a much more potent move than actually choking him, but I wouldn’t hesitate to do both.

      My field of vision narrowed as I squinted. “Maybe you didn’t hear me.” I kept my tone even, although I doubt he’d missed the hum that had started in my chest and flowed past my lips.

      His eyes went wide as I applied pressure, and his mouth gaped the tighter my grip got. Still, he maintained his hold on Nikki. She whimpered in his clutches, and when I glanced at her, tears had welled in her deep-blue eyes. Fear engulfed her beautiful features, and I wanted nothing more than to wipe it away. But tending to her meant ignoring him—something I couldn’t do.

      I took a deep breath in through my nose, my chest expanding as the air filled my lungs. “I’m not going to tell you again, Sam.”

      He drew in his arm, bringing her with him, just before he forcefully shoved her away. The sounds of her tiny frame hitting the ground brewed rage inside me. Blood pumped through my veins with incredible force, and my hand shook around his throat from the adrenaline. Nikki scurried back and out of my line of vision. She might be rattled, but if she was behind me, she was safe. I could deal with any injury she might have sustained after I dealt with the prick who’d inflicted it.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Ryker?” He gasped for air between each word, leaving his question broken and raspy. The unnatural shade of red that had taken over his cheeks hinted more toward purple as he struggled to get the oxygen he needed to sustain his pathetic life.

      The couple inches in height I had on him gave me just the right amount of leverage to loosen my grip, enabling him to breathe without him missing my warning. “You laid your hands on a woman.”

      Even under duress, he couldn’t calm his ill-placed arrogance. “Shit…she’s one of Jesse’s.” The fool chuckled, as though attaching Jesse’s name to Nikki suddenly made her a possession instead of a human being.

      “She didn’t do anything to deserve being hit.” Not that there was ever a reason to hit a female. Not in my book. “How the hell is she supposed to dance with a shiner, jackass?”

      If he wanted to play the Jesse Silvano card, he might want to consider what he’d just done to one of his boss’s assets. Nikki didn’t work the floor, but I’d seen the wads of cash men had thrown at her all night. If she had a debt to pay off with Jesse, she was making monumental progress toward doing so. I’d bet a week’s pay that she brought in twice what any of the other girls had, including those who’d spent hours with VIPs.

      Sam used both hands to pry my fingers from his neck one by one. Finally free, he coughed and then cleared his throat. As though I hadn’t nearly choked him out, he brushed off his clothes and straightened his shirt. “Bitch ought to learn to listen. Do what she’s told.” He cast his attention to Nikki behind me. Based on the angle of his gaze, she hadn’t gotten up off the ground.

      I knew better than to check on her. The moment I saw her swollen cheek or a handprint marking her milky skin, I’d kill him. “Did it occur to you that maybe she pulled away in order to get in the car…like you told her to?”

      Sam narrowed his eyes, and his nostrils flared. “I don’t work for you. Or answer to you.” He scoped me out from head to toe before staring me down. “My job is to bring her in. That doesn’t involve you.”

      I chuckled as I took a step back and folded my arms over my chest. I didn’t give a fuck who Sam thought he was or what position he believed he held in the Union. I’d gone to the box for shit I hadn’t done, and Jesse Silvano respected that. Without being a member, I’d forever gained their protection, and I’d earned a mark. Sam should be privy to that information, but I couldn’t care less if he was or not.

      “The second you laid a finger on her, you lost the ability to follow your boss’s orders.” Not only did I have a couple inches on Sam, but I also had a solid fifty pounds of muscle. I was younger. I was faster. And I wasn’t afraid of anything he thought he could throw at me, including Jesse. Prison had a way of hardening inmates, and that detachment became innate, part of who I was.

      His jaw ticced while he appeared to consider my statement. What he hadn’t done was consider it long enough. Sam barked at Nikki, dismissing me in the process. “Get in the car. We’re late.”

      Clearly, he hadn’t received the message. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I would before I let him drive off with Nikki in the back seat. “She’s with me.”

      “Ryker…” Her voice nearly shattered me. It wasn’t the hostile, hate-filled tone she’d thrown my way before Sam showed. Her vibrato had been replaced with uncertainty and laced with fear. “I’ll be okay.” Three words gave away more than an admission would have.

      Taking my eyes off Sam wasn’t an option. Gang members didn’t play by the rules. They had no problem sideswiping a person to get what they needed. And while just about everyone else under the Union umbrella knew better than to cross my path, somewhere along the way, Sam had gotten the impression he could best me. A shift in my focus, a single second where my attention was lost, and he’d have me on the ground and Nikki in the car. That couldn’t happen.

      A smug expression crossed Sam’s lips, as though he believed he’d won. The motherfucker hadn’t won shit other than my disdain and irritation. If he pushed it much further, he’d be the proud owner of a handful of his own teeth. “Yeah, Ryker. She’ll be just fine.” He waved his hand to indicate that I should scamper along.

      With my sight trained on Sam, I spoke to Nikki. “There’s a black Harley around the corner. Go wait for me there.” I didn’t hear any movement behind me, so she hadn’t walked away. “Now, Nikki. I’ll be there in a minute.” There was no room for negotiation in my command. Once I had her on the back of my bike, if she wanted me to take her home, I would, but there was no way in hell she was getting in the back of that Lexus.

      Sam’s eyes flitted between me and Nikki and then back to me. “That was a stupid move, even for you.”

      “Tell Jesse she’s with me.”

      He shrugged and relaxed. “You just signed your own death certificate.” With a slight shake of his head, he spat at my feet. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I held my ground. “He knows where to find me. I’ll be waiting to hear from him.” There was no way I’d back down from this.

      When I’d gotten out of prison, Jesse’d made me a promise, an assurance that he’d repay what I did for the Union. At the time, I’d just wanted to be as far away from them as I could get. Completely disassociated. Being caught up in their shit had destroyed my life, ruined any chances I had of getting out of Dacon. I certainly never thought I’d call in that favor, and damn sure not over a girl, much less one whose name was a mystery five minutes ago and whose last name still evaded me. I didn’t once think about the statement I’d just made, not even as Sam drove away. I’d essentially just claimed a woman I didn’t know, and now I’d be responsible for anything she did that affected U21.

      As the taillights faded into the distance, I turned back toward Swank. Cars lined the parking lot, although the owners all remained inside. I couldn’t see my bike from here. I didn’t have a clue if Nikki had done what I’d told her or bolted the instant she’d rounded the corner—either was possible, although the latter wouldn’t surprise me. She didn’t come across as the type to follow instructions from anyone, much less a man she’d just met. There was fire in her eyes, hate in her demeanor, and rebellion oozed from every inch of her perfect frame.

      Yet as soon as I stepped foot in front of the building, there she sat. Her knees were drawn to her chest as she cowered close to the brick, hidden by her black jacket and my motorcycle. She flinched when I approached, and I nearly broke in two taking in her expression. Her eye makeup was ruined by tears, and the right side of her face already showed signs of swelling. She’d have a nasty bruise by morning, but it was the terror that turned her dark-blue eyes to grey that sent a dagger to my heart. I hated to see a woman cry, but witnessing this one broken gutted me. It took everything I had not to scoop her off the ground and press her to my chest.

      However, I didn’t think she’d welcome my embrace, and I didn’t know what I’d do with her afterward even if she had. Women were trouble, and the one on the ground was proof of just that. Not only had I just put a target on my back with one of the most ruthless gangs in the area, but I’d taken on the responsibility for any shit she might pull—including fleeing without paying off whatever she owed Jesse Silvano. If that happened, it would fall to me to make good on it. My mark would guarantee her protection; I couldn’t ensure it would absolve her of her obligation.

      She didn’t look like an addict, not that addiction had a face or an identity. I had a hard time believing she was a prostitute since she didn’t get close enough to the men in Swank for anyone to actually touch her. It was possible she’d stolen something or even done something sinister to a thug, although that didn’t seem likely, either. Now wasn’t the time to ask for her story. We needed to get out of here before someone other than Jesse came looking for me. Union 21 was a brotherhood—not a family I wanted to be a part of—and if word got out about what I’d done before it got to Jesse, it could spell disaster for both Nikki and me.

      I wasn’t good at placating. I didn’t deal with women for a reason. “We need to move.” Sugarcoating wasn’t my specialty, and I had zero tolerance for bullshit. I could have softened my tone, but Nikki needed to understand the urgency in the situation.

      Her head barely moved when she shook it. “You shouldn’t have gotten involved.” Her voice cracked. There was just enough light from the moon to see how hard it was for her to swallow before she spoke again. “You don’t have any idea what you’ve done.”

      She was wrong. I was well aware of the implications of my decision; hence the reason vacating the premises was currently my top priority.

      “Nikki, we don’t have the luxury of sitting around debating the merits of my actions. I need you to stand up.” I stepped close enough to offer her my hand.

      The grey hadn’t left her empty eyes. The fight I’d been privy to on the stage was nowhere to be found. There was nothing more than a shell cowered against the brick. I didn’t want to have to pick her up and haul her ass onto the back of my bike, but I’d do what was necessary.

      Silent tears streamed down her cheeks, further marring her makeup. By the time we got wherever we were going, anyone who saw us would believe I’d been the one who had beaten the shit out of her. My impatience grew by the second, yet she didn’t budge.

      “Nikki, seriously. Get up.” I was well aware of just how overbearing my voice could be; coupled with my appearance, she was likely more scared of me than she had been Sam.

      She blinked. Twice.

      Jesus. This chick would be the death of me. Literally. I closed my eyes, counted to ten, and took a deep breath. When I reopened them, I softened my words, hoping she heard my unspoken promise. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Her tongue snuck out between her lips, moistening them as she swept it from one side to the other. When she snagged her bottom lip between her teeth, my dick stood at attention. Thankfully, she took my hand and wrapped her little fingers around mine. I took a moment to allow myself to relish the heat of her touch and the electricity that traveled through me, feeling her skin on mine. There hadn’t been a woman alive to affect me this way. Instead of dwelling on my reaction, I clenched my jaw to keep from saying something I might regret and gently pulled her up.

      Standing inches from me, I dwarfed her in size. She’d appeared larger than life on stage. Even in the parking lot before Sam had shown up, her personality exuded confidence. The blue began to edge out the grey in her eyes, and her warm breath tickled my neck with each exhalation she released. Without thought and still holding her hand, I reached up to wipe away the mascara on her cheeks. She didn’t pull away, just stared at me in what I could only imagine was disbelief. Sympathy wasn’t my forte, yet here I stood, desperate to ease her mind and comfort a girl I didn’t know. Without the shadows covering her, it was now easy to see the defined outline of a handprint on her cheek, and her eyelid had already begun to swell shut. When I noticed a trickle of blood on her brow, it took monumental effort to calm the storm that brewed inside me. Had I seen the thick crimson before Sam left, nothing would have stopped me from giving him exactly what he’d dealt her. Only I wouldn’t have done it with an open palm, and I wouldn’t have stopped with one punch.

      I dropped my eyes and my shaking hand, and then I turned toward my Harley. I hadn’t expected to have a passenger, so I only had one helmet with me. It would be too big, but it was better than nothing, so I grabbed it from the handlebars and faced her. She hadn’t moved and stared at me with wide, curious eyes. Somehow, it felt intimate to put the helmet on her head. I held her gaze as I adjusted it and fastened the chin strap. Calm washed over me as I tightened the strap and the corners of her mouth tilted in the faintest of smiles. But I didn’t allow myself to dwell in it or think about the ramifications of what any of it meant when I tossed my leg over the bike, stood it up, and pushed back the kickstand.

      Nikki hadn’t moved while I walked the bike backward or even after I started the ignition. I jerked my head to motion for her to hop on, and she moved closer. Her hand landed on my shoulder, and she tightened her grip for stability before sliding on. The scent of vanilla and lavender surrounded me, the smell catching me off guard. It was soft compared to her sharp edges. Warm in direct contrast to her cold demeanor. Deadly to a man like me.

      “Where’s home?” My voice was raised to be heard over the rumble of the Harley.

      She leaned forward, her arms snaking around my abdomen, to speak into my ear. “I can’t go home.” Her trepidation hit me like a wrecking ball to the gut.

      I prayed like hell the answer to my next question would be no, because if it wasn’t, she was in far deeper than I’d thought. “Do they know where you live?”

      With her chin on my shoulder, her nod was easy to detect. She wouldn’t be safe alone, and she knew it as well as I did. There was no choice other than to take her with me. Thankfully, she couldn’t see my face or the agitation that had to have passed over my expression. My frustration wasn’t with her. She didn’t ask or even expect me to step in; in fact, she’d tried to get me to stay out of it. Nikki had encouraged me to walk away and let her deal with her chaos. None of this was her fault, and I refused to let her shoulder the blame for my hero complex.

      I patted her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze of reassurance that I wasn’t certain I felt. When I took both grips, her hands clasped, and her fingers laced together on top of my stomach. I popped the bike in gear, gave it a little gas, and let out the clutch. I’d never had anyone ride bitch, but the pressure from her tits against my back and the embrace of her arms around my middle had me wondering why this was a first. For whatever reason—maybe only her lack of options—she’d put her faith in me.

      I refused to let her down.
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      I had no idea what had come over me. It appeared I’d left my brain on the stage as I’d exited my last performance. Hell-bent on escaping the tattooed god who now sat in front of me, I’d managed to land myself in his debt as well as Union 21’s. As if crossing Sam, and therefore Jesse, hadn’t been foolish enough, I’d ended up on the back of a menacing Harley that growled like its owner. And both did things to my panties I’d never admit out loud.

      My knowledge of motorcycles was even more limited than that of stripping and gang banging, yet here I was straddling a beast that vibrated between my thighs and threatened to end my life with one wrong move. While I should have been crippled by fear, all I could think about was how the monotony of the hum and the wind against my face had me flush against a wall of muscle, dreaming of all the ways Ryker could make me forget my past, abandon my present, and drown in my future.

      I didn’t have a clue where we were heading or how long it would take to get there, but I savored the weight of his palm on my calf and the delicious agony it sent longing through my core. I chalked it up to nervous energy and an affectionate-less life that left me yearning for human contact, preferably that of a tattooed bad boy who’d ruin me in the end.

      Nothing could touch me on the open road. It was foolish to believe that to be true. Motorcycles by definition were dangerous; add running from the Silvanos to the mix, and it was a recipe for six feet of upturned ground and a freshly carved tombstone with my name as the headliner. Yet somehow, I’d never felt more alive. The heat of his hand gave me comfort I shouldn’t believe in. Ryker and Jesse shared an association of some sort. I’d seen him with Jesse’s grandson. Sam had allowed him to walk away with me in his possession. He had a connection, regardless of whether I knew what it was—that alone should have me taking my life into my own hands and diving off into a ditch. I’d likely fair better with a tuck and roll than I would anywhere this bike stopped.

      Nevertheless, I held on. I enjoyed the way Ryker and his Harley made my body purr. My front melded to his back like Playdough in a mold, a perfect fit. It also provided me with the opportunity to release some of the burning desire between my legs that I prayed like hell he couldn’t feel. As insane as it was, an orgasm was just within reach, and I’d bet money it would release a great deal of the tension and anxiety tonight’s events had created. I groaned and rolled my eyes at just how pathetic I’d become. In less than a week, I’d managed to throw away years of avoiding U21, become a stripper at a trashy club, and now acted like a wanton whore on the back of a stranger’s motorcycle.

      Ryker must have heard, or possibly felt, my audible sigh. His hold on my calf tightened in reassurance, just briefly. I tried to focus on anything other than the machine under me and the alpha in front of me, but the houses we passed did little to hold my interest. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, the road trip was over less than ten minutes after it had started.

      We pulled into an apartment complex a few miles from Swank. I’d been by it before, but it was nondescript. There was nothing fancy about the outside, and I imagined the inside to be equally as lackluster. Not that my own home was anything more than humble. I’d just expected one of U21’s members to live a little higher than I did myself. For God’s sake, the motorcycle alone had to be worth a fortune. I’d never understand why anyone spent more on a vehicle than they did a place to live, but it was quite common with people I knew. Appearances held far more importance than reality, and gang members seemed to want people to believe they were as successful as the people who’d mentored them…and I used that term lightly.

      He slowed the bike but didn’t stop, and we rounded the corners in the complex before Ryker found a space in front of the last building in the back. It was oddly secluded from the rest of the apartments, although I got the feeling that was how Ryker preferred things. Whatever his affiliation was with the Silvanos, he clearly wasn’t part of the pack. But a lone wolf was still a wolf. And even if I hadn’t seen his fangs, he definitely had them.

      I didn’t know how to gracefully dismount, and I worried my legs wouldn’t support my weight when my feet hit the ground. They shook from gripping the bike with my thighs to keep from falling off, and the hormonal overload did nothing to help give them any rigidity. Nevertheless, I pushed my foot over while strangling Ryker’s bicep with my fingers to keep from falling. To my surprise, I didn’t topple or face plant the asphalt. I hadn’t made a fool of myself by stumbling, either. In my frazzled state, I would call that a win.

      He put the kickstand down and eased the bike’s weight onto it before stepping off. The night was quiet. Not even a streetlight hummed overhead, so when Ryker’s deep chuckle met my ears, I stopped fumbling with the strap to stare at him. Every inch of the picturesque man in front of me was hard, from his jaw to his abs to his prickly personality, but his eyes gave him away. They told a different story. Childlike amusement stared back at me through smoldering irises.

      “Want help with that?” He’d found humor in my inability to remove the helmet stuck to my head.

      I hated asking for assistance, much less needing it. I also didn’t want to wander around God knows where with a mushroom cap designed to keep my brains from splattering on the pavement with zero regard for fashion. I dropped my hands, my shoulders drooped in defeat, and I jutted my chin at him.

      The moon allowed me to see each inked finger as it worked the strap below my jaw. It took effort to stare straight down my nose, but something intrigued me in the lines and colors that shaded his knuckles. My sight trailed to his hands and then his wrists, up his forearms to his biceps. The ink didn’t stop where his shirt sleeve began. Every intricate nuance of artwork that covered his skin had been done with painstaking precision. Ryker was someone’s masterpiece, and damn, I wanted to see the entire canvas.

      He lifted the helmet from my head and hung it on the handlebars the way it had been at the club. This wasn’t a great part of town, and I wondered how he kept someone from stealing it. He didn’t give me the opportunity to ask before he grabbed my hand, wound his fingers through mine, and started walking toward the building in front of us.

      I couldn’t help but grin as he unlocked three deadbolts, yet he’d just left an expensive helmet sitting outside. Acknowledging the need for three locks sobered me instantly and reminded me that Ryker and I weren’t out for a joyride. He wasn’t a guy who’d taken me on a date and now we were back at his place to fool around. The man was a stranger. And a scary one at that. On my turf, it was easy to live confidently. I knew what it took to survive on the sidewalks, who to avoid, and how to stay safe. Here, with this guy, all bets were off.

      The door opened, he stepped over the threshold, and with the swipe of his hand, he bathed us in light. I followed, not quite certain it was any safer behind his closed door than it was exposed to whatever lay outside it. With the locks secured behind me, each one sounded like a nail in a coffin I wouldn’t be able to escape. There wasn’t enough oxygen in the apartment as my lungs struggled to fill with air. My chest heaved, and I warred with the panic attack that threatened to consume me. No matter how many times I told myself this guy wasn’t going to hurt me, my brain refused to believe it.

      “Nikki?”

      I jerked away when he reached for my arm. Refusing to meet him eye to eye, I attempted to focus on settling my breathing and calming my erratic heart.

      He held up his hands in surrender and bent at the knees. In an awkward display, he peered up at me from underneath my downturned head. “Talk to me.”

      I clutched my chest, unable to answer.

      My field of vision narrowed, and my lips began to tingle. If I didn’t get ahold of myself, I’d pass out. Whether he recognized what was happening or not, he acted. In the blink of an eye, he’d secured both of my shoulders in his hands, stood upright, and tilted me back slightly to force me to pay attention.

      “Take a deep breath.” He watched intently and waited. “Come on, Nikki. Breathe.”

      I forced myself to swim in the pools of chocolate without thinking about who they belonged to. With each breath of his that I mimicked, I got a little more lost in the brown. It might have been two minutes or twenty; whichever, Ryker had brought me back to this side of sanity with the patience of Job. I didn’t even want to consider how neurotic he must think I was. So when he urged me toward the only seat in the living room, I followed. The worn leather recliner had seen better days, but once my body landed in the chair, it became obvious why he’d kept it. What I couldn’t figure out was why there was nothing else in the room. Not even a television.

      Ryker squatted in front of me with his hands on my knees. “You going to be okay for a minute? I need to call Chase.”

      My eyes went wide. “Silvano?” I practically shrieked.

      “Chill, Nikki. He’s my best friend. I need to let him know what’s going on.”

      I’d never shook my head as fast as I opposed that idea. “You can’t.”

      His forehead wrinkled with concern. “I have to make sure he gets in touch with his grandfather. I can’t depend on Sam to deliver an accurate message. Trust me, this is far safer than hoping Jesse finds out that I asked him to call me instead of making him find me.”

      The stern expression on his face confirmed that there would be no dissuading him. It was pointless to argue. I’d placed my fate in his hands when I’d followed his instructions instead of Sam’s; now I had to deal with the fallout. “Okay.” That one word was barely a whisper and the most difficult I had ever uttered.

      Ryker stood, towering over me. I couldn’t read him. Although, I couldn’t imagine it meant good things for him to pull out his cell phone and leave the room. Whatever he had to say, he didn’t want me to hear. The door closing confirmed that notion.

      I had expected him to be gone longer, and I absolutely hadn’t expected him to return in nothing other than basketball shorts slung low on his hips. Jesus, he had the body of a Greek god that had been painted by Michelangelo. Saliva pooled in my mouth, and I had to mentally remind myself to stop staring.

      “That was fast.” I didn’t feel comfortable asking what had happened and hoped that one sentence prompted him to tell me.

      He leaned against the counter in the kitchen. “Chase didn’t answer. I sent him a text.” He held up his cell. “I’m waiting for him to respond.”

      I had zero patience. I needed resolution to whatever this was. “So, I can’t go home?” I already knew I couldn’t. I just wanted it to be someone else’s decision rather than my own. If Ryker told me he didn’t think it was safe, then it wasn’t me who’d imposed on his night.

      He gave me a look that had me regretting the question. Clearly, I wasn’t leaving before he talked to Chase or Jesse.

      “I know my apartment isn’t much, but it’s the only place I know I can keep you safe. Until I work shit out with Jesse, I don’t want you leaving.” In Ryker’s mind, that decision had been made—not so much in my own.

      “At all?”

      He slid his phone across the counter. “Not even to smell the flowers.”

      “This place has flowers?” I shouldn’t be a smartass. Not now.

      “The lady next door has a couple pots by her front door.” He placed his hands behind him on the countertop, and every muscle from his shoulders to his abdomen flexed. “I know it’s not fancy, but the place is clean, and the bed is comfortable.”

      Bed. That was singular. Taking in the space, I hoped I’d missed some of the apartment and that there was a hidden door that led to another room…with another bed. There wasn’t even a couch. And as cozy as this chair was, I doubted sleeping on it would provide any actual rest.

      Ryker must have sensed my discomfort. “I’m not going to try to get in your pants.”

      “Even if you wanted to, it would never happen,” I scoffed.

      He pushed off the counter, sauntered across the room, and got right up in my business. With his hands on the back of the chair on either side of my head, he pushed on the leather, tilting me and leaning in as he went. “If I wanted it, you wouldn’t want to resist it.”

      I folded my arms over my chest in what little space remained between us and pulled my head back. “You’re quite confident for a man who picks up women in a strip joint.”

      “I don’t pick up women…anywhere.”

      Without calling him a liar, I chuckled and raised my brows.

      “Like I said, I have no intention of touching you. Protecting you doesn’t mean fucking you.”

      Well, that was crass. And to the point. “Noted.” It came out far breathier than I’d intended, and I forced myself not to cringe in case he hadn’t picked up on it.

      The motherfucker winked…so much for thinking it had gone unnoticed. Ryker was well aware of how he affected women, but I started to get the impression he simply didn’t care. He’d sat at the bar in Swank and never interacted with any of the dancers. The night of the bachelor party, he didn’t partake in any of the freebies. And not once had I caught him staring at anything other than my face while I was on stage. There was no way he was homosexual—not that I would have cared if he was—which only left a broken heart to blame for his demeanor.

      He stood, again offering me his hand. I didn’t fight it. If I planned to see the light of day, I needed to listen instead of being defiant just for the sake of obstinance. I let him pull me from the seat against my better judgment. Ryker didn’t maintain his grip. He dropped my hand, and I followed him down the short hallway and into the room he’d disappeared into to call his friend. It wasn’t any more descript than the living room, although there was a bit more furniture. I let out a sigh of relief at the sight of the king-sized bed that occupied the majority of the floor. There was nothing on the walls, no personal effects on the nightstand or the dresser. White on white with brown-wood accents.

      “How long have you lived here?” My question slipped out without me thinking about how it sounded. Shocked and likely rude.

      Ryker glanced over his shoulder, and it was the first time I’d noticed the intricate patterns of color on his back. “About five years. Why?”

      I shrugged, trying to lessen the impact of how my words might come across. “You have a very minimalistic approach to decorating.”

      The corners of his mouth twitched, and I was rewarded with a stunning smile even after he fought to keep me from seeing it. “That’s one way to put it.” He didn’t wait for a response as he moved to the dresser. He opened the top drawer and grabbed something and then the third and picked out something else. “Here.”

      I barely caught the garments he tossed my direction. “What’s this?” I asked while unfolding a pair of boxers and then a T-shirt.

      “Something for you to sleep in. I can’t imagine that”—Ryker waved his hand to reference my outfit—“would be all that comfortable. Roll the boxers down, and they should stay up.”

      My gaping mouth and blank stare didn’t accomplish anything or even cause him to skip a beat.

      “The bathroom’s in the hall.”

      Clutching the clothes to my chest, I nodded without a word and hurried off to change. I didn’t know what I’d expected, but it hadn’t been for him to suggest I change in another room. Although, I did so as fast as I could and returned to the bedroom. The weight of the evening’s events started to pull me down. My lids were heavy, and my body heavier. I just wanted to lay down. The bed was large enough that we didn’t have to touch.

      Ryker had taken the right side of the mattress, leaving the side closest to the door open. This was all kinds of awkward. I’d never slept in a bed with anyone else, much less a man who looked like the one currently sprawled out in front of me.

      “Flip the switch before you lay down.”

      Gladly. Darkness hid insecurity. Or so I’d thought until I stood there too long, uncertain of what move to make.

      “Nikki, I told you, I’m not going to touch you.” He draped his elbow over his eyes. “Just lay down, please.”

      Ryker might not have splurged on furniture or spent the first dime on decorating anything, but he’d invested wisely in a mattress. As soon as I lay down, it was as if a cloud of marshmallowy goodness supported my body. Tension rolled off me as my spine relaxed and I sank farther in.

      “This bed is amazing. I might never want to go home,” I teased.

      “Where’s home?”

      It wasn’t like he didn’t have the contacts to get the information if I refused to give it to him, so holding back was pointless. “Glendale Heights.” Anyone who’d spent any time in Dacon, Illinois, was well aware of precisely what those two words meant. The projects.

      “Me too.”

      I turned my head in disbelief. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ve spent my whole life trying to get out. Figures, just when I was close to doing it, my mom would fuck it up.”

      Ryker turned onto his side to face me and propped his head in his hands. “Does that have anything to do with why you’re at Swank?” The genuine interest in his voice kept me from shutting down.

      I didn’t try to hide my disgust for the situation. There wasn’t a thing about me that Ryker couldn’t find out through Chase Silvano if he wanted to know. I’d rather him get the truth through me than lies concocted by U21. “Yeah. Ma stole drugs from him.” I stopped and then backed up to clarify. “She fell victim to the promises of the Union. We’ve struggled most of my life. I did what I could to help, but I thought getting an education would be the solution. Ma worked two jobs for as long as I can remember. Then some thug convinced her that she could give up the long hours and crap pay.”

      “Slinging dope in Glendale?”

      My story wasn’t unique where I came from. It was also exactly why I wanted out. The only way to break the cycle was to stop it. I couldn’t stop it if I stayed there. I pursed my lips and nodded, not that he could see me in the darkness. “She didn’t do drugs. Never touched them. But temptation’s a bitch. I don’t have the full story because I haven’t asked for it, but Ma started skimming off the top, then entire bags went missing, and finally, Sam got ahold of her.”

      “Not sure how that equates to you and Swank.”

      Something in his voice invited me in, welcomed me. For the most part, I kept to myself, never wanting to get tangled up with anything that might keep me in this godforsaken town. But Ryker’s statement set me at ease. He didn’t see me as a girl who belonged on that stage. I hadn’t pinpointed what he did see or why he’d felt the need to play white knight, but whatever it was, I needed it to stay pure…clean. His perception mattered, even if I didn’t have a clue why.

      I shifted onto my side to face him. The darkness did more than hide my insecurities; it shielded me from seeing his reactions as well. My eyes had adjusted to the lack of light, but I still couldn’t see more than the outline of his features. “It was faster for me to pay off her debt.”

      “Stripping?” There wasn’t any judgment in his question.

      “The drugs haven’t left Ma in great shape. She couldn’t get on stage, and she didn’t have a skill he could market anywhere else. So when Jesse showed up at our apartment and I answered the door, he offered to let me work it off for her.” I didn’t miss the way his brows dipped even if I couldn’t see the color of his eyes.

      “How much?” Nothing I had said surprised Ryker, and he knew what questions to ask to get to the end result sooner rather than later.

      “A few thousand.” I was embarrassed and not at all interested in handing out an actual number. “I’m supposed to take payments to Jesse every night after I dance.”

      “But you’ve only made one.” His voice trailed off in contemplation.

      I chewed my bottom lip and twirled a strand of my hair. “I’m afraid he’s going to hurt Ma when I don’t show up tonight. I just want to get this crap taken care of so I can quit taking my clothes off in a bar that wreaks of sweat, cheap cologne, and smoke.”

      He chuckled, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what he found funny. “So you can take them off in a more upscale strip club?” Ryker’s sense of humor would have been far more amusing had it been directed at someone other than me.

      I swatted at him playfully and rolled my eyes. “No… I don’t want to take my clothes off for money anywhere.”

      “Do you want to take them off for free?”

      I appreciated the fact that he wanted to make light of this, especially given the circumstances. It was easier to be upbeat than it was to face the reality of not showing up with Sam tonight, but it wasn’t his mother who’d be on the receiving end of whatever punishment the Union doled out.

      “You know what I mean. Ma owes Jesse a lot of money, more money than I ever dreamed of making in a short amount of time, but at the rate desperate men shove bills in my G-string, I could get her out of this in a couple weeks.” And then I thought about the fact that she’d managed to add more to the bottom line in twenty-four hours than I’d made in two nights dancing. At that rate, I was sliding backward much faster than I could begin to move forward. “Assuming she quits making shit worse.” It was an afterthought, one I probably should have kept to myself.

