
        
            
                
            
        

    Taking Revenge on Her Bully Series
Book One
 
 
 
 
BULLY PAYBACK
 
 
 
 
Lia Ellison
 
 
Copyright © 2019 Lia Ellison
 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this novel may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the prior permission in writing from the author.
 
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
 
 
For more information about the author, go to: http://liaellison.com
 
 
Never miss a new release! Sign up for Lia's newsletter: newsletter.liaellison.com



Table of Contents

Copyright Page


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Books by Lia Ellison






Chapter 1
I LEANED BACK IN MY seat, my gaze focused on the multiple computer screens in front of me. It wasn’t my job to monitor that everyone in my club was safe, but I still couldn’t help myself. I wanted to have everything under control, and it wasn’t like I had anything better to do anyway. The Hidden Pleasures was my life now. 
If someone had told me a few years ago that I’d end up running an elite underground pleasure club, I would’ve laughed in their face. And yet, here I was. 
I’d had to change my name and move away just to escape the life I could no longer bear. 
The life that had no hope. 
Here at least no one was judging me for my past or knew anything about me, and that was the part that I liked the most. 
Movement on one of the cameras caught my eye, so I reached for the phone that was on the desk. The guy on the screen was clearly drunk and he was advancing toward one of the strippers who was dancing on stage. 
There were all kinds of pleasures—both in private and public rooms—that people could experience in my club, and some came just to watch and have a drink. My security team vetted all the clients before allowing them inside, and the entrance fee was hefty, but still, there was trouble sometimes. 
Just as I picked up the phone to alert my security about the guy, I realized they were already on him.
See Lexi? Nothing for you to do here. They can take care of everything without you.
Maybe I should go out and have some fun. Go for a movie or something. Hell, I hadn’t been on a date in centuries, but I didn’t want to deal with telling the guy I liked that I owned the Hidden Pleasures. 
Even though I didn’t work with clients myself, I was sure it would be hard to find a guy who wouldn’t be jealous, and I didn’t want to leave my club to someone else or sell it. Maybe one day I’d get tired of it all, but not now. 
Not yet. 
A knock on the door made me jump. 
“Come in,” I said, turning around in my chair. 
Wendy poked her blonde head inside, her brown eyes settling on me. I had no idea if that was her real name, but it didn’t matter. She’d been one of the people who’d inspired me to open this place. 
Before starting to work for me, she’d been a prostitute on the streets and she’d almost died when a client who hadn’t wanted to pay attacked her. Here she was safe, just like everyone else who worked for me. 
It didn’t matter where they’d come from or what their reasons for doing this were. All that mattered to me was that they were in good health and here of their own free will. Everything that happened in my club was strictly consensual, and if any clients went overboard, we had more than one panic button in the private rooms where there were no cameras so that the security would know something was up. 
Luckily, we’d only had a situation like that once and the client was forever banned from the club, no matter how much money he’d wanted to throw at me.
“We have a new client. A businessman,” Wendy said with a small smile. “I heard he’s young and hot.”
The corners of my lips quirked up. “Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”
She gave me a nod and closed the door. 
A new client, huh. 
I lifted my gaze to screen that offered a view of the lobby. Since my security team had approved the client, he should be coming in at any moment. I wondered who he was, but I didn’t feel like pulling up his file since I’d have to enter more than one password and scan my fingerprint and retina to get to it. 
My clients’ privacy was of utmost importance. If any of it leaked, it would probably cause a scandal for a lot of people. But my security was very, very good, so I didn’t think that would be a problem.
My guards opened the front door, and a man in a black leather jacket and dark blue pants strolled in. 
And my heart stopped.
I stared at the screen, my pulse spiking up. 
No. It couldn’t be. 
No. It wasn’t him. I was hallucinating. I had to be. It wasn’t possible. 
No. No. No.
My mind was screaming as I zoomed in on his handsome face. Dark brown eyes, short messy dark brown hair. 
His full mouth slightly curved up as he regarded the room around him with curiosity. 
Oh no. 
It was him.
It was Ryker Cavano. One and only.
I’d thought I’d never see him again. I’d thought I’d left that part of my past behind.
My high school bully. The man who’d ruined my life. The reason why I’d had to leave everything behind. 
And now he was here. In my club. 
Shock quickly melted into rage, and I was up on my feet before I knew what I was even going to do. My heart was pounding like crazy, but I stormed down the hallway. I didn’t want him here. I wanted him gone. 
My mind couldn’t even process what I was going to say to him. He was going to find out that this was my club, but so what? I couldn’t stand for him to be here. I couldn’t. 
Gritting my teeth, I raced for the lobby. 
I curled my fingers into fists so that my hands wouldn’t be shaking, and as soon as I had him in sight, I slowed down. The last thing I was going to do was give him the satisfaction of seeing just how much his presence upset me, so I wiped all the emotion off my face. 
I took a deep breath and strode toward him.
When his eyes settled on me, it was as if I’d been scorched with fire. It took all of my willpower to stay calm. His gaze traveled up and down my body. 
“If I’d known the women here were so beautiful, I would’ve come sooner,” he said before I could open my mouth. 
I blinked at him, all of what I’d intended to say flying out of my mind. 
“Here.” He handed me the form that all my clients had to fill in so that my workers would know exactly what they were looking for here. It made things so much easier for everyone.
I grasped the piece of paper as if in a haze. His eyes were still regarding me with appreciation, but...
Wait, he doesn’t know who I am, does he?
I clamped down on the laughter bubbling up at the back of my throat. Sure, my hair was longer now, all the way to the small of my back, and it wasn’t dark brown but black. 
My eyes were still light blue as always. I was wearing tight black pants and a plain black top, but it didn’t look like he minded or had expected something sexier.
Did he really not recognize me? Had he forgotten who I was? Had what he’d done to me meant so little to him? I wanted to punch him in the face over and over again, but then my gaze fell onto the piece of paper I was clutching in my hand. 
“What’s your name?” he asked.
Oh shit. He really didn’t know. 
“Lexi,” I said. 
You used to know me as Avery, but I guess you don’t remember that either. 
I glanced at him. He’d always been handsome, and now, he had to be the hottest man I’d ever seen. Judging by how expensive his suit looked, being an asshole and a criminal had paid off well for him. 
For a moment, I debated what to do as I bit down on my lip. I could just kick him out, or I could use this to my advantage. Besides, one more look at the form that he’d filled in told me that I just might enjoy this too. 
Maybe I could tell him who I really was later. Oh yeah, that sounded way better than just throwing him out. 
A slow smile spread across my lips.
“Come with me,” I said.





Chapter 2
MY LIPS PARTED AS I stared at Ryker hanging from the ceiling by his wrists, his toned, muscular chest exposed. I could do whatever the hell I wanted to him. The sole thought of it thrilled me more than it should. 
But what would be more fun? To take my anger out on him, which would only give me a short-lived pleasure and violate one of my most important rules here, or give him exactly what he’d come here for? 
Watch him enjoy what I did to him? And then reveal to him who I really was? Wouldn’t that be better? Oh yeah. 
Somehow, I liked that plan way better. I focused once again on the form he’d filled in. Too bad he wasn’t fully naked, but what he wanted didn’t require any sexual contact. Actually, he was against it. 
“You forgot to pick a safe word,” I said as I looked up at him. Damn, his pants were so low on his hips that, if he were anyone else, I’d be seriously tempted. 
“I don’t need one.” His eyes met mine. So sure about that, was he? 
“Yes, you do. Pick something.” I kept my gaze on his. 
He still didn’t recognize me. Maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. He’d always only cared about himself. I’d been completely insignificant to him in the great scheme of things. 
“No,” he said. “I’m sure you don’t want to lose your job here, and I know I can take whatever you can dish out.”
So fucking confident. 
I pressed my lips into a forced smile. We’d see about that. I picked up the flogger, tracing my fingers over the leather strands as I circled around him. The rise and fall of his chest as the muscles in his arms strained fascinated me. 
Maybe, just maybe, I could forget who he was. For a moment. Then maybe I wouldn’t feel guilty about the traitorous tingling low in my stomach. I was looking forward to this, and it seemed like it was for all the wrong reasons. 
But I couldn’t let Ryker’s perfect body distract me from who he was. 
I gathered the leather in my hand before letting fly. The sound the leather made against the skin of his back was like thunder in the small space. Ryker tensed, his body swaying slightly, but he didn’t make any noise. 
I brought the flogger down again, harder. My attention was fully on the red stripes that were appearing on his skin. So damn beautiful. His back was now my canvas and I intended to paint it crimson. 
He let out a small gasp after a particularly hard blow, and I gripped the flogger tighter. 
For a moment, I thought that I’d succeed and stop the memories from flooding my mind. But then it all came back like a wave, and one of my memories played out in my mind. 
I’d been walking down the school hallway, keeping my head low so that no one would pay any attention to me, my books clutched to my chest. But then he appeared in front of me, along with a group of his friends who were almost always following him around. 
I didn’t even know what had happened, but suddenly, I was trapped. My back was pressed against the wall, and Ryker was so close to me that my heart was pounding, his hands on each side of me. 
My mind was paralyzed, and I was unable to move. Not that I’d ever escape him if he wanted to catch me. He was on the football team, and I knew exactly how fast and how strong he was. 
“You’d love to suck my cock, wouldn’t you?” he breathed, his lips only inches away from mine. 
His friends burst into laughter. 
I just glared at him. 
“What’s going on here?” a female voice rang out, and Ryker stepped away from me as if nothing had happened at all. “Go to class. All of you.”
The teacher’s gaze flew from them to me, and she shook her head, as if she thought it was all my fault. 
“See you later, babe.” Ryker winked at me before brushing past me, stomping over one of my textbooks that had fallen out of my hands.
When I picked up my book, I swore I’d make him pay one day. Except, that day had never come, and things had only gotten worse. 
Until now.
I was back in the present, the flogger still in my hand. 
Ryker’s fingers curled around the chain that held the cuffs up. When my attention returned to his back, I almost dropped the flogger. 
I’d done something I’d never done before. 
Blood. I’d drawn blood.
And it didn’t make me feel good at all. 
“We’re done here.” I tossed away the flogger and pressed the button to release the chain and cuffs. 
Why the hell hadn’t he stopped me? Why hadn’t he said anything? 
His chest was heaving, but there was a smile on his face. 
He’d enjoyed it. 
All of it.
He rubbed his wrists, then turned his back to me so he could pick up his shirt. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from him. The whole thing was so confusing. I didn’t even know what I was feeling anymore. 
He winced as he pulled on his shirt. Damn, he really liked pain, didn’t he? Why wasn’t he someone else? Anyone else? Then I could admit to myself that, deep down, I was aroused by the whole thing, including making him bleed. 
Sure, I’d dreamed of doing that, but not in this way. Never like this. 
As he turned to face me, I was ready to tell him who I was and watch his face as I said it. Would he be embarrassed? Would he be angry? Would he be this confident and strong if he thought I might tell everyone what he’d come here for and how much he’d loved it?
But before I could say anything, he opened his wallet and pulled out some cash, offering it to me. “I’ll be seeing you again.” 
I was about to tell him that he wouldn’t, but then an idea came to my mind. Beating the shit out of him might be mildly satisfying, but it would never get close to the payback he deserved for what he’d done to me. 
If I really wanted to make him pay, I had to think big. I had to destroy him and everything he cared about. And there had always been only one thing he cared about: his gang, the Scarlet Cobras. 
It was his source of power and money. His way of getting anything he wanted, including a session like the one we’d just had. If I found a way to expose him and take it all away, he’d go to prison and he’d lose everything. 
And now I might have a chance to do it. If he came back, maybe I could get him to like me. Maybe I could find my way into his life. And then, I’d destroy it all. I’d destroy him. 
Yes, it was risky as hell, but I wanted him to feel at least a bit of the pain that I’d felt. Maybe then, I’d finally be truly free of my past. 
Ryker Cavano had had no trouble destroying my life to become the leader of the Scarlet Cobras, and soon, he’d realize he’d messed with the wrong person. All I had to do was play this right.
“Yes, you’ll be seeing me again. If you’re lucky.” The smile that spread across my lip was genuine. 
Oh, Ryker had no idea what I had in mind for him. And once he realized his mistake, it was going to be too late. He was going to wish he hadn’t forgotten the young, helpless Avery Turner who couldn’t do anything to stop him. 
Avery was gone. He’d killed her a long time ago.
But Lexi was here now, and she was out for blood.