      He reached out to still my hand that continued to twirl a lock of hair. “How so?” His palm rested atop mine, and he made no effort to move it.

      Ryker’s touch distracted me from the question dangling between us. The warmth soothed a bit of the ache and worry, but the rough calluses fueled another form of tension I’d been fighting since I got on that motorcycle. I needed to smack myself. This was getting to be ridiculous.

      “She’s added more to the total and wants me to take Jesse up on his offer. Add missing a payment tonight, and I have no idea what kind of interest or penalty he’s going to tack on.”

      I couldn’t quite make out the expression on his face, and when I shifted on the bed to try to get a better view, he dropped to his back, evading my sight. Without climbing on top of him, there was no way for me to see whatever he hid. I had a sinking suspicion that he knew more than he let on. I just didn’t know how much more. Ryker had answers to questions I was afraid to ask. The fact that he didn’t give them to me freely, if for no other reason than to calm my fears, meant I was in far greater danger than I’d thought.
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      There was no telling just how long I’d lain in bed, staring at the ceiling, before I finally drifted off last night. Now, as the sunlight filtered through the blinds I hadn’t bothered to close, I woke with far less urgency than I probably should have. My fingers trailed warm, bare skin and a rare smile tugged at the corners of my lips. I barely knew the girl in my arms with her face buried in my neck, but Jesus, nothing I could remember had ever felt this good.

      Nikki’s shirt—or rather my shirt that Nikki wore—had ridden up, exposing perfect, smooth skin. Sometime during the night, she’d taken up residence over half my body and now clung to me like a monkey on a tree. Thankfully, her thigh was just south of my erection, and I wouldn’t have to explain why I’d woken up with a hard-on or her sprawled across my chest. Even with makeup smudged around her eyes and a puffy, bruised cheek, she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. It didn’t take a genius to see—hell, even a blind man could see—everything about her was in direct contrast to that about me. Her creamy complexion screamed innocence against my sinful, inked skin. Her long, dark hair cascaded over both of us, and I carefully moved a chunk from across her face to get a better view of her supple lips. Seeing her asleep, her sharp edges softened. I struggled not to pull her closer, wrap my other arm around her and secure her against me. And when I leaned down to press a kiss to her forehead, I stopped myself before it happened. I had to get the hell out of this bed before I did something I’d regret and she would never forgive me for.

      I eased out from underneath her thin frame, careful not to wake her. There, at the side of the bed, I admired the brown-haired beauty, and for a moment, my heart was heavy at the idea of her not being just where she was right now every morning. That pinched a little too tightly, and in a way I didn’t care for. I’d learned long ago not to put faith in anyone other than myself, and commitment was a word I refused to get involved in. It was a recipe for disaster, and one I didn’t care to make. Appreciating how she looked was far different than her making a homestead in my chest.

      She stirred under the covers, but I didn’t wait around for her to fully wake. The bathroom called my name, and then I needed food. The growl that came from my stomach protested having been ignored last night and into this morning. Alcohol didn’t metabolize quite the same way a steak did, and if I didn’t get some protein in my gut soon, my head would pound.

      My apartment might be sparse, but my food supply was ample. I didn’t give a shit about having things. I did, however, care about eating well—prison did that to a man. There was no telling what Nikki would or wouldn’t eat; girls were finicky that way. For all I knew, she was on some fad diet that kept her thin and wouldn’t eat gluten, or everything had to be keto-something. I rolled my eyes, contemplating the shit women put themselves through to maintain the public standard of attractive. Personally, I didn’t buy into it. Gorgeous came in lots of shapes and sizes, and it wasn’t just skin deep. The girls at the club were proof of that.

      Eggs were probably safe. I couldn’t think of a any dietary restriction, other than being a vegetarian or a vegan, that prevented someone from consuming omelets. And if either of those were words she’d use to describe herself, there was nothing I could do anyhow…even cereal required milk. As I stared at the vegetables I’d pulled from the drawer, it dawned on me, there wasn’t a single thing I knew about this girl.

      “I eat them all…if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      Startled, I swung my body around to the sound of her voice. It was a hair deeper than last night and just a tad raspy this morning. Seductive. “You could double as a ninja if your night job doesn’t pay off.” My heart still raced from her unexpected arrival.

      Nikki stood at the bar and folded her arms on top of it. “I’ll keep that in mind.” A sly grin tipped her lips. It was seductive in a “fuck you” sort of way. Cute.

      “What about bacon?”

      She narrowed her eyes as though she had to consider the question. “Who doesn’t eat bacon?” Or maybe she’d had to consider why I’d asked.

      I shrugged. “I take it you’re not overly obsessed about what goes into your mouth?” As soon as it came out, I realized the double entendre and silently cringed.

      Nikki hadn’t missed it either, but thankfully, she laughed. A glorious sound that bubbled in her chest before it worked its way up her throat and passed her cherry-red lips. “Not when it comes to food, no. When you grow up poor, you eat whatever is served, or you starve.” She had that right.

      I nodded, unsure of what else to say.

      “Do you mind if I take a shower?” Light through the window hit her navy eyes at just the right angle, and it was as though they glowed from behind. Suddenly, the deep blue transformed into a sapphire that sparkled. She fidgeted at the bar, and I wondered where her insecurity came from. It had appeared quickly, and Nikki remained uncomfortable.

      “Not at all. Towels are under the sink. How long do you need?”

      Nikki cocked her head as though she found my question strange.

      I pointed to the skillet. “Omelets suck when they’re cold.”

      Her teeth snuck out and pulled her bottom lip in. When she released it, I swore I heard it pop. “Ten minutes?” She said it as though it were a question and not an answer. “Any chance I could borrow another T-shirt and shorts?” She scrunched her nose in the cutest display of disgust. “I’m afraid these are kind of ripe…you know, with sweat from the club.”

      The girl couldn’t stink if she were sprayed by a skunk, but if she wanted more of my clothes, I would certainly oblige. Seeing her engulfed in my T-shirt and my boxers barely hanging onto her hips, my cock jumped between my legs. I pressed my front against the kitchen cabinets to ensure she didn’t witness my reaction to her pert nipples tenting the cotton covering them. This girl would be the death of me if I didn’t get this shit under control.

      “Yeah, sure. In the dresser.” I pointed toward the bedroom, like there was another dresser hiding somewhere. “Help yourself.”

      Nikki eyed me for a beat, and then she turned away. Even under the baggy boxers, her ass swayed with the precision of a finely tuned clock. My hands ached to pull her body flush to mine, chest to chest, waist to waist, just so I could cup her butt cheeks in my palms and rub her against my hard dick. As soon as the bathroom door closed, I let out the breath I held, sighed louder than I should, and ran my fingers through my hair. It was nothing more than lust, yet the pull was as great as what I imagined drugs would be—that addiction that couldn’t be cured and cost people their lives. Nikki was that potent.

      Once the water started running, I pulled bacon from the fridge and a couple of frying pans from the cabinet. I started a fresh pot of coffee and prayed the caffeine would jolt me out of this sex-crazed fantasy I had building. This girl was more than just pussy, and anything more than pussy was off limits. I didn’t do relationships, and I could almost guarantee this chick didn’t do one-night stands.

      Even if I hadn’t heard the shower turn off, I would have known the moment she opened the door. The scent of Irish Spring and lemon shampoo overrode the bacon frying on the stove and the coffee in the pot. If I smelled that good every time I washed up, it was no wonder women flocked to me.

      It was intoxicating.

      “Something smells amazing,” she cooed.

      I didn’t need to turn around to know exactly where she stood. My place was small. If she weren’t right next to me, she was right behind me. I didn’t own a blow dryer which meant her hair remained wet, and she didn’t have any makeup with her, so her face was clean. I didn’t have the willpower to take her in like that and not try to take her to bed. The bacon would burn, the eggs wouldn’t be worth a shit, and the coffee would be cold—it was better to focus on the task before me.

      I finished what I was doing, flipped the two omelets on top of themselves, and then grabbed plates. I didn’t typically have visitors, and it dawned on me that she might not want to sit on the floor to eat. When I faced her, her lip was drawn precariously between her front teeth where she carefully gnawed on it. Her eyes were wide with what first appeared to be curiosity until I realized it was apprehension.

      There I stood, two plates loaded down with more food than this girl probably consumed in a week, much less one meal. “What’s wrong?”

      When she opened her mouth, her bottom lip plumped up and begged to be sucked. “Have you heard from anyone?”

      I hadn’t thought beyond my dick since I woke, nor had I bothered to check my phone. “I haven’t looked.”

      Nikki adjusted her weight from foot to foot in nervous anticipation. “Could you?”

      The last thing I wanted to do was deal with Chase or Jesse, yet I couldn’t stand the way her forehead creased when her brows furrowed. The clear blue I’d seen in her eyes earlier had dulled to a depressed grey, and I’d give anything to see the gem tone again. “Yeah.” I set the plates on the counter, handed her a fork, and went looking for my phone.

      I’d never plugged it in last night, and when I realized it still sat in the kitchen, I noted the battery had died. I held it up. “It’s dead.” As much as I wanted to pretend I had zero concern over the situation, it would be a lie. “Eat. I’ll grab my charger.”

      I hadn’t been gone long. It didn’t take an exorbitant amount of time to walk ten steps to the bedroom, grab the plug, and return. But Nikki hadn’t done more than pick at the food in front of her. “There’s no need to worry. If anyone catches hell, it’ll be me; not you.” I didn’t really believe that, but I refused to acknowledge it to Nikki. My confidence waned with each hour that had passed since last night without a word from one of the Silvanos.

      Yet, for whatever reason, she trusted me and gently nodded. Her lips wrapped around a forkful of eggs, and all I could think about was it being my dick instead. She ate quietly and without making eye contact.

      “Is this some sick game?” Had the apartment not been dead silent, I doubt I would have heard her.

      My fork rattled on the plate when I set it down, and I wiped my mouth with a paper towel before answering. “What do you mean?”

      Nikki waved her hand. “This. Are you guys just fucking with me? Teaching me a lesson?”

      “I don’t follow.” I really didn’t. I wasn’t trying to be coy.

      My eyes trailed her throat as she swallowed hard. Even in her distress, everything she did was elegant. Girls from Glendale Heights didn’t look like Nikki, much less carry themselves the way she did. Despite her crass mouth, her demeanor was refined.

      “U21.”

      She’d have to paint a clearer picture than that if she actually expected an answer. I raised my brows and waved my hand in a circle to ask her for more without talking through a mouth full of food. Nikki tugged on her bottom lip again, and I quickly realized it was a nervous habit—one she needed to break unless she wanted me to chew on it for her.

      “Ugh.” Her shoulders sagged. “I’ve heard about girls being passed around. And after Jesse made his offer, I just… I don’t know. Are you next in line?”

      I nearly spit out my food but managed to catch it with my hand covering my mouth as I choked and coughed. “Excuse me?” I half laughed, but there was no doubting her seriousness. “Why would you think that?”

      “There’s no other logical explanation for you stepping in last night. I could’ve handled Sam.”

      I finished chewing and wiped off my hands. “I don’t have any affiliation with Sam.”

      Her brows dipped, and her nose crinkled. “I’m confused.”

      Clearly, we both were. “I’m not a member, Nikki.”

      She set down her silverware and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. From across the counter, Nikki peered up at me through dark lashes. “How? I didn’t think anyone ever got out. At least, not alive.”

      “They don’t once they join.” The coffee burned on its way down as I took a larger gulp than intended. “I never joined.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not possible. I’ve seen you with them. Chase is your best friend. You’re connected to them, and you stood up to Sam like Jesse had your number on speed dial.” Her teeth snagged her bottom lip again.

      This time, I reached up and pulled it free. “You’re going to have to stop that shit.” I didn’t give her a chance to ask questions since there was no way in hell I’d give her an honest answer—not about that. “You already know where I grew up. Chase and I have been friends since we were babies. By default, yes, I’m close to his family. I am not, however, a sanctioned Union member.”

      “Then how does Jesse know how to reach you?”

      I couldn’t have stopped the chuckle even if I’d wanted to. “That man’s been ratting me out to my parents since I was three. I can’t tell you how many times he bent me over his knee and smacked the hell out of me for shit I did as a kid.”

      The skeptical glance Nikki shot my direction told me she didn’t buy a word of it. I hadn’t planned to give her anything personal, but I also hadn’t anticipated any of this happening. And I sure as fuck didn’t expect to be waiting on Jesse Silvano to reach out. Yet, there was something about this chick that kept luring me in, causing me to do things I ordinarily wouldn’t—such as hunting her down at a strip club and whisking her away like a thief in the night.

      Nikki wouldn’t be satisfied until she had a full-blown account of my connection. It was easy to forget that she was younger than I was and didn’t know the same people, even though they roamed the same streets. I took a step back and leaned against the counter. I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss a single twitch of her eye or possible sneer of her lip. If this girl judged me, I needed to be fully aware.

      “Chase and I have been best friends since diapers, but we had different values. I wanted things Chase didn’t care about—like college, getting out of Dacon. I knew early on, the only way out was an education. If I didn’t get a full scholarship, I was destined to stay in this shithole town just like everyone else in Glendale Heights. My parents didn’t have two nickels to rub together to help, so I was on my own to make it happen.”

      She blinked and stared at me intensely. I couldn’t read her expression, so I didn’t try.

      “I kept my distance from the streets. Kept my nose in books and my feet on the soccer field. One way or another, I had to have a full ride—academic or athletic. I made sure I’d get one of the two.”

      Nikki’s snicker stopped me. “Sorry, I just don’t see you as academia or team orientated.” She stilled her laughter when she realized I hadn’t found humor in it. “Come on, Ryker. You have to admit, the tattoos are a little off-putting, and you’re kind of scary.”

      Maybe they were. At the point I’d started getting them, I didn’t give a shit. My life had been destroyed, and there was no going back. “I didn’t always have ink.”

      “I’m sorry.” She put her hand over her heart and batted her lashes, although I was rather certain she wasn’t aware she’d done it. “Go on. I’ll hush.”

      “My senior year, I’d been awarded the soccer scholarship I needed to the University of Illinois. It wasn’t as far away as I’d hoped, but I had other feelers out, too. I hadn’t committed to that school, but I knew I had a ticket out. I kept my nose clean. Did everything I was supposed to do…”

      “I feel a but coming.”

      “Chase had never been kept out of the loop. He’d known my intentions since we were little. When he officially became a member—other than just by being related to Jesse and Joey—I made it clear that I didn’t want any part of it. He and his pops always respected it. They never even encouraged me. Honestly, I got the feeling Pops wanted more for me, too.”

      I hated thinking back to that night—the night that changed everything. The night that stole my freedom and gave me a different identity. “I shouldn’t have been there. I had walked home from a game on a Friday night, and Chase rode by. When he stopped to offer me a ride, I recognized the guys in the car. I waved him off, but he insisted. I had another mile or so to walk, and it was dark and cold.”

      “You thought, what the hell, right? This is my best friend offering to take me home.” She didn’t make eye contact with me. It was as if she were speaking from personal experience and not speculating about my history.

      “Basically. Two blocks before we got to my apartment, the guy driving pulled off to this run-down house on Fourth Avenue. I don’t think I would have fared any better in the car than I did by going inside.” I closed my eyes and remembered the day like it was yesterday. The house stunk of stale pot and cigarettes, and there wasn’t a globe on the light in the living room, leaving the bulb exposed and a harsh glow that filtered through the haze of smoke. “No sooner had I closed the door than the sound of wood splintering behind me had me on the ground. I immediately dropped to my stomach with my hands over my head.”

      Her jaw hung slack in dismay when I opened my eyes. “Sting?”

      My head bobbed, and I replayed the windows exploding. Men in black tactile gear surrounded the house and came in through every opening they could find, and they created others. Crystal clear sounds of breaking glass haunted me for years, almost as much as the hail of gunfire that followed. “Yeah. Chase and I were the only two from the neighborhood who walked out alive that night. And we did it in handcuffs, followed by kilos of cocaine.”

      Nikki’s head turned slowly from side to side in utter disbelief. Her eyes were so wide, the whites overtook the hues of blue, and if I didn’t know better, I’d swear she fought off tears; although, I wasn’t certain what for. “You lost everything.”

      “Yeah. Including my freedom.”

      She gasped and again clutched at her chest. “But you didn’t do anything wrong!”

      “Wrong place at the wrong time. My association with the Silvanos was what they wanted. And they thought they could buy me out. You wouldn’t believe all the shit they offered to get me to sing.”

      “Who? The cops?”

      “Feds, yeah.”

      Nikki shook her head and chuckled. “Clearly, they didn’t really understand the connection then.” She got it. Without me telling her, Nikki understood that had I squawked, I’d be dead.

      “They tried. Hell, my lawyer even tried. For weeks. He begged me to give them the information they wanted to take the Silvano family out.”

      She’d quit eating and now rested her head in her hands with her elbows on the counter, completely enraptured. “How long did they put you away?”

      “Seven years, but I got released to a halfway house four years in. At twenty-one, the world had lost its luster, and I’d lost my drive. I found a work program that apprenticed mechanics, and I’ve been with the same auto shop since I was twenty-one.”

      “That makes you, what?” Nikki squinted and stared at the ceiling while she did the math in her head. “Twenty-six-ish?” Then she returned her gaze to me and waited for my answer.

      “Yeah. Speaking of age, is it even legal for you to be on Swank’s stage?”

      When she rolled her eyes, it was almost as alluring as her biting her lip. “I’m nineteen.”

      At least she wouldn’t send me back to prison. She was still far too young for me to be thinking the things that crossed my mind. Admiring the crease under her butt made visible by my boxers or the swell of her breast was dangerous. She might be legal, but she was still young.

      Nikki had suddenly become uncomfortable again. While she chewed the inside of her lip—which didn’t affect me quite the same way the outside did—she shifted, repeatedly. A question built on the tip of her tongue, and I waited for her to gather the courage to spit it out or swallow it completely. While she considered it, I stepped up to my plate and consumed lukewarm eggs and cold bacon.

      She started to form a question and stumbled over it, unable to string a sentence together.

      I didn’t look up. “Just spit it out, Nikki. I’m not going to bite you.”

      The sound of her clearing her throat had me grinning at the counter my plate sat on. It was adorable. It had been a long time since a woman had been nervous in my presence, and I found it rather refreshing.

      “Is Jesse going to see last night as some sort of statement?”

      I set down my fork and met her stare. “Yes.”

      She threw her hands in the air. “That’s it?” Her exasperated expression amused me, but I waited for her to calm down. “One word. That’s all you’re going to give me? This is my life, too, you know?” Damn, she was fucking hot when she was fired up. She hadn’t bothered to put on a bra when she’d gotten out of the shower, and her breasts were as animated as her arms…or at least my eyes tracked her taut nipples with fervent interest.

      I gave up on breakfast. There was no possibility of eating until Nikki relaxed, and that wasn’t going to happen until she felt safe. I couldn’t give her that reassurance without hearing from Chase or Jesse. So, I tried to give her enough to let her know she wasn’t alone, without telling her just how strong a message I’d actually sent. “It was a bold move. And likely the reason I haven’t heard from anyone. Jesse will decide how to handle it. Then he’ll call…or have someone call.”

      “So, we just wait?” Her panicked cry was like a sucker punch to the gut.

      I wanted to offer comfort, but there wasn’t anything I could say to help. I was confident in the choice I’d made…well, as confident as anyone could be when dealing with the Union and a sexy stranger. I needed her to trust me, yet she didn’t know me.

      “I’ve got it covered, Nikki.” I’d planned to let it go at that, but when her deep-blue eyes brimmed with tears, I gave her more. “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. I promise.”

      And that was something I never did.
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      The weight in those two words held more significance than they should. People around here didn’t make promises, primarily because they couldn’t keep them. Street life left little hope, and everyone I’d known since birth was proof of that. Hard work, dedication…it didn’t matter. Those born here tended to die here—victims of the street, the neighborhood, and the life.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.” I refused to make eye contact with Ryker when I made that statement. I didn’t want to doubt him, but I knew better than to depend on anyone other than myself.

      He reached out and tilted my chin with his fingers. “As long as you’re with me, they won’t hurt you.”

      “And when I’m not?” Thinking about that notion made my stomach turn. “I can’t be with you twenty-four-seven, Ryker. I have to dance tonight.” I also had to figure out how to cover the bruising on my cheek so it didn’t affect my tips.

      He laughed. It was sinister versus funny. “You’re not dancing.”

      “I am.”

      “You’re not.”

      In a bold move, I took his hand in mine and squeezed. “I can’t leave Ma to fend for herself. She fucked up. I get that. But I made a commitment, too, and regardless of whether she holds up her end of the bargain, I intend to maintain mine.”

      His broody browns were haunting. At times they appeared innocent; today they were frightening.

      “I don’t have a clue if they hurt her last night. I need to check on her and get my stuff for the club.”

      Ryker withdrew his hand and settled them on his hips. If he’d had pants on, I imagined he would have stuffed his hands into his pockets, but his basketball shorts offered nowhere for them to hide. I’d been awake for no less than twenty minutes, and somehow, I’d managed to miss the art show before me. Yet, when he moved, his tattoos came to life, as did his well-defined muscles. His pecs bulged, and the lines in his arms became more defined. When his abs tensed, my core lit with heat. The fabric swayed against his legs, and a perfectly defined outline of the head of his dick drew my line of vision to his crotch. If I’d had on any panties, they would have been soaked. I’d never been drawn to bad boys or tough exteriors, but I could easily succumb to this man. Or just stare at him for hours. It wasn’t possible to take in every picture on his skin, much less memorize every detail. I’d need days, weeks, to ever hope of being able to remember him once he was gone.

      And he would be gone.

      The growl came from deep within his chest, initially sounding like his stomach rumbled. “No way in hell you’re going home.”

      I crossed my arms and realized my breasts were unsupported and my nipples were fully erect. I rolled my eyes when he laughed. “I am. It isn’t open for discussion, and neither is my going to Swank tonight.”

      His jaw ticced, and I wondered how long it would take him to explode. I secretly hoped he got mad enough to drag me over to the recliner, bend me over his knee, and spank some sense into me. Sadly, that didn’t happen. “You understand you’re taking your life into your own hands?”

      “Then I guess you better get on board and take me yourself…you know, so you can prevent my untimely death.” It wasn’t a joke, and I shouldn’t make it one. Fear was easier to tolerate with a dose of humor slathered on top of it.

      He finally conceded, at least to part of my demand. “I’ll take you to check on your mom. I’m not budging on the club.”

      “I don’t recall asking for permission.” I spoke with far greater determination and gumption than I actually felt. “Truth be told, I didn’t ask you to get involved in any of this to begin with.”

      Ryker flinched, and I instantly regretted my tone and words. “Fine. If that’s the game you want to play. I’ll take you by your apartment, and I’ll accompany you to Swank.”

      “And I can dance? Without interference?”

      He took a breath so deep his chest swelled, and I wondered if it would burst. Then he let out the air through his nose, and I still wasn’t confident that he’d given up the fight. “You’re not leaving my sight. That isn’t up for negotiation.”

      “How am I supposed to perform then?”

      “The same way you did last night. You just won’t be going into the back without me at your side. And you won’t take the floor.”

      I hadn’t taken the floor yet, but I wanted to see just how far I could push him before he gave up. “You and I both know that the floor and VIP are where the money is. I need out of this obligation as fast as possible, which means I have to make as much as possible.” For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why I argued this point. I didn’t want any of those creeps touching me, and the only way to ensure that was not to go near them. On stage, I was relatively safe; off stage, all bets were off. “The number of nights I have to spend under the lights doubles if all I do is the three songs Jesse requires.”

      Again, his chest jumped, and I wanted nothing more than to keep pissing him off just to see the vulgar display of alpha neurosis before me. “Then I’ll buy your time.”

      That I hadn’t expected. “You realize it’s two-hundred dollars an hour for a private room?”

      “And your life isn’t worth that?”

      To a guy who didn’t know me, it shouldn’t be. “Are we just going to hang out back there and chit-chat? We don’t seem to be so great at getting along, much less idle gossip.”

      He graced me with a smirk that lit a fire in my soul. Jesus Christ, if it were possible to conceive from a glance, I’d be impregnated with Ryker’s baby. His smiles were few and far between, and most of those that I had gotten hadn’t been full-blown. They’d been half grins with a side of sex and a double shot of lust. “Oh no. If I’m buying your time, I want the fantasy treatment.”

      I nearly choked on my own saliva when I attempted to swallow past that statement. “You want me to dance…for you?”

      The fluorescent light overhead hit his irises and caused his eyes to twinkle with animation and mischief. “No, on me.”

      Fuck me. “Topless?” There was no way.

      “That’s what happens in VIP, right? Lap dances? G-strings, sans bra?” He taunted me, knowingly.

      I refused to crack. If Ryker wanted me to straddle his lap, grind on his cock, and shake my tits in his face, all while he couldn’t touch and have to pay me for it, so be it. “Yep.” I raised my brow and tilted my head to the side. “It’s going to be an expensive night, Ryker.”

      He popped a piece of bacon into his mouth. “Not nearly as costly as it will be for you.” Then he winked, and I was certain I’d just walked the plank and jumped into shark-infested waters. Ryker would devour me, and I was helpless to stop him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Nikki, move your ass if you want to have any hope of stopping by your place before you have to be at Swank,” he barked from the other side of the bathroom door.

      I wasn’t sure what he expected. I was limited in what I could do here, yet he didn’t want me to spend any time at my apartment or at the club. I didn’t have any makeup, which presented a real problem since my cheek was a rainbow of blues and greens. Hell, I didn’t even have a hairdryer. Putting on the clothes I’d left Swank in repulsed me, but Ryker had pointed out that riding a Harley in boxers and a T-shirt without panties would probably attract attention I didn’t want. I didn’t bother considering the safety aspect of it all or the fact that it was cold outside.

      By the time I emerged, Ryker paced the bare floor in the living room. His nerves were starting to get the best of me. He had enough anxiety for both of us.

      “I really need you to calm down. You asked me to trust you, told me you’d protect me, and your fidgeting isn’t making that easy to do.”

      His biceps tensed under the pull of his cotton shirt. It was snug in all the right places. The thought of getting on his bike, wrapping my arms around him, and pressing my front to his back had me all kinds of worked up. This shit with Jesse needed to be resolved before I dragged Ryker into a bedroom—his or mine, I didn’t care which—and forced him to have his way with me. I might die in a hail of gang gunfire in the process, but it would be one hell of a way to go and worth every bullet I took.

      “Are you going to stand there gawking or walk out the door?” That light in his eyes glittered again, and it dawned on me I’d been caught…staring. Again.

      “Shut up.” That was profound. And an admission of guilt.

      He slapped my ass as I strolled by. Had it been anyone else, I would have turned around and elbowed them, but the sting of Ryker’s hand only left me wishing for more. Space was the only thing that would ease this desirous ache, and that was about to be eliminated. Add in the vibrations of the bike… Lord, help me.

      The sun shined brightly once we stepped outside, and it almost offered enough warmth to ward off the nip in the air. If I could stand and bask in it, it probably would, but I had to get on the back of a motorcycle where the wind would lick at my skin, and a chill would root itself in my bones.

      I followed Ryker to his Harley. I didn’t know when he’d brought another helmet outside, but here one sat next to the one I’d worn last night. Like a gentleman, he helped me put on mine before he messed with his. And once I’d taken the seat behind him, he settled his hand on my calf as he backed out. I’d been with the man less than twenty-four hours, yet all of this seemed as natural as if I’d known him my entire life.

      When he started the ignition and eased into the parking lot, my fingers rested at his sides. As we gained speed, the natural weight of gravity pulled me with the flow of the bike. Ryker kept a hand on me at all times once he’d stop switching gears. It was possessive and protective and perfect…if he’d been mine. But he wasn’t. Not even close. Neither of us even knew the other’s last name.

      I leaned forward, hoping he could hear me. “Wilson,” I yelled through the wind and into his ear.

      He tilted his head to the side and back a tad, so I repeated myself. “Huh?” Ryker slowed down, so the rustling of air wasn’t quite so loud.

      “Wilson. My last name is Wilson.” It was an odd introduction, but everything about this scenario was odd.

      Ryker lifted his head in acknowledgment. “Davis.” Ryker Davis. It suited him.

      “Is Ryker your real name?” I shouted. Now wasn’t the time to have a get-to-know-you conversation, but somehow, the back of this bike felt safer than anywhere I’d been in recent months.

      He nodded, although he didn’t attempt to offer any further explanation.

      We rode in silence the rest of the way, and when he got near my apartment complex, he slowed to allow me to point in the direction he needed to go. I didn’t miss the people who stopped on the sidewalks or the heads that turned to track our whereabouts. I couldn’t believe anyone recognized me, which meant, they recognized Ryker. And that scared the hell out of me. Just because we couldn’t see Union 21 rats didn’t mean they weren’t in a position to spot us. Intel of our whereabouts would spread like an infestation, and that didn’t bode well if Jesse hadn’t gotten Ryker’s message. A chill ran up my spine, but it wasn’t the temperature outside that caused me to shake.

      He made a parking space where none existed and got off the motorcycle. I watched as he sauntered across the yard in front of the building—not that there was any grass—and took off his helmet as he went. Carefully, I dismounted, removed my helmet, and hung it on the handlebars the way he’d done the night before. Seconds later, he squatted before a little boy who couldn’t have been more than three or four. They both turned toward me, and Ryker pointed my direction. The child’s face lit up with excitement, and then a woman, whom I assumed to be the kid’s mom waltzed over. Ryker evidently knew her, even though I didn’t—and she had come from my building.

      I stood still, waiting for instructions. Then, I almost smacked myself, wondering what the hell I waited on. I lived here. This was my complex. We were here so I could get clothes and check on Ma. I couldn’t do that from the curb. Nervously, I ran my fingers through my hair and attempted to untangle it as I walked. I didn’t stop to speak to Ryker or his acquaintance, and when I passed, he joined me.

      “Friend of yours?” I questioned.

      He took long strides to keep up with my fast pace. “It pays to know people.”

      Jealousy hit like a ton of bricks. “Old girlfriend?”

      “Envious?” he quipped.

      “Hardly,” I scoffed. “Don’t flatter yourself. Remember, you chased me—not the other way around.” Although, if I were honest, I was rather giddy about that now…even with the green-eyed monster staring me down.

      “Just to keep you safe.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, but according to you, you had no idea I was in danger.”

      “You were dancing at Swank. Every girl on that stage is in some form of danger.”

      I stopped at the bottom of the metal stairs between the buildings. “Do you rescue every damsel in distress?” The frigid, Illinois wind kicked up and moaned through the breezeway. I fought to tame my locks as they flew around my face.

      He shook his head, but the playfulness I’d expected to see in his eyes was missing. “Don’t fool yourself. This is serious, and no, I don’t bother with any of them. I hate that place for the very reason you were on its stage.” Ryker jerked his head to indicate I should keep moving, effectively closing down the conversation. “I went to high school with her and her boyfriend. Their little boy is a sweet kid. I asked him to watch the bike.”

      There wasn’t a need for him to explain, yet it settled a nervous piece of me I hadn’t expected. “Oh.” I managed to hide my sheepish grin with my back to the man following me.

      When we reached the top of the stairs, Ryker grabbed my elbow. There wasn’t any force behind it, although it got my attention. “Gina’s a good girl and a good mom. She’ll call me if anyone pokes around while we’re up here, but that’s where it ends.”

      I nodded. He didn’t owe me anything—certainly not an explanation.

      “You really should get to know your neighbors, Nikki. There are a bunch of women hiding in these apartments just trying to survive. You might make some friends.”

      My apartment was only a couple steps away. I reached into my pocket for my key, and then I stuck it into the deadbolt. “I’ve done my best to keep my head down. I don’t think everyone is trouble. I just don’t know who’s safe.” But there was no need for the key. The moment I tried to turn the lock, the door crawled open with a loud creak, and destruction lay in my path. “Holy shit…”

      Ryker jumped in front of me, pushing me to his back. “I take it you keep a bit neater house?”

      Peering around his shoulder, it was safe to say, everything we owned now sat on the floor. Furniture was overturned, drawers emptied, dishes broken. There wasn’t a single thing I could see that hadn’t been touched. “That, and we keep the door locked.” I glanced around to the other apartments, not that I expected to find anything suspicious because everything was suspicious around here.

      He took a step over the threshold. “I’d ask if you have any enemies, but I’m fairly certain your mother does even if you don’t.”

      I followed behind him as he continued inside. We didn’t have much, so there wasn’t much lost, but I’d bet if I opened the cabinet there wouldn’t be a single plate that remained whole, and we’d only have cups because they’re all plastic anyhow. I couldn’t even bring myself to be sad. I didn’t feel violated. This type of thing was expected around here when someone crossed the gang, and that’s what my mother had done. Then I had compounded the problem by not going with Sam.

      “This is about last night.” My shoulders sank, wondering how I’d ever dig us out of this grave, yet it wasn’t fear that ate at my insides. It was defeat.

      Ryker shook his head and turned toward me. When he did, his dark bangs fell over his eyes, shielding them from view. “This isn’t Jesse’s style. I’m not saying it wasn’t related to the club, but this is messy. Jesse’s messages are much clearer and far more threatening. Someone was here looking for something.”

      “Ma?” I called her name, knowing she wasn’t around. If she had been, she’d be an upturned mess, crying on the floor, waiting for someone to save her. “What if it was my mom they were looking for?”

      His broad shoulder lifted casually before it dropped. “Might have been. It’s not like she runs with good people. I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but she doesn’t make great choices, either.” He must have sensed the ache that statement caused in my chest, or maybe I grimaced without realizing it. “It’s easy to get caught up in bad things around here and even easier not to be able to get out.”

      Slowly, I turned in a circle to assess the damage. It was a disaster, but I had no intention of cleaning up the mess. I didn’t create it, and I damn sure hadn’t caused it. “I need to get my things. I’ll deal with this later.”

      Ryker snatched my hand as I walked by. “Get enough stuff for a few days. I don’t want you coming back here until we get this worked out. It’s not safe.”

      It was never safe. It never would be. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do—”

      “Don’t argue. Just get your shit, and let’s get out of here.”

      “Ryker, I can’t—”

      “Not open for discussion. Get your shit. Now.”

      I held his beautiful brown eyes for a beat longer than necessary. When I nodded my acceptance, he released my fingers. My room wasn’t in any better shape than the rest of the apartment, so I picked up stuff from the floor and snagged a backpack to toss it in. Then I went to the bathroom, grabbed the rest of my crap and every bit of makeup I could find. I caught my reflection in the mirror, and for a split second, I wondered how God chose who got rags and who got riches. Just looking at me, no one would be able to tell where I came from, even though it defined me—minus the bruises on my face. I must have seriously pissed someone off in a previous life to have been dealt such a shit hand in this one.

      “Nikki.” His voice was rich and deep and laced with a concern he shouldn’t feel.

      I responded with earnest. He was dangerous. But our stars had aligned, and now, I had to trust him. My heart screamed yes. My head yelled no. In the end, intuition gave way to desire, and the remote possibility of a happily ever after outweighed the more distinct probability of a painful demise. Ryker twisted me into knots that I didn’t know could be tied. I’d become a bumbling idiot who blindly went into the lion’s den with a steak tied around my neck.

      There was zero chance I would come out of this unscathed, and not much better odds of doing it alive. But I didn’t think about the pending doom when Ryker took my hand or wrapped his fingers around mine. I simply let him lead me out of hell and down the stairs toward something else. The redhead and the boy were gone, although I was confident they’d kept their word to watch out for Ryker. I imagined they did it from inside.

      The bike sat where we’d left it. Ryker hung his helmet—the one he’d never put down—from the grip and grabbed mine. This little charade could quickly become a ritual I lived for. He held my gaze while fidgeting with the strap. Every brush of his skin against mine sent a chill down my spine. If he realized what I felt, he kept his thoughts on it to himself. He’d been nothing other than respectful, which was in total contrast to his outward appearance. While I should appreciate that, I started to wonder what was wrong with me that he hadn’t made a move—any move.

      “Stop,” he murmured just as he secured the button on the strap.

      I hadn’t moved. “Stop what?”

      “Thinking. Whatever it is, I’m sure you’re over analyzing it.” Ryker didn’t smile or wink. He didn’t offer me any reassurance. Typical man.

      “I’m not thinking about anything.”

      He lifted his helmet and put it on. “And now you’re lying. It’s not attractive, so stop that, too.” Ryker swung a booted foot over the seat and started the ignition. The distinct sound of the Harley roared through the otherwise quiet parking lot.

      I stood next to him, staring blankly at a man I wanted to slap and undress, although not necessarily in that order.

      “Get on the bike, Nikki.” The way he sang my name caused my heart to beat a bit faster and a tingle to root itself between my legs.

      I needed to get a grip before Ryker Davis destroyed me.
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      Ten minutes later, Ryker and I were outside Swank. I dreaded entering. Not knowing what I’d face or when the other shoe would drop was worse than any punishment Jesse could have doled out. There was certainty in punishment; the degree kept me guessing.

      With my backpack strapped on, I walked a step behind the foreboding figure I’d shown up with. There was no doubt in my mind that Ryker garnered fear and respect wherever he went. If I had to be sidled with a broody alpha, at least he was nice to look at…or swoon over, whichever.

      I didn’t normally come through the front door, not that there was a normal with this place. I hadn’t been here long enough to have a routine. Nevertheless, it seemed odd to enter like a customer without being one. The bouncer waved us through without so much as a word. Regardless of how badly I wanted to ask how Ryker got by without paying a cover or even offering a greeting, I kept my mouth shut. Swank wasn’t open for business, anyhow. Questioning him wouldn’t do anything other than present more questions that I didn’t want answers to.

      The pink lights weren’t on, and it was the first time I’d seen the place without having the notion of glam vomited all over it. The girls wandered around barely dressed, and the bartender worked behind the counter topless like I imagined men and women did in suits in offices. Although here, there were no clocks, which I assumed was to keep men from realizing just how much time they’d wasted. I pulled my cell from my back pocket. I had about thirty minutes before the first girl would take the stage.

      Cinnamon stood behind the bar. Her breasts were stunning—and one of the few sets in this place that were real. Gravity and disparity hadn’t ruined her yet. She handed over the schedule so I could see where I fell in tonight’s lineup. Ryker hovered behind me, obviously memorizing the dance order. I didn’t have long to change and put on my makeup if I needed to be ready to dance second.

      I turned to address the brick wall that loomed at my side. “I need to change.”

      “Lead the way.” He had to be kidding.

      My jaw fell slack as I gawked at him. “You can’t be serious.”

      He didn’t bother responding. Ryker simply arched his thick brow and waited.

      My vision blurred when I rolled and then crossed my eyes. “Fine. But you’re not watching.” It was stupid. I displayed my bare chest for random men, and a string didn’t exactly cover my ass, yet under Ryker’s watchful stare, it became intimate and unnerving.

      A smirk crossed his lips when he shook his head. He held out his hand—that I didn’t take—as if to usher the way backstage. I grunted in discomfort. I didn’t have to turn around to know he was behind me. Even if he hadn’t told me he would follow, I could have felt him a mile away. The tiny hairs on my arms and the back of my neck never laid flat when he was near. The tingle between my legs kept an electric current flowing through my limbs with him in the vicinity.

      There wasn’t really a discreet place to change. Strippers took their clothes off for money. Other than backstage, the club didn’t provide private dressing rooms. The staff stayed out from behind the curtain—the men, anyway. But there wasn’t anyone back here to object to Ryker’s presence, and based on the way these girls responded to him, I didn’t think any of them would care regardless. If anything, they’d put on a show to try to draw his attention.

      I set my backpack down at one of the makeup stations and dug out my costume. Casually, Ryker gave me his back and my privacy. I sighed, unsure of why that move felt more like rejection than consideration, and began to undress. It didn’t take long to put on what little I wore on stage—hell, it took longer to lace my combat boots than cinch my corset.

      Once I folded my jeans and the shirt I’d had on, I sat in front of the lighted mirror with my makeup case. “You can turn around.” It would take a miracle and heavy concealer to cover the marks Sam had left on my face. My only hope was that the stage lights cast enough shadows to mask what I couldn’t hide.

      Ryker peered through dark lashes and into the mirror at my reflection. The whistle that sang through his teeth caused my heart to swell, even if I didn’t let it show outwardly. I didn’t have the nerve to look him in the eyes, so I began to apply the heavy paint that transformed me into the girl men wanted on stage, Diamond.

      I finished my face just as the first song played. The makeup wasn’t perfect, but it got the job done. I didn’t look like I’d been in a barroom brawl, which was better than I’d hoped. When I spun on the stool, I grabbed my bag and went to the lockers. I didn’t think any of the other girls would steal, but the money I collected during each dance belonged to a drug lord, so I couldn’t take any chances of it sprouting legs. Ryker stayed a step behind, following me everywhere I went, including the side of the stage.

      “Are you going to stand here during my performance?” Having something to focus on in the crowd had been a welcomed distraction. Ryker prevented me from acknowledging the hungry hands that reached up from the darkness around the stage’s edge.

      “Unless you want me somewhere else.” It was an odd statement, like I had a choice.

      But if he was offering, I’d try my luck. “I’d rather you sat at the bar.”

      He cocked his head just a bit, and his brow furrowed. Before he could ask any questions, I chose to offer an answer.

      “It’s easier for me to…” I didn’t have the faintest clue how to say what was on my mind. “Focus on you.” I cast my line of sight to the floor to avoid witnessing his rejection—or worse, seeing humor in my stupidity.

      Ryker’s thick, tatted fingers came into view and then lifted my chin. “Don’t do that.” He tucked my hair behind my ear in an odd display of familiarity and intimacy, and then he cradled my jaw in his palm. “If that works for you, that’s what I’ll do. But when you’re done, meet me here. Do not move from this spot once the lights go off. Understand?”

      I held his eyes with intention, chewed my bottom lip, and nodded innocently. Ryker dropped his hand, but he didn’t move…not even when I faced the stage. The music faded out, and darkness engulfed the club. I waited for the first beat of “Pour It Up” by Rihanna to start. In the moments between Jasmine’s exit and my entrance, Ryker grazed my side with his hand and caressed my exposed skin just under the corset, possessively.

      Nikki fell away, and in her place, Diamond took the stage.

      The spotlight hit me as the electronic beat hummed through the speakers. The crowd erupted the second I came into view center stage. As much as I hated anyone having to do this as a career, I had respect for a woman who could work a pole with precision. My muscles ached after one song. It took incredible control, and I only did very elementary tricks. Flexibility was the only thing working in my favor; although, I would never understand what men found sexy about a woman doing the splits. The other girls were helpful in all ways except choreography. I depended on music videos I’d memorized in high school. Luckily, I’d spent more time dancing to slutty music in the privacy of our tiny apartment than I had socializing, and those moves translated into happy customers. Not that drunk men cared once my top came off, and if they had, as soon as I bent over, exposing myself, they wouldn’t have anymore.

      I didn’t focus on the men, just one man…and I felt the music. It was easier to lose myself in his watchful stare and the beat of a hypnotic song than to believe I’d succumbed to this lifestyle. Even as far away as Ryker sat, the heat that radiated from his skin and his intensity enraptured me. I became oblivious to the hands tucking bills into my G-string and the fingers that slid down my thigh. His pointed stare spurred me on. I might have been forced to dance for cash, but I wanted to dance for him.

      I’d gotten so lost in seducing him, the song had ended, and the lights extinguished. My chest heaved with exertion as I hustled across the stage in the dark. The instant his hand met my hip and pulled me into his side, I didn’t hesitate to allow him to shelter me. The protection felt better than it should. I would have frozen time right there had I been capable.

      Instead of escorting me backstage, he led me down the steps.

      “Where are we going?” I had a while before my next performance, but I figured he’d lurk in the back the same way I did.

      Ryker’s fingers dug into my side, and we were bathed in swaths of pink fluorescence. “VIP.” He couldn’t be serious.

      I nearly screeched but managed to stop myself to keep from making a scene. “What?” I stopped and stared up through the distance separating our heights.

      “You wanted to work the floor. I bought your time. Remember?” He didn’t wait for me to answer.

      Not once in my life had I ever given anyone a lap dance. I hadn’t even so much as witnessed anyone get one. I didn’t have a clue what to do or how to do it. Yet Ryker didn’t hesitate. He moved through Swank with ownership. There wasn’t a step of hesitation when we neared the VIP area, and the bouncer didn’t so much as blink, seeing Ryker’s arm around my waist. I was fairly certain this was against the rules, but the thug just winked and stepped aside to allow us to pass.

      I’d seen the private rooms during my tour before I started. I just hadn’t visited them since. Nor had I paid attention to the music playing or the size or space or anything else about them. It hadn’t occurred to me to take note since I’d never planned to step foot in them. Now, not only was I inside one, I was alone with a man who could make panties disappear with one look and start blazing infernos just by breathing on my skin.

      I couldn’t tell if he had experience in VIP or if this was just his usual confidence brimming over. I, on the other hand, sweated profusely and contemplated whether I smelled. There was nothing to wipe my palms on, and I wondered if Ryker would complain if I used his shirt. He sat on a bench before I could exercise that option. I straightened my spine and adjusted my weight on my feet, clueless over what he actually expected from me. There should have been a bouncer in the room, or so I thought, and there wasn’t. I was lost.

      Ryker crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall. His thick thighs spread naturally to accommodate what I assumed occupied the space between them, and I let out a loud groan when his pecs flexed. Every tiny movement tensed another solid muscle somewhere on his body, and I longed to touch every single one. Meanwhile, he waited patiently. I didn’t know what I expected. It wasn’t like he’d yell at me. And if I didn’t want to do this, I could walk out. But some sadistic part of me was desperate to be that close to a man I undoubtedly could never have.

      Nikki hesitated; Diamond owned it.
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      I didn’t think she’d go through with it, and the deer-in-the-headlights sheen that glistened in her eyes all but confirmed it. Then as quickly as it had arrived, the reluctance disappeared. The fierce demeanor she maintained on stage worked its way from the top of her head, down her spine as she straightened it, and to her toes. Determination set in where hesitation had been. The blue-grey turned to sapphires when she met my stare. I’d swear they were so clear I could see through them.

      Everything about this woman surprised the hell out of me. She hadn’t cowered behind me when she’d seen her apartment, she didn’t back down from Sam and Jesse, and when she set her mind to see something through, she did. Maybe she compartmentalized the hell out of her life; I didn’t know. All I could be certain of was she faced every challenge head-on. Her standing in front of me now was just further proof.

      I hadn’t planned for her to actually dance; in fact, that had been the only way I’d gotten into the room without a watchdog. My intention remained to keep her out of harm’s way. On the floor, not only was she exposed to grabby fuckers, but she could be blindsided by anything that came through the door. And while she’d learned to keep her head down, I didn’t think that necessarily translated to her being street smart. If she were, she would have let her mom face her own demons and stayed the fuck away from the likes of Jesse.

      Her hips swayed as they found the beat to the music another performer used on stage. Nikki kept her eyes trained on mine, except it wasn’t really Nikki who stood before me in nothing other than a G-string and combat boots. She’d escaped into Diamond to pull off this hat trick. It hadn’t taken me long to figure out that she did it each time she took the stage. The edgy, angry girl stomping out her routines while she removed her clothes wasn’t Nikki at all, yet it represented everything she had to hide in the real world…every raw and gritty emotion.

      It was hard to determine which personality I’d prefer to have in front of me. I understood the necessity for both, and while Diamond was hot as sin, Nikki had a more subtle confidence that I found intriguing. As much as I wanted to let my eyes wander and feel the experience she bestowed upon me, I couldn’t bring myself to do anything other than maintain eye contact.

      Diamond worked the small space, and if I hadn’t known better, I would have believed she was a pro, or at the very least had a lot of dance background. She was seductive and alluring, sexy without being trashy, and obviously enjoying the show she put on. Her hands landed on the outsides of my knees, and she slid me forward, opening up my lap. Once she’d given me her back, I allowed my sight to drift down her thin neck to her lean shoulders. Each vertebra of her fluid spine poked at her skin when she moved. I couldn’t resist settling my hands on her hips, just above the tiny strings that kept her front hidden yet exposed her rear end. Each curve was a delicate contrast to the persona she strutted on stage. Even her ass had a supple roundness that was soft and inviting.

      She spread her legs and came closer, leaving no room between the two of us. I had no idea how her thighs didn’t burn with slightly bent knees, or how she moved so slowly it was almost imperceptible to the naked eye. But as her hips undulated over my lap, my cock responded. There was zero possibility she couldn’t feel my length between her lips, even with jeans between us. I was rock hard, and I’d bet if I reached down, she’d be wet. Her arousal hit my nostrils, and instinctively, my fingertips dug into her flesh.

      Diamond moaned in genuine pleasure, and my eyes rolled back in my head when she dropped more of her weight on top of me. The friction only exacerbated my erection, and I’d almost reached the point that I didn’t give a fuck where we were or who might be watching. She’d driven me to the point where keeping my eyes open was a near impossibility, and talking shit was on the tip of my tongue. I forced the thoughts of what I wanted to do to her tight little body from my mind and tried to enjoy the performance. I was successful when she leaned against my chest, and I tallied a win as she rubbed her hands on my inner thighs. But when she spun around, straddling my cock and rested her forearms on my shoulders, I nearly shot my load.

      Every fantasy I’d had tucked away flooded my mind, and Diamond played the leading role in every scene. Her pert nipples grazed my thin shirt, and my mouth watered at the thought of taking each one between my lips, sucking on them until she cried out my name. I couldn’t stop my eyes from drifting past her collar bones and rippled sternum to her heavy tits, full and perky. My hands grazed her ribs as they moved up her sides, and my thumbs caressed the swell of her C-cup. She didn’t stop me; hell, she didn’t even hesitate. Her lids fluttered, and her head fell back. Diamond enjoyed giving me the show as much as I enjoyed watching it.

      She leaned away, her arms secured around the nape of my neck, giving herself leverage to work her hips on top of mine. The mewls that escaped from her mouth could barely be heard over the thump of the erotic beat, but she rode my lap like I was the best bronco in the damn rodeo. All I could think of was getting her naked and sinking into her.

      A knock at the door interrupted my fantasy and Diamond’s performance. She stilled in my embrace as the bouncer stuck in his head to give her a warning. She had ten minutes before she had to be on stage for her next performance. Diamond nodded her understanding. The instant she faced me, Diamond disappeared, and Nikki sat perched in my lap. The spell between us had broken, and now we sat in awkward silence as my thumbs still cradled her breasts from the sides.

      I didn’t speak when I slid my hands down her hourglass waist, or as they curved her hips to her round, voluptuous ass. I spread her cheeks as I pulled her tightly against my crotch and rolled my groin between her legs. Her lids drooped with desire, and the beat of her pulse picked up in the vein on her neck. I stood, still holding her against me, desperate to slide my finger beneath the tiny string of her costume and dip into her wetness. But if I had, neither of us would make it out of here any time soon, and I didn’t need to draw any more attention to Nikki than I already had.

      She slid down my front, planting her feet on the floor, although she hadn’t released my neck. I bent down to accommodate her height. The energy sizzled, almost crackling in the air. Nikki’s navy blues focused on my lips, begging me to kiss her. With the swipe of her tongue, she left behind a sheen that I wanted to taste. And when she tugged her plump lip between her teeth, I nearly gave into lust. But she popped her eyes up to meet mine, released me, and patted my chest with one hand. I could have sworn I heard her lip move when she released it, but it wasn’t possible with the noise surrounding us.

      “I need to change,” she whispered, nearly choking on the words. It was just shy of husky and filled with desire. Nikki was just as captivated by me as I was her, inexplicably.

      I nodded, and when she walked out of the private room, I trained my eyes on the back of her head and refused to allow myself to admire the sway of her hips or the spring in the bounce of her firm ass. The gap between her thighs was ideally suited for my hand, and her scent drove me wild. Her hair, on the other hand, I could stare at—the back anyway—without worry of crashing her against a wall and fucking her until the spotlight was on us. The audience would get a show of a different kind.

      It didn’t get any easier to control my urges when she changed for her next dance or when I sat at the bar and watched her cast a spell on me, stripping to “Skin.” There was something about the way Diamond connected her body to Rihanna’s music that did me in. And I’d never tire of seeing her drop a corset during a song’s climax; although, I could do without anyone else witnessing it.

      Before our time in the private room, I hadn’t allowed my line of sight to drift below her neck at Swank. Now that I’d felt her body pressed against mine, creating vivid thoughts of what her pussy would feel like wrapped around my cock, I couldn’t resist lingering on her dusky-brown areolas or the swell of her tits. The way they bounced when she stomped across the stage only created visions of how they’d move as I drove my cock into her, burying myself to the hilt, over and over.

      I shook my head to rid myself of the torturous thoughts. Nikki held my stare as she danced, and I swore, she read my mind. A smart-ass smirk lifted her lips just a hint, and damn if she didn’t make my fucking heart race. She dropped, keeping her back straight and bending only at the knees. Her palms held onto the tops of her thighs, and so help me God, I prayed to be underneath her. Chunks of her dark hair cascaded over her breasts as she danced, and I was stuck in a prepubescent daydream with the stripper I couldn’t have and shouldn’t want.

      Scotch would do me a world of good, but I refused to take my eyes off her to order one. I didn’t need to impair my judgment with alcohol, either. But shit, a stiff drink would take the edge away. It was more than just her naked body strutting around in front of me. If she wasn’t within arm’s reach and we weren’t in a private room where I could see everything going on and everyone in it, then the possibility of danger lurked behind every man in every chair, around every corner, and in each crevice of darkness.

      Jesse owned this club. His people played in it nightly. I didn’t know them all, nor could I ward them off if there were more than one—even if I did recognize them. I needed to get my head out of my ass, my thoughts out of the gutter, and my mind in the game. Until I had this resolved with Jesse, my only priority was Nikki’s safety. And that dragged on through the night. Waiting, anticipating, expecting problems was exhausting. My nerves were frayed, and my anxiety was at an all-time high when Diamond took the stage for the last time tonight.

      There was no way she’d chosen the song that currently played in my honor, but I’d be damned; I wanted to believe each lyric of Staind’s “For You” played just for me. I was narcissistic like that. I’d convinced myself that every step she took on that blacked-out stage, she did for me, so it wasn’t too farfetched for me to trust the music had been picked to showcase her body as she danced for me…naked. I was a sick son of a bitch, but my mind had claimed her, regardless of whether my body had any real possession.

      I glanced at my phone for the hundredth time tonight. It was late, and I had zero interest in staying here any longer than absolutely necessary. Nikki had just wrapped up her last dance, but the crowd was restless. They wanted her to mingle and had a hard time taking no for an answer. Looking like a mean motherfucker had its advantages at times. I enjoyed staring down each shit stain who dared get close enough to talk to her. I didn’t even have to speak; growling accomplished far more than words when you were covered in ink and holes and a known felon. Inside I thoroughly amused myself…outwardly, I appeared pissed.

      “It’s okay to smile.” Nikki jabbed me in my side with her elbow. Ever since she’d gone behind the curtain, her attitude had changed. Like that final number relieved her from her duty tonight, and now, she could be herself.

      My jaw ticced, and I clenched my fists over and over under my folded arms. “Put on your clothes.” I shouldn’t be so short with her, but not having heard from Jesse or Chase in twenty-four hours concerned me. Either Sam hadn’t delivered my message, or Jesse chose to deliver one of his own. Neither would bode well for me, and I didn’t want to think about what that might mean for Nikki.

      We’d been at Swank for hours, yet not a soul had approached me or shown up. I’d been on high alert, kept up my guard all night, waiting for someone to take the seat next to me at the bar or make a move toward Nikki. I’d seen how quickly a member could swoop in, lay down the gauntlet, and then disappear. They nailed their targets with precision. It was the very reason I refused to leave her alone to do anything other than dance, and had anyone gotten near her on that stage, I could have swept her off in seconds.

      The air was thick with tension only I felt. Nikki didn’t appear fazed by the lack of communication from U21, or maybe she’d managed to let it slip her mind. I hadn’t been able to do either and wanted to get out of here sooner rather than later. She dragged her feet getting her shit together. But without barking at her, there didn’t seem to be any way to get her to hustle.

      I sucked on my teeth and ground them together as she organized her money and then neatly inserted it into a zippered pouch. She tried my patience when she used a wipe to remove her makeup, and when she started to change like she had a date after, I lost it.

      “Nikki, get the fucking lead out. We need to move.” My attempt to whisper with a level of seriousness that she would understand wasn’t quite as discreet as I had intended.

      One of the other girls—I couldn’t remember her damn name—turned toward us. “Diamond?” The chick eyed me and then gave her attention to Nikki. “Is everything okay?” Watching her eyes flit between us made my head hurt.

      Nikki cocked her head at her co-worker, then tilted it up to take me in as I hovered over her, and finally answered with a wave of indifference. “Ignore him. His bark is worse than his bite.” She again faced me, but this time with a wicked smile and a wink that made my dick jump.

      The other dancer nodded, although the uncertainty in her expression indicated that she didn’t believe Nikki. I could have eased her mind, but I didn’t really care if she worried or not. If we didn’t leave, she’d really have something to be concerned over. And it wouldn’t be me.

      I let out a huff when Nikki finally slammed her locker door and tossed her backpack over her shoulder. “Ready?”

      Instead of answering, I grabbed her hand and tugged her behind me. Going out the front would only slow us down. The customers would try to stop her—even in street clothes—and I didn’t want to deal with it.

      “Ryker, slow down.” She yanked away from me. “You’re hurting me.” Nikki shook out the fingers I’d clung to.

      I turned to face her, grabbed her by the back of the neck, and tilted my forehead to hers. She needed to understand, my intensity was for her safety. I locked onto her navy-blue irises, wishing I could stare into them for longer than the blink I had. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. We don’t have time to play around.”

      Her forehead crinkled against mine, and her nose scrunched. “Did something happen? You’re scaring me.” Everything about me should scare her.

      I caressed her jaw with my thumb. There wasn’t a single part of me that wasn’t desperate to seize her lips, tangle my tongue with hers, and strip her down to have my way with her. I shook my head to clear my thoughts, but she took it as an answer to her question. Her shoulders sagged in relief. This time, she took my hand and followed me toward the rear exit.

      The metal door clanged behind us. The parking lot didn’t have an empty space in it. I shook my head, thinking about how poor this community was, yet how much money went into the sleaze inside these walls and the crap being slung on the streets. The bite in the air stung my exposed skin almost as much as that thought.

      “Damn, it’s cold.” Nikki’s statement fluttered past me on a gust of wind.

      I wasn’t trying to ignore her. Getting out of here without an incident was more critical than how comfortable she felt in the night air. Not to mention, the second she got onto the back of my bike, she’d freeze her ass off. This was nothing.

      She squeezed my fingers, and the warmth of her touch registered when nothing else had. “Ryker, if nothing happened, why are you moving through the parking lot like someone’s after us? I’m just waiting for you to duck and roll in some crazy James Bond move.” She needed to stop asking questions.

      We rounded the corner of the building, and the scene before us answered where I hadn’t. There stood Sam and two other guys I wasn’t familiar with, surrounding my motorcycle.

      Sam stepped into the light from the streetlamp overhead. “Trying to sneak out?” He cracked his knuckles, and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from reacting.

      Nikki tensed at my side, and her grip on my fingers went slack, so I tightened my hold on hers. I didn’t have to glance down to see her looking up at me. Her hand shook in mine, and I could hear her ragged breaths.

      I stopped a few feet from the men in front of us. The two I didn’t know had stepped up behind Sam, putting our mode of transportation and escape route behind them. They now formed a triangle, and the two in the back put their hands on their hips. It was an odd display of choreography that showcased the guns in holsters on their belts. Blindly, I used my arm to maneuver Nikki behind me. I wasn’t dumb enough to believe that a bullet couldn’t go through my body to hers, but she had a better chance of survival if I got hit first.

      I crossed my arms and straightened my back. “Not at all. I’ve been waiting to hear from Jesse.” My voice came off more confident than I felt. This time last night, I didn’t have an ounce of concern over my decision. Each hour that had passed in silence, I wondered if I’d riled up a hornets’ nest of Union members. Add the cloak of darkness to the situation, and my haunches were raised. “Clearly, if we were trying to run, we wouldn’t have shown up at Jesse’s club. Nikki wouldn’t have been here all night. And I wouldn’t have parked in the open where any trash off the street could blow up unexpectedly.”

      “Jesse wants the girl and the money.”

      My nostrils flared as my irritation mounted. “I’m not really sure what you misunderstood last night.”

      “Nothing.” He settled on his feet and then rolled back on his heels. When he crossed his arms, his black leather jacket made a sound that jarred my ears. “And I’m not sure what you ain’t gettin’ now. Jesse wants what’s owed to him.”

      Nikki moved behind me, but without taking my sights off the three threats in front of me, I couldn’t see what she did. “Here.” She stepped around me and held out the shiny little purse she’d neatly put her money in earlier. “That’s everything from last night and tonight.”

      I grabbed her wrist and put her hand down before Sam could take the payment. “Tell Jesse to call me.” There was no way in hell I’d turn her or a large sum of cash over to anyone other than the senior Silvano. At this point, I wasn’t sure I’d even trust Chase if he were to get involved.

      “Ryker, you’re in over your head. Trust me, no piece of ass is worth crossing the Union. You know better.”

      The two men stepped around Sam as though he’d just issued their cue to seize his property. I could stand my own, but I couldn’t fight off three sizeable dudes, especially not when two of them had guns. My mind raced a mile a minute, playing out different scenarios, none of which ended in my favor. I opted to hold my ground and maintain the wall I’d erected between Nikki and them. I should have just let them have her. Let her deal with her own shit storm and the fallout of her mother’s stupid decisions. Yet no matter how many times I told myself that or chastised myself for getting involved in something I didn’t know shit about, I couldn’t shake the way she stared at me. Her eyes ate at my soul, and I needed to know what she saw. I was desperate to have her in any way she’d let me.