Chapter 3
I WAS HAVING A NIGHTMARE, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t wake up. And the worst part was that my nightmare had happened in real life. It was all real. All of it. 
I knew what was coming, and yet, I couldn’t change anything or stop myself from seeing it all over again in front of my eyes. 
I was sitting on a bench in the school yard, reading a book. The sun was warm on my skin, and I pulled the sleeves of my sweater a bit up. But then the sun disappeared, a shadow looming over me. 
I didn’t want to look up from my book, but I couldn’t stop myself. My gaze lifted to Ryker’s. 
“Your lunch money,” he said. “Give it to me.”
I blinked at him in confusion. This wasn’t the first time Ryker had stolen my lunch money, but ever since I’d started dating Sam, he’d eased off his attacks for some reason. I’d been a fool to think he’d forget about me and move on to someone else. 
Maybe he’d just been busy with something else. I glanced around me, lowering the book onto the table. Many other students were around, but even though I was sure everyone was aware what was going on, they were all looking the other way. 
“I don’t have any,” I lied, hoping he’d go away. 
Surely, he wouldn’t try anything with so many people around. And Sam could come at any moment. A part of me was praying that he would already show up. Sam was a gang member too, but his gang was the Scarlet Cobras’ biggest rival. 
Maybe I should’ve stayed away from all the gang trouble, but Sam had always been nice to me, and I wanted to give our relationship a chance. And deep down, I was hoping he would protect me from the Scarlet Cobras. I had no clue why Ryker had targeted me in the first place. 
Although the Scarlet Cobras terrorized a lot of people, Ryker was always after me, and I suspected it had something to do with one of my older cousins who’d left the gang and moved away. The Scarlet Cobras held a grudge, and I was the closest family member they could torment. 
“Don’t lie to me.” Ryker’s fingers gripped my arm, and I tried to get up and run, but he was too strong for me. He sat down on the bench, pulling me onto his lap. 
“Let go of me!” I shouted, but he didn’t loosen his grip. 
Instead, he wrapped his arms around me, and no matter how much I struggled, it didn’t help. Finally, I managed to shove him, and we both ended up on the ground. 
Ryker was laughing as he hauled me up on top of him, his hand ending up on my cheek. I ripped myself out of his grasp, rolling away, and clambered to my feet. Tears filled my eyes as I ran across the yard. The other students were looking at me and whispering. 
“Whore!” one of Ryker’s friends shouted after me. “You’d fuck anyone, wouldn’t you?”
Everything was a blur as I raced to the restroom and closed myself into one of the stalls. Tears fell freely down my face as I leaned against the door, trying to calm myself. Red fingerprints where Ryker had grabbed me were visible on my arm, and as I patted my pocket, I realized he’d taken my money after all. 
My phone vibrated, and I ignored it. But then it happened again and again. My hands were shaking as I pulled out my phone. I had a bunch of messages from Sam. Someone—probably one of Ryker’s friends—had recorded the whole thing, or well, at least some of it, and sent the video to Sam. 
And now Sam was furious with me because he thought I’d cheated on him. With a rival gang member, no less. I banged my head against the door a few times. What the hell could I do? How could I explain everything to Sam? 
I pressed the play button on the video and nausea rose at the back of my throat. It looked as if I’d gotten on top of Ryker to make out with him. All the parts where I’d struggled and run from him were gone, of course. 
Fuck. But there had been witnesses. Someone had heard and saw it all. I knew they had. But would they step up and tell Sam that? Or were they too afraid of the Scarlet Cobras, or well, any gang, so they’d never get involved? 
I wiped away my tears, straightened my clothes, and headed out. I needed to find Sam and explain everything before something bad happened. But once I got out in the hallway, I could see everyone pointing at me and whispering. Some were laughing.
“Hey, wanna hang out later?” a random guy asked as I passed him by.
“Slut,” a girl said as she curled her lip at me and turned toward her friends. 
Ryker’s friends had shared that video with anyone they could find, hadn’t they? 
Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
I tried to block out as many of their comments as I could as I hurried to find Sam. Where the hell was he? I didn’t even know what I was going to say to him, but I had to try something. 
I couldn’t let Ryker ruin this for me. Wasn’t it enough that he tormented me all the time and now he had to take the only good thing from me too?
But as I heard shouts and cheers not too far away, I rushed in the direction where they were coming from and found a small crowd gathered just at the edge of the schoolyard. Pushing my way through the people, I tried to see what was going on. 
And when I finally burst through and got to the front row, I found Sam. He was in the middle of a fistfight with Ryker. Oh shit. It was all because of me, wasn’t it? Well, not exactly because of me. 
Ryker had used me as an excuse to get into a fight with Sam, hadn’t he? To prove himself to the Scarlet Cobras? Everyone was saying that he had the biggest potential to be chosen as the next leader since their current one was getting old and ready to retire in a year or two. 
“Sam! Sam, please stop!” I yelled, but before I could run toward him, one of Ryker’s guys got in my way. “Sam!” 
But Sam didn’t even hear me. Or maybe he didn’t want to. 
I opened my eyes, the dream dissipating, and I let out a sigh of relief. Sweat covered my body as I sat up. I didn’t want to think about it, but I couldn’t help it. 
Sam had refused to talk to me again, and everyone thought I’d tried to seduce Ryker. No one ever seemed to believe my side of the story, and those who knew the truth had never said anything. 
Maybe they hadn’t cared, or maybe they’d been afraid. I was never going to find out and it didn’t matter now. 
As I ran my hand over my face, I was sure more than ever that I had to find a way to make Ryker lose everything he’d fought for. 
Seeing him fall would bring me peace. 
It had to.





Chapter 4
“A CLIENT IS ASKING for you,” Wendy said, narrowing her eyes at me. “I thought you weren’t working.”
A smile curved my lips. “I’m not. It’s just this one.” 
A week had gone by, and I’d already thought that I’d missed my chance and that Ryker wasn’t going to come back. But I’d heard rumors that the Scarlet Cobras had grown so big they’d decided to form a new faction right here in my city, so Ryker was probably here to oversee the whole thing. 
Maybe I should’ve kept better track of what gangs were active in my town and what they were doing, but all I’d wanted was to get away from that mess, not get more involved or catch anyone’s attention. 
Now that Ryker was here, I’d have to be more careful. For all I knew, he could try to take over my club, but I didn’t think that was something the Scarlet Cobras were interested in.
“Well, he must’ve really liked you,” Wendy said, handing me a piece of paper. 
When I took it, I realized it was the form Ryker had filled in. This time, he wanted me to do to him whatever I liked, as long as it didn’t include any sexual contact. Hmm. I could work with that. 
I wondered why he didn’t want more, but maybe I could bring him to that point. Actually, it would best if I could get him to make me a private offer. A job on the side, once he was sure that I was exactly what he was looking for. That would be a great way for me to get inside his apartment or wherever he was staying. 
If he lowered his guard around me, I might be able to get my hands on something that I could use against him. Hell, he was pretending to be a regular businessman, not a criminal, and while I was sure he’d have plenty of security measures in place, he also had no clue who he was dealing with. 
My fake identity had been created by the best, and there was no way he’d easily figure me out. Besides, he was the one who’d come here to me, so he wouldn’t suspect that I was up to something. And if he paid me well enough, there would be no need for me to risk accepting an offer from his enemies to spy on him for them, so he wouldn’t worry too much about that either.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Wendy asked, and for a second, I was afraid I’d spoken out loud, but then I realized she was just talking about my session with Ryker. 
“Yeah, I am.”
“Clients can sometimes get too attached. It’ll be easier to get rid of him now.”
“I know, but I want to do this. Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing. Tell him I’ll be right there.”
Wendy just flashed me a smile. 
I hurried to find my black leather pants and a purple and black lace corset. Once I was dressed, I picked up one of the riding crops. I was ready to set every inch of Ryker’s body on fire and make him addicted to me.
The room Ryker was in had all that I needed. 
“You took your time,” he said, pushing himself off the wall he’d been leaning against.
“Do you want me to leave?” I raised an eyebrow at him, tapping the crop against my palm. “One more complaint, and I’m out of here.”
“Fine.” He lifted his hands up, a smile tilting the corners of his lips. 
“Take off your clothes. All of it.” I waited for him to object, but he didn’t. 
My gaze was glued to him as he unbuttoned his dress shirt, then shrugged out of it and neatly folded it on a chair. His pants followed, and when he yanked his boxers down, turning his back toward me, a shudder of delight raced through me. 
Oh hell. Did every inch of him have to be perfect? I was ogling his ass a bit too much, and when he spun around, his thick length was right in my view, and I averted my gaze so fast I thought my eyes were going to pop. 
He was really excited to be here, and this room was suddenly way, way too hot. What the hell was wrong with me? He was a monster, and here I was, enjoying the view. 
I cleared my throat. “Move over there.” I bobbed my head toward the spreader bar that was attached to the ceiling. He obeyed, and as I made my way toward him, leaving the crop on the table, I was lightheaded. 
“You can fasten those restraints on your own,” I said as I pointed to the spreader bar on the floor. There was no way I was going down in front of him to do it myself.
Amusement filled his eyes, but he did as I asked. Once he was done, I got hold of the spreader bar hanging from the ceiling.
Electricity shot through my fingers as I attached one of the cuffs around his wrist, and his eyes met mine. It would be so easy to forget that what I was doing here wasn’t for fun or for my pleasure. 
When he was all tied up and spread-eagled, I tilted my head. Something was missing. I spotted a blindfold across the room. 
“I prefer to look at you,” he said when he saw me approaching with the blindfold.
“I don’t give a shit what you prefer,” I said. “You should’ve thought about that before you asked for this.”
His cock twitched, and then I moved behind him so I could blindfold him. My gaze lingered on his ass. 
Focus, Lexi. 
As I was on my way to grab the crop, I noticed the edge of something peeking out from the pocket of Ryker’s pants that were folded on the chair. His phone. 
A different kind of excitement rushed through me. I could copy the contents of his phone. All I had to do was get to my office. 
“You know what? I think you need to learn some patience, boy,” I said. “Think about that while I’m gone. And if you say one word about it, I might not come back at all. I hope you didn’t make any plans for later.”
He let out a low growl of protest, which made me laugh, but his cock seemed quite happy about it. I quietly and carefully got hold of his phone and pulled it out of his pants. Before I went through the door, I glanced at him. 
Damn, he was pretty. 
Ryker Cavano, remember? 
I sighed, and then raced for my office. Ryker might enjoy me dragging out this a bit, but I couldn’t leave him for too long. I doubted his phone held all the proof I needed, but it might offer me some clues. 
It was a good thing I had a program on my computer just for situations like this one. And I could thank Ryker for it in a way. If I hadn’t ended up in juvie because of him, I would’ve never made awesome friends with awesome skills. 
But I would’ve also never gotten involved in the criminal world. I could’ve been in college now or had a regular job. Pushing that thought away, I burst through the door to my office. 
Ryker had affected my whole life. 
He’d destroyed any chance of me having a normal life. 
Once everything was copied, I dashed down the hallway. I only slowed down when I reached the door to the room where Ryker was. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the door open. 
He immediately perked up, and I did my best to place the phone back into his pocket exactly the way it was. Not that Ryker should notice that it had been shifted slightly, but I had to be careful. 
When everything was in place, I picked up the crop. 
“I hope you’re ready,” I said, a wicked smile spreading across my lips. 
First I tapped the crop against his back, and then traced it down his skin. He jumped when I brought it down hard on his ass. 
I clenched my legs tighter together, fighting my arousal, but it was useless. Teasing him with the crop in one spot, then hitting another with everything I got was my new favorite thing. 
A flurry of smacks landed on his ass, his breath coming out in little gasps, but I wasn’t done with him yet. 
I pushed the crop between his legs, rubbing it against his sack. A shudder shook his body when I tapped his balls with a bit more force. Okay, maybe I was enjoying this too much.
I moved in front of him. A thwack on his thigh, a slap against his chest. His fingers were curled, and his lips were parted. I let the crop fly a few more times, leaving beautiful red marks on his skin. 
And then, without a warning, I brought it down hard on his cock. He cried out, struggling against his restraints. Before he could recover, I tapped his thick shaft with the crop a few times in quick succession. 
His release spurted out and he gasped as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened. I tugged off his blindfold because I wanted to see the look in his eyes. 
His dark eyes were focused on me in wonder, as if he wasn’t sure that I was real. 
I’d never seen him look at me like that. It was disconcerting, and I didn’t want him to look at me as if he were my lover, so I turned away from him. 
Deep down, I wished his lips were on mine now.
Or between my legs.
Oh hell.
What the hell was I doing?





Chapter 5
“WHERE IS IT?” NIA ASKED as soon as I opened the door of my small apartment. Her dark brown hair was tied up in a ponytail, and her dark brown eyes had already spied my laptop that was on the desk behind my back. 
“Straight to business, eh?” I said as I stepped aside to let her in. 
Nia and I had met in juvie. At first, we hadn’t really liked each other, but there was a girl we both disliked even more, so we’d ended up bonding over that. 
Nia had always been very interested in computers and hacking, and after she got out of juvie, she’d sworn she’d do everything to become the best hacker in the world. 
“You know me.” She flashed me a smile. “So where is it?”
Since everything on Ryker’s phone was encrypted and I’d had no luck getting through it, I’d called Nia, and she’d immediately agreed to help. 
“Right there.” I didn’t even have to point at my laptop. Nia was already taking a seat in front of it.
“Whose phone are we talking about, again?” she asked.
“Um, it’s Ryker’s.” 
She stopped what she’d been doing and her head snapped toward me, her eyes narrowing. “What did you just say? I thought I heard the name of your high school nemesis, but that can’t be right.”
“You heard right.” I grimaced. 
“Whoa, girl, slow down. Ryker, as in, the asshole who got you into juvie?” 
“Yeah, he’s here.”
She gaped at me. “Are you in danger? You can stay at my place if you want.”
“No, I’m not. It’s a funny story actually. He came to my club, and he doesn’t even remember me.”
“No way. You’re messing with me. Tell me it’s not true.”
“It’s all true, I’m afraid. He’s planning to establish his gang in our city too. I guess I didn’t run far enough.” I should’ve moved across the country or to another continent, not to a neighboring city, but a part of me was still hoping that I could fix things between my parents and me. 
We weren’t on speaking terms at the moment, and if I’d gone far, far away, I wouldn’t even have ways of finding out if they were okay. Sure, maybe I shouldn’t care. After all, they’d never believed or wanted to hear my side of the story. 
I was just a problematic daughter to them. An unruly teen then, and a troubled woman now. If they knew what kind of club I owned, they’d probably be horrified. 
Maybe it was better that I didn’t have them in my life. I didn’t even know why I was hoping for them to change their minds. I supposed I just wanted them to believe me for once.
“That’s so messed up,” Nia said. “How did you even get your hands on his phone?”
“I had a session with him. He likes to be tied up and whipped.”
Nia’s eyebrows shot up. “You had... But you don’t...” She lifted her finger, tilting her head. “You actually willing did that with him.”
“Yeah, so I could get that phone or anything else I might find. Don’t you get it? This is a perfect opportunity for me to expose what he’s doing and get my revenge.”
“How did you know he had his phone with him? What if he’d recognized you? Damn, Lexi. What are you getting yourself into? He’s dangerous! Do you really want to lose your life because of him?”
“I’ll be careful. He doesn’t know I cloned his phone. I don’t think he suspects anything. And what are the odds of him just walking into my club, clueless about everything? It’s destiny. A sign that I should be the one to put him in prison. His gang is a threat and it needs to go. If no one can get any solid evidence, then maybe I can.”
“Did you hit your head and miss the part where a dangerous gang leader who already ruined you once is back in your life? If he finds out what you’re doing, he’ll kill you! And if it were so easy to find evidence against him, the cops would already have him. He’s clearly not behind bars and he’s been doing this for years, so why do you think you can do something?”
“Because I have you?” I offered her a small smile. 
She groaned. “Nice try, but I’m serious.”
“I am too. Ryker might be careful, but you made sure that my true identity is completely buried. Even if he investigates me, he won’t find out the truth, and his men won’t dig so deep because I’m just a worker at a sex club. No one knows that I own it except for a few girls. The others think I’m just running it for some guy. Can’t you see? I’m the last person he’ll suspect, since he came to me. No one could’ve predicated that. Not the cops, not his enemies. They can’t have their people everywhere.”
“You’re playing with fire,” she said, focusing back on my laptop. 
“Maybe, but I can’t just walk away. Not when I can make him pay and save so many people from his gang.”
“Oh please. Another gang will pop up as soon as they’re gone.”
“Probably, but will they be as powerful as the Scarlet Cobras? The fact that they want this city under their control too shows that they’ve grown too strong.”
Nia sighed. “If they get too powerful, they’ll get too much attention. Someone will take them out. But why am I wasting my time saying any of this when you’ve already made up your mind?”
“I promise I’ll walk away if I realize it’s too dangerous or that he might suspect me.”
“If he lets you,” she muttered. 
“And who says he wouldn’t have done something if I’d just kicked him out, which was the first thing on my mind? Or what if he’d gotten attached to one of my girls instead? Someone who doesn’t even know what he is? Everyone thinks he’s some rich businessman. They don’t know he’s a gang leader.”
Nia’s fingers were flying over the keys, and she didn’t say anything, so I went to get her a glass of her favorite juice that I always had in my fridge. 
“Your guy isn’t stupid,” Nia said when I returned. “There’s not much on this phone. Just some shady contact numbers that don’t lead anywhere. I mean, they do, but to random places. He probably knows a secret word so they can reconnect him to whoever he really wants to speak to.”
“So there’s nothing useful?” I placed the juice on the desk. 
“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying there’s no evidence of any criminal activity on this. It might lead to something, but someone would have to investigate. He does have some info about a few legit companies. I think he owns them and uses them to cover up whatever he’s really doing.”
“Right.” I frowned at the screen. “Can you look into it? Without anyone figuring you out? I don’t want you to take any unnecessary risks. This is my problem, not yours.”
She turned to look at me, her lips pressed into a tight line. “I’ll see what I can do, but you should stay away from this guy. He’s too much trouble, and I know you want to make him pay, but isn’t your happiness your best revenge? Why not show him that despite what he’s done to you, you came out of it stronger?”
“I guess I could try, but I won’t be happy until he’s destroyed, so how do I do that? And why would he care when he doesn’t even know who I am?”
“Oh girl.” Nia shook her head. “He’s going to be the end of you.”
“I hope not.” I didn’t want to back off. 
Not now. 
Not ever again.