      In a little over a week and a handful of hours in her presence, she’d shaken me. I craved to live on the edge she showed the world, to be a part of whatever dark shit she’d created in her mind. With virtually no knowledge of the girl, I’d willingly put myself in the crosshairs of the very people I’d done my best to avoid my entire life. Still, I stood solid as a rock, daring any of the three to try to cross me to get to her or threaten her safety. I might not be able to stop them in the long run, but I’d go down fighting. And I’d do it dirty. I didn’t carry a gun, but I’d learned the value of a shank in prison. I didn’t step foot outside my house without a knife in my pocket. Even a small blade could be lethal when driven into the throat.

      “There’s no way in hell you’re leaving here with her. You’ll have to kill me to do it.” Behind me, little whimpers tore at my chest and burned my ears. My arms ached to comfort her, but my hands had to protect her. I prayed like hell she didn’t cry. Tears would destroy me. And I waited.

      Sam jerked his head, and his two cohorts broke off around us. “Your funeral, kid.”

      “Have Jesse give me a call so I can tell him where to bury the body.”

      “Don’t worry.” He stared me in the eye and spit on the ground at my feet. “He’ll be in touch.”

      The three disappeared around the corner we’d come from minutes ago, and I began to breathe again. The hiccup behind me reminded me I wasn’t alone. I gathered Nikki into my arms, and she came willingly. Her tears soaked my shirt when she pressed her cheek to my chest.

      Her voice was ragged and broken with sobs. “They’re gonna hurt you.”

      “No, they aren’t.”

      Nikki pulled back, and I used my thumb to wipe away the mascara that ran down her cheek when her eyes met mine. “I don’t understand. How can you be sure?”

      “They outnumbered me and could have easily taken you. They have been given orders to get what Jesse wants without any physical harm. I don’t give a shit about Sam’s threats, and he doesn’t have the balls to do what needs to be done or to go against his boss.”

      She didn’t release me when she nodded. Her acceptance was almost imperceptible in the dim light. Reassuring her with my lips pressed to hers probably wasn’t the thing to do in a seedy parking lot; not to mention, I couldn’t be certain how she’d react to any sort of advance. Instead, I squeezed her and then gently eased her away.

      “Hop on. I wanna get home.”

      I held out a helmet, which she situated on her head. It didn’t take long for me to securely adjust it. For a split second, my heart raced as I absorbed all that was Nikki. The makeup was gone, as was the corset and G-string, but the eyes that haunted me remained. And she was sexier in fitted jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket than most women were in lingerie. She rocked anything that touched her body, and right now, I’d kill to be the fabric that had the luxury of clinging to her skin. There was no denying what Jesse saw in her, nor why he wanted her for himself. I just refused to let it happen. She might not want me, but she damn sure didn’t want him. If I could save her from that fate, calling in this favor would make the years I’d spent in the box worth it.

      Nothing that beautiful should belong to anyone, and I’d make sure Nikki was free.
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      The engine roared to life, and I realized that in a short amount of time, that sound had started to ignite a fire within my soul. It fueled me with energy, and electricity coursed through my veins as soon as the hum of the motor flowed through to my skin. I imagined the vibrations to be as addictive as narcotics, or maybe that was the man who brought the noise to my ears and the rumble between my thighs.

      It was raucous and should have startled me with as frazzled as I was after the encounter in the parking lot, but it calmed me with the anticipation of the freedom I found on the back. The solitude, the lack of noise except the rustle of wind, the inability to communicate with anything other than nature—it trumped yoga, chocolate, and my little experience with sex. Ryker didn’t have to ask me twice to hop on. The moment he put that helmet on my head, I was ready to ride.

      And then he took a right out of Swank’s parking lot rather than left.

      I leaned in while he could still hear me above the whistle of moving air. “Where are we going? My apartment is the other way.” My fingers dug into his side as I pulled myself closer to him.

      Ryker angled his head so he could watch the road and talk to me at the same time. “My place.” He put his feet on the ground at the stop sign and waited for the argument he anticipated.

      “I need to go home.”

      “You need to be safe. That isn’t in your apartment. You haven’t even heard from your mom, have you?” He was well aware that I hadn’t, so there was no point in asking.

      I shook my head. He revved the engine, put it in gear, and that ended that discussion. As much as I wanted to be mad, I didn’t want to be alone. My apartment wasn’t safe, and if Ma hadn’t called, I couldn’t imagine what that meant for her wellbeing, much less my own. There was safety in numbers, and Ryker was currently my only plus one. Keeping my head down had also meant not having friends. Without Ma, I was on my own in the neighborhood.

      In what felt like the blink of an eye, we’d gone from Swank to Ryker’s, and now I waited for him to unlock the deadbolt so we could escape the wind and the night. It was after two, and my body was exhausted, even if my mind hadn’t shut down. Inside the club, I had a false sense of security. Thinking the bouncers would protect me from anyone U21 was ludicrous—they were Union 21—yet inside those walls, I hadn’t felt threatened.

      The parking lot incident had scared me. I’d never been that close to anyone yielding a weapon, especially not as a threat toward me. Ryker was even more confounding. There was zero reason for him to be involved in this or with me. Nevertheless, he hadn’t left my side. As promised, he had never allowed me to be alone, and he’d stood between me and darkness.

      He dropped his keys onto the kitchen counter, and once I’d stepped into the apartment, he closed the door and locked it. “You hungry?” Ryker moved past me, mesmerizing me with a myriad of colorful ink as he went.

      My stomach gurgled as if it had a mind of its own. I chuckled with a hand over my belly to muffle the sound. “Starving actually.” I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and dancing took a lot of calories. Once I’d finished paying Ma’s debt to Jesse, I planned to find one of those pole gyms to workout. I’d never exercised so hard in my life.

      “What are you in the mood for?” He ducked his dark head into the fridge, but he didn’t offer any suggestions.

      I guess he wanted me to toss out a request. “Honestly, I’m not picky. Whatever you feel like making. Or if you don’t want to cook, I can eat a sandwich or a piece of fruit.” Without a response, I kept going. “A handful of nuts. A pack of ketchup…”

      Ryker turned with an armload of stuff and gave me the side eye. “Condiments? Really?” He shook his head in disbelief. I thought it was funny. “How about chicken parm?”

      I assumed he meant some ready-made thing from a box until he unloaded his arms onto the counter. Ryker had tomatoes, fresh herbs I couldn’t identify, mozzarella, chicken, and God knew what else. “You’re going to make it from scratch? This late at night?”

      He continued to fish ingredients from the cabinets as he talked. “We have to eat, and nothing’s open at this hour. Plus, why not make what you want at home? It tastes better at less than half the cost for twice as much.”

      Every detail I learned about this man surprised me. No piece fit together with the last. “Where’d you learn to cook?”

      “My mom cooked every meal we ate. She could make some elaborate shit with virtually nothing. If she got a chicken, there wasn’t a single part of it that went to waste. She had to get creative, but she has a knack for it.”

      I just couldn’t picture a young Ryker sitting around his parents’ kitchen table eating homemade meals. In my mind, he’d come out of a test tube—there was no way he’d incubated in a womb—pierced and covered in tattoos. I couldn’t picture him as a little boy, either. Somehow, he’d entered the world as a grown man with mountains of attitude and a pissy disposition.

      Totally enraptured, I studied every move he made from breading the chicken to frying it. The sauce was a work of art that he seemed to throw together like most people did a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It all unnerved me, likely since I didn’t know what to expect. I hated spontaneity. I needed clear-cut rules and fully developed plans. Monkey wrenches in my life only left me unsettled, which was where I currently stood.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      He stopped working and wiped his hands on a dish towel. His brown eyes searched my face in confusion. “You said you were hungry.”

      “No, not dinner. This thing…with me. Why are you doing it?”

      Ryker popped a chunk of raw broccoli into his mouth and chewed before he answered. He was the only person I’d ever seen who could make food sexy. “I told you—”

      “No bullshit. The real reason.”

      He swallowed, and his Adam’s apple danced down his neck and back up. The tattoos expanded and then constricted; it was art in and of itself. The browns of his eyes swirled with golds and hints of green as his pupils pulsed and then dilated.

      I expected some in-depth or detailed explanation for whatever had caused him to go protective alpha over a woman he didn’t know.

      He shrugged. “Not a clue.”

      I arched my brows, not believing his response.

      Ryker stopped what he was doing and turned the burner down on the simmering sauce. It smelled divine. “The night of Chase’s bachelor party, I couldn’t take my eyes off you. Yeah, you were gorgeous, but it was the intensity in your stare when you were on stage. And you stared me down.” He paused and let that sink in. “I can’t explain it, but your energy was different than anyone I’d seen up there.”

      I smirked. “That was rage.”

      His shoulders shook when he laughed. “Oh, is that what you call it?”

      “Well, I certainly can’t say taking my clothes off for money was ever on my bucket list. I hated everyone there. If men weren’t willing to pay for that sort of…” I stopped to consider the word I wanted to use. “…entertainment, then Jesse wouldn’t be able to exploit women to make money.”

      “The majority of those women gave Jesse the ability to exploit them. I’m not playing devil’s advocate or anything, but most of them have a better life than they would otherwise.”

      I couldn’t believe what I heard, but I wasn’t about to argue with him. I didn’t know the girls who worked at Swank, and Ryker did. He likely had more detailed information about what they were doing there. “I just want to do my time, make the money I need to give Jesse, and get out.”

      Ryker shifted his attention back to dinner and bobbed his head in pacifying acknowledgment. There was something he wasn’t saying.

      “What?”

      His lips parted in a heavy sigh. “You’re never going to get out.” Remorse, or possibly resignation, filled his tone. “None of them ever do.” Ryker didn’t make eye contact and kept moving around the kitchen.

      “Not if I don’t give him any money, you’re right.” I took a deep breath, knowing what I was about to say would light a fire I might not be able to put out. “I need to take him the cash for the last two nights, Ryker. Every day that I don’t make payments, the balance doesn’t go down.”

      I stared at his muscular back while he messed with noodles and steamed broccoli—or whatever it was he currently did at the stove. The fabric stretched taut across his shoulders and biceps, leaving ink to peek from beneath it like the colors played an infinite game of hide and go seek. It was distracting to say the least. I couldn’t tell if my mouth watered from the sight of him or the smell of dinner.

      “Ma’s in more danger every day that passes that Jesse doesn’t see me. I can’t keep hiding out, waiting for him to come to me. I need to go to him.” I kept talking, hoping he’d listen to reason and take me to see the man I loathed.

      Ryker reached into the cabinet, still not saying a word, and grabbed two plates. I wanted to get in front of him and shake the shit out of him until he responded, even if it wouldn’t do any good. Then he turned toward me, filling the plates with food. “You’re never going to get out of this.”

      The sadness I met when his eyes found mine nearly tore me in two. The only thing that kept me from falling apart was my confusion. “I don’t understand.” I shook my head and furrowed my brow. “It’s not going to take me that long to work off eleven thousand dollars. I have almost two thousand from last night and tonight. And if I pick up more shifts, I could do it even faster.” It was basic math.

      Ryker wasn’t stupid. He could see the numbers. “Except your mom keeps adding to the total, and Jesse’s interest compounds faster than you can pay it.” He set a plate in front of me and handed me silverware.

      The chicken was golden brown, perfectly fried, and the thick sauce piled chunks of tomatoes on top of a bed of angel hair pasta. I’d never seen broccoli such a vibrant green. All in all, it was a stunning presentation, and it smelled better than it looked. But suddenly, I was nauseous and couldn’t fathom taking a single bite. “What are you talking about?”

      Ryker hadn’t been struck by an inability to eat. He’d loaded his mouth while I stared at my food, and now I waited for him to chew before he spoke. “I don’t really know how to put it in any simpler terms, Nikki.”

      “Well try,” I screeched. My arms flailed at my side in what could only be described as borderline hysteria or me attempting to take flight.

      “You said yourself that your mom has already stolen more dope since you agreed to pay off the first situation. You took responsibility for her the day you agreed to Jesse’s terms—meaning, as long as she keeps taking, your debt keeps piling. And even if she doesn’t do another bump, Jesse’s math doesn’t work like the rest of the world. You’ll never see a decrease in your balance.”

      I swallowed back the bile threatening to wretch from my stomach. “But that’s not what he told me,” I argued, though it was more with myself than Ryker.

      Pity marred his brow and worry shaded his eyes. He didn’t smile often, but this was the first time I’d seen his lips turn down in a frown. The tic of his jaw spread panic throughout my body. “Did you get the specifics of the terms?”

      A bit of relief washed over me. “Of course. I have to work a minimum of three nights a week at the club. One hundred percent of what I make those nights goes to Jesse to pay on the balance. If I want to work more, I can, and I can keep it or use it to pay down the debt faster.”

      “Any mention of interest?”

      I chewed my lip for a second and then released it. “I mean, I didn’t ask for an APR, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “Have you stopped to look around the club? Wondered why those women stay so long? Or why they move to other jobs in the club when they stop dancing?” He knew I hadn’t, or he wouldn’t be asking.

      Ryker set down his fork and came around the counter. The aura that constantly surrounded him nudged me away from the bar top. It wasn’t a physical presence, but it might as well have been—it carried as much weight as he did. He rested his hands on my hips, and I wondered what the hell Ryker could say that he thought he needed to ground me for. That’s exactly what he did by holding me in his grasp.

      “Nikki, those girls all started with debts similar to yours. They never pay them off because it’s not possible to do. Jesse keeps them in his service.”

      My mind muddled with the idea of what he meant. I couldn’t have heard him right. He had to be mistaken.

      “It serves everyone involved.”

      When I dropped my sight to my feet, Ryker leaned over and stared up at me from underneath. I lifted my chin to prevent him from getting a crick in his back. Clearly, he wasn’t going to allow me to hide from this or stick my head in the sand.

      “Jesse makes money, and his club thrives. People in the neighborhood take note of what crossing the boss means in the long run and know the Union will own them for life.”

      I had to work to force the whisper to part my lips. “But what about the girls at Swank?”

      Ryker didn’t back down, and even though pity lined his brow, he gave me the truth. “They all started out just like you. Angry and thinking they’d have the Union paid off in no time. Once they realize it isn’t going as planned, they’ve already settled into the lifestyle.”

      Never. I could never get used to doing this as a career or being in service to a sleazeball.

      “The girls at the club are more similar to you than you want to admit. None of them—that I know of—set out to work at Swank. But once they got there, they found something they’d never had…security. Yes, they tip out to Jesse, but in return, he keeps them taken care of and employed.” He said that as though it was worth the exchange of their freedom, dignity, and respect. “Don’t be so quick to judge, Nikki. That’s the best some of those women can ever hope for.”

      I stood there in stunned silence, absorbing everything he’d said. The heat from his palms burned through my shirt, searing my skin beneath the fabric. My hands shook uncontrollably as I pushed Ryker away. Every nerve ending in my body frayed, leaving me raw and agitated. I’d worked too hard to stay clean from these people. All I’d ever wanted was to get out of Glendale Heights and Dacon, Illinois. And if what Ryker had said was true, the moment I’d agreed to help Ma, I gave all that up.

      Tears pooled in my eyes, and I fought like hell to keep them from falling. It wasn’t sadness those drops expressed; it was full-blown fury. My head turned from side to side in utter disbelief as I seethed. No one’s mother should ever ask their child for this sort of ransom, yet mine had offered me up as a sacrificial lamb.

      Ryker invaded my space against my will. I could hear myself mumbling, although I didn’t know what the hell was actually coming out of my mouth. I couldn’t make sense of my thoughts much less the wild movements of my arms. He captured my jaw in his hands and forced me to keep my head still. As his thumbs stroked my cheekbones, my eyes stilled on his. They were soft and warm and inviting. The harsh edge was gone, and in its place was peace I didn’t comprehend. It lured me in until my mind quieted.

      Once he had my attention, he searched my face. I wanted to memorize every inch of him in this moment. I doubted I’d ever again witness the softness that currently sedated me.

      “This is why I didn’t let you go with Sam last night…or tonight.” His eyelids closed slowly and then reopened. His Adam’s apple moved when he swallowed, but I didn’t take my sight off him to watch the seduction of its dance. “You asked me why, and I can’t give you an answer that will satisfy you. All I can tell you is that from the moment I laid eyes on you, I had to get you out. I spent years in prison for a crime I didn’t have a damn thing to do with for U21. I’m not letting you serve a life sentence for your mom. And if the time I did results in getting you out from under Jesse, then at least I know I saved someone else from the fate I couldn’t escape.”

      I quit fighting the emotion behind my lashes and let the tears fall freely. Ryker might be spouting total bullshit. It was possible nothing out of his mouth was true. But I wanted to believe him. I needed to. Otherwise, if he couldn’t save me, my fate had been sealed. I’d never escape.

      “I can’t do this forever.” I choked on the admission and hiccups followed, breaking up my ability to string a sentence together. I took a deep breath before I continued. “I’ve done everything right. I played the game to ensure I didn’t have to stay in this godforsaken town. There’s no way I can be a tenured employee at Swank. I want to scour my skin with a Brillo pad every time I take that stage. It’s degrading, and I hate it.” I’d lost control of my mouth and my emotions. A chill ran down my spine, and my flesh erupted in goose bumps at the thought of this being my life. “Please…” I had no idea what I begged him for, but it was the only word I could muster.

      His arms surrounded me, and he tugged me to his chest where I cried against the plane of his hard pecs. Fingers traced circles on my lower back while his other hand held me tightly around the shoulders. Ryker allowed me to deplete my emotional well, and when I finally stopped jerking against him like a spastic basket case, he lowered his lips to my ear. The heat of his breath tickled my neck, and the clean scent of lemon reached my nostrils. I had never been a fan of citrus until I smelled it on him.

      “I promise, I’ll get you out of this.”

      I pushed away and wiped my cheeks with the backs of my hand. “What about Ma?”

      “That’s up to Jesse. My concern is you.” Something in the way he looked at me, or possibly the tone of his voice, held a sentiment that was far closer than either of us should be. He said it as though we’d been together for years, and we weren’t together at all.

      It made me believe in a fairy tale when happily ever after was as rare as a unicorn. I had a better chance of finding a pot of gold at the end of a rainbow than escaping Dacon, Illinois at this point. “I don’t want him to hurt her, Ryker. She’s still my mom.”

      She hadn’t been Mother of the Year, but she’d tried. Until the last year, she’d worked hard to give me everything she could and made sure I never went without. Ma had encouraged me to keep my head down and work my ass off. She had been the one to make sure I understood what getting involved with a gang member would mean for my life. Yet, she was the one who fell prey, and now I had to figure out how to save her…or let her go.

      Ryker tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear and then ran his hand from the crown of my head down my locks in the middle of my back. His grip tightened on the small of my back, but he didn’t pull me toward him. “There’s nothing we can do about any of it until I talk to Jesse. Stressing about the situation won’t change it. You need to eat, and we both need to get some sleep.” The smooth baritone could have rocked me to sleep had I been laying down. Instead, I nodded.

      We ate in silence, and then Ryker cleaned up while I showered. The apartment was dark when I exited the bathroom, and I assumed he was already in bed. The sheets were cool and whisked away the tension of the night when I slid under the blanket.

      Ryker’s breaths were even like he’d already fallen asleep, but when I turned my back to him, his arm snaked under my neck, and the other draped across my hip. Before I could question him, our bodies were flush. Every inch of his sculpted form lined up with mine, and while he didn’t try anything, his erection rested firmly between my butt cheeks. He nuzzled his nose into my neck and hair and whispered, “Goodnight.”

      I covered his hand on my hip with my own and laced my fingers through the other, holding his forearm to my chest. Currently, everything in my life was shit, but this…this was good. My eyelids became heavy, and I drifted off with a fortress around me.
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      When I woke, Nikki sat in bed next to me. Her legs were crossed as she stared out the window; although, for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what she looked at. The only things visible from my bedroom were other buildings and the parking lot. I squeezed her knee and stroked her thigh. “Morning.”

      Her soft gaze shifted to me, and a smile rose on her lips. It wasn’t full blown, but I’d take what I could get given the circumstances. “Hey,” she cooed. The raspiness that had accompanied her early morning tone yesterday wasn’t present today, and I assumed she’d been awake for a while.

      My hand moved up her leg and rested on the swell of her ass. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Are we stuck here until you hear from Jesse or Chase?”

      It was easy to tell their silence unnerved her. Truth be told, it bothered the hell out of me as well. But I also knew this was part of the game. I might be like family to the Silvanos, but this was business, and I’d riled up a hornets’ nest. Actually, I’d knocked the damn thing down and swatted at the swarm. I probably should have handled things differently, but hindsight was twenty-twenty. Now, I had to deal with the shitstorm I’d stirred up and hope I didn’t get stung.

      I didn’t admit that I’d sent multiple unanswered texts to both Jesse and Chase. It wouldn’t do anything other than frighten Nikki. “Nope.” My response came off more casual than the situation warranted. “Come on. Sundays are spent with Tricia and Dwight.” I tossed the covers back and swung my legs over the edge of the mattress. The cool air assaulted my bare skin, waking me better than coffee would have.

      “Who are Tricia and Dwight?” She peered up at me with navy irises through dark lashes. Her eyes reduced me to mush, especially when she had to tilt her chin to see me. Somehow, she became delicate, and I had an overwhelming urge to haul her ass to me and protect her—I did neither.

      Nikki tracked me around the room as I moved to the dresser. I swear, I heard a sigh of disappointment as I covered my chest with a T-shirt. Still facing the wall, I smirked, pleased I had an effect on her yet unwilling to let her see how happy it made me.

      “My parents.”

      She giggled. “How old are you? And you still go home for weekly visits to Mom and Dad?”

      I narrowed my eyes playfully. “Every Sunday. You’ll understand why after you’ve eaten lunch there.”

      Her laughter quieted, and I had to stop myself from bursting out when I saw her expression. She appeared more terrified of my parents than she had dealing with Sam and his crew…and they had guns. “I’m not going.” If she could have dug her heels into the bed, she would have; instead, she crossed her arms and shook her head fervently.

      I moved to the closet to get a pair of jeans. “You’re sure as hell not staying here.”

      “Fine, I’ll go home.”

      “You’re not going anywhere without me. I’ve explained this, but if you need to hear it again, let me know, and I’ll dish it out.”

      She angled her body my direction and watched me like a hawk when I dropped my shorts and kicked them into the laundry basket. Nikki didn’t miss a beat as I drew the pants up my legs, and she studied the zipper as I pulled and then secured the button. “What the hell are you going to tell your parents? That you picked up a random chick at a strip club, and I’ve become your project?” She shook her head persistently. “No way. Not happening.”

      I plopped onto the bed next to her and fell to my side. With my head propped in my hand, I used the other to drag her down next to me. “They won’t ask. My parents are good people. Just poor, working class.” In a daring move, I leaned up and popped a kiss on her temple. “They’ll love you. Come on. Get dressed.”

      “Ryker…” She whined my name. Any other chick would have gotten the boot for that move alone, but when Nikki did it, I found it cute, endearing. She also hadn’t done it much, so there was the chance it just hadn’t annoyed the fuck out of me yet.

      “Nikki…” I mimicked. It would have been so easy to grab her by the waist and tug her body on top of mine. There was no question about whether or not I could force her to see things my way in that position. But I didn’t need to play dirty with women. Hell, I’d never had to even consider how I treated them. Nikki was an anomaly in more ways than one, but the fact that she didn’t throw herself at me either meant she was immune to me or scared. It wasn’t the first; I’d seen how she reacted when I got close to her. But the other didn’t ring true one-hundred percent of the time, either. I couldn’t get a read on her, but I was confident my mom would. “I’m not leaving you alone. Plus, getting out of here will be a good diversion.”

      Her navy blues turned to a stormy grey, and it was evident she wasn’t pleased with my decision. And when the muscles in her jaw tensed, it was obvious she’d chosen not to fight. She planted her palm in the middle of my stomach and pushed her weight into me to get up. I chuckled at her display of defiance, which got me an evil glare in return. “Fine. But you can’t make me be happy about it.”

      I didn’t worry about her disposition. If she weren’t alive, her mood wouldn’t matter. Plus, Tricia Davis could talk the piss and vinegar out of even the most ornery. Nikki was no match, regardless of what a badass she believed herself to be.

      She sauntered across the room to her bag and proceeded to make a show out of changing. If she planned to drive me insane, she was well on her way to accomplishing that goal. I didn’t know what I’d expected to see when she let her sleep shorts fall to the ground—a thong maybe, or something lacy. Nikki had on cotton boy shorts that accentuated her firm ass and taunted me from a distance. My dick twitched under the denim, and I adjusted myself to keep from pitching a tent she’d see the moment she turned around.

      It didn’t take her long to shimmy into a pair of snug, denim leggings, but I nearly shot my load when she lifted the hem of her shirt. Every bit of skin she exposed was milky and flawless. My lips ached to kiss her curves and stroke her back. Her spine appeared decadent, and all I could focus on was tasting it as I licked my way from the dimples above her butt to the base of her neck where I’d dig my teeth into her shoulder. I could hear her soft moan in my mind as she leaned into me, my hand drifting down her hip bones and under the cotton to tease her clit.

      I shot off the bed like a man out of a cannon and headed toward the living room.

      Her laughter echoed down the hallway after me, torturing me with unobtainable ecstasy. No question, Nikki knew I wanted her, and she was fucking with me since she didn’t get her way. “Where are you going?” Her words were broken by giggles.

      She appeared a few minutes later, the picture of perfection. The girl knew how to work a room, and she did just that as she rocked her hips from side to side coming near me. With each step she took closer to the recliner I sat in, I lost a little more of my resolve. If she weren’t careful, I’d throw her ass over my shoulder, take her back to my room, tear her clothes off, and show her just how funny her seduction could be. And she would not only love every fucking minute of it, she would beg for more.

      I refused to entertain the idea. “You ready?”

      “Awe. Don’t be mad. I was just playing with you.”

      “Someday that’s going to get you in trouble with a man who takes advantage of your flirting.” My face was tense and my tone harsh.

      Her expression dropped, as did her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I was just having a little fun.” And her tone wrecked me.

      “Jesus. Don’t do that.” I stood and pulled her to my chest in a tight hug.

      She tilted her head and smiled brightly. I’d been suckered, again. This girl pushed every button I had, the good and the bad. Right now, she was toying with the one that would get her spanked. I shook my head and took her hand.

      Nikki walked toward my Harley while I locked the door. When she picked up the helmet she’d been wearing, she glanced back.

      “No bike today.”

      She appeared surprised and set down the helmet. “Are we walking?” Confusion was cute on her.

      “SUV.” I pointed toward the black Tahoe two spaces over. “My mom can’t stand to see me on a motorcycle. Plus, I’d hate to mess up your hair before you got there.” I winked, and she scoffed.

      Nikki met me on the sidewalk, and I led her to the passenger door. “If you have an SUV, why do you always ride the motorcycle?”

      “Chicks dig it.” I closed her inside and then rounded the front.

      When I got in, she said, “You’re insufferable.”

      “You’ve mentioned that once or twice.”

      The remainder of the ride was uneventful and quiet. Nikki didn’t say a word, not even to mouth the lyrics on the radio or try to talk me out of forcing her to go with me. If she had noticed the detour I took back to our neighborhood, she didn’t mention it. I had hoped to catch Chase at home, but when we went by his house, the driveway was empty. There was no telling where his ass had been for the last few days, but it was unlike him not to return my calls or texts.

      I found a parking place close to my parents’ building, which wasn’t far from Nikki’s. It wouldn’t surprise me if she asked to check on her mom before the day was over, but I wouldn’t offer. I didn’t want her anywhere near that stain, and I wished I could wash her clean of it altogether. She deserved better, although most young people around here did.

      Nikki’s chest rose when she took a deep breath, pushing her breasts forward. Her seatbelt still held her firmly in place, and I’d never been jealous of nylon, but in that moment, I absolutely was. That strap got to hold her in all the areas I craved.

      “Ready?” she asked as she pulled on the handle to open the door.

      Her hair blew in the wind, creating a frame around her jaw. The cold air pinkened the tip of her nose and gave her cheeks a rosy hue. She was stunning, and I began to wonder if introducing her to my parents would be a mistake. This was the kind of chick my mom would fall in love with. She would be thinking about weddings and grandbabies before lunch hit the table. I was in deep shit.

      I stopped myself from taking her hand when I met her on the sidewalk and didn’t allow my arm to slip around her shoulders to shield her from the weather. My mom didn’t need to witness displays of affection that weren’t backed by a committed relationship. I would never hear the end of it. I loved my mother, but her need to marry me off so she was certain I was properly taken care of wasn’t warranted. I’d done just fine on my own…I mean, despite that whole prison thing.

      Nikki followed me—silently I might add—to my parents’ door. After knocking, I heard my mom shout for us to come in. The door wasn’t locked—an issue I’d address when Nikki wasn’t within earshot—but as soon as I crossed the threshold, my mother came toward me with open arms. Her eyes shot over my shoulder to the beauty behind me, and even as she embraced me, I knew she’d set her sights on Nikki.

      “Mom, this is Nikki. Nikki, this is my mom, Tricia.”

      Once again, Nikki had transformed. There wasn’t a hard edge to her, and the smile reached her eyes. “It’s nice to meet you.” Her words were smooth like butter.

      My mom wasn’t going to let her get by with a handshake. She brought Nikki in for the same hug I’d received. “I had no idea Ryker was bringing company.” Her voice sang with elation.

      “I didn’t mean to intrude.” Nikki suddenly became shy and insecure.

      Mom waved her off. “Nonsense. I’m thrilled.” She locked arms with Nikki, and together, the two walked past me. “He never introduces us to his friends. I hope you like roast beef.” My mom never missed a beat or an opportunity to welcome anyone into her home. She didn’t have much, but she’d give anyone in need the shirt off her back or offer them a seat at her table.

      Nikki craned her neck over her shoulder, and her eyes went wide. She responded to my mom while staring at me. “I haven’t had a good home-cooked meal in ages, and I love roast.”

      Yep, she was a goner. Mom had Nikki’s number, and now, I’d get to sit in the living room with my dad and watch TV. He’d be engrossed in some football game, but I didn’t come here for sports. It was the only time I got with my parents, and I didn’t miss it. When I had been in prison, they’d come to see me every Sunday without fail, and as soon as I got out, I started showing up here.

      Dad glanced toward the kitchen to make sure he wouldn’t be overheard. When he was confident they were out of earshot, he leaned over the side of his recliner to where I sat on the couch and said, “She’s a looker, but son, she’s young.” He nearly fell out of the chair, trying to keep the conversation between us.

      I smiled and shook my head. “She’s nineteen, Dad, and yes, she’s stunning.” My lids drooped when I watched her laugh with my mom across the apartment, and I could only imagine the dopey grin I sported or the glazed look in my eyes.

      Throughout lunch, Nikki and my mom never stopped talking. My dad gave me that knowing glance more than once, and I just rolled my eyes. She might be perfect, and my parents might love her, but she wasn’t mine. Nevertheless, Nikki appeared as reluctant to leave as my mom was to let us go. When I finally pried them from each other’s grasp and got Nikki into the car, it was past dinnertime, and we should have just stayed. But groceries didn’t appear in the fridge and clothes didn’t wash themselves.
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      The room was pitch black when Nikki crawled under the covers. Not even the moon crept through the slats in the closed blinds. There was a storm coming, and the wind howled around the perimeter of the building. I’d always loved the sounds of violent rain and the forces of nature reminding the world that they controlled us, not the other way around. Nikki, however, did not appear to find the same comfort in the deluge that I did.

      At first, I thought she might be cold after just getting out of the shower. She hadn’t dried her hair, and I didn’t keep my apartment all that warm—more like a meat locker—but even after a few minutes under the blankets, she still trembled like a leaf.

      Closing the distance between us, I brushed my fingers against hers. She nearly came undone when she flinched. I quickly retreated and propped myself up. Without any light, it was difficult to make out her facial features much less her expression, but I didn’t miss the way she jerked with hiccupping sobs.

      “What’s wrong, Nikki?” The concern in my voice was foreign, even to me.

      I couldn’t see more than her outline, but it wasn’t hard to discern the shake of her head. Still, she didn’t speak, and her entire body vibrated in what I could only assume was fear. I reached for my phone on the nightstand, turned on the flashlight, and pointed it toward the floor. It provided light that wasn’t blinding and enabled us to see each other. Although, I quickly figured out she didn’t want to be seen. Nikki buried her face into a pillow to hide.

      The sides of this woman appeared infinite—a surprise around every corner. In some ways, she was like a chameleon adapting to her surroundings, and others, she was nothing more than a frightened child afraid of things that went bump in the night. There were parts of her that were stronger than steel and some as delicate as a snowflake. Every bit of her light contradicted aspects of her dark. Where the yin and yang should have evened her out, it only added complexity to her never-ending puzzle that didn’t quite fit together.

      Her arm was warm when I laid my palm on it, and she didn’t shy away like she had seconds earlier. As I dared to trace her shoulder and then her neck, Nikki relaxed under my touch. She allowed me to move the pillow, but beneath it, her face was hidden by a shroud of long, dark, wet hair. Every move I made, I calculated the risks. I worried anything too fast would send her running. As I removed the shield from her cheeks, she turned with it, not to continue hiding but to meet my stare.

      “You okay?” I asked, but I didn’t stop touching her. It might be my overinflated ego, but my fingers calmed her.

      She chewed her lip, and my balls tightened. I was convinced she had no idea what that did to men; otherwise, she’d quit. The tiny nod was almost imperceptible, but the sheen in her eyes was impossible to miss. Pools of unshed tears gleamed, ready to cascade over her lids and through her dark lashes.

      The side of my face scrunched into a look of disbelief. “Yeah, I’m not buying it. What’s going on?”

      I traced her jaw down to her chin, and with each second of silence, my finger kept going. Her delicate throat, the dip between her clavicles—every pore I touched erupted in a trail of gooseflesh. Instead of proceeding south, I chose the path to the west along her collarbone. The tank top she wore did nothing to cover her, and I outlined every exposed curve but stopped myself when I met the edges of the blanket.

      Her eyes held mine, and the blue intensified with every pass of my hand. The navy morphed with indigo then cerulean and settled into brilliant cobalt. Like a magnifying glass, the tears amplified the color and exacerbated the size. “Storms scare me a bit.” She could have meant the metaphorical storm raging in her life, but I assumed she referred to the physical one outside my window.

      I bobbed my head, uncertain of how to respond. I hadn’t met anyone scared of thunder since I was a kid. I found the race of the wind exhilarating, not debilitating. “You know you’re safe, right?”

      Well, she was safe from the storm. I didn’t mention the other elephant that had lurked in the room since Friday night.

      Her tongue left a sheen on her lips that the light from my phone hit just right. They sparkled like glitter when she spoke. “It’s irrational, I know. Goes back to my childhood.” She wasn’t old enough to have emotional scars that went back to childhood; she’d just crossed over the threshold into adulthood. “I got lost in a thunderstorm when I was little. At night, everything looks the same. I wasn’t gone all that long, but an hour to a four-year-old is an eternity.” Nikki blinked, and the tears finally fell, trickling down her porcelain cheeks.

      Without thought, I wicked away the moisture with the pad of my thumb and then kissed her forehead. I didn’t have a clue what to say. I’d never been great with words, and comforting an emotional woman was so far beyond my comfort level it was in another time zone. But Nikki’s hurt ate at me. The pain in her features, the fear in her eyes—I couldn’t handle either. A simple kiss, one I shouldn’t have placed anywhere near her, left me even more bereft than her emotion. I swallowed past the lump in my throat my awkwardness had created and lay on my side next to her. My hair fell in front of my eyes when I dropped my head onto the pillow.

      She stared at me, watching, waiting. The only thing I could think of to end the awkward situation I’d created was to slide my arm under her neck and pull her body close to mine. Nikki didn’t fight me or even resist. She came willingly and then let out a heavy shudder once I had her flush to my chest. One tremble was all it took to encase her in a fortress of my protection. If she didn’t want it, I’d let her go, but I hoped like hell she didn’t push back. I encouraged her to stay put by tracing circles along her spine with one hand and using the other to play with her hair.

      I didn’t dare look down for fear she’d ask me to stop, or that I’d see something in her eyes indicating I’d crossed a line she’d drawn in the proverbial sand. The warmth of her body, the weight of her head on my arm…I didn’t want to lose that comfort for myself. She’d given me something I hadn’t thought I needed, but now, I hoped to bask in it, marinate, wallow. Everything good about her transferred into me when she was this close. It should have scared me or freaked me out. It didn’t.

      I wanted more.

      When she pulled back a fraction, I sighed, sad to let her go. But she didn’t pull free. No, in fact, all she did was create enough room to explore my chest and shoulders with her fingers. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to absorb her touch, and I basked in the swell of my heart. Every stroke of her nails was like a shot of scotch that warmed its way down my throat and then coated my stomach in relaxed bliss. With each caress, Nikki became more brazen. Her hand dipped a bit lower on my abdomen or inched a tad higher on my jaw.

      I itched to have her, to take her and claim her. I didn’t know a damn thing about the girl, but she’d eaten a hole into my heart and then waltzed right into it and set up shop, made it her home. That shit was dangerous, but I’d be damned if I didn’t want it all the same. I stilled to keep her from meeting my growing erection, but if she kept up this pattern of delicious torture, there would be nothing I could do to spare her the introduction. Basketball shorts did nothing to mask a hard-on, especially worn commando.

      When her foot slid between mine and shifted my legs to make room for her thigh, I had to risk meeting her gaze. I needed to know what was on her mind; not that I’d ask, but I hoped her expression gave her away. I peered down my nose; shifting my head caused her to glance up. The hunger I had hoped to see burned a fire in her eyes. As much as I wanted to take the lead, to show her I wanted everything she did, I had to let her do this. I wouldn’t stop her once she’d initiated it, and if she asked, I’d jump in, but it had to be her calling the shots. While I couldn’t identify what the fuck was going on inside my head, my heart, or my cock, one thing was certain—I’d never forgive myself if Nikki believed I had taken advantage of her. That sure as hell wasn’t what this was.

      Her hands explored, getting more brazen with each passing minute, but her eyes, they stayed trained on mine. She made sure to hold my stare, to look deep inside me and allow me to see inside her. Nikki communicated more with a glance than she did with words, and it was a language our hearts seemed to understand, even if my mind couldn’t comprehend it.

      She leaned in, her lids drooping slightly, and then hesitated for a split second. I lost sight of her irises but was rewarded with the soft touch of her full lips. Lips I’d dreamed of having wrapped around my cock now peppered kisses up and down my neck in an agonizingly slow pace. I let her go and just experienced what she offered. Her knee continued to split my thighs until her leg settled between mine. The swell of her breasts pressed against my pecs, and I was on the verge of losing control.

      I hadn’t been prepared for her to roll her hips against me, searching for pressure that would relieve some of the ache that had to be growing between her legs. The moment she did it, she shifted my body, and my dick was there to provide the friction she craved. It wasn’t intentional, just divine intervention. The mewl that passed her lips when her head tilted back brought my fist to her hair and my hand to her ass. Jesus, she was every bit of perfection. With a little encouragement from me, she undulated her pelvis again and rode my cock through her shorts and mine.

      Nikki might have been the instigator in this, but she clearly didn’t have the experience the girls I normally hooked up with had. The second a tramp encountered a viable erection, she’d sit up and remove her clothes in an erotic dance she’d practice a hundred times before she’d met me. Nikki buried her face in my neck as if ashamed of the pleasure she’d stolen and continued to take. The muffled purrs gave away her enjoyment, and her timid disposition only spurred me on.

      I gently tugged on the fistful of hair tangled between my fingers, just enough to bring her out of hiding. But she shook her head and didn’t budge, nor did she cease grinding on my cock.

      “I’m embarrassed,” she muttered into my chest.

      I didn’t try to stop the chuckle that rumbled through me. “Of what?” My voice had grown husky with the adrenaline and lust coursing through my veins.

      “You must think I’m a slut.” Her tone was playful, but she didn’t mask her shame.

      I ran my fingers through her hair, unsure of how to proceed. I’d never brought a girl home to my bed, much less one who wasn’t sure what she wanted to do once she’d gotten there. If a female had made it to first base with me, she had decided she wanted a home run. I was always the one to put on the brakes—clingers weren’t something I needed in my daily life. They took too much time and energy, and anyone who lived around here had to constantly be looked out for because they became prey hunted by U21. No, thank you.

      With my arms wrapped around her petite frame, I rolled onto my back and tugged her onto my stomach, forcing her to support herself in some fashion and, therefore, make eye contact. I wasn’t prepared for the innocence staring back at me. “Babe, if you were a slut, you would have tried to get with me Friday…or Saturday. You haven’t so much as even hinted at anything sexual.”

      She dropped her forehead to my chest. “Yet, here I am rubbing myself all over you like a damn cat in heat. God, I’m such a loser.” When Nikki shook her head, I sat us both up.

      Her thighs fell to the sides of mine, forcing her to straddle my lap. Instinctively, my palms clutched her ass cheeks to balance myself. The additional closeness didn’t hurt my feelings, nor did it curb my desire. Feeling her breath on my skin only drove me further into a frenzied need. There was no possibility she didn’t feel my shaft between her lips when I could feel the wetness of her shorts through mine. It wasn’t like I wasn’t turned on.

      “Babe…”

      Her eyes shot up and met mine. Either she’d been stunned into silence or hadn’t recognized the term of endearment. I couldn’t be sure of which, but the surprise in her widened eyes was adorably fuckable.

      “Maybe you missed the baseball bat wedged between your legs, but I think it’s safe to say, I’m incredibly turned on. And if I weren’t interested, there’d be a limp noodle, not a sledgehammer…if you get my drift.”

      Nikki sucked her lips between her teeth and nodded. Her nostrils flared as she inhaled deeply, and her tight nipples peaked through her tank top to tickle my chest. Fuck she was sexy, and she still had on all her clothes.

      “I’m not going to rush you or even push you on this, but if you need a little encouragement, I’m fully supportive of anything you might like to do to use my body…you know, for your own gratification.” I winked, and she turned a fiery shade of crimson.

      The color seeped from her cheeks down her elongated neck and fanned out onto her chest under her shirt. I could only imagine how rosy her breasts had just become, and pink was fast approaching my favorite color in the rainbow.

      As quickly as her embarrassment marked her skin, her eyes went from that Nikki-grey to Diamond-blue, but instead of a curtain dropping and shielding her vulnerability, a window opened to release her soul. She pursed her lips just slightly, steeling her resolve, and then reached between us, crossing her arms to grab the hem of her shirt. I leaned back without letting go of her ass to give her space to move. I’d never seen anything so seductive in all my life. Nikki didn’t just remove her clothing; she seduced me with a dance that had no music or choreography. Every push, every pull, each muscle that flexed as she brought the fabric over her head was as beautiful as the way her eyes glittered under the spotlight.

      Nikki held the shirt at the end of her outstretched arm, and without taking her eyes off mine, she dropped it to the floor. Her tits created a gap between our stomachs, one I wanted to be filled. With the flick of my wrists, she tilted her hips and eliminated the void, decimated the space, and totally turned my word upside-fucking-down. Flesh to flesh was no longer enough; my patience waned, and I needed her—to feel her, taste her, please her.

      She didn’t shy away when she saw the hunger written on my face; instead, she toyed with me and began to give me the lap dance of the century. I couldn’t stave off my desire. The way she ground into my crotch kept her rooted where she was, and I seized the opportunity to take her mouth—to show her with a kiss just what I had planned for the rest of her body.

      Our lips met in a lackadaisical embrace that was anything but. Slow could be boring, or it could be passionate, and the moment my tongue delved into her mouth, she moaned in pleasure. Nails bit into the skin on my back, and her hips churned, but my pace never increased. I made love to her mouth the way I wanted to ravage her body, slowly and sensually. Kissing Nikki went beyond an exchange of pleasure, it nourished my soul and connected our spirits. There was no doubt, with one kiss, this girl had fucking ruined me.

      And when she pulled away to climb off my lap, I thought I’d lose my mind. Nikki shimmied off the bed, her tits highlighted by the glow of my phone that I’d never turned off. Her shape was a perfect silhouette shadowed onto the wall. I was desperate for her, to feel her, to be inside her, but if she didn’t want it, I wouldn’t push. No matter how much I craved it. Yet, she reached my feet, and a devious smirk rose on her swollen lips.

      Nikki dipped her fingers into the waist of her barely there shorts, rocked her hips from side to side, twice, and then let them fall to the floor, where she stepped out of them. But she didn’t stop. Bending at the waist, she planted her hands on the mattress between my legs, walked herself up a couple of steps, and then took the edge of my shorts and pulled them to my ankles. I wouldn’t make her beg or, hell, even ask. I kicked the damn things off somewhere into the darkness, and she dropped her head back in laughter.

      I’d tried my damnedest not to ogle her at Swank, forbidding myself from dropping my line of sight below her collarbones. But there were mirrors everywhere, and I had seen her even when I tried not to. Yet somehow, the club hadn’t done her justice. Where she had appeared hard at Swank was now the subtlest of softness. Her hips could define the word hourglass, and her tits were divine, worthy of religious notation. She’d squared her shoulders, straightened her spine, and bent a knee in the most coquettish of poses to allow me to memorize her body, and it was flawless. If I believed in love at first sight, I would have just fallen for the goddess before me.

      But Nikki didn’t give me long to ponder that thought or get lost in the sin of her skin. Again, she crawled up my body, but this time, she didn’t stop at my knees. She kept coming on all fours, holding my stare in a wicked game of seduction. Fuck, she had me tied in knots, and I’d barely touched her. By the time she’d made her way back to my lap and spread her sweet thighs to take a seat, the scent of her arousal wafted up my nostrils. And I had to restrain the feral beast inside me that begged to consume her.

      I panted, waiting for her to give me the green light or to start moving. Nikki drew out the anticipation, rubbing my length between her bare, wet lips, and teasing me with her nipples, never dropping my gaze. Every move she used to hold a man’s attention on stage was front and center in my bedroom.

      The thought fled my mind when she lifted up, and instead of teasing me again, she dropped down to the hilt on my cock. Nikki took every inch like a fucking champ and stilled at the base. Her chest expanded and contracted with several deep breaths. I imagined she needed a minute to adjust based on how tight her pussy was. If there’d been a barrier I’d broken through, I would be convinced she was a virgin. But nothing stopped her from going full bore—she was just that fucking tight. The notion crept into my head that there was the possibility there just hadn’t been anyone in a while, and it made me want to pound my fists on my chest and shout from the highest mountain.

      And then she moved.

      Rolled.

      Peaked.

      Plunged.

      Took me to the brink and pulled me back.

      With her hands laced behind my neck, she leaned away, dropped her head between her shoulder blades to expose her delicate neck, and moaned my name as she fell into ecstasy. I followed close behind her, pumping my hips until I had nothing left to give. Nikki leaned forward and collapsed in my arms against my chest.

      She didn’t make to move, and I had no desire to let her go. I slipped out when I laid back and rolled us both to our sides. The little grunt of disappointment from Nikki left me with a broad smile. I had no idea why she wanted me, nor where any of that had come from, but fuck if I didn’t want to give it all to her daily.

      “That was amazing,” she cooed without opening her eyes.

      I reached over to turn off the flashlight on my phone, and when I rolled back, she curled into me. I could have stared at her for ages, but both of us needed sleep. I had to work in the morning, and I still wasn’t sure what to do about Nikki while I was gone. If getting her to go to my parents’ house had been a struggle, forcing her to tag along with me at work would erupt a war.

      She tilted her chin up and peered at me through thin slits. “Thank you for today. I loved your parents.” Nikki paused, but her mouth stayed slightly parted, indicating she wasn’t done. “And seeing a domestic side of you was…endearing.” Still, she hadn’t finished. “But that”—she waved her hand lazily up and down the length of our bodies—“was fucking incredible.” With a peck on my jaw, she settled back down into the nook she’d buried herself in.

      I kissed her forehead and pulled her close. Within minutes, her breathing evened out, and she was asleep.

      Just as I was about to drift off myself, my phone vibrated on the nightstand next to me. There were only two people who would text me this late at night—Chase and Jesse. There was relief mixed with dread as I picked up my cell.

      Jesse: Tomorrow night at the Warehouse. 10pm.

      Me: See you then.

      It was short and to the point, but that was how Jesse worked. He’d drawn things out, made me sweat, and now he issued an order. I would follow, not because I was one of them, but because I wasn’t.
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      I gasped, sitting straight up in bed.

      My heart hammered against my sternum, and it took me a minute to realize I wasn’t at home nor in any danger. At least not immediate, imminent danger. Clutching my chest, I took several ragged breaths in an attempt to calm my racing pulse.

      “Babe?” Ryker sat up next to me, clearly concerned by my sudden burst of panic. “What’s wrong?”

      The sun hadn’t begun to rise, leaving the room as dark as Egypt. I wanted nothing more than to turn on the overhead light to soothe my erratic soul, but I was being irrational. I knew that, yet I couldn’t stop the feeling of impending doom.

      His arms wrapped around my waist from behind, and he hauled me into his lap between his legs. “Talk to me.” The husky rattle of his voice should have scared me, but I relaxed into his embrace instead. The rise of his chest against my back began to soothe my trepidation.

      I shook my head and cradled his arms in mine. “Just a bad dream.” One that felt as real as his touch.

      “Want to talk about it?” His cheek moved against mine when he spoke, and the scruff on his jaw tickled my skin. “You’re shaking.” Ryker squeezed me a little tighter, reassuring me he was there.

      “No, I’m okay. This whole thing with Jesse has gotten under my skin.”

      “Mmm.” His lips vibrated as he pressed them against the vein in my neck, and then he nibbled. “It’ll all be over tonight.” His words were warm and sure. “Want me to take your mind off it?”

      I tilted my head toward his, inviting him in when it dawned on me. “How do you know it will be over tonight?”

      Ryker laid down, taking me with him, and he turned me into his chest as he went. “Jesse reached out last night after you fell asleep. I’m meeting him tonight.”

      I reared back, shocked he hadn’t woken me when he heard from the ominous drug lord. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      His chuckled almost irritated me, but the smile I could barely make out in the dark was so rare that I couldn’t bring myself to be upset. “You looked too peaceful to wake.”

      I closed my eyes when he brought up his hand to tuck my hair behind my ear. I loved that gesture, the intimacy of it. It was an illusion, but right now, I found comfort in it. “When are you meeting him?” I melted as his fingers slid from behind my ear and down my neck. And I shuddered as they continued across my shoulder.

      I wanted more…so much more.

      Ryker dipped his head and kissed me behind my ear, and I was mesmerized by his gentle touch. “At ten. At the Warehouse.” Lips like feathers teased my skin as he created a path down my arm. “So there’s nothing to worry about.” And his words left wet heat behind with each breath he took.

      My head fell against the pillow, and my back arched, pressing my front to his. His excitement became as obvious as my own. Draping my leg over his thigh, I silently invited him in. It might have made me a whore, but the fact that I wasn’t with Ryker, that he wasn’t mine, didn’t deter me from wanting him. And I had never wanted anyone. I rolled my bare pussy over his swollen shaft, begging him to take charge.

      Ryker growled next to me. The rumble started low in his chest before bubbling past his lips. It was sexy and raw and guttural, and I hoped like hell it meant he craved me as much as I did him. “You’re playing with fire, Nikki,” he warned and nipped at my neck with his teeth.

      “Maybe I want to get burned.” Being coy wasn’t my forte, but somehow, it got the job done.

      Ryker accepted my invitation without reservation. In the amount of time it took me to blink, he had me on my back and had settled himself between my thighs. The crown of his dick nudged at my entrance, but he hadn’t invaded my space. Instead, he held his weight above me, and as my eyes adjusted to the traces of morning edging through the blinds, I trembled under his heated stare. Not in fear. It was desire that caused my limbs to shake and my breath to shutter.

      Every ounce of me wanted to believe the expression on Ryker’s face was one reserved solely for me, that he’d never shared it with anyone else. I could pretend I was special, not one in a line of many. Meanwhile, as my psyche played head games, I remained naked with a sinfully hot, tattooed, alpha between my legs.

      As if he’d heard my thoughts and wanted to silence them, Ryker leaned in. His lips met mine, slowly at first, but when they parted, his tongue dove deep. My core tingled, and I became embarrassingly wet. Ryker used the lubrication to his advantage, stroking his length between my lips in tandem with the caresses of his tongue. The agony was sublime, but thankfully, he didn’t make me wait long for the prize.

      He pushed in deep with one thrust of his hips. My back arched, and I gasped, breaking our kiss. Ryker stilled, giving me time to adjust to his girth. Where I expected a hard pounding, I got slow seduction. His fingers wrapped around my shoulders, and he used them for leverage. My thighs fell open, and he rolled like waves. His body moved fluidly, but he didn’t just bury his face in my neck. He peppered every inch of my skin that he could reach with ministrations from his lips, sucking, nipping, teasing.

      In no time, he had me panting his name. When he lifted his head from my body, his deep-brown eyes hid behind hooded lids. I’d never wanted to turn on a lamp during sex as badly as I did in that moment. Even with the early glimpses of sun, I couldn’t see as much of Ryker as I needed. He had wrapped me in a rainbow of ink, and I couldn’t enjoy the colors. I longed to memorize the way he appeared when he moved inside me and the expression on his face when he found his release. After tonight, I doubted I would have any more chances to put those into my memory bank. And based on how long it had been since my last physical encounter, I wanted to make each one of these last. I refused to believe that had anything to do with how Ryker made my heart skip every other beat, but merely on how he felt between my thighs.

      Ryker stared into my eyes as if he were watching for the moment I fell into nirvana. He wasn’t one of those guys who needed to ask if I was near the cliff, he read my body language as if he’d been the author of the book. And as I cascaded into a waterfall of bliss, he tucked his head into the crook of my neck, bit my shoulder, and then found his own release.

      The immediate sense of loss I felt when he pulled out and rolled onto his back hit me in the gut like a power punch thrown by a professional boxer.

      I refused to let my heart get involved. After tonight, I’d go home, back to the slum of an apartment I shared with Ma. If I was lucky, I wouldn’t have to spend any more nights getting naked at Swank, but I wasn’t even assured of that. This wasn’t a fairytale, and Ryker didn’t have on armor. His trusty steed was a black Harley, but the last time I checked, tattoos didn’t repel bullets. Our worlds hadn’t changed just because we’d gotten naked.

      We’d fucked.

      Twice.

      That was it.

      Ryker wasn’t looking for a relationship, and I didn’t need to be.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed, and when my feet hit the floor, I took off like my ass was on fire. The last thing I needed was to have an emotional breakdown after sex in Ryker’s bed. And the only place in this damn apartment to hide was the shower, which was exactly where I landed.

      In seconds, I was under the hot water, basking in the spray. With my arms wrapped around my abdomen, I hugged myself with a reminder that I’d be okay alone. I always had been. As quickly as I’d found solace in the bathroom, the curtain flew to the side, allowing a burst of cold air to permeate the stall and steal the steam.

      “What are you doing?” I shrieked as Ryker invaded the shower.

      His hands landed squarely on my hips, and he used his grasp to pull me to him. Stomach to stomach, I got the wish I’d wanted in the bedroom. We weren’t having sex, but I could see every bare inch of Ryker’s glorious body with little effort. “Showering. I’ve got to be at work in an hour.”

      It hadn’t dawned on me that he had a job or what that meant for me. “Oh.” My eyes fell to my breasts.

      “You can stay here. I’ll be home about six, and then we can get something to eat and go meet Jesse tonight.” He acted like the two of us bathing together was as normal as breathing and reached over for the bottle of shampoo.

      I watched as he rubbed a dollop into his dark hair with one hand and gave me the shampoo with the other. I took it and continued my routine, even though I’d showered last night. “And do what, Ryker? Stare at the walls?”

      Every move he made created a kaleidoscope of color before my eyes. “Read a book on your phone or watch YouTube.” He shrugged after making two not-so-great suggestions. “Whatever you want as long as the deadbolt stays locked, and you don’t leave.”

      I stopped what I was doing and rinsed my hands in the water. The scent of lemon was overpowering under the hot stream, yet somehow, it was cleansing. “I’m not staying here all day with nothing to do. Plus, I have a shift tonight.” Or so I thought. I hadn’t talked to my supervisor since I left work Thursday, but I always worked Monday through Thursday at the restaurant. This week shouldn’t be any different.

      Ryker spun the two of us together in a circle so he could rinse his hair. “Call in sick if you have to. You’re not going anywhere without me, Nikki. Case closed.”

      I cocked my hip and plastered a look of indignation across my brow. “I can’t lose my job, Ryker. After Swank, I have to have an income. I’ve worked at Costa’s for a long time. Plus, there’s nothing for me to be concerned about. We’re meeting with Jesse tonight. The stuff with U21 is all going to be resolved.”

      “Surely, your boss will understand.” He sighed, and I knew I’d forfeited the battle the second I got lost in his gaze. “I don’t trust the Union, Nikki. I don’t want you leaving. You’re welcome to come to work with me, if you’d prefer.”

      A huff puffed out my cheeks before blowing past my lips. “A grimy shop? No thank you.”

      He swatted my ass and kissed my cheek. “Good, then it’s settled. You’ll wait here until I get back.” Ryker didn’t give me the chance to rebut before he moved the curtain and stepped out.

      Following him presented a problem. I still had gobs of shampoo in my hair, and I hadn’t washed away the sex from the last two escapades. By the time I had finished those tasks, Ryker had long since vacated the bathroom.

      The aroma of coffee and bacon wafted throughout the apartment once I opened the door into the hall. I’d miss having someone cook for me. There was something incredibly satisfying and comfortable about sharing a hot meal with a person who acted like they cared. Ma and I used to eat dinner together every night. I always had to cook, but she never missed a meal. Then she got mixed up with the Union, and I’d been flying solo ever since.

      “There’s a plate for you in the microwave and coffee is in the pot.” So much for sharing breakfast.

      He came around the bar and pulled me in with one arm for a hug. The kiss he planted on my temple was more intimate than the sex we’d had an hour ago. Casual intimacy. It was dangerous, and I had to be misreading it.

      “If you need me, I put my number in your phone and sent myself a text so I’d have yours.” Of course he had; that’s what I got for not having a passcode on my lock screen. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      Just like that, he was gone.

      And I was alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ryker’s apartment brought new meaning to the word boredom. There was nothing, I mean nothing, to do. No TV, no magazines, no books. Just me and my cell phone after I cleaned up the two dishes I’d used. The man was the epitome of a minimalist, and with nothing in the apartment, being a neat freak didn’t take a lot of effort, either.

      I’d entertained myself on my phone for as long as humanly possible and started to get restless. When I glanced at the time, I groaned. It was barely eleven in the morning, and I still had seven hours to fill before Ryker came to relieve me. With nothing to do other than cook and eat, I went back to the kitchen to see what I could rustle up for lunch. I didn’t know how I’d missed them before, but there on the counter, like a glowing, neon sign, gleamed a set of shiny, silver keys. I made my way across the living room and peeked out the blinds into the parking lot, praying I didn’t see a Harley in front of the building. To my chagrin, the bike was gone, and the SUV was parked where Ryker had left it yesterday when we’d come back from his parents’ house and running errands.

      I danced a little jig and spun in a circle, clapping at my good fortune. It didn’t take me long to put on a bra, shoes, and a jacket. There was no need for drying my hair or putting on makeup. I could check on Ma and then swing by Costa’s to talk to Jerry. If I looked like hell, he’d feel sorry for me and not give me a ration of shit for cutting out on a shift. I’d never called in sick in all the years I’d worked there, but I also got to pick my schedule because of it. He’d be pissed, but hopefully, understanding.

      The leather keychain was soft between my fingers, and I pushed away the guilty thoughts regarding what I was about to do. Ryker never had to know. I could check on my mom, swing by the restaurant, and be back before he ever got off, much less home. I’d feel better if I could update Ma and know I’d still have a job at the end of the day. Swank sure as hell wasn’t a lifelong commitment for me. I didn’t care how well Jesse took care of his girls or what kind of surrogate family they created. I still planned to get the hell out of Dacon, Illinois, at some point, and being indebted to that asshole only kept that dream at arm’s length for another day.

      When I got outside, I glanced around to see if anyone watched me. While this was the type of place people stole from each other, it was also the type of place where people ratted as well. If one of Ryker’s neighbors saw me leaving in his SUV and called him—or worse, the police—my day would get infinitely worse, and boredom would be the least of my problems. With no one in sight, not even peeping eyes that I could spot through blinds, I got behind the wheel.

      The vehicle was massive and powerful. I walked just about everywhere I went. Ma didn’t have a car, and neither did I, but when I was in high school, she had managed to borrow a friend’s long enough for me to learn and get my license. I’d never cared before, but now, I was grateful. I’d hate to add driving illegally to my list of current issues. I loved the car. The heated, leather seats, the size, the power, the way I felt maneuvering it. Unfortunately, the ride didn’t last long enough. My neighborhood was only about ten minutes from Ryker’s apartment, and even catching every light and obeying every speed limit, it had taken just shy of fifteen.

      I sat in front of my building, dreading ever coming back to live here. Ryker’s place wasn’t any better than mine, it just wasn’t here. It wasn’t on this street. It wasn’t in the U21 territory. Technically, all of Dacon was U21, but my complex was the heart of their domain. Their pulse was dictated by the beat of Glendale Heights. And even with as little as Ryker had, it was peaceful. Not once had I heard a gunshot while I’d been there, or tenants fighting next door, or loud TVs well into the night. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen or heard anyone at all. That solitude appealed to me. Not because I liked being by myself, but simply because I didn’t like being scared.