Chapter 6
“YOUR BOY’S LOOKING for you,” Wendy said.
“Where is he?” I’d been waiting for Ryker to show up again, especially after our last time together. There was just no way he wouldn’t want to come again. This time, though, I had to find another way to either get some info out of him or get him to like me even more. 
“Actually, he said he only wants to talk to you, so he’s at the bar.”
My body went rigid. Talk? Why would he want to talk to me? What if he had figured me out? What if he’d come here to kill me? I pushed those thoughts away. There was plenty of security and I had cameras too. 
Ryker would be stupid to try something in here. Even though this place was supposed to stay as secret as possible from most people and the cops, if he killed me or hurt anyone, he had to know it would be a huge risk for him. 
Besides, he would’ve just sent someone to do it. He wouldn’t be here himself. No, this wasn’t about killing me. It had to be about something else, and I had to find out what. 
“Okay. I’ll go talk to him,” I said, and Wendy gave me a thumbs-up. 
If only she knew who Ryker really was. She thought I was seducing a decent businessman, not a criminal. But it was better for her not to know. The fewer people knew the truth about Ryker, the better. 
When I reached the bar, I spotted him sitting at one of the tables, a glass in his hand. He tipped back the contents just before I took a seat in the chair across from him. 
His eyes met mine, and a smile spread across his lips. There was something about the way he was looking at me, but I had no idea what it was. 
“You wanted to talk to me, so talk. I don’t have much time.” It was better if he thought that I was busy and that I was doing him a huge favor just by being here.
“How much do you earn here?” he asked, and my eyebrows shot up.
“None of your damn business.”
“Are you sure? I’ll pay you double if you agree to be my personal dominatrix.” He eyed me carefully.
My lips parted in surprise. Sure, I’d wanted him to offer something like that so I’d get closer to him, but I hadn’t expected it would be so soon. I glanced around us as if I thought this was some kind of a trap my boss had set up for me or a joke. 
“That’s an interesting offer,” I said. “But I’m not sure if it’s something I want.”
A smile quirked his lips as he traced his finger over edge of his glass. “You want more. That’s fine. Name your price. I can give you anything you want in return. Anything.”
Oh yeah, I was sure that he could do that. He was a gang leader, after all. If I asked for someone’s severed head, I could probably get that too. 
And no matter how much I wanted to accept his offer, I couldn’t outright say yes either, especially if the offer sounded too good to be true. 
“Not everything is about money,” I said. “I like it here.”
“You don’t trust me. I get it, but I assure you my offer is real. All I require of you is to show up when I ask for a session with you and that you stop working here. With how much I’m willing to pay you, you should be able to live comfortably without having to work for anyone else.”
“And what if I have a boyfriend? Would the contract forbid me from spending my time with him too?” I cocked my head at him. Did he want me to be his private property? Because that was not going to happen.
“Do you have a boyfriend?” His intense gaze was pinned on me. 
“That’s none of your business.” Was he fishing for information now or what? 
“You could do whatever you want in your free time, but I’d have to know if you’re seeing someone else. For health reasons.”
Right. Did I believe that or not? His face was unreadable, so it was hard to tell. “So you expect me to have sex with you?”
“Maybe. If we both want it.” If only he’d stop looking at me with those damn dark eyes. 
“No. It’s a nice offer, but I can’t accept it.” I got to my feet. 
Ryker was used to getting what he wanted, and I took special pleasure in telling him no. Besides, it would only make him try harder. I knew him. He wouldn’t give up easily. 
I expected him to run after me, but he didn’t. When I glanced back at him, he was looking at me, his brow furrowed. Good. 
Maybe he was shocked because no one had refused any of his offers before. In our hometown, everyone was afraid of him because they knew exactly who he was, and here, he could probably get anything he wanted if he paid enough for it. 
“What did he want?” Wendy asked as soon as she saw me.
“Nothing important.”
She gave me a puzzled look. 
“If he asks for me again today, tell him I already left.”
“But why? I thought you two were getting...”
“He’s only interested in sex, not dating. Just like pretty much everyone else here.”
“Oh. Okay then.”
On my way to my office, I wondered if Ryker had a girlfriend, so that was why he wanted to have me on call whenever he was free. If he had to come here all the time, she might find out. 
But then again, could someone like Ryker really love someone? He only loved himself, so I doubted it was even possible for him to care about another human being if they weren’t useful to him in some way for his world-domination plans. 
Although, if it somehow turned out that Ryker had a heart, then maybe I could find my way to it, and just when he thought he had it all, I could crush it the way he’d crushed my hopes and dreams.
When I checked the cameras, he was already gone. Was he mad at me for rejecting him? Would he even come back? Or would he try to follow me home? I supposed I was going to find out soon enough, and I’d be extra careful on my way home, just in case. 
I didn’t think he’d kidnap me or hurt me, especially since many people here knew he’d been talking to me, but maybe he’d try to intimidate me into giving him what he wanted. Or he’d come up with another way to convince me to change my mind. 
There was a small chance he’d back off, but that wasn’t the Ryker I knew. No, he’d try something. I just didn’t know what it was going to be.





Chapter 7
TWO WEEKS HAD GONE by, and I’d already started thinking that Ryker had truly given up, but then I spotted him in the lobby while I was checking the cameras. Only a few moments later, Wendy knocked on my door.
“He’s asking for you. Regular stuff, no talking this time.” She waved the paper in her hand.
Ah, so Ryker thought that we could just go back to our sessions here. Hmm. Or maybe he just couldn’t resist, which was good. 
“Send someone else.”
Wendy’s head jerked back. “Are you sure? He specifically asked for you. I don’t think he wants anyone else.”
“Yeah, I’m sure.”
“Should I tell him you’re not working today?” She frowned. 
“No, just tell him that I’m not available at all today.” Could Ryker handle more than one rejection? 
But, seriously, what did he think? That he could just come whenever he wanted and that I’d be here to fulfill his needs? Even if I really were just working here, that would be stupid to expect. 
He wouldn’t be my only client. Usually, clients picked from whoever was available, and if they were looking for someone specific, they had to schedule in advance.
“Okay, I’ll tell him.” Wendy’s frown deepened, but she didn’t say anything else.
A part of me wondered if Ryker was going to agree to have a session with someone else. I gritted my teeth, not overly fond of that idea. It was just too dangerous for any of my girls to get in contact with him, wasn’t it? That was why I didn’t want him with any of them. 
Although, Ryker wasn’t the only shady client we had, but as long as they behaved and followed the rules, it was all fine. It wasn’t like I had much moral ground to judge. So why did the sole thought of Ryker with another girl annoy me? I had no idea.
I focused on the computer screen. Ryker was in the lobby talking to Wendy. After she shook her head, he stormed outside. Wow. He really did only want me. How interesting was that? 
I had him right where I wanted him. Now I just had to see what he was going to do next. Once I finally agreed to his offer, I didn’t think he was going to be suspicious of me at all. 
A few hours later, just as I was getting ready to go home, Wendy approached with a worried look on her face.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“The guy you rejected. He’s outside. In the parking lot. The guards tell me he never left. He’s been waiting the whole time. What should we do? The guards can make him leave.”
I bit down on my lip, debating what to do. In a way, this was exactly what I was hoping for. If he wanted to do something to me, he definitely wouldn’t be this obvious. 
Maybe back at home, where he was sure no one would dare make a move against him, he could get away with just about anything, but here, not so much. Besides, we had footage of him and multiple witnesses. 
“No, don’t do anything. I’ll go out there and talk to him. The guards should be close by and ready, just in case. Okay?” 
“Are you really sure about that? I know I said he was hot, but this is just creepy. If he’s an obsessed stalker, you don’t want to talk to him ever again. Trust me.”
“I know, but I can handle him.” 
I headed down the hallway, my heart thudding loudly in my chest. What did Ryker have in mind this time? To freak me out? 
Because that would work so wonderfully in his favor. 
Not.
Before I walked out into the parking lot, I steeled myself, pretending that I hadn’t noticed anything odd. I just made my way to my car. When I was only a few steps away, Ryker caught up with me.
“Hey,” he said, and I jumped so that he’d think he’d scared me. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“What do you want?” I asked, eyeing him with all the distrust in the world.
“I need an escort for a business party tomorrow.” He pulled an invitation out of his pocket. “I’d rather not go alone, so if you’re in need of some extra cash, you can come to the address on the invitation. It’s only a cocktail party. All you have to do is smile with me for the cameras and pretend you’re my date.” 
I raised an eyebrow at him. 
“It’s okay if that’s not something you want to do.” He gave me a small smile, rubbing the back of his head as if he was suddenly shy or embarrassed. “Those parties can get really boring, so if you don’t want to go to one, I understand.”
“I’ll consider it.” Of all the things I might have expected, this wasn’t one of them. 
A business party? Ryker wanted me to be his escort. Well, hell. That only confirmed that he really didn’t know who I was, or he’d never want to have a photo with us together in it. 
“Thank you,” he said, dipping his head. “I hope I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I quickly got into my car and sped out of there. Since there was a chance one of his guys was following me, I took a long route to my apartment, driving around until I was sure no one suspicious was watching me. 
A business party with Ryker. It still sounded so damn surreal. What was he trying to achieve? He could’ve taken anyone to that party. I was sure there were plenty of escorts who’d love to go with him, so why me? Especially after I’d refused his offer. 
Maybe he’d figured out that he’d come on to me like a creep. Sure, waiting for me in the parking lot hadn’t helped either, but it would’ve been worse if he’d sent the invitation to me to my home address or if he’d tried to jump me somewhere else. 
Maybe this was his way of trying to show me that he was a legit businessman, and not some criminal or a liar. Huh. It was possible that he thought I’d refused his offer because I didn’t believe he had that much money or that I thought he was dangerous. 
He probably thought he could impress me at the party. I liked this approach way better, but it also confused me. The Ryker I knew would be very angry, and he wouldn’t just want to play nice and go to a party with me. He’d want to make me pay, so what else could he be planning? 
Did he think he could cause me trouble at work if my photo with him ended up in the news somewhere and everyone believed I was his girlfriend? Maybe. But then his plan was going to fail, and mine just might end up working. 
Someone at the party might spill some interesting details about Ryker or about one of his companies. The more I knew about him, the easier it would be to figure out how to expose him for what he really was. 
And if he wasn’t going to be the only criminal at the party, then maybe he’d also use the opportunity to strike a deal with someone, and he thought I was the safest choice and a good cover-up. An escort he hired through some agency might turn out to be an undercover cop or his rival’s spy. Hmm. 
Maybe the whole thing wasn’t about me at all, which just might be exactly what I needed.