      I put the SUV in park and climbed out. Once I’d shut the door, I clicked the locks behind me and stared up at my apartment. The curtains were drawn, and I couldn’t see anything beyond them. I hoped Ma was home, but I wasn’t optimistic. She’d fallen down the rabbit hole, and it was going to take something dark and sinister to pull her out. If seeing her daughter work off her debt didn’t do it, I doubted there was much that would.

      Each step I took felt like another down the green mile. My shoes were heavy, and the crunch of leaves under their weight rattled like firecrackers. There were always people outside, but today, the streets were desolate. The hairs on the back of my neck rose as did the pimples of gooseflesh on my arms, but rather than turning around with my tail tucked between my legs, I kept going. The stairs were like a mountain, and when I reached the top, my thighs burned. My door was closed…and locked. Both were good signs.

      I pulled my key from my pocket and stuck it in the deadbolt. The turn was ominous, and I expected something dramatic on the other side. But when it opened, the place had been picked up and restored to as much normalcy as one could expect after the hurricane that had blown through here two days ago. I had a difficult time wrapping my head around the fact that I’d only been in Ryker’s care since Friday.

      The door shut behind me with a click, the weight of the metal closing it on its own. “Ma?” I called out, although I could tell she wasn’t here. The television wasn’t on, the lights were all dark, and the place was still. “Ma?” I tried again as I moved through the living room and then down the hall.

      Everything had been put back in its place, which surprised me. Ma wasn’t the greatest of housekeepers. That and the cooking always fell to me. She tried, but when she worked more than one job, she was tired when she came home. I didn’t mind helping out then. She’d even picked up my room and made the beds. Both bedrooms were unoccupied, as was the single bathroom. I went back to the kitchen to see if she’d left a note on the fridge. Nada.

      With nothing better to do than wait, I plopped down on the sofa and turned on the TV. I had time to kill, and I’d rather do it with the boob tube than staring at the white walls in Ryker’s apartment. The man seriously needed to invest in some furniture and electronics.

      I flipped through the channels, knowing there’d be nothing on other than soap operas and talk shows at this time of day. I settled on one and dragged a blanket over my legs. This was my favorite place to relax in the house. The couch had a spot formed in it from years of me lying on it, and it molded around my hip and the curve of my side. Although, without the worn, orange-velvet cushion that I liked to put my head on, it wouldn’t be complete. I found it under the coffee table and slid it behind my neck. I hadn’t been tired when I got here, but my lids were heavy now that I was home.

      I hadn’t realized I’d fallen asleep until the front door moving woke me. Yawning, I stretched my arms above my head and didn’t look back. “Ma? Is that you?” When I didn’t get a response, I craned my neck to peer over my shoulder. It sure as hell wasn’t my mother looming over me.

      I clutched my chest when my heart threatened to beat out of it. Words caught in my throat, and my surprise hit my face around the same time I bolted upright.

      “Sam? What are you doing here?”

      “Looking for Tabitha, but you’ll do.”

      My mother’s sinister wake-up call had turned into my own.

      I used my heels to push toward the far end of the sofa, farthest away from the door and the man lurking near it. I couldn’t believe I’d been stupid enough to leave the deadbolt unlocked. I knew better than to be so careless. Even if Ma hadn’t had anyone after her, this wasn’t the type of place where people waved at their neighbors and brought by freshly baked cookies.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” My voice cracked, giving away my fear. All the vibrato I’d had in front of Sam, the nerves I’d portrayed, they all left in that one statement.

      His sinister laugh did nothing to calm my racing pulse. This was exactly why Ryker hadn’t wanted me to leave his safety net. And now, there was nothing I could do. I hadn’t even brought my phone in with me. It sat tucked away in the confines of the SUV on the street.

      “You can come willingly or with a fight. Regardless of which way you choose to play this, you are coming with me.”

      I shook my head, either in denial or disbelief; I wasn’t sure which. “Ryker and I are meeting Jesse tonight.”

      He stepped toward me. “Looks like your appointment has been moved up.”

      I scurried to my feet, but with nowhere to go, it was unlikely I could get by him, much less outrun him even if I had. “No.” Like that was going to save me. “Call Jesse, he’ll tell you I’m supposed to come tonight.” I didn’t know if that was true or not. I assumed it was since Ryker had told me we were meeting the king pin of U21 at ten, but for all I knew, Ryker was the only one expected at the Warehouse tonight.

      Sam didn’t halt his approach despite my arguments. And when his fingers wrapped around my bicep, I knew my options were to go willingly and hope he didn’t hurt me along the way, or fight, knowing he wouldn’t hesitate to make an example of me.

      I pulled at his wrist, attempting to get him to release me. While I hated either choice, the first was my best option. I might be in for a miserable few hours, but Ryker would show up at the scheduled time, and he was my only hope for getting out of this alive.

      “Let me go.” I ground out the command with zero results. “I’m not going to fight with you. Damn. I just don’t need to be manhandled.” I finally pried my arm from his grasp. “I’m not interested in everyone around here seeing you treat me like one of your pawns—or worse, your whore.”

      Sam held up his hands. “Fine. But you only get one warning, Nikki. You try anything stupid, I won’t hesitate to do what I need to. If that breaks bones or leaves marks, it’s on you.” His words were honest, even if they were infuriating.

      I ground my teeth together and spoke through a clenched jaw. “Understood.” My best bet was to keep my mouth shut. It had a tendency to override my ass with checks it couldn’t cash. Now was not the time to try to be a hero.

      I let go of my pride and followed Sam out the door.
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      When five o’clock rolled around and I hadn’t heard from Nikki, I tried to call her to see if she wanted me to pick up something for dinner or if she wanted to go out. I wasn’t in the mood to cook. By the time I got home and showered, I’d have no desire to spend another hour working in the kitchen. It’d been a long day with more shit to show up in the shop than I cared to work on, and I just wanted to unwind before we met up with Jesse. When she didn’t answer, I assumed she’d gotten bored and fallen asleep.

      I should have known better.

      I came around the corner in my complex and immediately noticed the empty spot where the SUV sat this morning when I had left. I shouted a string of expletives that couldn’t be heard over the roar of my bike, but they made me feel better just the same. One day. One fucking day. I asked her to sit tight, not do anything stupid for one goddamn day, and she couldn’t follow that simple request. I ripped the helmet from my head after putting down the kickstand and raced inside. Not that there was any point. She wasn’t there, which I already knew, and she hadn’t bothered to leave me a note to tell me where she had gone.

      I tried her cell phone again but got the same result as the first time I’d called. Nothing. I left her a message, but something in my gut told me she wouldn’t get it. Nikki was the kind of girl to go off the rails, but she wasn’t stupid. Or maybe I just wanted to believe she wasn’t. Leaving my apartment, regardless of the circumstances, had been a dumb move. I sat on the edge of my mattress and ran my fingers through my hair, ready to pull out every strand. If anything had happened to her, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. I’d put her in the situation and never should have left her alone. Jesse wouldn’t have hurt her if I’d let her work out her shit with him on her own, but getting involved had cranked it all up about ten notches…and not in a good way.

      If I put out feelers to find her and Jesse didn’t have her, then all I would be doing was alerting the Union that she was alone and unprotected. If I didn’t and they did have her, then every minute that ticked by kept her in harm’s way. Neither was a good option, and it left me torn as to what my next step should be. The best thing I could do was wait for a bit and hope she’d only run to the store or some other equally harmless place.

      At six o’clock on the dot, my phone dinged with a text. Jesse’s name appeared on my screen, but where there should have been words, a tiny image appeared that I couldn’t see without opening the message. I dreaded it. As soon as I did, he’d know I’d read the text, and I’d have to face whatever he had up his sleeve.

      The moment her face lit up my screen, a roar tore through my throat that could have woken the dead. The animalistic growl reverberated off the walls of my empty apartment, but it did nothing to keep her safe. Without any makeup on, it was easy to see she’d been crying. Her nose was red and puffy, but the hatred that shone in her eyes told me she was more pissed off than hurt. If anyone else had sent me the image, I’d laugh at the situation she’d put herself in. But with it being Jesse, there was nothing to smile about.

      Me: What do you want, Jesse?

      Ticking him off probably wasn’t the best thing to do, and letting him know he’d unnerved me wouldn’t serve Nikki in the slightest. He had to believe I was as indifferent as he was. This was business in his world; I had to keep him thinking it was in mine, too. At least until I could physically put my hands on her. Then if I needed to make it personal, if I needed to lie through my teeth, I’d do whatever I had to in order to get her the fuck out of there.

      Jesse took his sweet time responding, and when he finally did, it was clear the message was for me. I’d crossed a line, and he aimed to teach me a lesson.

      Jesse: You.

      Me: When and where?

      Jesse: The Warehouse. If you don’t want to see her hurt, I’d suggest you make it here in record time. You overstepped on this one, Ryker.

      Overstepped my ass. He had over-fucking-stepped the day he let me go to prison for shit I didn’t have a damn thing to do with. He had let me rot in a jail cell for four fucking years with his grandson to save his own ass. Fuck. Him.

      Me: There better not be one hair on her head harmed when I get there.

      Jesse: That’s a bold statement for someone without any backup.

      I wasn’t getting into a pissing contest with Jesse Silvano. He’d made me a promise, and I intended to call his ass on it. If I needed to do that in person, then so be it. Either way, his beef with Nikki would be done today, and he could take this shit up with me. I nearly threw my phone across the room, but with it being the only form of contact I had with Jesse, and therefore Nikki, shattering it against my dresser probably wasn’t the best idea. Instead, I stomped toward the door to my bedroom and threw my fist into the drywall next to it. It would hurt later, but right now, the adrenaline kept the pain at bay.

      There wasn’t a lot of daylight left when I got back on the Harley. I hated to go near the Warehouse at night, especially with a target on my back. For all I knew, Jesse had people looking for me, waiting for me to pull up. I hadn’t heard from Chase since all this shit began, and that didn’t bode well for me. My best friend had never gone that long without reaching out, not even on his fucking honeymoon. He was well aware of what was going on, and he’d chosen to stay quiet…at least on my end. I’d been loyal to him since we were kids. I’d given up my life to save his ass. And this was the thanks I got.

      I fumed from my apartment until I pulled into the Warehouse parking lot. For people with power oozing from every orifice of their body and more money than most people made in ten lifetimes, one would think they could come up with a name more original and better suited for a huge gang than the Warehouse. I had friends as a child with clubhouses more aptly named. God, I hated everything these motherfuckers stood for. My disposition didn’t get any sweeter when I got off the bike, nor when a jackoff in a suit opened the door to escort me inside.

      “Mr. Silvano is in his office. He’s expecting you.” The unidentified man who’d let me in didn’t accompany me upstairs. Instead, he pushed the button on the elevator and then resumed his post at the entrance to the building.

      Sam waited for me on the other side of the metal doors on Jesse’s floor. “Ryker.”

      “Sam.” I followed him down the familiar hallway. Even as a kid, I’d known there was nothing good about this place. Despite its opulence inside, there’d always been a sense of doom that hugged me until I left.

      Now, standing outside Jesse’s office, I couldn’t see through the glass, but I was certain the beauty who’d riled up my nerves and driven me near the brink of insanity was on the other side. I could sense her presence as stupid as it felt. From the day I’d first laid eyes on her, I could feel her in a room. Today was no different. Except today, I not only knew she was near, but I could smell her fear, and it ignited rage in my belly that I had to force down to keep it from exploding out of my mouth.

      My eyes located hers the instant I crossed the threshold into Jesse’s office. They were pooled with tears, and when she mouthed the words, “I’m sorry,” I nearly lost my shit. Not on her, but rather on the buffoons flanking her sides. They’d intimidated her, made her cower in a corner, and I saw red. I’d deal with the idiocy of how she’d gotten into this situation once I had her out of it.

      “Nikki.” Her name wasn’t a question on my lips, it was a command for her presence.

      She stood, but the guy on her right pushed her down. “Ryker…”

      I turned my attention toward Jesse. “This is bullshit, Jesse.”

      The same guy who’d pushed Nikki down quirked his brow and took a step in my direction. Jesse held up his hand to stop the man’s progression. He obeyed, but I kept sight of him from the corner of my eye. I was keenly aware of the location of every person in this room. Not counting Nikki, I was outnumbered five to one. But when she whimpered, I gave up the ghost of restraint.

      There were seven steps between her and me, and each one took an eternity to cross. When I reached her, she stared up at me, pleading through the navy blue eyes that had grappled me from the stage of Swank. She took my outstretched hand, and this time, Jesse allowed her to move. I pulled her to my side, hugging her tightly against me.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered into her ear, and she nodded but didn’t make a peep.

      “Ryker, you go back a long time with the family.” It was like a scene from The Godfather. “You knew better than to handle things this way.” Jesse took the seat behind his desk and propped up his feet on the corner. “Son, if you needed something, all you had to do was ask. But taking what doesn’t belong to you, is stealing. You know the rules.”

      I nearly choked on laughter. “Stealing? Since when did a human being become property for someone to claim?”

      Jesse lit a cigar, taking his sweet time answering my question. It was all part of his game, his tactics. He knew I was on fire, and he wanted to let me burn. The more relaxed he was, the more agitated he expected me to become. But I’d spent years learning the art of patience. I’d also listened while others talked. He’d put my queen in the place to protect her king, and I was about to put him in checkmate.

      “Her mom owes you, not Nikki.”

      He flicked his ashes onto the floor. “Ah, but our little friend here offered to take that burden.”

      “We both know Nikki didn’t know the terms. No one ever does.”

      “Diamond should have asked more questions.” He flicked his eyes from me to her. “Never sign on the dotted line without reading the entire contract, sweetheart.” He suddenly sounded like Hannibal Lecter, but instead of “Clarice” getting under my skin, it was the term of endearment he’d bestowed on a woman I shouldn’t have any emotional tie to.

      Nikki tensed at my side. Now was not the time for her to go rogue, and I prayed she kept her mouth closed.

      Jesse continued before I could. “Please, sit.” He waved his hand to the chairs in front of his desk as though we were guests here to work a business transaction. Cordial Jesse didn’t exist. “We have a couple matters to discuss.”

      “I’ll stand.” I hated the way Jesse maintained control over the situation, and I couldn’t find a way to reel it in. We were on his turf, in his office, with his crew. Nikki and I were intruders.

      He flicked his cigar again. “Here’s how I see things. Diamond—”

      “Nikki,” I corrected.

      Jesse snickered. “Call her whatever you’d like. She agreed to a payment plan that she hasn’t made good on. That’s problem number one. Tabitha continuing to raise that dollar amount is issue number two. But the reason you’re here, issue number three, is that you impeded her ability to adhere to our understanding.”

      “Maybe if you taught your people to handle women with a little more respect, we wouldn’t be sitting here,” I ground out with a smile on my face. “How the fuck do you expect these girls to dance when your guys are roughing them up because they don’t respond fast enough to their ludicrous demands? And since when do you have Sam picking them up to make payments?” I folded my arms over my chest to hide the fact that my hands shook with rage. “You don’t do it with any other girl. So why Nikki?”

      I already knew the answer, and it was the same reason he had me here now. He wanted her as a side piece and was pissed she’d turned him down. Being with me only added insult to injury. Jesse Silvano always got what he wanted, and Nikki Wilson didn’t give a fuck who he was—she’d turned him down.

      “Diamond is special.” He spoke to me, staring directly at her. “And she’s in the service of the Union.” Jesus, he sounded like a psychopath.

      I’d known the man my entire life. Never had I heard him sound like a lunatic as if he’d fallen off his rocker. If I could have sunk my fingers into his eyes, I would have gouged the motherfuckers out just for looking at her. That wouldn’t get either of us anywhere, though. I took a deep breath and threw down what we all knew I was here to say. “I’m calling in my mark.”

      Nikki hadn’t made a peep and stood just far enough behind me that I knew she was there, but I couldn’t see her face. I’d kill to have her in front of me so I could witness the emotion cross her cheeks and see her irises change color.

      Jesse sat up, putting his feet on the floor. His eyes narrowed on Nikki. “This is how you want to use the debt of the Union?” His tone not only depicted his surprise, but there was an element of disgust behind it as well. He returned his attention to me. “Ryker, son, sit.” The grandfatherly man I’d known for years addressed me versus the drug lord who’d been talking since I walked in.

      I turned to glance at Nikki and tilted my head toward the seat on the left. I took the one on the right.

      Jesse snubbed out his cigar in the ashtray and then leaned his forearms on the desk to get closer to me, and suddenly, he sounded like the Godfather; my head was spinning with the different personalities he could assume and how quickly. “You did a great deal for my business when things went down with Chase. We both know that. And I told you when you got out that I’d make it up to you.” He cocked his head toward Nikki without breaking eye contact with me. “Is this really what you want to waste that level of service on? A tart with a crackhead for a mom?”

      “Look here, you jackass—”

      I grabbed Nikki’s forearm, although not with any force, just to get her to stop speaking. Which, she promptly did. “You and I both know Nikki’s different. And yes, this is how I want to use my favor. But I expect a lot. I gave up my life for Chase, and that repayment comes at a heavy price.”

      He leaned back into his chair and placed his hands in his lap. His brow furrowed slightly, but more in concentration that agitation. “I’m listening.”

      “I didn’t take her and hide, Jesse. Sam threw my girl on the ground. No man would tolerate that shit. You’d no more let one of your men manhandle Camilla than I would.”

      The wrinkles on his forehead went from a furrowed brow to a raised one. “She’s no Camilla.” Jesse’s wife was more important to him than the club itself, and everyone in U21 knew it beyond a shadow of a doubt. He would have killed anyone who came near her with malicious intent and tortured anyone who dared touch her.

      I took a deep breath and held his stare so he would see the seriousness in my words. “She’s my Camilla.”

      “That’s a bold statement, Ryker. You’re awfully young to think you’ve found that level of companionship…especially for a man who doesn’t do relationships.”

      This was the downside to having grown up around the Silvano family and having them watch my back since I’d gotten out of prison. Jesse knew I hadn’t been dating Nikki because I never dated anyone. He also knew how I felt about relationships—they got men killed. If the Union had beef with a man, they went after his wife.

      “She’s mine, Jesse.” And with that, I’d just laid claim to a female.

      Telling Sam she was with me in the parking lot of Swank could have been taken a couple ways, but claiming her to Jesse was no different than signing a marriage license in Dacon, Illinois. It held the same significance.

      “Hey…” Nikki reared back, taking me down with one glare.

      I hadn’t had time to prep her for what I had to say in here. She hadn’t stayed put like she’d been told, so the discussion I’d planned to have over dinner hadn’t happened. If she didn’t shut up now, she’d blow any chance I had of getting her out of this shit without repercussion.

      Thankfully, Jesse ignored her one-word outburst. “What are you asking for, Ryker?”

      I’d had plenty of time to think about it, and in the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t a lot. I was willing to exchange everything I’d done for Chase and the Silvano family. What shocked the hell out of me was that I was willing to do it for Nikki. I’d never planned to call in that favor. I’d kept it closely guarded in case I ever needed to fall back on it, but once this hand was played—regardless of how the cookie crumbled with Nikki—the game was over. There wouldn’t be a mulligan. One and done.

      “Her.” I glanced at Nikki and hoped like hell she saw the truth in my eyes.

      “That’s it?” Jesse interrupted before I could finish.

      I shook my head. “She doesn’t dance at Swank anymore. She doesn’t owe you a penny. And her mom’s problems are her mom’s—they don’t touch Nikki.” I could have asked for her mom’s protection as well, but if she were in as far as Nikki had indicated, Jesse never would have conceded.

      “You realize what you’re asking for, right?”

      The fact that I did should have scared me more than actually asking for it. I’d just laid claim to a woman I barely knew, who’d fought me tooth and nail about every damn thing I’d tried to do, and one I knew would not sit idly by while I controlled the puppet strings. The Union would expect me to get her out of the neighborhood and away from the other girls. None of which I believed she’d go for without a lot of heavy persuasion.

      “I do.” Those two words were ominous.

      “Wait.” Jesus, she was fucking gorgeous, but I wanted to tape her damn mouth shut. “What did you just agree to?”

      I could tell without looking, Nikki was addressing me, not Jesse. And Jesse was amused by her outburst when he chuckled from across the desk.

      “Just like Camilla…” he muttered under his breath and sat back to watch the show with a gleam in his eyes and a smirk on his lips.

      Nikki moved to the edge of her seat and turned my direction. “Was that some weird mating ritual that just happened? What the hell, Ryker?” She swatted at my arm to get my attention.

      I flinched, unsure of how to handle the situation to my left while the man in front of me snickered at her apparent disagreement with my statement.

      “I’m not a piece of property for you to claim,” she sneered. “I can handle my own problems.”

      I shouldn’t have engaged, but I couldn’t stop myself. “Oh yeah? Is that what you’ve been doing? Handling your problems? Jesus, Nikki, you have no idea what you’ve committed yourself to. You aren’t going to get out of this…ever.” I’d lost my cool. When I dragged my hand through my hair, I noticed the bits of perspiration that had formed on my brow. If I felt it, then Jesse saw it.

      Jesse was a lot of things, but oblivious wasn’t one. He held up his hand to silence her rant and prevent my retort. “Ryker, you’re making a mistake. But if this is how you want to play things, I’ll agree to it.”

      “All of it?” I asked.

      Nikki grunted beside me, clearly unhappy with my choice.

      Jesse gave Nikki a hard look. “You’re done at Swank. But every choice you make from here on out falls on Ryker’s shoulders. If you so much as breathe wrong, you’ll be right back where you are, and there won’t be any saving you.”

      “And her mom?” I needed this spelled out for Nikki so there was no question about what was expected.

      “If Tabitha continues the way she’s been going, my men will deal with her directly. But she doesn’t fall under your umbrella of protection.” Jesse clasped his hands together on the desk and talked to me like a mentor instead of a drug lord who ran a crooked game. “You’ve never been one to make rash decisions, so I assume you’ve thought out all the scenarios in this and how it could go wrong. Shielding Diamond just became a lifelong commitment, regardless of how things play out between the two of you.”

      I felt like a kid being scolded by his parents. “I know what I’m doing, Jesse.”

      He slapped the desk, and a large grin brandished his cheeks. “Good. Then I look forward to seeing both of you at my table. Camilla will love her.”

      “Oh yeah? You think she’d love knowing you offered to let me off if I sucked—”

      “Nikki!” I stopped her from making the situation worse.

      Jesse shook his head. “My wife knows where my loyalty lies. You weren’t the first, and you won’t be the last. Don’t make a fool of yourself by trying to prove something. You’ll lose that fight. Being in the good graces of the Silvanos has its advantages, just like being our enemy carries its own weight. You’d be wise to learn the difference between the two.” His threat came off as advice rather than danger.

      I stood, knowing the discussion was over. Nikki followed suit, but with piss and vinegar versus a grateful attitude. She had no idea what I’d just saved her from, and I doubted she ever would.

      “That’s it?” She threw her arms in the air. “Ryker speaks, and all is forgiven? Yet I have a lifetime of looking over my shoulder?” She kept muttering under her breath as the two guys who’d held her hostage escorted her out to the lobby.

      “Ryker,” Jesse called out. “Stay for a moment.” It wasn’t really a request, and regardless of what was going on in Nikki’s mind, I had enough respect for the Union to oblige.

      Once the door shut, I could hear Nikki ranting beyond the glass, even if I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t stop myself from shaking my head when my chin touched my chest.

      “She’s a handful, son. You sure this is what you want?”

      I’d never lied to Jesse. He’d known since I was little what I wanted out of life, and it was to get out of Dacon. “She’s twisted me up inside.” It was honest.

      “The good ones always do. But she’s young, and you’re going to have to reel her in.”

      I didn’t think she’d give me the chance. And after this, I wasn’t certain I’d ever see her again. Nikki was pissed. She hated everything about Union 21, just like I did. The only difference being the connection I had to the Silvanos. Nikki didn’t share that bond, and as much as I wished I didn’t, I couldn’t ever escape it.

      “Any idea how to do that?”

      He clapped me on the shoulder. “Not a damn clue.” Jesse’s laughter echoed around his office. “But if she means something to you, you’ll figure it out.”

      I didn’t have a clue what she meant to me. I’d met her ten days earlier, and I’d only spent a handful of time with her. Granted, it had been non-stop, but it was still just a weekend. Being with her, being inside her, it just changed me in a way I couldn’t quite grasp.

      Sam had stayed behind with Jesse’s bodyguard. They both now stood at the door, waiting to see me out.

      “Once you get things sorted, you and Nikki need to come by the house with Chase and his wife for dinner. Sundays are still a huge spread, and Camilla goes all out.” The fact that he’d used her real name instead Diamond was the only way Jesse would acknowledge that Nikki was no longer an object of U21’s affection.

      Jesse grabbed the handle, but he didn’t open the door. There was something else he wanted to say, but he hadn’t formed the sentence. He wasn’t one to mince words, so whatever he said would be significant. “If you want to save her from the life she was born into…” He hesitated. “She’s going to have to scrape off Tabitha.”

      I nodded. I didn’t know the depths of her mother’s betrayal to the Union, and I was fairly sure that Nikki didn’t either.

      “She’s in deep. And she isn’t going to get out alive.” There was no point in asking what Jesse meant by that because he wouldn’t tell me. Either the drugs would kill her or someone on his payroll would. “Nikki needs to be as far away as possible when it happens.”

      The logistics of how to make that a reality were more difficult than just telling Nikki to stay away from her mom. She’d proven today just how headstrong she could be. It wouldn’t be as easy as demanding she quit her job and let me take care of her. “Easier said than done.”

      Jesse swung open the door, and I expected to find the object of our conversation on the other side. “You’ll figure it out.”

      I jerked my head at asshole number one. “Where the hell did she go?”

      He lifted his brow and shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine. That one has a mouth on her.” There was humor in his expression and a mutual understanding.

      Every man had either been with or known a woman like Nikki Wilson. They were prominent in Italian communities. They were also the ones who became matriarchs of large families, not that we were there yet. And while they laughed at the impulsive woman who had me chasing her around town, I could see the envy in their stares. She was hot as hell and good as gold. I just had to figure out how to tame her long enough to get her to concede to be mine.

      Fuck.

      I warred between what frustrated me more: her defiance or the fact that I fell harder for her with each deviant act. Her ferocity was what had attracted me to her the first time I’d seen her on stage; it appeared it would also be my undoing.

      “Tell me about it.”
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      I wasn’t his to claim. I didn’t belong to anyone, much less someone affiliated with Jesse Silvano. And to top it off, Ryker had stayed behind for God knew what in that office. “Just let me go,” I hollered at the man who still held my bicep after we’d walked into the lobby. I jerked away with little effort.

      The man held up his hands in surrender. I didn’t stay to figure out what happened next. I wanted the hell out of Dodge, and the only way to make that happen was to start walking. I wasn’t far from my apartment. When I burst through the doors at the Warehouse, the wind outside hit me with brute force. It was colder than it had been in days, and my jacket did little to ward off the bite of the night air.

      It had been daylight when Sam dragged me in there, but after hours of waiting on Ryker, the sun had dipped low, and darkness had taken its place in the sky. I hated being on the streets at night. Even after my shifts, Jerry always dropped me off. I groaned at the thought of my boss—the one I’d never gone to see or talked to before not showing up for work. There was no point in calling during the dinner rush—not that I had my phone—no one would answer, and even if they did, Jerry wouldn’t take my call. I’d likely just lost both opportunities I’d had to make money—Swank and the restaurant. Thank you, Ryker.

      I pulled the leather of my coat around my body, hoping to seal in some warmth, and tucked my hands under my arms while I practically sprinted toward my complex. Cars drove by, kicking up the water that had pooled in the street. And I kept my head down with each person I passed; engaging with even the simplest of hellos put me at risk for being hurt. Once the sun went down, nothing around here was safe.

      As I approached my building, I noticed the same woman Ryker had talked to outside with her little boy. She had her arms loaded down with what appeared to be groceries. I raised my hand and waved, but I didn’t stop to talk. The girl offered a smile and kept her son moving as I raced up the flight of stairs to my door.

      No sooner had I stuck my key into the lock and turned it than moans came billowing out into the breezeway. It didn’t occur to me what I heard until the sight came into view. I rushed in and slammed the door behind me, worried someone else would bear witness to the image I wanted to burn from my eyes. If ripping the orbs from their sockets would eliminate what I saw before me, I’d stick my nails in and gouge them out without a second thought.

      It was like porn gone wrong. No child should ever see their mother naked and riding a thug on her couch. She straddled his lap, and his hairy thighs spread wide exposed more of him than I cared to see. I stood frozen like a deer in the headlights, watching Ma bounce up and down on a stranger’s dick.

      Her head fell back between her shoulder blades as she ground into him. “Oh yeah, does that feel good?” she cooed without realizing she had an audience.

      “Ma!” I hollered just as I noticed another man in the kitchen.

      My attention jerked to him, and he stood with a straw in one hand and a finger pressed against his nose with the other. His eyes were closed, but it didn’t take a genius to realize the white powder on our counter was blow. Evidence of what the three had been doing riddled our coffee table, and I wanted to slap the hell out of my mother. Obviously, she’d learned nothing over the last two weeks and had zero regard for the position she’d put me in. She had no idea that Ryker had worked anything out with Jesse because I hadn’t told her. Hell, I hadn’t even seen her since he’d scooped me up from Swank’s parking lot.

      “Nikki, what are you doing here?” Ma didn’t bother to attempt to conceal her naked form. She turned, still balls deep with the guy she sat on, exposing her breasts to me. Little surprise registered on her face, and if I weren’t mistaken, a slight grin twitched on her lips…like she was proud of the situation around us.

      I balled my fists at my sides, contemplating whether I should run to my room to hide or try to throw these assholes out. One thing I’d learned over the years, cocaine was just as bad as crack. People did stupid shit on both and found strength they wouldn’t normally possess. I couldn’t fend off one, much less both of these pricks, and my mother wouldn’t be any help. If anything, she’d be a hindrance.

      “I live here!” My tone was shrill. If we lived in a better part of town, it would have alerted the neighbors, but if my mother’s animalistic grunts and yells hadn’t garnered the cops, my yelling wouldn’t, either.

      She kept moving on the guy beneath her while talking to me as if this were completely ordinary. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      It was like a horrible train wreck. I needed to look away. I should look away. But I couldn’t bring myself to stop staring at the carnage. My hesitation to make a decision cost me dearly. The man in the kitchen had set down his straw and wiped his nose. He’d narrowed his sights on me, and now he stalked my direction.

      My head swung back and forth between the man approaching me and my mom fucking someone on the couch. “Ma?” I begged for her help, but she just put her hands on her beau’s knees and arched her back. It was the first time I’d seen track marks on my mom’s arms, and it occurred to me that not only was she blitzed out of her ever-loving mind, but she wasn’t doing this for satisfaction. My mom was fucking men for drugs.

      “You’re prettier than your mom said you were.” His lip curled, and I became the object of his desire.

      “Ralph,” my mom moaned his name. The guy below her never stopped moving, and her breath hitched when he hit a spot she seemed to rather enjoy—I nearly vomited. “Leave her…alone.” She was geeked out and wouldn’t be of any help.