Chapter 8
AS I PARKED MY CAR in the parking lot of the restaurant where the cocktail party was being held, I focused my gaze on the black SUV that had pulled over in front of the entrance. Maybe Ryker was already here. It looked like all the important people were inside, and many more were coming, dressed in fancy suits and dresses. 
What the hell was I even doing here? I didn’t belong with those people. This wasn’t my world. I was pretty sure that if I drove up all the way to the entrance and tried to get the valet to park my small old car—I liked it too much to buy a new one—somewhere, they’d kick me out or think I was one of the staff instead. 
I doubted this was Ryker’s world either. Or maybe it was. Maybe he mingled with the businessmen who were dabbling in all kinds of illegal stuff, just like he did. 
But I came here so I could gather intel on Ryker, and that was exactly what I was going to do. Once I got out of the car, I took a deep breath. Then I spotted Ryker right across from me and my throat constricted. 
He was smiling at me, just like he’d been smiling the day he’d burned my car. Oh shit. I tried to push the memory away, but images flooded my mind anyway. 
It had taken me ages to convince my parents to let me buy an old car so I could drive myself to school. And then, one day, after a long school day, I found my car on fire. Ryker was grinning at me from afar, and he disappeared before the cops and the firefighters came. 
No matter how many times I repeated that I was sure he’d had something to do with it, the cops told my parents that I’d set my own car on fire for attention. There were even witnesses who claimed they’d seen me do it, which was impossible, but my parents chose to believe everyone else over me. 
I blinked back to the present. Ryker couldn’t terrorize me like that anymore. I wasn’t going to let him. 
Putting on my brightest smile, I made my way toward him. He met me halfway, a wide smile on his face.
“I’m glad you came,” he said. “I was dreading going inside alone.”
Ha ha. Yeah, right. “Aw, you poor thing.”
He offered me his arm, and I took it. Being so close to him was unnerving. A part of me wanted to stop in the middle of the red carpet and yell at him for everything that he’d done to me and that mattered so little to him he’d completely forgotten about it. 
“Everything all right?” he asked as we entered a spacious room full of people. 
I must’ve tensed, and for some reason, he’d noticed. Who would’ve thought? “Yeah.”
“Ryker, there you are, my friend!” A man with graying brown hair stepped in front of us. “Who’s the beautiful lady with you?”
“I’m Lexi,” I said. 
The guy introduced himself as a hotel owner, and as soon as they started discussing business—legit, boring stuff, of course—I tuned them out, looking around the room. Ryker was really successful at keeping his legit-businessman charade because I was pretty sure the people here wouldn’t just let anyone come to this party. 
From bits and pieces that I overheard, I concluded that Ryker’s construction company was involved in a few big, lucrative projects. I wondered if he’d gotten them because the Scarlet Cobras had blackmailed someone. 
Maybe something else was hiding behind those projects too. It might or might not be related to the Cobras’ criminal activities, but I doubted I could figure that out here. 
“Lexi?” Ryker said, and I turned my head toward him. “Can I get you a drink?”
“Actually, I’ll get us something to drink.” I flashed him a smile and hurried away before he could protest. If I wanted to play this as safe as possible, I couldn’t let Ryker slip something into my drink, could I?
When I reached the bar, I glanced back at Ryker. He was talking with some guy I hadn’t seen before, and judging by the look on Ryker’s face, their conversation wasn’t pleasant. 
Why the hell did I have to miss the most interesting part? Or had the guy been waiting for Ryker to be alone? 
Just as I was grabbing our drinks, Ryker and the guy started toward the hallway that led to the restrooms and possibly to some offices or more rooms. Once I made sure no one was paying too much attention to me, I hurried after them. 
“We shouldn’t be discussing this here,” Ryker said, and I pressed myself against the wall. He and the guy were just around the corner. I lowered one of the glasses to the floor so I could pull my phone out of the hidden pocket on my dress. 
“When are we going to discuss it then, huh? You never answer any of my calls.”
“I’m a busy man,” Ryker said calmly. “The shipment will go as planned.”
Shipment? A shipment of what? I pressed the recording button on my phone. Hopefully, I wasn’t standing too far away, but I couldn’t risk going any closer or they might catch me. 
“I can’t do it! I won’t! It’s too risky. You dragged me into this for...”
“Listen to me very carefully,” Ryker said, his voice getting that dangerous note that I’d been so used to hearing at school. “You’ll do everything exactly like I told you to. If you don’t, you’ll suffer the consequences, and crossing me isn’t something you want to do. I’m sure you remember what happened to the last guy who tried that. Do you understand?”
A thud made me jump. Ryker must’ve hit something, and then he lowered his voice and I couldn’t hear what he was saying no matter how much I strained my ears.
“Yeah, okay. Okay!” the guy said frantically. Ryker’s threat must’ve worked. 
“Go now,” Ryker said. “I don’t want to see your face around here.”
I hurried to pocket my phone, but my fingers were shaking so badly I dropped it. As I swore under my breath, the man who Ryker had been talking to stormed past me, not even looking my way. 
My phone, though, had landed right into the glass I’d left on the floor. Shit! The drink had spilled all over the carpet, and I grabbed my phone, cutting my finger on the broken glass. Before I could do anything else, I sensed Ryker looking at me. 
“Lexi?” he asked, surprise lacing his voice. 
“Well, there you are!” I tucked my phone into my pocket as I offered him the glass that was still in my hand. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”
“I’m sorry. Something came up.” He took the glass, and then his gaze fell on my finger. “You’re bleeding,” he said, worry creasing his brow. 
No, it couldn’t be. He was faking it. Ryker never worried about anyone other than himself.
“Oh, it’s nothing. My glass was chipped.” I gave him a small smile. As long as he didn’t think I’d been spying on him, everything was just fine.
“Wait.” He put down his glass on one of the nearby cabinets, then pulled out a handkerchief. 
My eyebrows shot up as he got hold of my hand and gently wrapped the handkerchief around my finger. My skin tingled as his fingers brushed my hand, his eyes focused on mine. 
What the actually fuck? What the hell was he doing? Pretending that he was a gentleman? Ryker Cavano? I almost snorted. 
“This is unacceptable,” he said. “I’m going to find the responsible...”
I gaped at him. “No, you don’t need to do that. I’m sure it wasn’t on purpose.”
“They should be more careful.” 
“But why waste your time on them? Maybe you could tell me something about yourself instead. How did you become so successful at your age? Do you have rich parents or do you have an awesome rags-to-riches story that you’d like to share with me?”
“It’s a boring story, I’m afraid. I saw the opportunity and I took it. That’s all. I guess I got lucky too.” 
“Oh, I’m sure it can’t be just that.” I eyed him carefully, but his face was giving me nothing.
“How about we rejoin the party?” 
“Sure.” He wasn’t going to tell me anything, was he? Great.





Chapter 9
AFTER THE PARTY, RYKER and I had exchanged our phone numbers. He’d said he’d prefer to give me a call if he needed me again rather than have to track me down. 
As I stared at his number on the screen of my phone, I wondered if I could speed things up between us a little bit. 
Taking a deep breath, I dialed his number. 
“Lexi?” His voice was full of surprise when he answered, and that was exactly what I wanted.
“Yeah, it’s me. What are you doing tonight? I’m kind of in need of an escort myself, so if you’d like to have some fun, maybe you’d like to come with me. I can pay you, of course.”
He let out a small laugh. “Are you asking me out on a date?”
“No, it’s not a date. Like I said, I need an escort. I want to go out and I don’t want anyone to bother to me. My girlfriends are all busy, and I don’t know any guys who wouldn’t read too much into things and assume I wanted something more. Since you’ve hired escorts before, I’m sure you know how this thing works. So, what do you say?”
There was silence on the other end of the line, and I thought he was going to feel insulted and refuse. 
“Yeah, I’m in,” he finally said. “Where and when do you want me to come?”
“Perfect.” A slow smile curved my lips. 
This was going to be so much fun. I could already tell. 


“DANCE WITH ME,” I SAID, offering Ryker my hand. 
Judging by the way he was looking around, he’d never been to this club. The music was upbeat and the atmosphere was just right, so I pulled Ryker to me, pressing myself very close to him.
“Haven’t you been here before?” I yelled into his ear. 
My arms were wound around his neck, and damn, why did he have to smell so good? Pine, musk, and something else. It was driving me crazy. But it was Ryker. 
I couldn’t lose sight of why I’d really brought him here. It was to get him dizzy with need for me even more. Being his dominatrix might be fun, but I wanted to get really close to him so I could find solid evidence against him.
“No, I can’t say that I have,” he said, and I spun around, rubbing my ass against him as I swayed my hips. 
When I turned around to face him, his lips were parted, his gaze glued to me, and the bulge in his pants was growing bigger. 
Good. 
I snaked my arms around his neck again. “So you’re not from around here, are you?”
“No. Business brought me here.”
“Ah.” A slower song started to play, so I looked deep into his eyes. 
Maybe Ryker didn’t have a heart for me to crush, or maybe he did. I wanted to find out. His hands were resting on the small of my back, and he was staring at my lips a little bit too much. 
When he tipped his head forward, I moved out of his reach.
If he thought I was going to let him kiss me tonight, he was wrong. A part of me wondered how I was ever going to survive that when the time came. Would I be able to pretend he was someone else? 
“Let’s grab a drink,” I said, catching his hand and tugging him with me. 
Once we found empty seats at the bar and ordered our drinks, Ryker was still looking at me as if I was the only thing he wanted right now. 
My plan was working, and after tonight, he was going to think that I trusted him, since I would’ve never called him out with me like this if I’d thought he was dangerous.
“So, did you move here recently?” I asked, giving him a pleasant smile.
“I guess you could say that.” 
“How do you like it here?” I brought my glass to my lips and took a sip.
“Very much,” he said, but his eyes were so focused on me I had no idea if he was answering my question or if he was talking about something else.
“Is your family here too?” 
“No.” His face darkened, which was a bit surprising. 
Had something happened to his family? His father was a member of the Scarlet Cobras too, unless that had changed in the meantime. He’d been getting into a lot of trouble, mostly bar fights and thefts, so he could’ve as well ended up in jail or dead. 
“I’m not on speaking terms with my parents, so I know a thing or two about complicated family relationships.” I took a gulp of my drink. 
Maybe I shouldn’t reveal anything that might trigger his memory, but I doubted he’d ever cared about what had been going on between my parents and me.
“It’s not complicated,” he said. “My parents are dead.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.” The look in his eyes and the cold tone of his voice made me suspicious. How had his parents died? Was he telling me the truth? I knew it had to have happened after high school, but I didn’t think this was the right moment to ask. 
What if he had killed them for some reason? Actually, that wouldn’t be all that surprising. And it was a nice reminder of exactly what I was getting myself into by pursuing my revenge. 
He downed his drink and ordered another one.
“I want to dance. Come on.” I placed my hand on his shoulder as I hopped to my feet. 
He gulped down his drink and joined me. 
As he pulled me into his arms, I found myself staring straight into the dark depths of his eyes. His hands roamed up and down my back, sending tiny shivers through me, and his lips were way too close to mine, but he didn’t try to kiss me again.
You’re not disappointed by that, are you? 
Oh hell. 
Ryker’s phone vibrated in his pocket, making us both jump. Yep, I was way, way too close to him, wasn’t I? He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Someone’s number was on it, and I wondered if it was important. 
But instead of leaving so he could answer, he turned off his phone. Wow. Was our little outing tonight more important to him than anything else? What if there was an emergency? It didn’t look like it mattered much to him as his hands returned to my back and he pulled me against him again. 
Would Ryker really put something else above his job? It was so weird.
I had no idea how long we’d been like that, just dancing, our bodies pressed together and moving in sync. My feet were starting to ache, so I figured it was time to go.
“Can you take me home now?” I asked, pulling away from him. 
Well, I wasn’t going to let him drive me all the way to my apartment, but to the same location where he’d picked me up. I didn’t want him to know where I lived just yet, and I wanted to know if he’d figure it out on his own. 
“Yeah, of course,” he said, and for a few seconds, I wondered if maybe Ryker had changed. Maybe a tiny, tiny little bit.





Chapter 10
“WHAT DO YOU NEED?” Nia asked as soon as she opened the door of her apartment for me. 
“How did you know that I needed something?” A small smile quirked my lips as I stepped inside. 
“You were out with him yesterday, so I guess you’ve got something. But let me tell you. I was terrified until you called. I thought he kidnapped you or drugged you, or something.” 
Nia had been my emergency call, or something like that. I’d told her exactly where I’d be going, just in case something happened to me, and she’d been expecting my call to confirm that I’d gotten home safely.
“It was fine. He was... I don’t know. Is it weird if I say that he’s different?” I took a seat in a dark blue sofa. 
Nia settled in the sofa across from me and grabbed her laptop that had been on the glass table between us. “He’s just playing you. He needs you to trust him, or maybe he was suspicious because you called him first. Now he might really think you’re a cop.”
“I know. Everything’s possible, but I don’t think he suspects me. If he did, he wouldn’t be anywhere near me. Besides, it’s not like I asked a ton of questions about his business or anything.” I shrugged. 
“Okay. Whatever you say. What do you have for me then?” 
I pulled a piece of paper out of my pocket. “His plates number. Can you use it to track down his car? Maybe find out where he is? Where the car is usually parked or something?”
She sighed. “I can try. I have some friends who are really good at that kind of thing.”
My brow furrowed. “What friends? Are you sure we can trust them? I told you that I was okay with my life being at risk, but if your friends expose you or if they know Ryker, it may be too dangerous for you to get involved.”
“Don’t worry. I’m just borrowing their stuff. They won’t know what I’m looking for. I’ll just owe them a favor, and that’s something I can handle.” 
“Thank you so much. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”
“Gotten yourself killed already?” Nia’s lips tilted up. 
“Probably.” I grimaced. “But there’s something else I need you to look into for me. Can you figure out what happened to Ryker’s parents? He told me they were dead, and they were both alive when I left my hometown, so I’d like to know how and when they died.”
She squinted at me. “You suspect he did something to them.”
“No. I mean, maybe. I don’t know. It’s just weird because of the way he said it. His father was in the gang too, so maybe he got caught in the crossfire or someone was looking for revenge.”
“Let me see what I can do.” She focused on her laptop. “Weren’t Ryker’s parents also selling or smuggling drugs? Maybe a job went wrong.”
“I’m hoping you’ll find out.” At the mention of drugs, my whole body stiffened. 
As Nia worked, I looked around the room, trying to find something else to focus my thoughts on, but the memory dragged me in anyway. 
As soon as I’d spotted cops in the school hallway, I knew something was wrong. A part of me hoped that Ryker and his gang had finally gotten caught and that they’d be kicked out of school.  
But as I approached, I realized the cops were standing in front of my locker. They all, along with the principal, turned their heads in my direction, and I felt like a deer caught in the headlights. 
“There she is!” The principal pointed at me. 
I wanted to run, but my feet were rooted to the spot. 
Just down the hallway, behind the cops, who were now making their way toward me, Ryker’s friends were grinning at me. What the fuck had they done?
But then I spotted what one of the cops was holding in her hand. A packet of some kind of white powder. 
Oh shit. 
“That’s not mine!” I managed to say before the cops were on me, but it was useless. 
As they were dragging me away, my gaze fell on Ryker, who was watching me with a smile on his face, but there was something else in his eyes that I couldn’t identify. 
He’d set me up. 
“Lexi?” Nia called, and I blinked at her, back in the present. 
“Sorry, what did you say?”
“You’re thinking about him, aren’t you?” she asked softly.
“Kind of. I remembered the day I was arrested.” When he’d planted the drug in my locker and had random students tell everyone I’d been selling them drugs. 
My parents had been outraged, and again, had refused to believe me. I’d ended up in juvie, and they’d told me I’d deserved it.
“Screw that bastard. He’ll pay for everything he’s done one day. Karma will get him. Trust me.”
“And I’d love to help her out. Did you find something?” 
“Yeah. His parents died a few years ago.”
I tensed, waiting for her to tell me more. “How?”
“Well, it looks like the cops never collected enough evidence, but they closed the case anyway. It looks like his father killed his mother and then himself, but there were witness reports that there was a third person who might’ve been involved.”
“But, of course, no one cared enough to investigate and the Scarlet Cobras made sure there was nothing suspicious about it.”
Her dark eyes met mine. “Do you think Ryker did it? Or someone else? A rival gang, maybe?”
“I don’t know.” It could’ve been Ryker. 
The look in his eyes kind of made me think it had been him, but maybe my hatred for him clouded my judgment. 
Every time something bad had happened to me, he had been involved in some way, so of course I expected he’d had to do something with that too, even if he hadn’t been the one to pull the trigger. 
“I’m working on tracking his plates right now, but don’t you think he has more than one car?”
“Probably, but it’s possible he prefers this one or he might not want me to see all of his cars if I turn out to be a threat. And he has to park it somewhere, so I’d like to know where. Maybe I can figure out where he’s hiding.”
“And what are you going to do if you find him?” Nia cocked her head. “I expect he has security. Have you seen anyone watching him yesterday?”
“I don’t think he has bodyguards, or at least they weren’t nearby.” I hadn’t seen anyone suspicious yesterday or anyone who might’ve looked as if they were keeping an eye on him. If I’d wanted to stab him, I could’ve done it a billion times. 
Maybe I should have, but I didn’t want to end up in prison because of him. If I wanted to take him down, I’d have to find a legal way to do it. Or at least, I’d have to make sure I didn’t get caught.
“Or they’re so good you haven’t even spotted them. They might be with him all the time. He’s the leader of the Scarlet Cobras. He’s not just anyone. It would be risky for him to walk around unprotected. And it’s a risk for you to be around him too.”
“I know, but I don’t think anyone’s gunning for him right now, or he wouldn’t be going to parties and clubs where just about anyone can get to him.”
“If you say so.” 
Something beeped. 
“What’s that?” I asked, straightening my shoulders. 
“I think I’ve got something,” Nia said. “My friends will be very happy to hear their recognition system is working just fine. More than fine, actually.”
“Tell me everything. Oh, and do you still have any of those trackers that you talked about? I might need some of those.” 
“And there I thought you hadn’t been listening when I was talking about that.”
“You never know.” I grinned.