      Ralph—I assumed was the man who now stood between me and my escape—was a brute. In any other circumstances, he might have been considered good looking. I assessed him, not out of curiosity but rather self-preservation. He was stacked from his thick neck to his tree-trunk thighs.

      I backed away, trying to put distance between me and what appeared to be my mother’s pimp, but he’d narrowed the gap between us with each step he took that were twice the size of mine. To get to my room, I’d have to get past my mom, and to escape through the door, I’d have to get by Ralph. Neither option held much promise, and the closer he got, the more I froze.

      At the same time I lifted my arms to push Ralph away, he grabbed my wrists, engulfing them with one of his hands. He pushed me against the wall and used his hips as leverage to keep me there. His excitement rubbed against my pants, and I turned my head when he leaned in to press his lips to mine. The man’s breath was stale and wreaked of day-old onions coupled with moldy garlic. His tongue lapped at my skin when he’d missed my mouth, and the lick up my neck that followed sent my stomach into a lurch. I fought the urge to gag, although maybe I should have just let myself puke on him. Fighting was my natural instinct, but all I managed to do by flailing my arms and kicking my legs was allow him to pull a layer of my protection away.

      The whoosh of the leather jacket falling to the ground foreshadowed the hell I faced. I couldn’t break free from his grasp or the way he clawed at my clothes. I choked on tears when he tore at my shirt, and my voice cracked as I screamed, “No!”

      If my mother made any attempt to help me, I hadn’t seen any evidence of it.

      “Please,” I pleaded, feeling each one of his ten grubby fingers dig into my skin. Their pestilence was like acid searing me.

      I couldn’t think. My mind was unable to formulate a plan of action. Each second that passed, I lost more of the fabric that kept his flesh from mine. My limbs ached from fighting, and I was quickly losing the battle. He tore at the lace of my bra, shredding it and exposing me. He’d managed once again to grip my wrists and used his free hand to work the button on my jeans. In no time, he had my pants at my knees and worked to undo his own.

      My eyelids trembled as hard as I squeezed them shut, but it didn’t stop the reality of what was about to happen…of what my mother was going to let happen. Her moans continued over my cries, oblivious to my pain and heartache.

      The drugs had won her over.

      They now held her heart.

      “Ma…” I mumbled, desperate for her to save me. But my prayer went unanswered.

      His fingers tugged at the fabric of my panties between my thighs as he tried to move it to the side and gain entrance. I managed to get a knee into his stomach, but all that earned me was a slap across the face that whipped my head to the side.

      There was a knock, a pounding the others hadn’t noticed, and I begged any deity that would listen to force that person through the door. For once in my life, a higher power listened to my plea. My eyes flew open when the breeze from the door swinging wildly brushed my cheeks. I hadn’t even had time to blink or clear the tears from my eyes when Ryker yanked the perpetrator off me, and I sank to the floor in a disheveled mess.

      I pulled the tattered bits of my top around my chest, but without standing, I couldn’t get my pants up. With my arms wrapped around my knees, I hugged my thighs against me and rocked. I refused to watch fists fly. The sounds of bone cracking on bone were enough for me to know Ryker had come to my rescue. Again.

      It might have been seconds or possibly minutes. I didn’t have any idea how long the brawl lasted. I’d managed to scoot into a corner and shield myself from whatever went on around me. It occurred to me that I no longer heard the sounds of sex, skin slapping against skin, my mother’s trashy moans. All that was audible were grunts, fists pounding, and strings of curse words a mile long.

      When the dust settled, it wasn’t my own screams that pierced my ears—it was those of my mother. I lifted my head from the ball I’d tucked myself into, and Ma hovered over me as shrill as a banshee and naked as the day was long. She didn’t care that she stood in nothing but the skin God gave her in front of three men and me. Her only concern was what Ryker had done.

      “What is wrong with you? Why would you bring a man like that into our home?” she ranted.

      I stared at her in disbelief, mouth agape as I swiped at the tears that stained my cheeks. “A man like that?” At first, my words were nothing more than a whisper, and then the rage hit. “A man like that?” I pushed to my feet and brought my jeans up my thighs as I rose. “Are you fucking kidding me?” Hot tears streamed down my flushed cheeks. I glanced around to notice the guy Ma had been with was nowhere to be seen, and the one who’d messed with me cowered in a pile on the floor, protecting his head.

      The door remained wide open, and Ryker’s chest heaved with each breath he inhaled and exhaled. The crimson that stole what little uninked skin he had bordered on purple versus red. I didn’t know who he was madder at, the man on the floor or me for having run off. Either way, he’d stopped something from happening that I never would have recovered from.

      Ma trembled as she started to cry. “You don’t understand, Nicole.” She shook her head as she tried to explain. “I owe them…”

      I didn’t want to hear it. Everything I’d been through in the last couple of weeks was because she owed someone something, and I was tired of cleaning up her messes and paying off her debts. She thought nothing of letting me give my body to strangers on a stage, but I’d be damned if I’d let someone take payment in the form of sex. There was little I had to offer of myself, and that was one thing I’d never let go of willingly.

      I clutched the pieces of my shirt in front of me, and I tried to reason with a drug addict. “You need help, Ma. This”—I waved my hand around—“isn’t normal.” I couldn’t have stopped the tears if I’d wanted to. “Do you have any idea how close he came…” My mind wouldn’t let me complete the thought much less the sentence.

      Ryker moved between Ma and me, handing me my jacket. I dropped it to the floor and reached for him with both hands, not caring that my breasts were exposed and tattered clothes hung from my arms. I didn’t deserve his comfort—not after the crap I’d pulled—but God, I hoped like hell he didn’t deny me. Ryker’s arms wrapped around my back, and he pulled me to his chest, covering what would otherwise be bare. My skin felt raw against his shirt, and his belt buckle dug into my stomach, but I was safe. He wouldn’t let anyone hurt me, which was more than I could say for my broken mother.

      Once I’d cried all the tears my eyes would form, Ryker leaned down, placing his lips to my ear. “Get your shit, babe. All of it.” There was no room for discussion in his tone. He’d given an order, and I didn’t dare disobey…not this time. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head, and I inhaled the scent of lemons before letting him go.

      I felt the weight of his stare as he tracked my movement down the hall, and just before I stepped into my bedroom, I made eye contact with a man who should have scared the shit out of me. His eyes were narrowed and stormy and his jaw set in a hard line, but somehow, I found security in his broodiness. I held his stare for a beat, and the connection I’d felt to him on the stage—before I’d even known his name—wrapped me up like a warm blanket. I didn’t wait for him to tell me again to get moving and disappeared into my room.

      Ryker didn’t try to keep his voice down as he kicked Ralph out, nor did he quietly close the door when he slammed it. And as he chastised my mother for her life choices, I noted the affinity in his words. He reamed her for what had just happened and then told her to put some clothes on. My mother was a stunning woman who didn’t look her age. A blind man would have been turned on by her beauty, yet there was no doubt in my mind that Ryker hadn’t let his eyes drift past her chin. I’d bet money he was embarrassed for her, and him telling her to get dressed was for her benefit, not to keep his mind from wandering.

      As I gathered my things into the few bags I had, I heard Ma move quietly down the narrow hall and then her door close softly behind her. I wondered if she had any idea what had just happened, or if she was too lost in a drug-induced euphoria to realize her daughter had nearly been raped while she watched. Her indifference would leave scars that likely wouldn’t heal, but right now, I had to hold on to the fact that I didn’t have any physical damage to accompany the emotional shitstorm I’d just faced.

      “Babe?” His question from the door startled me.

      I spun around, clutching my chest. “Yeah?”

      “We need to get out of here. The Union won’t be far behind the guys who just left.”

      The implication hurt. I didn’t want to leave my mom in the eye of the storm, but she wouldn’t go with me, and Ryker wouldn’t stay. My line of sight shifted from the soft-brown eyes that held my heart to the closed door behind him that concealed the only person I’d ever loved.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted.

      He swallowed hard, holding firm against the doorway. “Nothing you can do but get out. If your mom wants help, she’ll have to ask for it. Right now, she doesn’t want it.”

      That belief hit harder than the man I’d tried to fight off. My mother had chosen to be under the thumb of the very gang she’d spent my entire life warning me away from. She’d fallen victim to the lure of the promised lifestyle bangers promoted. She’d lost herself in substances that would never provide her with the love she so desperately wanted and needed. Tabitha Wilson was a shell of the mother I’d grown up loving. And for that, I had to let her go. “I know.”

      Ryker stepped up to me and lifted my chin with his fingers. “You’ve done all you can do, Nikki. I left my number on the counter. She has resources if she wants to use them, but right now, my concern is you. Being here is not safe.” He bent down and sweetly touched his lips to mine. He didn’t try to deepen the kiss or take advantage of the fact that I was essentially half naked. “I’m going to take these down to the SUV. Change your shirt and let’s get out of here.”

      I nodded, but before he could go, I grabbed his hand. I must have looked like an idiot standing there with my boobs exposed for the world to see. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      With one last quick peck, he murmured against my lips, “Always.” Then he patted my ass and walked out.

      There wasn’t much to take, and I’d loaded up my clothes in a few short minutes after putting on a bra and sweater. Ryker didn’t need the amount of time he’d taken to put my bags in the car, and I assumed he’d given me a couple minutes to deal with Ma.

      I wrapped my knuckles on her door. She didn’t answer, not that I expected her to. “Ma, I’m leaving.” I didn’t have a clue what to say or how to say it. My heart ached, knowing I was saying goodbye for what could be the final time. “If you need me, I’ll do anything I can to help. You know how to reach me.” My fingers splayed open on the wood, and I tipped my forehead to the door. No amount of prayers or wishing would bring her out. She’d have to hit rock bottom on her own. “Love you.”

      Nothing came from the other side. I adjusted the strap on my shoulder and found Ryker standing just outside the apartment in the breezeway when I locked the door. He took my bag and my hand to walk me down the stairs. Ryker didn’t speak or try to comfort me with anything other than his thumb moving across the top of my hand. Now that the imminent danger had passed, I could only imagine just how angry he was. Speaking would only bring out that conversation, and we weren’t in a place to be open about the events of the evening. I also wasn’t in a hurry to have him tell me he was right.

      He clicked the alarm on the SUV and then opened the back door, putting the last of my things in the back seat with the others he’d already brought down. His bike was parked next to us, and I dreaded the idea of driving to his place alone. I stepped aside when he opened the driver’s door, and when he offered his hand to help me behind the wheel, I took it willingly.

      I closed my eyes when he pressed his lips to my temple, but when I opened them, I saw the wrath I’d face when we got back to his apartment.

      “Don’t stop on the way.”

      When I nodded, he closed me inside the vehicle. I turned the key in the ignition and waited for him to mount his bike. There was no question I’d be leading the way back as I was sure he wouldn’t trust me to do as I was told after all that had happened today. I deserved that, even though it stung.

      Ryker threw his leg over the seat and pulled the strap on his helmet to tighten it. Just before he put on his glasses, he tossed me a bone. His lip turned up in the smile he rarely shared, and he winked. My heart swelled at the thought that maybe, just maybe, I hadn’t ruined everything.
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      I needed more than a ten-minute ride to clear my head. Leaving the Warehouse, I hadn’t been able to shake Jesse’s words or what I’d implied in claiming Nikki. It was more than just getting her out of the current situation. I never wanted her in danger again. I didn’t even want the stench of the Union to rub off on her, and the only way I could ensure that was by having her at my side.

      But I’d stayed clear of relationships with women my entire life. Not because I batted for the other team—hell no. If the day ever came where one won me over, the game of life in Dacon ended. I had too many connections to the Silvanos, and any female in my life would be tethered by those ties as well. It was a greater burden than a help. Yet from the moment I’d laid eyes on her, I couldn’t shake the need to protect her. She’d fought it. Hell, she was still fighting that shit until I had shown  up at her apartment tonight.

      If I’d had to give an account of what took place once I had knocked on the door and beyond me seeing that fucker with his hands on her or her clothes hanging from her body, I couldn’t have done it. The various shades of red that colored my vision and darkened my mind were all I could recall. The pain of beating the shit out of the guy radiated through my knuckles and hands as physical reminders, but I hadn’t felt an ounce of it while it happened. Besides that, my only thought had been protecting what was mine…at any cost. And whether Nikki was ready to admit it or not, she was just that. I’d claimed her to get her out of the shit with U21, but in the back of my mind, I’d wanted her, too. She was my Camilla. But I’d never do the sleazy shit Jesse thought was acceptable in any relationship I entered into and certainly not with a ring on my finger.

      Now, with the wind beating me to a pulp behind the handlebars and the cold stinging my fingers, I didn’t have a clue what I’d say once I had her safe in my home. She was young—too young—and a bit immature. The only proposition I had for her was likely more than she’d care to commit to. But I didn’t have any other options. All I had to offer Nikki was myself, and from the outside, that didn’t appear to be all that great of a prize. Yet, the one person who she should have been able to count on, regardless of what happened in her life, had just flaked out on her.

      My head pounded with all that weighed on my mind, my fists hurt, and my heart would be a tattered mess if she left me. She hadn’t wanted any of this. She had begged me to let her deal with it on her own, and I couldn’t imagine letting go. Although, I didn’t want her to stay simply because she had no options, either.

      My stomach growled with a reminder that I hadn’t eaten since lunch, and the very thing I’d wanted to avoid after work now stared me in the face once I got home. I couldn’t call Nikki from the bike to have her pull over, and I was afraid I’d freak her out by flashing my lights at her after the night she’d had. I wasn’t going back out for dinner once I got home. Irritation won out over my budding romance with the diamond in front of me. It didn’t matter how much she sparkled, I couldn’t think much less talk until I fed the beast inside me.

      After parking, I grabbed her bags from the back seat while she slid out of the front. In a less than gentlemanly fashion, I’d made it to the apartment by the time she’d closed the SUV door. I’d started to irritate myself with all the huffing and blowing I did. No one was around to hear it. The door banged against the wall when I pushed it open with my foot. Nikki had gotten the message that I was in a foul mood. She trailed inside behind me but didn’t follow me into the bedroom when I tossed her bags onto the floor by the bed. It wasn’t until I returned to the kitchen and started washing my hands that she finally spoke.

      “Ryker…” My name on her lips nearly had me undone.

      I dried my hands on a dish towel and glanced up. “Babe, don’t do that.” I shook my head, afraid if I spoke it would only serve to make the situation worse.

      Her eyes had pooled with tears, and the blue of her irises reflected into them like the ocean. It wrecked me, and she knew it. “Please don’t be mad.” In a daring attempt to further her apology, she rounded the corner in the kitchen and ducked under my arm.

      Nikki managed to wedge herself into the six inches of space between me and the sink, and with my hands planted firmly on the counter, I caged her in. “I’m sorry.” Her lashes met, and the pools turned into streams that cascaded down her cheeks.

      Every fiber of my being wanted to be mad—not to get off on it or show my control over Nikki, but to illustrate the seriousness of the choices she’d made today. From the moment she had left the apartment without so much as a courtesy call, her decision had had a ripple effect that touched more people than just her. I didn’t give a shit about the assholes in her apartment or her mom, but I did care about the two of us. Picturing that man’s hands on her blinded me with rage. The very notion of what could have happened, of how far out of control the situation could have gotten had I not shown up at precisely that moment—it gutted me. My stomach churned, thinking about Nikki’s choices being stolen from her.

      “Do you have any idea how close I was to not being there in time?” I shook my head to ward off the notion.

      She moistened her lips with her tongue and then pulled her lip between her teeth to chew on it. Her eyes were wide and frightened as she searched my face.

      Maybe if I understood her thought process, then I could work backward into an explanation that eased my mind. “Babe, what were you thinking?” I pleaded for an answer.

      Nikki dropped her gaze to something I couldn’t see standing this close to her, but I didn’t want to back up. She was flush against me with no wiggle room, and the heat from her body soothed my physical aches of the day away. “I was mad.”

      I didn’t attempt to stop the chuckle that floated over her head. I knew she wasn’t done, but she’d paused long enough that anyone else might have believed that to be her explanation. There was more coming, and I shouldn’t have laughed. I kissed the top of her head and rested my chin there. “I’m sorry. Go on.”

      “The gang controls everything about this area. You know that. I might not be as old as you are, but we had the same mission. Get out of Dacon without becoming affiliated with the Union. Whether you’re an inducted member or not, you’re friends with the Silvanos. That connection scares me.” She let out an exaggerated sigh, and her shoulders sank. “There was no doubt you’d come when Jesse called. I wanted you there. But as soon as you told them we were together, part of me was elated, and part of me died. All I could think about was a life connected to this kind of shit. I panicked.” Nikki shrugged and finally made eye contact again. “I have a bad habit of blowing my top and going off half-cocked.”

      “I can see that.” I tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. I loved the innocence that washed over her expression every time I did it as if she’d never been cared for tenderly and wanted to stay in the moment for eternity. “We both know that’s not safe around here.”

      “Ryker, I keep my head down. When I get ticked, I stomp around my apartment or load too many dishes into the industrial washer at the restaurant. My outbursts are never public, and even if they were, they’d never grab anyone’s attention. I’m a nobody. A Wallflower. Until my mom got involved with Jesse’s crew, I didn’t even register on anyone’s radar.”

      I cupped her jaw and kissed her forehead. “You’ve never been a nobody, and unless you’ve surrounded yourself with people who are blind, it isn’t possible for you to go unnoticed. You may not have noticed anyone noticing you, but babe, everyone sees you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “My point is that no one ever bothered me, and if I screwed up, it was on me. My actions never had any repercussions for anyone else. I’ve kept to myself, been a loner, just to be able to escape this place without any ties. Relationships are like anchors in most people’s lives, but in mine, they’re dead weight that will cause me to sink and, eventually, drown.”

      Every sentiment she uttered rang true in my own life, only I hadn’t been smart enough to keep everyone at bay. My tie to Chase ended up completely derailing me, and I’d never been able to get back on track. However, I still wanted the same things Nikki did.

      “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful for what you did, Ryker. It just meant more to me than it did to you.” She’d managed to get my attention with that statement.

      “How so?” This time, I pulled back, making certain she could see the dismay in my expression.

      Nikki swallowed and took her time before saying anything else. “You’re safe here. The Silvanos will always have your back. But now that I’m on their radar, if I do anything to you, or you discard me…it won’t be so easy for me to recover.”

      I couldn’t tell what exactly she meant by that. The only thing I knew with any certainty was that I was hungry and tired, and I had to be at work in the morning. This wasn’t the time to have this conversation, especially when I couldn’t offer her anything more than my hand. Hell, I didn’t even have a couch for her to sit on or a TV to watch. I wasn’t some sought-after prize. I was a convicted felon covered in tattoos and piercings—not exactly the guy you want to take home to Mom.

      “You don’t have anything to worry about, Nikki.” For tonight, she would just have to trust me on that.

      She chewed on her lip and stared at me as if she were waiting for an explanation for my belief.

      “We can talk tomorrow, but I need food and sleep.”

      “Okay.”

      Nikki hopped up onto the counter and watched in silence while I made us both salads. It wasn’t what I wanted, but I didn’t have the energy for an elaborate meal, and Nikki didn’t complain. Once I had them both dressed, I handed her two plates and grabbed a seat on the counter next to her, taking mine so she could eat.

      I shoveled a forkful of spinach into my mouth and talked around it. “I guess I could use some furniture, huh?” I glanced around at the empty space. It had never bothered me before Nikki arrived. Now it didn’t seem like a home, just a box I slept in. And she deserved more. Better.

      “You’re a bit of a minimalist.” Her eyes sparkled when she smiled, but there was no judgment there. If the lack of things in my apartment bothered her, she didn’t say anything. “It suits you.”

      That probably wasn’t a compliment, but I took it as one. Maybe next weekend I could convince her to go with me to pick out a few things…if I could convince her to stay.

      Throughout our meal, Nikki hadn’t felt the need for idle chatter. I loved that she didn’t talk to fill a void and only spoke when she actually had something to say. It was one of my biggest pet peeves with people in general, but women specifically—they’d talk when silence would do better. I’d never liked the sound of my own voice enough to want to hear it drone on with no purpose.

      She slid off the counter once she’d taken her last bite, rinsed her plate, and then stuck it in the dishwasher. I followed, repeating the same steps. Standing so close to her, I could smell my shampoo in her hair and the fresh scent of my soap on her skin. Her eyelids were heavy, as were my own. We stared at each other for what would have been an awkward moment with anyone else. With Nikki, that heated exchange was more potent than an hour’s worth of conversation. The intensity I’d seen that first night on stage at Swank hadn’t dissipated, although the rage and the anger no longer pilfered through. In her own way, she expressed contentment.

      Nikki turned toward the bedroom. Her hips swayed with sex appeal and grace—an odd combination—that left me entranced. It was a methodical gait that ratcheted up my ever-growing desire with each step she took. Although, after tonight, I worried that any sexual advance wouldn’t be welcomed. I could not, however, stop myself from catching up to her in the hall, wrapping my arms around her shoulders, and walking to the bedroom with my body pressed to hers. She didn’t flinch or even hesitate. Nikki put her hands on my forearms and kept moving as if we’d done this a thousand times. I could only hope there would be nine hundred and ninety-nine more times to add to this memory. If there were, that would mean she’d taken my bait and never bailed. But that was a lot to expect from a nineteen-year-old.

      I let her go so she could rifle through her clothes to find what she looked for, and I stepped into my closet to change. I had to maintain my self-control once I stepped out. She’d put on the shortest sleep shorts and a barely there tank top. The shorts highlighted the crease beneath her ass while the tank top accentuated her pebbled nipples and hinted at the fullness of her breasts from the side.

      “What?” The lost look in her eyes was sweet.

      I hadn’t meant to groan out loud, but I figured it was better than pitching a tent and Nikki worrying over whether or not I planned to mal her in bed after the asshole in her apartment dared to touch her. I’d offer whatever comfort she needed, although I was fairly certain she wouldn’t find solace in my dick balls-deep in her pussy. I groaned again and closed my eyes to calm myself down. If that didn’t work, I’d have to resort to a cold shower.

      “Why do you keep making that noise?”

      My eyes popped open to find Nikki with her hand on her hip, head cocked to the side, and an eyebrow quirked. God, she had it all wrong. Prepared to be offended, she waited for me to answer.

      I crossed my arms over my bare chest and spread my legs to solidify my stance in front of her. I licked my lips and grazed her entire body—from head to toe—with my appraisal. “Outfits like that are sinful, and you should be ashamed.” My tone kept my meaning from being misconstrued.

      She looked down and then glanced over her shoulder, turning in a circle to make sure I got the full view. Just as her back faced me, she arched her spine, tilting her ass in the air. Nikki finished her circle and winked at me. Then, when she got to the edge of the bed, she leaned over with an exaggeration in her bend, not only fully exposing that crease under her ass, but the pink lace panties underneath peeked out as well.

      I popped her butt playfully, causing her to yelp, just as I launched myself across the mattress onto my side of the bed. My side. That thought gave me pause. That would imply there was a his and her side. Yet in spite of the implications of commitment, that notion didn’t freak me out. And watching Nikki climb under the blankets next to me didn’t send me into a panic. I lost myself for a minute in the thought of getting to see her make that same move every night.

      By the time she’d gotten comfortable, I realized neither of us had turned off the overhead light. I tossed the blankets back and threw my feet on the floor.

      “Where are you going?” She sat straight up, fear lining her wrinkled brow.

      I pointed up. “To turn off the light.”

      Her chest rose with more exaggeration than it had earlier, and it was more noticeable once she’d lain back down…even in the dark. No sooner had I gotten back in bed than she’d wrapped her leg over mine and draped her arm across my chest. Her head was nestled into the crook of my neck. I seized the opportunity to pull her closer, securing her to my side with a hand on her hip. In no time, her breathing evened out, and she’d drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The buzz of my alarm continued in my dream until I realized I wasn’t asleep. I just didn’t want to get up. I’d slept like the dead for what little time I’d actually logged. I silenced my alarm and peered down my nose at the dead weight settled on my chest. Neither Nikki nor I had moved all night. Her hair flowed over my arm and spilled onto the mattress, and her tank top had ridden up, exposing the skin on her waist.

      I wished I had the time to stop and explore all the milky flesh that taunted me, but as it was, I would be late if I didn’t get going. I managed to slide my body out from under the goddess in my bed without waking her. Even with dark hair, she looked like an angel as peacefully as she slept. The urge to touch her, to make sure she wasn’t a figment of my imagination, was strong, so I settled for a kiss to her forehead. She rolled to her back, and I felt like a pervert watching her tits move with her. The swell spilled out the sides, and at the hint of a nipple, I adjusted the morning wood in my shorts and forced myself to leave the room.

      I hadn’t bothered with a shower last night, but there was no way I’d make it through today without one. While I stood under the spray, I made myself late rubbing one out to the dirty fantasies I had of things I wanted to do to the woman in my bed. I skipped breakfast to enjoy the relaxing after effects of a self-fulfilled orgasm. By the time I was ready to leave, I checked on Nikki one last time.

      She slept peacefully in my room. I covered her with a blanket, kissed her lips with the gentlest of pecks to keep from rousing her, and whispered goodbye. I left a note on the counter to tell her what time I’d be home, along with the keys to the SUV in case she wanted to go anywhere. I stopped before putting a heart next to my name, and nearly slapped myself when I considered an X and O instead. I was turning into a pussy faster than I recognized what was happening. This girl not only had me twisted like a pretzel, but she had my senses tied in knots and me wanting to do shit I’d never done…not even in middle school. In the end, I opted for just my name and a request for her to call or text me if she left the apartment.

      I didn’t hear from her all day, but I didn’t call her, either. She didn’t need to feel like she had a keeper or someone to answer to. Nikki had done an okay job of taking care of herself, up until her mom decided to get stupid. I had to have a little faith that she’d keep doing that. The truth was, I had no doubt that she’d take care of herself; in fact, as the day drew on, that was exactly what I worried about. Nikki was resourceful. She didn’t need me to be her saving grace, and she sure as fuck didn’t need a knight in shining armor. Her silence didn’t necessarily mean anything, even though it could mean everything.

      “What’s got your face all pinched up like a puckered asshole?” Chase Silvano had a way with words.

      I hit my head on the hood of the truck I worked on at the sound of the prick’s voice. “Oh, so you do remember how to get in touch with me?” There was nothing jovial in my tone.

      “Don’t give me shit about this little twat you’re chasing. You know how things go. Family first.” He pulled on the retractable hose that hung overhead, and I slapped his arm to get him to leave the damn thing alone.

      I wiped my hands on an oily rag, wondering why I’d bothered. “Yeah, silly me. I thought we were family. You know, based on the time I did in the pen for your family?”

      Chase had the worst case of ADD of anyone I’d ever seen. Even as an adult, he’d never outgrown the need to touch everything and fidget constantly, but his inability to focus on damn near anything drove me insane. “You picked a girl over an alliance, Ryker. What did you expect me to do?” He twirled a ratchet between his fingers.

      I grabbed my tool and slammed it on my bench. “I don’t know. How about the courtesy of a phone call or a text that echoed that sentiment? You know, just a heads-up. Or hell, you could have told me it wasn’t your problem and asked if I wanted to get a beer.” I snatched the socket wrench he spun in circles like a child and threw it into a pile of tools I hadn’t put away.

      The clamor got his attention, and he held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. What’s got you so upset anyhow? You’ve never given a shit about a pussy, and you sure as fuck haven’t attached a name or a claim to one.”

      He was right. I hadn’t. My expectation for him to understand that—since I hadn’t ever done it and did it now—ought to illustrate the importance of this particular female. Then I remembered who I was talking to. Chase had cheated on his wife the night before they got married. “Just forget it.” I didn’t have the energy to discuss any of this with my best friend.

      Chase leaned against my tool chest. I sensed him following me around my bay, although he never moved. “Man, you need to get yourself right before she gets you hurt.”

      That one comment had me seeing red. I hadn’t intended to blow off steam or scrape off my best friend, but I was done. “You’re right.” I sucked on my teeth, contemplating what I needed to say before I let a word that I couldn’t take back slip past my lips. I tossed the rag onto my toolbox and rested my hands on my hips. “But it’s not her that I’m worried about. It’s my association with the Union that puts Nikki and me in jeopardy every day.”

      He laughed, and his face crumpled in confusion. “You’re not a member.”

      “Nope, but I’ve sure as hell paid the same price without any of the benefits.”

      Chase stood, straightening his spine. His eyes were wide with my implication. “What are you trying to say, Ryker?”

      “There hasn’t been a day that’s gone by that I let you flail—”

      He shook his head. “I told you; that’s family. It doesn’t have anything to do with you and me.”

      “And I’ve always treated you like family. When it mattered, when it was time for you to stand strong, you fucking caved, man. I don’t have a need for that shit in my life.”

      “You’re gonna end a lifelong friendship over a girl?”

      That was just it. I wasn’t ending it over Nikki. I ended it because it didn’t exist in the manner I needed it to. I’d sacrificed, and he’d taken. There was no give and take. Just like everything the Union did—they received. “Nah, man. It’s not over her. It was your decision to cop out like a pussy. That’s on you, not my girl.” It rolled off my tongue like I’d been saying it for years…my girl.

      Chase tipped his chin and pursed his lips. He drew in his brow, wrinkling his forehead. “Give me a call when you get your shit straight. You need to take out the trash before you end up in a dumpster with it.”

      I folded my arms over my chest and waited for him to leave. There was no point in responding to his threat. Friends or not, the Union wouldn’t touch me unless I did something to warrant it. Chase knew it, and so did I.

      There should have been a hole or a weight, an emptiness that accompanied his departure, yet somehow, I was lighter than I had been in years.
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      I jumped up and down, fanning the dish towel as close to the smoke detector as I could. What had started off as a sweet gesture had quickly morphed into a kitchen nightmare. At this point, I prayed the shrill beep stopped before the fire department arrived. I’d opened the door and continued to try to get the acrid-smoke smell to dissipate, but thus far, I hadn’t been successful. A thick fog hovered in the air, and I coughed with every other breath I took. With no furniture to speak of, coupled with my height deficiency, it was difficult to get near the contraption on the ceiling to get it to shut up.

      “Nikki!” Ryker’s voice erupted into the frenzy just as the front door slammed shut behind him. “What the hell?” The anger on his face shattered the final shred of composure I’d held onto. His pinched brows and cerise cheeks spoke volumes that I didn’t want to hear.

      My shoulders slumped as tears dripped from my chin. “I can’t—”

      “Babe, why does it smell like burnt ass in here? Where did all the smoke come from?”

      Ryker moved the recliner under the smoke detector, climbed into the seat, and then popped the battery out. When he hopped down, he took the towel from my hand and tossed it onto the counter. I covered my face with my palms, and my shoulders shook as I cried. Words didn’t come with the hiccups. When Ryker’s laugh swelled around me, I dropped my hands to stare at him. He had no idea what I’d been through tonight, trying to do something special for him, something to apologize for yesterday, something to tell him I didn’t always think of myself.