Chapter 11
I KEPT MY HEAD LOW as I made my way down the dark street. My hoodie was offering me just enough protection, and if Ryker spotted me or if his men caught me, I was hoping I’d be able to come up with some good excuse, like I’d been going for a jog or something equally innocent. 
Nia had managed to track down Ryker’s car through traffic camera footage, and it seemed like the car ended up in this area very often, but since there weren’t any cameras around here, I had to check it out on my own and figure out where it was parked. 
This wasn’t a particularly dangerous neighborhood, but I still had to be very careful. Not just because of Ryker, but because of other criminals too. I had a small knife and pepper spray with me too, and I hoped I wouldn’t need to use them. 
Slowing down, I peeked down the alley to my right. No cars there. Just a whole lot of trash and a stray cat. I kept going, glancing around me. 
Most of the buildings here were apartment buildings, so I had no clue if Ryker was living somewhere here or if he was running his operations from one of the apartments. 
As I passed by a few more streets, I spotted his car parked in one of the alleys. I went closer, inspecting every corner for cameras or anything suspicious. When I was sure no one was watching me, I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out a tracker that Nia had given me. 
I crouched, pretending that I was tying my shoelaces, and then planted the tracker just under the car. If Ryker’s men found it, I didn’t think anyone would assume I’d put it there. They’d probably think it was their competition or the cops. 
I rose to my feet and strolled deeper into the alley. The buildings here didn’t seem particularly interesting. There was light in some of the windows while the others were dark. No one was taking a peek through any of them, as far as I could tell. 
But Ryker must’ve parked here for a reason. Just as I was about to reach the end of the alley, I spotted a man standing in front of the entrance of the building across the street in front of me. 
Pulling back into the shadows, I eyed him carefully. He pulled out a packet of cigarettes and lit one while trying to appear casual. But I was sure he was on the lookout for something or someone. 
There was a bulge under his jacket, so I assumed he was armed. I waited a few more minutes, and then another man walked up to him. They didn’t say anything, just nodded at each other. The other guy was armed too, and he went past him and entered inside. 
My pulse sped up. Was that it? Was this where Ryker’s men were hiding? Maybe the whole apartment building belonged to them, and it didn’t appear suspicious enough to draw the attention of the cops or the neighbors. 
Could it be the Scarlet Cobras’ stash house or was this just the place where they were staying? I glanced up the building, but there was no way for me to tell if one of the apartments could be Ryker’s or if he might be here. 
Maybe I should just call the cops and have them raid the place. But would that do me any good or would it only make the Scarlet Cobras more cautious? Then they’d know someone wanted to mess with their business, and I was sure they’d find a way to get out of here quickly enough, before the cops came. 
I didn’t think Ryker would get caught, even if he was inside right now. He was always able to escape, no matter how dire the situation seemed. Hell, maybe he’d been selling those drugs that he had planted in my locker, and since his spy or a crooked cop had tipped him off, he’d found the quickest solution to his problem. 
I had no doubt that he’d find his way out of here too. Some of his guys might fall, but he wouldn’t go down with them. I was sure of it. No, I had to be patient. I had to let Ryker think everything was fine and that no one was threatening his business here. 
Catching his men in the act would never be good enough. It had to be him, or, at least, I had to have irrefutable proof that he was behind it all. Something big enough that not even his cops would be able to help him, although maybe, since this was a new city for him, he didn’t have so many cops in his pocket like back at home. 
The Scarlet Cobras had established themselves in our hometown decades ago, so it wasn’t a surprise that they owned the whole town by now. But this was a new territory for them, so they had to be careful. 
I didn’t move from my hiding spot. Maybe a truck full of drugs would show up or maybe something else would happen, but no matter how much I waited, the only person out there was that same guy who was watching the street. 
No one else stopped by either, and there was no sign of Ryker anywhere. I chewed on the inside of my cheek. Of course, I couldn’t expect that something would happen tonight, right when I was here. 
I’d have to stop by more often. Or maybe this building wasn’t it. Maybe it was just one of the Scarlet Cobras’ lodgings, and even if the cops raided it right now and searched every inch of it, they wouldn’t find anything overly important, except maybe a few shady guys with guns. 
When I was sure the guy wasn’t looking in my direction, I slipped back in the direction I’d come from, away from the street and the building. As I passed by Ryker’s car, I hoped that at least the tracker would lead me somewhere. 
Sure, Ryker might discover it before I got the chance to figure out where he was going, but maybe I’d get lucky. I still wasn’t entirely sure what my plan was, but I intended to follow the tracker and figure out where Ryker moved and who he met with. 
Maybe one of his associates would be his downfall. That guy Ryker had threatened at the cocktail party wasn’t too happy to work with him, so if I could find more people who were willing to stand up to Ryker or help me expose him, then maybe we could bring him down together. 
But then again, I didn’t think I could trust any of those people Ryker worked with. If they’d gotten entangled with him, then they’d probably betray me to save themselves. Besides, I was just a sex club owner. 
I didn’t have a gang or anyone to fight for me if the Scarlet Cobras decided to attack. No, I’d have to do it on my own. Get all the evidence and hand it over to the right people. 
And then Ryker would pay for everything he’d done, not just to me but to everyone else.





Chapter 12
THE TRACKER SEEMED to be working, but I still checked the app and the map on my phone twice to make sure that I wouldn’t be walking straight into a trap. Ryker’s car was moving toward the area with a lot of clubs and restaurants, so even if Ryker or his men spotted me, they shouldn’t be overly suspicious to find me there. 
But where was Ryker going? If it was really him in that car? The red dot on the map was moving in circles, though, so I hid in the dark part of the parking lot of one restaurant, under one of the trees, and waited to see when Ryker’s car would come to a stop. 
Maybe Ryker had found the tracker after all and had put it on something or someone else, or his men were trying to lure me out, without knowing whether they were dealing with an enemy or a cop. I had no intention of going anywhere if it proved to be too risky, like walking straight into a dark alley away from everyone. 
My pulse sped up when the dot started moving in my direction. What the hell? I actually tapped the screen of my phone, as if that would somehow unstuck the app or change the dot’s movement. 
Ryker was coming here, wasn’t he? I held my breath, looking around to make sure no one was watching me, but I couldn’t see anyone. But then the dot went past me, and through the bushes, I could see Ryker’s car as it cruised forward. 
Where was he going? Making sure I was still hidden behind the bushes, I rushed after him. It looked like he was pulling over in front of the door of an expensive-looking restaurant. 
I raced across the street, keeping my head down, and then pressed myself close to the wall of one of the nearby buildings. From the shadows, I had the direct view of the restaurant’s entrance. 
The stink of piss and trash made me gag, but if I wanted to see where Ryker would go, I needed to stay here. I lifted my phone just as he got out of the car. He glanced around, and I ducked farther into the shadows so he wouldn’t spot me. 
A few moments later, I peeked out again. Another car pulled over, and a man opened the door for a dark-haired woman in an elegant dress. Ryker started toward her with a smile on his face, and I furrowed my brow. 
Who the hell was she and why was she smiling back at him? He took her hand then, and I couldn’t see what he was doing because his or hers bodyguards got in the way. 
What if Ryker actually had a girlfriend? She was so damn pretty. I aimed my phone toward them and snapped a few photos, biting on my lip. Even if he had a girlfriend, what did it matter to me? He could date whoever he wanted. 
It wasn’t like there was anything between him and me for me to feel betrayed that he was seeing someone else. Hell, our deal was supposed to be strictly professional anyway, even if I came to accept his offer. My plan to seduce him had only just begun, so I couldn’t expect immediate results, despite Ryker being sexually attracted to me. 
But why hadn’t he invited this woman to that cocktail party? She did look like someone who’d have fit in better. Or maybe she was his secret girlfriend and no one was supposed to know about it. Maybe I was just a cover. 
Hell, what if she was the daughter of some powerful crime boss and Ryker was trying to form an alliance? 
What does it matter, Lexi? 
As they went inside, I turned away from the restaurant and dialed Nia’s number. Maybe I should’ve called Ryker instead and see if he’d care enough to answer.
Stupid, Lexi, stupid. Focus on what matters.
“Nia, hey,” I said as soon as she answered. “I need you to do me a favor. If I send you a photo of someone, can you find out who she is?”
“Yeah, send it over. But will you at least tell me why I’m doing it?” 
“She’s with Ryker right now. They’re having dinner together or something.” I bet he’d never take me to such a fancy restaurant. 
Oh, for the love of everything, Lexi. You shouldn’t even care.
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were jealous.” Nia let out a laugh.
“I’m sending you the photo right now.” I lowered my phone so I could upload the photo. A few moments later, I got confirmation that Nia had received it.
“Do you think he’s on a date?” I asked, unable to stay quiet as I could hear typing noise coming from the other end of the line.
“Only if he likes dangerous women,” Nia said. 
I tilted my head. “I guess he does. Wait, why are you saying that?”
“The woman is Colombian. We’re talking cartel here. Of course, the cops don’t have any evidence she’s related, but she’d the wife of a certain kingpin. Everyone suspects she’s making deals in his name because it’s too risky for him to go anywhere.”
“Oh.” So she definitely wasn’t dating Ryker. That was a relief.
Really, Lexi? That’s the piece of info you focused on here? 
“I’d say Ryker is having a business meeting,” Nia said. 
“Yeah, looks like it.” I glanced back at the restaurant, but the guards were still there. “The photos of them meeting don’t prove anything, do they?” 
“Nope.”
But if Ryker was planning on making a deal with a Colombian cartel, then their drug shipments would have to come here eventually. I’d have to figure out where Ryker was storing the drug. Maybe he’d visit that place to give orders to his men. 
Even if he didn’t show up there, his men might be wearing the Scarlet Cobras’ jackets. It would be proof that they were definitely involved in the drug business, but I wasn’t sure how I could get my hands on a video of them transporting the drug. 
And if I did all that, I’d still have to figure out how to prove once and for all that Ryker was the Cobras’ leader. 
“Lexi, are you still there?” Nia asked. 
“Yeah.”
“These people Ryker is meeting with are more dangerous than him and the Cobras. I know you want to take down Ryker, but don’t get in their way. You don’t want to catch their attention at all. If they think you are snooping around or spying on them, they’ll kill you.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to try to place a tracker on their car too or something.” Not that doing that was possible when the guards were watching it at all times. 
“Okay, because even if you do it somehow, I’m going to kill its connection.” 
“I said I wouldn’t do it.” 
“And I heard you, but you’re still you.” 
“Thanks, Nia, but I gotta go now.”
“Call me when you get home so I don’t think the Colombians got you.”
“I will.” I ended the call, and then I waited. 
About two hours later, Ryker and the woman walked out, and they exchanged a few words I couldn’t hear before going for their cars. I didn’t move until they were gone. 
Why the hell was I so relieved that Ryker had gone off in a different direction from her? There was no reason for him to hook up with that woman, especially when doing that could cost him his life.
I brought up the tracking app on my phone. The dot stopped only a few minutes later, and as I was trying to figure out where exactly Ryker was, it disappeared. My heart skipped a beat. 
He’d found it, hadn’t he? He’d found the tracker. 
Would he think it was the Colombians? Was that why he’d been checking? Maybe I’d just blown up his deal, or maybe not. 
I just hoped Nia was as good as I believed she was so that the tracker couldn’t be traced back to us.





Chapter 13
MY PHONE VIBRATED JUST after I finished drinking my morning coffee. Ryker’s number flashed on the screen, and I waited a few moments before answering.
“I know what you were doing,” he said, and my heart stopped. 
A thousand different thoughts flew through my mind, but I took a deep breath and shoved them all into a dark corner of my mind so I could keep my voice calm and steady. “What are you talking about?”
If he’d found out I’d planted a tracker on his car, he wouldn’t be calling me, would he? He’d be here on my doorstep with his men. No matter how much I wanted to keep my address a secret, I knew that it would be easy for him to find me if he wanted to.
“I know why you called me to come with you to that club,” he said, and some of the tension left my shoulders. 
“Oh, you mean, aside from wanting to have some fun?” 
“Yeah. You’re reconsidering my offer, aren’t you? Have I passed your test?” Amusement filled his voice.
“You got me.” It was easy to lie about that. “To be honest, when you first approached me with your offer, I thought you weren’t serious about it and that you wouldn’t respect the boundaries we agreed to.”
“Does that mean you’re going to accept?” 
“Yeah, I am, but I want to be super clear on the terms, and I might have a few of my own.” 
If I postponed this any longer, I’d miss my chance. Now was as good time as ever, especially if Ryker had really struck a deal with the Colombians. 
Maybe I could overhear something useful now. I was sure he wouldn’t talk about it openly, but I could put two and two together now that I knew what he was up to, or at least a part of it.
“Sounds great. Are you doing anything now? If you’re not busy, I can send my driver to pick you up. We can sign the contract today after we make sure that everything is as we want it to be.”
“Yeah, sure. I’m free now.” If we were about to discuss something as delicate as our contract and sign it, I was sure it had to be somewhere private. 
Would it be Ryker’s apartment or some other place? Had he rented a special place just for us or would he really let me into his new home? 
I was about to find out.