      He continued to smile, grabbed my shoulder, and slid an arm around me. When he pulled me to his chest, he chuckled again. “Don’t cry.” And he soothed my disappointment by rubbing my back and tracing my spine. “Tell me what happened.”

      I pulled away enough to look into his eyes. “I tried to make you dinner. I swear, I don’t normally burn anything. I got distracted.” It was hard to believe since there was literally nothing in the apartment to divert my attention, not even a shiny penny. “And somehow, the bread ignited into flames in the oven.” I spoke fast and knew I rambled, but the humor that danced in his irises kept me going. I’d take that over irritation any day. “I put out the fire, but I can’t get rid of the smoke, and I couldn’t reach the damn detector to turn it off. An emergency response unit showing up would be the icing on the cake…”

      “You didn’t try to make a cake too, did you?”

      I swatted at his chest and furrowed my brow. “That’s not funny. I’m not a bad cook.” I really wasn’t. I might not be as talented as Ryker, but I’d managed not to starve over the last few years.

      “The cloud in the apartment begs to differ.” His laughter warmed my heart, even if it was at my expense. Ryker rarely cracked a smile, but when he did, it lit up a room…even through a dense haze of burnt garlic bread that stung my eyes.

      With the horrid beeping now stopped, I stepped away from Ryker and went to the front door where I used it as a giant fan to try to air out the apartment. “I wanted to do something nice for you.”

      “After the day I’ve had, I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect ending. I needed the laugh.”

      I probably should have taken offense to that, but instead, I smirked and gave him the bird. I was more concerned about what had made his day so bad that coming home to an apartment nearly set on fire was more appealing. “Did something happen at work?” I gave up on getting the smoke out. The temperatures outside were below freezing, and now, so was the living room.

      Ryker proceeded to the kitchen and turned off the stove where I had spaghetti sauce simmering. I’d trapped the bread in the oven before he’d arrived—the evidence now smoldered behind closed glass—and I’d never started the water for the noodles. There was only so much I could take. I could laugh at the yeast blaze, but my feelings were hurt that he wasn’t even willing to try what I’d made for him. I didn’t care that smoked spaghetti didn’t appeal to anyone, regardless of the fact that it was only the bread that had been decimated. I fought the tears that welled in my eyes and swatted at those that fell, hoping to catch them before he turned around, but he caught me.

      “Why are you crying?” He came back around the counter and took my cheeks in his hands. When he tilted my face up, I closed my eyes. “Look at me, Nikki.” His tone didn’t leave room for discussion or refusal, so I did as he instructed. “Talk to me.”

      I took several deep breaths, my chest expanding and contracting with each one. This wasn’t how I’d planned to have this conversation, but sometimes, things didn’t work out the way we wanted them to. “I just wanted to apologize for yesterday.” I shrugged, trying to make light of my regret and my attempt at atonement. It was a big deal regardless of whether I pretended it wasn’t.

      His smile turned into a shit-eating grin as if he were waiting for this confession, and I rolled my eyes. Ryker grabbed my hand and led me toward the bedroom.

      “Keep talking. Hearing a woman admit she is wrong is like seeing a unicorn. I don’t want to miss a word, but I need to get out of these filthy clothes.”

      Personally, I loved the look of a man in a uniform. I’d recently developed an affinity for the smell of motor oil or whatever it was that had seeped into the fibers of his shirt while he was at the shop. One whiff and I was a goner. I’d lost my train of thought and didn’t care to get it back on track. Being derailed by a half-naked Ryker was far more interesting than confessing my own wrongdoings. If this were the reward I got every time I did something he told me not to, I’d likely become disobedient just for the hell of it.

      “Whatever you’re scheming, stop.”

      I’d become mesmerized by the sight of his bare chest and the ripples of his stomach. “Huh?” I met his eyes with a confused stare and cocked my head.

      “It’s written all over your face. I don’t know what you’re thinking, but that sly grin can’t be good for me.”

      I wasn’t sure how he did that, read my mind. He might not have latched on to my exact thought, but he certainly recognized the mischief brewing. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I fought against the upward tilt of my lips, but in the end, he got a full-blown smile—teeth and all.

      He shook his head. “Exactly.”

      Then, right before my very eyes, he dropped his pants and boxers and stood before me completely naked. My mouth watered, and my heart raced. I shouldn’t want him, not after what I’d been through last night, but damn, I was desperate to be caught in his web. No matter how hard I tried to drag my eyes from his skin, I couldn’t let go.

      Ryker snapped his fingers to get my attention. “Nikki…”

      “Huh? Yeah.” That was hardly a recovery to be proud of. “What’s up?” At this point, I would look like a moron regardless of the turn this conversation took.

      He didn’t bother to reach into the drawer to grab clean clothes. Instead, he sauntered toward me. As much as I wanted to meet his eyes, to get lost in their hypnotic gaze, I couldn’t stop staring at the package between his legs. And the longer I looked, the bigger and harder and more erect it got…until it lay flush with his stomach, and he was close enough for me to feel the warmth of his breath. His fingers met my chin and lifted it. Reluctantly, I tore my stare from his sex.

      “You were apologizing?”

      I’d forgotten that was what I’d intended to do. Sometimes words were overrated, and actions spoke more clearly. I rose to my tiptoes and placed my hands on his shoulders. Ryker didn’t back away when I leaned in to taste his lips. They were a tad salty from the day, but the moment his tongue entered my mouth, I barely remembered my name, much less the apology he waited on.

      I broke the kiss long enough to interject a thought. “I’m sorry I ran off.” I delved back into the passion of his mouth. The deeper the exchange got, the more heated and wet my core became until it pulsed with need and desire and lust.

      When Ryker backed away, I expected him to initiate more, and I panted with longing. “Which time?” he murmured and ran his hands over my jeans to cup my ass and press my front against his rigid length.

      I’d confess to whatever it took in order to get my clothes off and get underneath him—or on top of him; I wasn’t picky. “Both.”

      He nibbled at the skin under my ear, and his teeth tugged just enough to send a shiver down my spine. “The thought of you in danger flips me the fuck out.” There was something about the way he emphasized the word fuck that had me coming unraveled. “I can’t handle that shit, Nikki.” Ryker kept talking as he worked his way down my neck and to my shoulder. “If anyone ever hurt you, I’d go to prison for life because I’d kill a motherfucker without thinking twice.”

      Coming from any other man, I wouldn’t have believed them capable. Coming from Ryker, that level of security scared the shit out of me and turned me on at the same time. Logically, I should be repulsed by the notion, but emotionally, I swooned. It was the bad boy that every girl was drawn to, and I had just proven I wasn’t immune to the intrigue.

      “I won’t do it again,” I promised through a breathy moan, hoping to shut down the conversation. My fingers clawed at his sides in an attempt to get him to shut up and act. A sigh escaped my lips when he finally clutched the hem of my shirt and lifted it over my head. My cheeks flushed as he unbuttoned my jeans and worked them and my panties down my hips for me to step out of.

      And when he lifted me by my ass, I wrapped my legs around his waist, believing I’d managed to get out of yesterday’s actions with a few measly words. Ryker brought his lips to mine again, silencing any further attempt at a discussion. I didn’t know where he planned to take me when we started moving, and I didn’t open my eyes to find out. I was perfectly content to be naked in his arms and to let him work out the rest. The sooner he impaled me and let me ride out my regret, the better off we’d both be.

      But when he laid us down on the bed, he hovered over me and stalled. I cracked an eye suspiciously to find him peering down, almost studying my face. The exchange I’d hoped to avoid clearly lingered on his lips, and now he had me in a position where I couldn’t escape even if I’d wanted to. I gave up the ghost, opened my eyes, and dropped my shoulders onto the mattress with a huff.

      “What?” I asked.

      His eyes roamed my face, and the honey spread in his irises as if it were absorbing a part of me that he couldn’t physically touch. Ryker’s thumb brushed a lock of my hair from my cheek while he continued to take me in. “I don’t have much to offer you.”

      It was the first time I’d ever witnessed any insecurity or even a chink in his armor. I didn’t understand where it had come from or where he planned to go with it. “I didn’t ask for anything.” My tone was soft and as sweet as I was capable of.

      “But I want to give you everything.” His lids closed as if he were ashamed of that admission and he was preparing himself to be shot down. “I’m a simple man with even simpler needs, but I want to protect you at all costs. I want to come home to burned bread and smoke detectors blaring. I want to go to sleep next to you every night and wake up with you draped over my chest and hogging the bed every morning. The highs, the lows…I want you to share them with me.”

      It was Ryker’s lips that moved and his voice I heard, yet somehow, I had a hard time believing the words. We hadn’t known each other long, and what little time we’d spent together had been under duress. I thought the person being held captive was the one who might suffer from Stockholm syndrome, but unless I was dreaming, Ryker had just all but told me he loved me. Shocked by his confession, and unsure of whether I’d heard him correctly, my mouth parted, and silence came out.

      He reopened his eyes, and all I could see was disappointment. “That was a lot to unload on you.” He took a deep breath through his nose. “I just don’t want you to leave.”

      “Ever?” My shock was elation, not disgust, but my brain wouldn’t catch up to actually say more than one word or reassure him that I felt for him as deeply as he’d just confessed he did for me.

      He turned his head back and forth in response. “When I claimed you to Jesse, it was to protect you. But even after, when I had time to really consider the implication, it just felt right. It’s crazy, and we barely know each other, but I’m just asking you to give me a chance.”

      “Okay.” My verbal skills were astounding. All I could do was breathe heavily, nod, and utter one-word statements. I had yet to be able to string a complete sentence together.

      He shifted his weight between my thighs, and suddenly, all I could smell was my arousal. My cheeks heated with embarrassment, but Ryker apparently hadn’t noticed the scent or my blush.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      I squirmed under him and spread my thighs to allow for him to settle more comfortably. His shaft lay flush between my wet lips. All it would take to have him inside me was a slight dip of my hips, but it didn’t appear as though we were done with this conversation. “Yes.” I leaned my face toward his to peck his lips. “I can’t predict the future, and I have no idea how any of this happened or why you’d even want me, but—”

      His mouth crashed into mine, passionately seeking comfort and assurance. Our tongues danced, and when I arched my spine, Ryker slipped inside, pushing deeper until there wasn’t anywhere else to go. We were together, as one, and I’d never felt so complete.

      There, Ryker used his body to convince me that the words he’d spoken had been in truth. Our souls touched. Our spirits bonded. And I’d fallen into the safety and security of a man who appeared more dangerous than explosives but had the heart of a warrior.
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        * * *

      

      Basking in the afterglow of two mind-blowing orgasms, my stomach growled. It had gotten late, and the two of us had skipped eating in favor of savoring each other. Somehow, even the lingering smell of burned garlic bread tempted me out of bed. I rolled over onto my side to face the man who’d just rocked my world…twice. “Are you hungry?”

      “Famished.” He pulled me onto his stomach, and if I weren’t careful, he’d have me chasing peak number three.

      I giggled, like a school girl, and my cheeks flushed with heat. “I meant for food.”

      He leaned up to kiss me, grabbing the back of my neck with one hand and my ass with the other. “Trust me, I could dine on you all night long.” The pinch of his nails digging into my skin jerked me into an upright position, right on top of his growing erection.

      “If you’re up for round three after we eat real food, then I’m game, but right now, I’m starving.” I patted his chest and rolled off of him. “I still have to cook the noodles, but I managed to make the sauce without burning it. I promise, it will be good.”

      “Are you going to scrape the ashes off the bread? Maybe add a little butter to keep it from being dry?”

      If I’d still been within striking distance, I would have plucked a pillow off the bed and hit him with it. “Hardy-har-har-har, funny man. I’m not trying to poison you.” I rolled my eyes, snagged a shirt from the floor to put on, and left the room. I exaggerated the swing in my hips, hoping to entice Ryker to follow.

      He did but veered off to the bathroom. Ryker jumped in the shower while I finished dinner, appearing at my side just as I dumped the water out of the pot of noodles. “It actually looks really good. Did you get rid of the evidence of your debacle? Or should I get the fire extinguisher just in case the embers aren’t out when you open the oven?” He kissed my shoulder and then grinned as he retrieved plates from the cabinet.

      I ignored his teasing. I certainly wasn’t the chef Ryker proved to be, but there were a few dishes that I knew would make his mouth water and his stomach rejoice. My spaghetti was one of them. I’d worked at an authentic Italian restaurant for years, and I’d managed to pick up a few things here and there. As we stood at the bar, I took note of his expression when he wound the spaghetti around the fork and then took the first bite.

      “Not bad.”

      Not bad, my ass. It was fantastic, and I could tell by the way he shoveled it into his mouth, he thought so, too. The conversation lulled, and for the first time in as long as I could remember, I longed to fill the silence. I licked my lips and set down my fork. “What happened at work today?” We’d gotten sidetracked, and I’d never gotten an answer to that question.

      He swallowed, and the ink on his neck swayed with the movement of his Adam’s apple. Jesus Christ, he even made eating sexy. “Chase stopped by the shop.” That didn’t sound so bad; after all, Chase was his best friend.

      “And?”

      His jaw ticced, and the color of his eyes became a brown so dark it was hard to tell where the pupils stopped and irises began. “I’m done with the Union…and the Silvanos.” He held my stare, waiting for a reaction.

      “Chase too?”

      “All of it.”

      I didn’t need to ask why. I already knew the answer, and while I was at the center of the question, Chase had provided Ryker with truth he hadn’t thought he’d see. Even if Ryker weren’t a U21 member, he’d believed the Silvanos thought of him as family. This weekend, they’d proven blood was thicker than prison time served.

      “So where do we go from here?”

      Ryker stopped chewing, and his eyes met mine. They were wide with uncertainty and possibly confusion—or maybe insecurity, I couldn’t really tell. He cleared his throat. “What do you mean?”

      I didn’t want to spell things out for him, but I also wasn’t interested in assuming he wanted one thing when he had something else in mind. I shrugged, trying to keep things casual. “I mean, it’s not safe around here without the Silvanos backing you—not after crossing Jesse, regardless of whether he gave you his blessing—and I don’t think you want me to go back to my apartment—”

      “Not happening…”

      “I’m also fairly certain I lost my job at the restaurant when I didn’t show up for my shift last night and have yet to call my boss. So, I’m basically unemployed and homeless.”

      He shoved another bite into his mouth and spoke around it while he pushed the spaghetti around on the plate with his fork. “You’re not homeless.”

      Technically, I was. “Well, yeah…I am.”

      “Stay here.” He didn’t ask or even suggest. He was simply matter of fact as though there were no room for any other possibility.

      I looked around, taking my time before responding.

      He shook his head, once again knowing one of the thoughts that crossed my mind. “We can get furniture and a television if that’s the issue.”

      “That would be a nice start, but Ryker, do you really want to move in a girl you’ve known for less than two weeks? What if I’m batshit crazy? Or have some insane ex-boyfriend who hunts you down? Or worse, what if I’m a slob?”

      “If you have an ex who wants to go toe to toe, then by all means, tell him to bring it on. Judging by how tight your pussy is every time I stick my dick in it, he wasn’t getting the job done. I’m more than happy to help him understand that you’ve moved on.” Only Ryker would continue to heap food into his mouth while taking jabs at my lack of a sex life. He hadn’t been complaining when I screamed his name or came all over his dick…twice. “And if you’re a slob, I’ll just throw your shit out when I find it on the floor.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “And the batshit crazy?”

      “Crazy I can deal with.” He smirked, but even as fucking hot as that grin was, I wanted to wipe it off his sinfully hot lips.

      “Seriously?”

      His silverware clanked on the plate, and he wiped his mouth with a paper towel. “What did you misunderstand about what I said in there?” He used his thumb to point over his shoulder toward the bedroom.

      “None of that meant you wanted me to move in.” It kind of had, but I needed to hear the words because I was a girl, and girls needed copious amounts of confirmation.

      “I told you I wanted to wake up next to you, go to sleep next to you. How is that going to happen if you live somewhere else?” He had a valid point, but I still needed more.

      It couldn’t, although I wasn’t ready to concede since I hadn’t gotten what I wanted. “I don’t know.”

      Ryker turned toward me, and with his hands on my hips, he angled me to face him. “I know it’s unconventional, and I’m probably out of my mind for suggesting it, but it’s not like my life has followed the straight and narrow. I want you here. Every day. In my bed. In my home.” That was hot as hell and almost had me convinced.

      “And what am I supposed to do about a job? You don’t really live in an area where I can walk to work.” It was a truth I had to face. Regardless of whether I wanted to live with him or not, there were logistics we had to consider.

      He stared into my eyes, and I watched as his pupils dilated, pulsing with each breath he took. “Why do you have to work?”

      I laughed. “Umm, to contribute to the bills? We both want to get out of here someday. If I’m living with you, I’d like to think we’d make that escape together. That will take money.”

      “But is that what you really want to do? If money wasn’t a consideration, would you want to get a job waiting tables in Glendale Heights?”

      “No, of course not, but I don’t have a lot of options, Ryker. I don’t even have a car much less a skill.” The topic soured my stomach.

      He cupped my jaw in his palm, and the heat of his skin pushed away the insecurity I felt admitting my limitations. “If you could do anything, what would it be?”

      I’d never confessed my dreams to anyone. When a girl grows up in Glendale Heights, in Dacon, Illinois, the best she could hope for was to get out of town. Girls like me didn’t dare imagine a life with a white picket fence and two-point-five kids, much less a house in the burbs with a career instead of a dead-end job.

      I inhaled, gathering the courage to admit this while hoping he didn’t make fun of me for envisioning a life that was so far out of reach. “I’ve always wanted to be a teacher.” It was probably the least likely thing he expected to hear. The truth was, finding me on Swank’s stage was much more apropos than in a classroom.

      “Then why don’t you go back to school?”

      I pulled away, not understanding why he didn’t get it. I snatched up my plate from the counter and scraped the food into the sink without answering his question.

      “Nikki?” The hurt in his voice when he said my name made my eyes sting with unshed tears.

      I faced the wall and clenched my teeth.

      “Babe?” His hands snaked around my waist, and he planted his chin on my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “Teaching requires a four-year degree, Ryker. I don’t have a car, even if I got into a community college. I certainly don’t have money to further my education.” My body slumped into his embrace as I acknowledged the life I had been born into.

      There had been a time Ryker had a similar dream, a time when he’d wanted something more than Dacon could offer. Even if I’d had to draw him a picture, he understood the heartache of not being able to make it happen. Those types of resources weren’t available to everyone, despite what the one percent elite tried to postulate.

      “Then let’s figure out how to make it happen,” he whispered into my ear just before he planted a kiss to my temple. “I have money in savings.” He chuckled, and when he moved his head, I caught him looking around. “Clearly, I haven’t spent a lot on décor.”

      I couldn’t stop the giggle that floated through the air. And when I turned toward him, not only did he reward me with a smile on his lips, but it was the first time I’d seen it reach his eyes. It was beautiful. “You want to help me go to school?”

      Ryker took my hand and lifted it to his lips. He might not have intended to kiss my left ring finger, but he did, and I noticed. “I want to give you the world, Nikki. Or at least as much of it as I have to offer.”

      “You hardly know me…” My voice was barely audible, but he’d heard me.

      He tipped his forehead to mine, and the swirls of honey seemed to open up, fully enveloping his irises, changing them from a warm chocolate to a smooth whiskey. “I know I love you.”

      My heart stopped.

      My breath hitched.

      And my knees went weak.

      I didn’t think Ryker Davis had ever told his mom he loved her, much less a girl like me. Ryker was the kind of guy who didn’t need people, and he certainly didn’t get close to them. Loving them seemed out of the realm of possibility.

      My head spun with the gravity of those words, but my soul didn’t need to be convinced. From the moment I’d seen Ryker, there was something unexplainable there. And for once in my life, I decided to let go and be free.

      “I love you, too.”
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      “I’d like to tell you not to be a stranger, but you’re one of the few I doubt I’ll ever see again.” My parole officer had been with me since I’d gotten out of prison years ago, and today was my last meeting.

      “Not gonna happen, man.” I had never been in trouble before that raid with Chase, and I would never be in trouble again. I couldn’t even smell Union 21 anymore they were so far away from my daily life.

      Nikki would have me by the balls if I ever got arrested again, and there was no way in hell I’d ever cross that woman. I’d only thought I was in control when we were younger, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Looking back, claiming a girl who wasn’t mine was the best decision I’d ever made. She’d turned me into a man I was proud to be: her provider, her lover, and her best friend. And sooner rather than later, she was going to add father to that list.

      As I left my PO’s office, I couldn’t help but think of all that would happen in the next couple of days. Nikki would graduate tomorrow, our son was due next week, and tonight, I planned to finally put a ring on her finger.

      I’d known how much she wanted to get married, even though she’d never complained that I hadn’t popped the question. Nikki wasn’t that girl who hinted at shit or beat around the bush. She accepted our relationship the way it was, and she loved me for me. And I had refused to ask her to commit her life to mine when the state still owned my freedom. But that obligation had just ended, and I was now a uninhibited man. No more court-ordered parole, no more monthly meetings, no more mandatory drug tests. I was free to leave the state for the first time in my adult life, and I could take my wife and son with me. Which was exactly what I planned to do.

      It had taken monumental effort to keep Nikki from finding out that I’d purchased a ring. I’d had to work side jobs behind her back during lunch, before and after work, and on the weekends to earn cash to put toward the piece of jewelry. That was hard to do without arousing suspicion—the last thing I cared to do was make my girl believe I was doing something I shouldn’t. I had the final payment in my pocket, and when I pushed through the jewelry store doors, the sales lady who had helped me pick out the ring two years ago, beamed.

      I thought she was as proud of me as I was of myself. Over the years, I’d made payments as often as I could, even if it was only twenty bucks. In the process, Tessa had learned bits and pieces of mine and Nikki’s story until she had put together the entire crazy puzzle. She also knew we had a son on the way, and I had cut this proposal close.

      Tessa clapped quietly and smiled from ear to ear as I approached. “Hey, Ryker.”

      “Hey, Tessa. I bet you’ll be glad to be done with me.” I pulled the money from my pocket and handed it over. “That’s all of it.”

      She waved her hand at me, dismissing my comment. “Nonsense. When’s Nikki due?” she asked as she counted out the bills and entered the payment into the computer system.

      “Next week.”

      Tessa printed out a receipt and handed it to me along with a gift bag containing a little navy-blue box. “She still doesn’t have a clue?” The woman smiled so much I wondered if her cheeks ever hurt or if she used Vaseline to create an effortless grin.

      “If she does, she hasn’t said anything.”

      And Nikki had a mouth, so that was unlikely. If she had any idea, Nikki would pester the shit out of me for details. And if she ever found out just how much I’d spent, she’d flip the fuck out.

      Tessa held out her hand to shake mine. “Good luck, Ryker.” Tessa and I had come a long way since the first time I’d walked into this uppity jewelry store covered in tattoos. She looked like she thought I might rob her when we first met. “Bring her by sometime, so I can meet her and the baby. I know she’ll love the ring.” She winked at me, and I assured her we’d stop by before we moved at the end of the summer.

      With a wave, I turned and left. I didn’t have time for idle chitchat. I’d been waiting to ask this question for far too long, and I wanted to do it now. Before I got on the Harley, I ditched the gift bag and stuffed the velvet box into my pocket. The bulge in my jeans was uncomfortable, although I doubted it had anything to do with its physical size and more to do with its emotional implication. I’d never wanted anything more than I wanted Nikki to carry my last name.

      Riding home, I tried to remember the words I had planned out to say. I wasn’t exactly poetic, and I certainly wasn’t the picture of romantic. Nikki wasn’t into grand gestures, so proposing publicly hadn’t seemed like a good idea, yet now, asking her to be my wife in our tired-ass apartment—now filled with furniture and pictures and all things Nikki—didn’t seem suitable, either. But I didn’t have a backup plan. I hadn’t considered anything other than getting to this point. I’d spent two years making sure I had that ring paid for by the time I got off parole, and that was where my plans had stopped.

      When I pulled into our complex, I slowed down as I took the turns around the other buildings. My pulse raced, and when the SUV came into view, my heart pounded so loudly that I couldn’t hear anything else. The lights were on in the living room, but the blinds were closed. Even though I couldn’t see inside, I kept my eyes trained on that window as I parked and got off the bike.

      I’d no sooner stuck my key into the deadbolt than the door swung open, and a panic-stricken Nikki stood in front of me. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she cradled her stomach…our son.

      “Babe, what’s wrong?” I tossed my helmet on the floor and grabbed my keys from the door while trying to figure out what the hell was going on. “Nikki, talk to me.” Raising my voice didn’t help an already tense situation.

      She doubled over—well, that was relative—and wailed in what I had to assume was pain. The instant I got close enough, she latched onto my forearm, and her nails dug into my skin. I wouldn’t be surprised to find blood when she let me go. Instead of answering, she let out a spine-tingling cry I hoped to never hear again. The sound reached inside me, shredded my soul, and tore at every fiber of my being.

      I grabbed her face, forcing her to make eye contact. The moment I saw the navy blue, I realized it wasn’t fear; it was determination. Nikki was in labor—and pain. “Babe, you have to tell me what to do.”

      She nodded but didn’t let go of her stomach or my arm. Hopefully, the doctor could put in stitches to seal the gaping wounds she had most certainly left behind while delivering our baby safely into the world. If not, I didn’t think I was in danger of bleeding out. I would just have five half-moon shaped scars in the ink to remind us of this moment—my own personal war wound.

      Nikki pointed toward the bedroom. We hadn’t planned a home birth, so I had to assume that meant she needed something.

      “Is your bag in the bedroom?”

      Thankfully, she’d had hers and one for the baby packed for a couple weeks. Otherwise, she’d end up with a pair of my basketball shorts and one of my T-shirts—underwear was unnecessary—and our child would come home in whatever the hospital put him in. I wouldn’t have a clue what the hell to do or pack.

      “Yeah…” Pain mixed with exhaustion resonated through that one word. Nikki released her stomach and grabbed onto the counter, but as I tried to move, she got hysterical. “Where are you going?” Her knuckles had turned white in the grip she maintained to keep her upright.

      “To get the bag.”

      She shook her head adamantly.

      “Do you need to go to the hospital?” I asked, trying to reason with a woman who might have a baby at any moment and wasn’t thinking rationally.

      Her lids narrowed, and her brow furrowed. “Do you want to deliver this baby on that old-ass carpet?” She really wasn’t the devil. She just sounded like it. “If not, then yes, we need to go to the hospital.” Another contraction hit, and again her nails bit at my skin. “Now.”

      I cringed but kept my mouth shut about the pain. I was fairly certain it was nothing in comparison to what she currently experienced. There was no need to go tit for tat. “Then I need to get the bags, so we can leave.”

      I could tell by the expression on Nikki’s face that she was about to bypass banshee and head straight for irrational. If I didn’t make something happen quickly, it wouldn’t be good for either of us. As that contraction subsided, she released her talons from my flesh, and I ran back to the bedroom to grab her stuff. I had no sooner returned than she started to say something and got cut off by another wave of agony.

      “How far apart are the contractions?” I didn’t know shit about childbirth, and I hadn’t listened during most of the classes we’d attended. But I did know, contractions this close together meant we didn’t have much time to get out of here.

      Nikki straightened her spine and stood up. She took a deep breath, and calm washed over her face. Her irises wavered between navy blue and warm grey. If we’d had time between now and the arrival of our first child, I’d haul her ass to the bed and fuck the hell out of her. I wasn’t sure when she was sexiest, but swollen with my kid turned me the hell on. “Couple minutes.”

      “Jesus, Nikki. Why didn’t you call me? Or an ambulance? What if we don’t make it in time? I don’t know how to deliver a baby.” Fear did strange things to people. It made me a bumbling worrywart who apparently liked to bitch more than act.

      She reached for the door. “Can we discuss what I should have done later? Right now, we need to go. This kid isn’t going to wait much longer.”

      Nikki had been right. Graham hadn’t waited much longer to make his appearance. About an hour after we had arrived at the hospital, we finally met the little man we’d been desperate to see for the last nine months—who would control our lives for the next eighteen years—and he was perfect.

      The three of us were huddled in Nikki’s hospital bed. She had tucked herself into my side and nestled Graham into her arms. From where I sat, I had a perfect view of everything I loved yet never expected to have. The only thing that could make it any better was knowing it was permanent. It probably wouldn’t have been ideal for anyone else, and hell, Nikki may hate me for not making more of a production out of it, but either way, I stuck my hand into my pocket.

      She focused on our son, yet I knew the moment she saw the diamond that glittered in the white-gold setting. I heard the gasp seconds before she moved her fingers to her mouth. When she pulled back enough for me to see her eyes, radiant blues and deep greys feathered from her pupils, and tears pooled, threatening to cascade down her cheeks. I hated to see her cry, but this was when she was the most beautiful…when she was vulnerable.

      I licked my lips and tried to say all the things I’d rehearsed in my head a thousand times over the last two years. My mind went blank. I was a simple man, and I always had been. This was no different. She’d loved me when I didn’t have a stitch of furniture, and I hoped like hell she never needed more than the minimalism I offered. “Nikki, I love you. Will you marry me?”

      The tears didn’t stand a chance at refusing to fall. She blinked and nodded and choked on the emotions that overwhelmed her. And then she let me put a ring on her finger.

      Jesse had been right, she was a gem. In a world full of rhinestones, she was a precious jewel. And while I hated to think about her ever having spent a single day on Swank’s stage, Nikki would always be my diamond.

      Nikki missed graduation the following day, but I didn’t think there was a single piece of her that minded. Although, when my parents left the hospital, I couldn’t help but notice she seemed a bit somber. It was possible that she was tired or that the glow of giving birth had started to wane, but I still needed to check.

      “Babe, you okay?” I had just thought pregnancy was sexy. Seeing Nikki holding my son was hands down the hottest thing I’d ever witnessed. I could stare at her with Graham for hours and never tire of it.

      She smiled as she gazed at Graham, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I guess I had thought my mom would stop by.”

      Nikki had tried several times over the last few years to get help for her mom, but Nikki couldn’t force Tabitha into treatment, regardless of the number of carrots she had dangled in front of her. Nikki had believed the birth of our son—her mother’s only grandchild—would get Tabitha to surface, even if it was just briefly. I’d done my best to keep her from getting her hopes up without being blunt, but clearly, a child never wants to stop believing in their parents, not even as adults.

      I didn’t have words to fix her disappointment. All I could do was hold her and let her know that she wasn’t alone, and she never would be. In a little less than three months, Nikki, Graham, and I would be leaving Dacon, Illinois. Nikki had accepted a position teaching kindergarten in Chicago, and I had found a job at a dealership.

      With Nikki at my side and freedom under my belt, we were stronger than ever. And we’d both made our dreams come true. Soon, Glendale Heights would be nothing more than a distant memory in our past, and there would be no more reminders of Union 21. I’d severed my ties with Chase and the Silvanos four years ago.

      I didn’t plan to ever look back.

      
        
        THE END
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