RYKER’S DRIVER DIDN’T say a word to me, but after some seemingly pointless circling around the city, he pulled over in the driveway of a beautiful mansion, which was hidden behind a thick wall fence. 
If I looked really carefully, I could see armed guards strolling around, but they were really good at staying hidden, because I could catch only a glimpse of them here and there. 
A servant opened the door for me, and I got out. The perfectly green garden was full of flowers, sculptures, and even had a small fountain, so I suspected Ryker actually lived here. 
“This way, ma’am,” the man said as he opened the front door for me, and I found myself in a large foyer with marble floor. 
The cream walls were full of paintings and ornaments, and soft classical music was playing somewhere. Ryker appeared at the top of a wide stairway.
“You’re as beautiful as ever,” he said as he descended. 
Well, I could say the same for him. The first two buttons of his dress shirt were open, and his dark blue jeans were so low on his hips that I was having trouble concentrating. 
I’d picked a plain black cocktail dress for the occasion, but the way Ryker was looking at me told me that he didn’t care much about what I was wearing. He was seeing only me.
“Thanks,” I said.
“Come,” he said, outstretching his arm toward the door to our right. 
We entered a huge living room. The drinks and the contract were already on the low glass table. 
“If you want a snack or something else, just say it.” He motioned toward the comfy-looking cream sofas.
I plopped onto one, crossing my legs. Ryker watched my every movement as he sat across from me. As I picked up the contract, I glanced at him. 
“Give me a moment so I can read through it,” I said, grabbing the pen that was on the table. 
“Yeah, of course. Take your time.” He finally averted his gaze. 
I got to my feet. “I think better when I walk.” 
Actually, I wanted to use the opportunity to take a look around. Except, the damn room was so pristine and carefully decorated that I didn’t think there was anything overly personal in here. I could see a few framed photographs above the fireplace, but I couldn’t go straight for them. 
One of the clauses in the contract caught my eye. “Is sex a requirement or just an option?” My eyes found his across the room as I raised an eyebrow at him. 
Since he hadn’t even wanted any sexual contact during our sessions at the club, it wouldn’t be all that weird for me to expect our activities under the contract would mostly be focused on the kinky stuff, with maybe some moderate sexual contact. 
“Is that a problem for you?” He held my gaze.
Yes. No. I didn’t know. 
Did I really want to have sex with Ryker Cavano? Was it worth it to sell myself like that just to get my revenge? I could handle sexual contact, but full-on sex? 
I had no idea.
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to or don’t feel comfortable doing,” he said. “But if we both decide that we’d like something more, I want to leave that option on the table.”
“Okay.” I crossed out that particular line in the contract. “But then it has to be worded differently.”
“As you wish.”
“So if I agree, you’ll notify me in advance when you want to have a session with me and then your driver will come for me. Does that mean we’ll have our sessions in this house or somewhere else?”
“It might be this house or someplace else. It depends.” He shrugged. 
I crossed out a few more things in the contract, and when I was sure it was as fair and safe as it could get, I handed it to Ryker. 
There wasn’t much stopping him from violating our contract if he wanted to, but I supposed this would be a test to see if he was really as honorable as he pretended to be or if he was just the same old Ryker. 
“Let me just take this to one of my men. The new contract will be ready soon.” He got to his feet and headed for the door. 
When he was gone, I hurried to the fireplace. The photos were all of Ryker, mostly from his childhood. One of the photos made me grit my teeth. 
Prom night. 
Ryker was as handsome as ever in his dark blue suit, and the smile on his face was so unnerving I curled my fingers into fists so I wouldn’t smash the photo. I’d missed prom because of him, and he’d gotten to enjoy every second of it. 
I had to make him pay. 
I just didn’t know how much of my already damaged soul I’d have to sell to achieve it.





Chapter 14
I MADE MY WAY AROUND the room, but except for the bed and a table full of sex toys, there wasn’t anything interesting that I could use to help me with my plan. It didn’t look like Ryker even had a phone with him this time. 
Not that it would help me since I was in his house, and this was our first session after we signed the contract. I didn’t think he trusted me just yet to let me into the more private part of the house, but I was hoping I could find a way. 
All I had to do was be patient. 
“Undress,” I said as I inspected Ryker’s impressive collection of spanking implements, chains, and ropes. 
No matter how much I wanted to make sure I remained unaffected by what we were doing here, as soon as I glanced at his naked body, my insides clenched with desire. He shouldn’t have a body this perfect. 
“Lie facedown on the bed.” I was glad that I could wear whatever the hell I wanted, so I’d picked very tight leather pants and a black lace corset that would be hard to get out of, even if I somehow got tempted to do more than I could possibly imagine with Ryker. 
But as he obeyed, I realized that might not have been such a good idea, because my clothes were suddenly too tight and grazing me in all the wrong parts. 
Oh hell. 
I grabbed the chains with padded cuffs. The headboard of the bed had been made for tying someone up. As I got hold of his wrist, a shot of electricity surged through my arm, and his intoxicating gaze met mine. 
“You’ve done this a lot of times before, haven’t you? With other women?” I asked, just to distract myself since I didn’t think he’d answer. 
Knowing that I wasn’t all that special and that he was only looking after his own pleasure would definitely help suppress most of my arousal.
“Actually, no. I haven’t.” 
Oh come on. He had to be lying. But why? “Really? So you haven’t used these before?” I shook the chains as I went to tie his other wrist. 
“No. I haven’t used any of it. You’re my first.” 
My lips parted in surprise. Was it really possible? I supposed it was. 
The old Ryker would’ve rather died than admitted he enjoyed something like this, even to himself. Now he was finally brave and strong enough to go after what he really wanted, and he wasn’t going to make any excuses for it or feel bad about it. 
“What about you?” he asked. “How many clients did you have before me?”
“I haven’t done any private sessions like this one if that’s what you mean.” As for the club, if I actually were one of the workers, it would be hard to say, so I didn’t think he was asking about that. Unless he’d figured out I owned the Hidden Pleasures.
“Good,” he said, and he seemed weirdly satisfied by that. 
Once I had him spread-eagled on the bed, I picked up a beautiful leather belt. Every inch of me was tingling as the belt swished through the air and landed on his ass. 
He let out a small gasp at the intensity of the blow, and a smile spread across my lips. The red welt that started to form on his skin was only fueling my need. 
It’s Ryker, remember? 
Yeah, I kind of had trouble remembering that as I brought the belt down again and again, painting his ass red. The way his muscles strained against the chains made me wish I could tease him in some other ways. And maybe I could. 
Our contract definitely allowed it. But then what? He was supposed to fall for me, not I for him. I usually didn’t have sex with men I didn’t care about at all, and Ryker... Well, I hated him. That was for sure.
Doesn’t that count as caring in a way?
Shut up, mind!
If I took what I wanted right now, without caring about anything else, Ryker would enjoy it too much. I could already tell. 
But as I lowered the belt, I couldn’t help myself. I reached out and ran my fingers over his heated flesh. He jumped a little at the contact, his breath coming out in small gasps. I pulled my hand back before I did something even more stupid. 
There was an ache deep inside me, and I had no idea how I was going to get rid of it. A hundred of freezing showers weren’t going to help, were they? 
I put away the belt and looked for the next thing that I could use on him. The worst part was, I wanted to use all of the implements on him, just to see which one he disliked the most and which one made him really squirm. 
The crop caught my eye, so I grabbed it. Oh, who was I kidding? I was enjoying the hell out of this anyway, even if it left me all hot and bothered. 
I traced the crop all over his back, ass, and legs, flicking it against his skin just as he started to relax. He shuddered as I tapped the crop against his balls, but I didn’t intend to give him what he wanted now. 
A small growl of protest that he let out when he heard me walk away almost made me laugh. 
You’re my toy now, Ryker. And you signed up for it. 
I picked up the strap, running my fingers over the leather. Ryker tried to turn his head to look at me, but I didn’t give him time. The strap fell on his ass with a loud thud and he let out a hiss. 
I hit him a few more times, and his chains were rattling as he struggled to stay in position. His ass had to be on fire, but I wasn’t done yet. I didn’t intend to stop until I made sure he wouldn’t be sitting comfortably for days. 
After all, he’d asked for all of it. He could always beg me to stop, and I wondered just how much he could take before doing that.
When I paused so I could look at him, he seemed to be gritting his teeth, and his fingers were gripping the chains as if they were the only thing keeping him alive. 
“Do you want me to stop?” I asked, a teasing tone in my voice.
“No.”
“No, what?” I laid the strap hard across his ass.
“No, ma’am,” he choked out, gasping for breath, small tremors running through his body. 
I tossed away the strap and got the cane. His already bruised ass was going to be scorching hot and it was going to really, really hurt. 
I was looking forward to it so much it was almost hard for me to keep my excitement down.
When the first stroke landed on his raw flesh, he cried out. I expected him to change his mind and use the safe word I’d forced into our contract, but he didn’t, so three more whacks of the cane echoed through the room. 
It was fascinating to watch him as his muscles clenched and unclenched, his body trembling. He bit the sheets as the cane connected with his tender flesh again. 
Oh hell. 
He would take all of it. Anything I did to him. 
And if I wanted to, I could just untie him right now, climb on top of him, and take him. I was sure he wouldn’t object. 
But I couldn’t do it. 
I couldn’t. 
He was still Ryker Cavano, and I wasn’t going to have sex with him, no matter how good it sounded. 
I dropped the cane. I needed to get out of here before I did something I was going to regret.





Chapter 15
I TOSSED AND TURNED in bed, but no matter what I tried, I couldn’t fall asleep. My mind kept going back to my session with Ryker, and I could still see him there, just like he’d been: tied up, his angry red and bruised ass on display. 
I pushed myself up a bit on my pillows and groaned. Should I go for the third cold shower? Except, I already knew that it wasn’t going to help. Nothing was. Or maybe...? 
I closed my eyes and let my hand slide down my body. Maybe I couldn’t have sex with Ryker because it would be all kinds of wrong and it would probably make me feel terrible afterward, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t have him in my fantasies. 
There was no harm in that, right? And people fantasized about a lot of things they weren’t really willing to do in real life, didn’t they? 
My fingers slipped into my panties, and then I let my mind take me straight to Ryker. It was easy to picture his smiling face and his hungry eyes as I untied him. I shoved him onto his back, which made him wince. 
As I climbed on top of him, I let my hands roam all over his strong chest. His gaze was intent on mine as I dipped my head and claimed his lips. 
His mouth moved under mine as my tongue searched for his. His hands were running up and down my legs, only increasing the fire inside me.
When we broke apart, I pushed myself up so he could close his mouth around my nipple. I arched my back as he sucked and licked, his tongue teasing my hard buds as his hands kneaded my breasts. 
And then I lifted myself up on my knees and smiled down on him before lowering myself to his mouth. His tongue darted out, pushing between my folds, and I held onto the headboard as I gently rocked my hips. 
I rubbed myself against his nose as his tongue slipped in and out of me, and when he flicked his tongue over my clit, I thought I was going to burst from all the pleasure. 
My insides quivered as I fucked his face until I reached my peak. He placed the softest of kisses on my thigh, but it still wasn’t enough. 
I shifted so I could position myself over his thick cock. I wanted to feel him inside me more than anything else, and once I slid myself onto him, I let out a loud moan. 
His eyes were trained on me as I started thrusting against him, and he pushed his hips up to meet mine. I found myself reaching for his hands, my fingers intertwining with his as I rode him. 
My whole body was brimming with ecstasy, and I threw my head back, enjoying every moment. When my release hit me, I let out a cry, my fingers gripping Ryker’s. 
And then I opened my eyes, my climax still throbbing its way through me. I was back in the real world, and even though I was feeling a bit less tense, I still knew it wouldn’t be enough to quench the desire inside me. 
I wanted to know what it would be like with Ryker for real. But would he even care about my pleasure? Would it be as wonderful as I imagined it? Or would I only end up feeling dirty and used after it? 
I couldn’t lose sight of my plan either. Ryker might grow bored of me if he got everything he wanted. Sure, maybe he liked how I could make him feel and that I wasn’t holding back, but it wouldn’t be hard for him to find himself another dominatrix. 
I still had no idea what it was that he wanted from me, and I didn’t know what exactly I had to do to convince him to let me into his world, or at least, into his private part of the house. It seemed like he was keeping me at a distance, but I supposed I wasn’t too open with him either. 
He might want the things between us to stay strictly professional, but then why was he looking at me as if there was a chance he wanted more? Or maybe I was just refusing to see that my plan wasn’t going to work. 
All I might end up achieving was getting too entangled with Ryker, and he wasn’t going to let me anywhere near anything that might put his business at risk.
I bit down on my lip. No, I could do this. 
It didn’t matter what exactly he wanted from me or what I might want from him. As long as he brought me to his house, I had a chance. I’d have to talk to Nia. Maybe she had a small camera or a bug that I could plant and that wouldn’t be detected. 
Then I might be able to get an incriminating recording of him or he might give me a clue as to where and when his illegal activities happened. I just had to take a better look at the house and find the right spot. 
I doubted anything other than our sessions happened in the room where we’d been, and the guards were everywhere. Not to mention there were cameras. I’d probably have to go there a few times to make sure I could plant a bug or something without getting caught. 
My phone vibrated on my nightstand, the sound piercing the silence, and I yelped. When I grabbed my phone, I realized I had a text from Ryker. He wanted to see me tomorrow. 
Huh, already? Wasn’t that too soon? His ass had to still be sore from our last session, but maybe he was just that masochistic. 
I quickly typed a text back to tell him that I’d be ready. Deep down, I wondered if he’d discovered the truth about me, so he was calling for me so he could threaten me or hurt me rather than do something else, but I didn’t want to think about that. 
He’d be too furious to wait so long, wouldn’t he? For now, I didn’t have to worry about anything.
Or did I?





Chapter 16
“WHAT’S THIS?” I ASKED when Ryker’s servant brought me to what looked like a dining room. A huge table was in the middle of the room and it was set up for two people. 
“I hope you’re hungry.” Ryker offered me a small smile that was so unlike him that I thought something was definitely wrong, but putting poison in my food wasn’t his style. “Please take a seat.” 
He pulled a chair out for me, and I sat down, eyeing him with suspicion. He was as handsome as ever in his white dress shirt and dark gray jeans, and his dark hair was just the right amount of messy.
“This is really nice,” I said, glancing at the beautiful red rose in the vase between the plates. “But I don’t understand. Is this part of our session or what?” Maybe he wanted to role-play, but if that was the case, then I needed to know about it.
“No, it’s not.” The corners of his lips quirked up as he opened a bottle of wine and poured some in my glass. “It’s just dinner. I cooked some food and didn’t want it to go to waste. And I hate eating alone anyway. I know our contract doesn’t include something like this, but it doesn’t forbid it either.”
My eyebrows shot up in disbelief. “You cooked?” That had to be a metaphor, or he just assumed that whatever his cook prepared counted as him making the food, but Ryker actually cooking... 
No, that was impossible. My mind couldn’t comprehend it.
“Yeah. Why does that surprise you so much? Because I have staff for everything? Well, it’s true they take care of a lot of things for me when I’m busy with work, but when I’m not, I can do whatever the hell I want, and cooking just happens to be one of the things I enjoy from time to time.” 
“Um, okay.” I still didn’t believe him. Was he trying to impress me? If yes, then that was good for my plan, but the whole thing had shocked me so much that I was a bit disconcerted. 
“There’s actual video footage if you don’t believe me.” He grinned. 
Cameras, right. Why had I forgotten the most important part? I was in a room I’d never been in before. 
My focus should be on figuring out if it was worth it to plant a bug in here, not to wonder whether Ryker had any real cooking skills or not. 
Ryker cooking, though. Oh hell. My mind was forming images that I didn’t want to see. I pictured him naked, wearing only an apron as he held up a wooden spoon and smiled at me. 
Yeah, that’s not what happened. Damn it, Lexi. Get it together.
“I’ll be right back,” he said, and disappeared through one of the doors. 
I took a big gulp of the wine, which was actually really delicious. When my gaze lifted to the corners of the room, I spotted cameras. Why the hell would he have cameras in the dining room and in the kitchen? 
But then again, maybe he wanted to make sure no one snuck inside or that no one would try to poison his food or something. Actually, he probably had cameras everywhere. Shit. If I wanted to plant something here or snoop around, I’d have to be very careful and assume someone might always be watching me. 
Although, if he had his room or an office somewhere in this house, would he have a camera there too or would it be too dangerous for him to have it? If he was actually striking deals or running his business from here, then I was sure he didn’t want to have any incriminating footage in his own house. But how would I ever get into a less secure part of the house? 
Ryker returned, carrying two plates, and he set one down in front of me. The food had been carefully arranged and it smelled really tasty. He was really trying to impress me, wasn’t he? 
And he knew just how to do it. He somehow knew I’d appreciate something like this more than being taken out to a fancy restaurant. 
Ryker. A man after my own heart. 
Yeah no. 
He wasn’t boyfriend material, no matter how hard he tried. I couldn’t let him distract me or manipulate me into thinking he was a nice guy. 
“It’s just pasta with vegetables. Nothing dangerous inside. I promise.” He winked at me. 
I must’ve been staring at the food a bit too long, so I finally took a bite. My gaze snapped to him as I chewed. 
“Wow. This is great,” I said and meant it. If he’d really made this himself, then I was in awe. Ryker had more hidden skills than I could’ve imagined. I should be very, very careful about him.
Oh yeah, Lexi. What are you really afraid of? That he put love potion in your food? 
“Thank you. I’m glad you like it.” His gaze never left mine. 
But then his phone rang, and his brow furrowed. 
“It’s okay,” I said. “If it’s important, answer it.”
He got to his feet, giving me a small smile as he pulled out his phone. 
I eyed him as he answered. 
“What the fuck do you mean there’s a problem?” he hissed a few moments later, his face contorting with anger. The nice guy who’d been having dinner with me was gone, and now he was just Ryker. 
His gaze shifted to me, and I looked away, pretending I was busy with my food. 
“Just get it done,” he sneered, and then slipped his phone back into his pocket. 
When he returned to the table, his face was again pleasant, as if nothing had happened. 
A man with a thousand faces. Or maybe just two. One was the guy I’d love to have as my boyfriend, and the other one was a monster, capable of ending someone’s life without a second thought.
“Sorry about that,” he said. “It’s just business.”
“I get it. Where’s the bathroom?” I asked as I dabbed at my mouth with a napkin. This was the perfect chance for me to take a look around.
“Right through that door.” He pointed at it. “Just down the hallway. You can’t miss it.”
I got to my feet, flashing him a smile. 
Once I was in the hallway, I spotted more cameras. As I passed by a few closed doors, I realized most of them had keypads next to them. There would be no way for me to pretend I accidently ended up in the wrong place. Ugh. Ryker would have to be with me. 
When I reached the bathroom—the only door that was open, I took a look around. Surprisingly, there weren’t any cameras, or I just couldn’t see them. Still, I let the water run in the sink as I focused on my reflection in the mirror. 
What the hell was I doing? Ryker could drop his nice act at any moment, and then there might not be a way for me to get out of here alive. But I couldn’t back down now. I’d made my choice, and I was going to go through with my plan. 
No matter the cost. 
No matter the risk. 
When I returned to the dining room, Ryker was waiting for me. 
“I hope you’re ready for dessert,” he said. “I didn’t make this one, though. Still learning.” He let out a laugh.
The sight of the chocolate cake on the plate almost made me salivate. 
Oh hell. 
Ryker really was after my heart, wasn’t he?





Chapter 17
“IS THERE ANYTHING I can do?” I asked as I paced up and down Nia’s living room. 
“I don’t know, but if he has cameras everywhere, it’s too risky for you to try anything. If they find the bug, they’ll know it was you if you’re the only one who was in that room.” She gave me a concerned look.
“But maybe they won’t find it. Maybe more people come to his house.”
“Are you willing to bet your life on that? Because I’m not.” 
I let out a sigh. “Then what? Should I just give up? It’s not like I can ask him too much about his illegal business, and he’s careful around me. When someone called him, he made sure that I wouldn’t overhear anything or figure out what he was talking about.”
“Maybe you should. There’s not much you can do without putting your life in danger. Is it really worth it?” Her eyes were hard on mine.
“Yeah, I think it is. I’m hoping he has an office somewhere in the house. He probably doesn’t want anyone to record what’s happening in there. Or maybe some of those rooms protected with keypads and who knows what else don’t have any cameras.”
Nia tilted her head. “I doubt he’s going to take you to one of those rooms. Who knows what’s in there? Unless you think he’s going to show off his weapons collection to you.”
“Yeah, I don’t think he’ll do that. He was kind of nice, actually. Okay, for him, that’s more than nice. I mean, he made me dinner.”
“So? The guy likes to cook. Doesn’t make him special.”
“I know, but it looked like he was really trying to make me happy. It’s just... I don’t know.”
“Maybe he just wants to find an excuse to stop paying you.” Nia shook her head. “Don’t forget who he really is. You know him better than anyone. The real him. This charade and the nice-guy act can’t fool you.”
Yeah, I hoped that was the case. Although, a part of me was starting to doubt what I knew about Ryker. But things were rarely black and white. It wouldn’t be surprising if there were a few good sides to him, but that didn’t mean they erased all the bad stuff he’d done. 
“You’re right. I should just focus on my plan and forget everything else. So what else I can do? Is there a way to disrupt his cameras so they’ll stop recording for a while? Could you hack into them or something? If no one knows the cameras were messed with, I could plant the bug and they wouldn’t suspect a thing until it was too late.”
“Nope. I can’t do that. Well, I might be able to do it if I go to his house, but that’s not going to happen, so no. You’ll have to find another way. Planting a bug in his office sounds like the best idea, but I have no clue how you can get in there without being spotted. I guess he has plenty of security there too, even if there are no cameras inside.”
I crossed my arms. “I’ll need to come up with something. I just don’t know how long it will take.”
“Once you plant that bug, you can never go back to his house,” Nia said. “No matter what happens.”
“I know. If he finds it, I’ll be a suspect, or he’ll immediately know it was me. I need to have a plan to leave the city quickly if that happens.” 
I was going to be really, really mad if he discovered the bug before I managed to get any useful information. But hey, if I couldn’t put him in prison, at least I’d punished him in a way. He might’ve enjoyed it too much, though, so it wouldn’t be that big of a win. 
Unless finding out who I really was would seriously piss him off and make him regret everything. Okay, yeah. That was somewhat satisfying.
“Oh, and I need to have a plan to protect my club too,” I said. “If I go down, the club needs to remain as if nothing happened. There’s also one more thing. Are you sure that the Cobras won’t be able to trace the bug back to you? What if they can detect its signal or something?”
“If that happens, which I doubt, I’ll be long gone before they find me.” She grinned. “And don’t talk as if you’re going to fail. He might not figure out anything if he’s smitten with you.”
A smile quirked my lips. “Smitten. That actually sounds hilarious.”
My phone vibrated, and when Ryker’s number appeared on the screen, I almost dropped it.
“He must be psychic or something,” I muttered, and Nia went quiet as I answered. 
“I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Ryker said.
Freaking psychic. “No. What’s up?”
“It looks like it’s going to be a nice day tomorrow. How would you like to go on a short trip?”
My eyebrows shot up. “A trip? Where?”
“I prefer for it to be a surprise, but you should bring your bathing suit with you.”
“Let me guess. You don’t want to go alone?” 
“Yeah. My yacht is too big for me.” 
A yacht? Geez. Now he was just showing off. “Okay.”
“Great. I’ll see you tomorrow then.” 
I stared at my phone a few moments after he ended the call. 
“What’s going on?” Nia asked.
“Are you sure he didn’t put a bug on me or something?” 
“Yeah. I am. Now tell me!”
“He has a yacht, of course, and he wants me to come with him.”
Nia clamped her hand over her mouth as she laughed. “Oh, my God! He really likes you!”
“I guess.” I flipped my phone in my hand. 
“But what? Why do you look like you’d like to run for the hills? This is what you wanted, isn’t it? For him not to be able to live without you.”
“Yachts aren’t all that big. It might be hard to escape if things get... weird.” 
Maybe I should call Ryker back and cancel. My mind immediately flashed to the time when he’d found me in the girls’ locker room and I was all alone. I’d thought he was going to hurt me, and there’d been nowhere for me to run. 
But all he’d done was push me against one of the lockers and show me that I was at his mercy. He’d laughed at me, and then he’d just left me there. I’d been petrified and it had taken me more than a few minutes to make my legs work again. 
Would I feel the same way on his yacht with him? Would I feel trapped? 
“How big is his yacht, exactly?” Nia had a peculiar expression on her face, which made me think she had an idea.
“Why?”
“Did he say that you can’t bring a friend with you to keep you company?” 
My jaw went slack. “Wait, are you saying you want to come with me?”
“Sure, why not? And it might give me a chance to hack into something, if he has a computer with him or a phone. Or maybe not. But I can keep you company. Hell, I can bring a few more of my girlfriends with me. We can have a party on his yacht.” 
“Well, he did say that he didn’t want to be alone.” A slow smile spread across my lips. 
Giving Ryker what he wanted but not quite was something I really liked. 
“Okay. Whoever wants to come with me should do it, but please make sure everyone understands the risks. There will probably be guards who won’t mind pulling the trigger if they think they need to. And don’t get caught hacking anything.”
She lifted her hands. “I promise.”
Oh yeah. I couldn’t wait to see what Ryker would do.





Chapter 18
THE LOOK ON RYKER’S face when he saw the four of us—Nia brought two more of her friends, who weren’t in the least worried about the Scarlet Cobras—was priceless, and I wished I could’ve snapped a photo. But he quickly recovered and welcomed us all to his yacht. 
As I settled on my towel while Nia and her friends were dancing to the loud music, Ryker sat down next to me. His shorts were hanging low on his hips, and I had to force my eyes up.
“I hope you don’t mind I brought my friends with me,” I said, giving him a small smile.
“Not at all.” 
I picked up a bottle of sunscreen, and Ryker reached for it.
“Let me,” he said, and I gave him the bottle. 
He squeezed some of the sunscreen onto his palm and then moved behind my back. His touch sent a strong current through me, and as he gently massaged the sunscreen into my skin, I couldn’t help but lean into his touch. 
His fingers trailed down my shoulders so gently that I almost let out a moan. And when his hands reached my stomach, I sucked in a breath. When I glanced at him, our lips were so close that I thought he was going to kiss me. 
But instead, he moved so he could put some sunscreen on my legs. I was barely breathing as his fingers traced circles on my thigh. His eyes met mine as he caressed my skin, and every inch of me was on fire. If only he would lower his lips to my calf and... 
I couldn’t take it anymore, so I snatched the sunscreen from him. “My turn,” I said. 
Amusement danced in his eyes, and I was sure he’d noticed just how much his touch had affected me. It was silly, though. Sexual and physical attraction didn’t mean a thing. It was all just for fun. I wasn’t falling for him. 
I spread some sunscreen over his back, my fingers exploring every inch of his skin, and when I reached around him, pressing myself close to him, I felt his breath catch. Good.
But then he got to his feet and offered his hand to me. “Come,” he said. 
I let him pull me up and then he broke into a run, still holding my hand. When I realized he intended for us to jump overboard, I almost wanted to back out because I’d never done something like that before. 
But what the hell? It looked fun. 
Kind of. 
I screamed as I jumped, and then hit the water. I’d let go of Ryker at some point, but when I resurfaced and pushed my wet hair out of my eyes, I couldn’t see him. I spun around, squinting around me as my eyes still stung. 
“Over here,” he said with a laugh, and when I turned in his direction, he sent a splash of water at me. 
I shrieked, closing my eyes, but then I slapped the water and splashed him back. Laughter bubbled up at the back of my throat, and I couldn’t remember when the last time I’d had so much fun was.
“Okay. Enough!” I shouted, and Ryker helped me climb back up on the yacht. 
Nia and her friends were watching us, and Nia winked at me. Just what did she think was going on here? My hand was still in Ryker’s, and I didn’t even feel like pulling back. 
What the hell was wrong with me? When he finally let go of me, he brought me a towel and wrapped it around me.
“Thanks,” I said, giving him a small smile. 
“Are you cold?” he asked, wrapping his arms around me from behind. 
“No, I’m fine.” Except, I didn’t want him to stop touching me. The heat of his body against mine was strangely comforting, and we just stood there for a while, gazing at the ocean.
“I need a drink,” I said, pulling away from him.
“Let me make you a cocktail. It’ll warm you up.” 
I gave him a nod. 
Nia approached me as soon as he was out of sight.
“Are you sure you want to destroy him?” she whispered into my ear. “It looks like he just might be the perfect boyfriend. He’s basically doting on you, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone looking at someone the way he looks at you. It’s adorbs.”
“No, it’s not,” I said through my teeth. “And yes, this doesn’t change anything. He’s just pretending.”
“Are you sure about that? People rarely change, but sometimes it happens.”
“He’s the leader of the Scarlet Cobras. That’s enough.”
“Well, yeah, but damn, girl. He might be willing to leave it all for you.”
I let out a laugh. “Have you found anything interesting?”
“Not really. The guards are always keeping an eye on me. It’s like they think I’m going to steal something.” She rolled her eyes. “Why did he have to bring them with him? Is he afraid of us?”
“I think he’s more worried his enemies might find him or that he’ll need to go into action quickly. And he doesn’t really know any of us, so it makes sense he’d want to make sure we aren’t snooping around for the cops or something.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re defending him. How sweet.”
“I’m not. I’m just saying. And thank you so much for being here. I’m glad I’m not alone with all those guards around.”
“I don’t think anything would happen to you with your man around.”
“My man?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “He’s not my man.”
“Keep saying that.” She turned on her heel and strode away just as Ryker showed up.
He handed me a cocktail glass with a little pink umbrella, and I took a sip of the orange liquid. 
“Do you like it?” he asked, an expectant look on his face.
I gave him a nod. “Yeah, it’s good.”
“I’ve never met a woman like you,” he suddenly said. “I think you and I might be a good match, don’t you think?”
I took another sip of the drink so I wouldn’t have to immediately answer that. “Maybe,” I finally said. “Why do you say that?”
“I know you can feel it too.” His finger brushed my shoulder. “We don’t have to be strictly professional. Why not explore the connection between us?”
I only shrugged. 
“I’ll find a way to convince you to give me a chance,” he said with all the confidence in the world, and I had no idea what to say to that. 
My plan was clearly working, but I’d have to speed things up a bit. Because if I kept this up, I didn’t know how I was going to get him out of my head and out of my life. 
My lips spread into a smile as I handed him my empty glass. “Bring me one more and I might think about it.” 
Dating Ryker Cavano. 
Not in my wildest dreams had I thought something like that might happen. But my revenge would be sweeter if he truly fell for me, wouldn’t it?





Chapter 19
“I THINK I KNOW HOW I’m going to get into his office,” I said to Nia while she was busy working on her laptop. 
“Huh?” She lifted her head, giving me a puzzled look. “What did you say?”
“I came up with a plan. Ryker trusts me now, and he wants to convince me to start dating him, so I think I know how I can get into his office.” A smile built up on my lips. “But I need your help. Do you have a bug that won’t be detected easily and that I can plant somewhere he might not remember to look?”
“I do, but you’d have to be really, really careful. Won’t you make him suspicious if you ask to go to his office?” She frowned. “I get that you think he’d do just about anything so you’d give him a chance, but that doesn’t mean he won’t question it if you do something odd.”
“It won’t be suspicious. Trust me. Actually, I think I know how to make it look like it was all his idea.” 
“Really? Well, that’s great.” She got to her feet as she set her laptop aside, and then she made her way toward one of the cabinets. After she spent a few minutes rummaging through it, she pulled out a small box. 
“Is that it?” I asked when she offered me the box.
She nodded. “Yep, the bug is inside. No one will be able to tell who made it, and while it’s possible that someone will try to trace its signal, I will be notified about it, and I’ll cut the connection before any of Ryker’s men can find us. He won’t figure it out, unless you end up being the only one in his office, so he’ll easily put two and two together.”
“Let’s hope not.” I opened the box. A tiny round black device was inside. It resembled an actual bug. “And all I have to do is put it somewhere he won’t find it?”
“Yeah. But it has to be as close as possible to him. If you attach it across the room, it might be harder to hear what he’s saying.” 
“Right.” I eyed the device, then closed the box. “Can I carry it in my pocket? I can’t bring this whole box with me. Ryker will be there with me, so I’ll have to be quick and I’ll have to make sure he can’t tell what I’m doing. Hopefully, there won’t be any cameras inside his office, but if there are, I’ll have to be careful about them too.”
“Yeah. Just don’t press on it too hard or sit down on it. It’s not fragile, but it’s small and it works better if it’s not squeezed, okay?”
I bobbed my head. “I guess I need to put it somewhere under his desk.”
“That would be ideal, yeah.” 
“I’m going to try that. What about my escape plan? Is everything ready?” 
“Yeah. I have plane tickets and a fake passport for you.”
“What are the odds that his men spot the bug? I mean, what if they find it and pretend they didn’t so they’d catch me? Do you think we’d be able to figure that out?”
“Um, I don’t know. I didn’t exactly use this for a situation like that, but my friends have, and they think no one will spot it unless they know what they’re looking for. If no one suspicious goes to Ryker’s office, his men might not even check his office. But are you sure you want to proceed with your plan?”
“Yeah. We’ve already talked about how dangerous it all is, but I’m sure.”
“No, not about that. Are you sure you want to do this now?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” 
“Because of Ryker, duh.” 
I raised an eyebrow at her. “I don’t understand.”
“It’s obvious that he likes you and that you like him too.” She lifted her finger before I could say anything. “I know he’s done some really terrible things to you, but maybe he’s changed. Maybe if he knew who you are, he’d be sorry. An apology wouldn’t quite cut it. I get that. But maybe he can try to make it up to you?”
I let out a nervous laugh. “Ryker hasn’t changed. He’s still the same guy. He’s just a good actor. When he wants something, he’s willing to do anything to get it, even if it goes against his nature. If I become his girlfriend, he might revert to his true self.”
“Okay, but what if there’s a tiny chance that he’s really changed?”
“No, forget it. Ryker is a criminal, and I can’t just ignore everything he’s done to me because he’s acting nice now.”
“All right. It’s your life. Just don’t do anything you might regret later, because there’s no going back from this.”
“I know.” I stared down at the box with the bug. 
What if Nia was right and Ryker really was a different man now? But if that was true, then he would’ve stopped his reign of blood. He wouldn’t be building an empire and growing his business on corpses, threats, and drugs. 
Of course, we’d both changed in some ways after high school. We were adults now, and Ryker was still the leader of the Scarlet Cobras. No, I doubted he’d changed all that much. Maybe he was more careful and calculating now than he’d been then, but he definitely deserved whatever was coming for him. 
There was no way for me to love or be happy with a man who was willing to destroy other people’s lives for his own gain. Hell, I wasn’t a good person either. Good people didn’t crave revenge the way I did, but I didn’t care. Still, I’d never be like him.
“Lexi?” Nia said. “I don’t like the dark look on your face. What are you thinking about?”
“Nothing. Just Ryker. If he was actually capable of love, he wouldn’t still be leading the Scarlet Cobras.”
“Maybe.”
“So you’d date a gang leader?” 
“If it’s true love and I’m not in danger with him, then hell yeah.” She grinned. “Especially if I can hack his enemies for him. Do you forget that I was in juvie for a reason?”
“But you haven’t killed anyone, and I’m sure Ryker has.”
Her face went serious. “Yeah, you’re right. Don’t mind me. I’m just coming up with a love story in my head that has nothing to do with reality. It’s just so easy to forget who he really is when he’s acting like that. I swear he seems innocent. It’s not like I know him, but what you described doesn’t fit with the man I saw at that yacht.”
“He does look innocent, yeah.” I groaned. “Sometimes, I forget who he is too. He’s really good at that.”
“Are you sure you have the right Ryker?” The corners of her lips twitched up. “Maybe he has a twin brother who stepped into his place when the actual Ryker died?”
“I wish.” 
“No, seriously. Maybe I should look into it. Who knows? It might be possible.” 
“Ha ha. You’d be wasting your time.” 
“I waste my time on a lot of things.” She shrugged. 
I held the box with the bug tightly in my hand. “I have to go now. I need to get ready for my session with Ryker.”
“And I’ll be ready so I can set up the bug once it’s in place. All you have to do is text me and I’ll activate it. Then you’ll be able to hear everything he does in his office. Well, almost everything.”
“Thanks.” I didn’t know how things were going to end, but I had to try. 
I owed it to Avery.





Chapter 20
“WOW.” RYKER’S MOUTH was hanging open when he saw me. I flashed him a wide smile as I shrugged out of my coat. 
“Who’s been a naughty boy?” I asked, adjusting my fake glasses as I waved the cane in my other hand. 
Ryker’s gaze was still glued to my tight red shirt with a deep neckline and my black skirt that came just above my knee. His erection was already straining against his pants. Now all I had to do was convince him to take me to his office.
“I thought we might have some fun tonight. Something different,” I said. “Do you like it?”
“Yeah, totally.” He couldn’t tear his gaze off me. 
“Good. Then let’s go.” I started in the direction of the room where we’d had our last session. 
“Wait. I think I have a better idea,” he said. 
“Oh?” I feigned innocence. 
“I know a better place where we can make things more realistic. Come with me.” He opened another door for me, and I stepped into a large, dim hallway. 
I couldn’t spot any cameras, but maybe it was just too dark for that. Or maybe he was taking me exactly where I wanted him to take me. Hell, even if we didn’t end up going to his office, there was still a chance he’d take me to some part of the house where he actually spent more of his time and maybe discussed his business too. 
“Here,” he said after we stopped in front of a black door. After he pressed his hand to the glass panel on the wall, he looked into it. 
“That’s a lot of protection,” I said as the door beeped open. 
“It’s probably overkill,” he said. “But it’s better to be safe than sorry. A lot of my competitors would love to get their hands on some of my projects. I do some work for the government too, so you can imagine that such projects need to stay secret until it’s time to reveal them.”
The government? Yeah, right. As if anyone from the government would willingly hire a criminal. Or maybe they would. If they were criminals themselves. A lot of politicians seemed shady anyway. 
When he opened the door for me, I fought the urge to grin. His office. 
It wasn’t as large as I’d expected, but it was big enough. A sturdy desk was in the middle, and there was a laptop and a lot of papers on it. There was a shelf with lots of folders and files, and some souvenirs and photos. Ryker quickly pushed some of the papers off his desk and into one of the drawers. 
“This is nice,” I said as I ran my finger over the desk, looking around for cameras. 
There were too many things in here for me to be able to tell if a camera was hidden somewhere, so I’d have to be very careful. The bug in the pocket of my skirt felt like a heavy rock, but I was sure that I was just imagining it. 
“You can take a seat here.” Ryker pointed at his comfortable-looking leather chair. 
I sat down—damn, it was really soft—and placed my cane on the desk as Ryker moved toward the door. It was too soon to plant the bug, especially when he was looking at me with so much eagerness that I couldn’t focus on anything other than him.
“Ryker Cavano,” I said. “Back in my office so soon. What have you done now?” I gave him my most serious look as I clasped my hands in front of me.
He bit down on his lip as he strolled forward, his hands in the pockets of his pants. Damn, he was hot, especially when he tried to look all innocent. I pressed my legs tightly together. 
“I’m sorry, Miss Lexi,” he said. “It wasn’t my fault.”
“Get your hands out of your pockets, young man!” I leaned back in my chair. “I won’t tolerate your disrespect, or you disrupting your classes and terrorizing your teachers.” 
He pulled his hands out and gave me a look through his eyelashes. “What are you going to do about it?”
“I’m going to punish you.” I got to my feet, picking up the cane. “Drop your pants and underwear and bend over the desk.”
“Please don’t. I promise it won’t happen again.” He gave me such a convincing pleading look that I was impressed. 
“Nuh-uh. You’re not getting out of your punishment. Now do as I say or you’ll get double.” 
His eyes were on me as he yanked his pants and underwear down, and then he bent over the desk. A shudder of delight shot through me, and I pushed his dress shirt up so it wouldn’t get in the way. 
“I want you to count them,” I said before the first stroke landed across his ass, leaving a red weal. 
“One, Miss,” he said. 
The cane swished through the air again, and my arousal was only getting stronger as more welts covered his ass. 
After a particularly hard thwack of the cane across his already sore flesh, he jumped up, but he managed to stay in position and not lose the count. 
“Does it hurt?” I asked as I lowered my hand to his burning cheeks. 
“Yes, Miss.” 
“That’s good. Maybe you’ll finally learn your lesson.” My hand lingered on his skin, and without thinking, I let my fingers slip between his legs. 
He let out a small gasp as I cupped him, stroking him. He didn’t tell me to stop, just pushed himself toward my hand. I trailed my fingers up and down his shaft once again before letting go of him.
I brought the cane down on his ass again, making him groan. The weals were all starting to melt together, so I had to create some new ones. 
“You forgot to count them. Now I have to start all over again,” I said as I tapped the cane against his tender flesh. 
His sharp intake of breath made me chuckle.
The swish of the cane through the air and the sound it made when it collided with his skin made my insides tingle, and my panties were wetter than ever. 
When I finally lowered the cane onto the desk, Ryker was trying to catch his breath. My gaze focused on his lips. Would it be so bad if I let things progress further? 
Don’t forget why you’re here. 
Right. I couldn’t afford to get distracted. I still hadn’t planted the bug. 
“Get up,” I ordered, and Ryker winced as he pushed himself up. “Go stand in that corner over there. Hands on your head.”
He gave me a look that told me corner time wasn’t something that he was fond of. 
“What are you waiting for?” I placed my hand on my hip. “Do you want another spanking?”
The corners of his lips curved up into a smile, but he finally obeyed. 
I sat down in his chair, leaning forward as I slipped my hand into my pocket. My fingers closed around the bug, and then I planted it under his desk, just in the corner where I thought no one would easily see it. 
Done. It was all done. 
But then my eyes lifted to Ryker. A shot of desire surged through me at the sight of his red ass, his pants and underwear around his ankles, his hands on his head. I leaned back, slipping my fingers under my skirt and into my soaking wet panties. 
Maybe this was the last time I had a session with Ryker and I wanted to enjoy as much of it as I could. He must’ve realized what I was doing because he shifted, trying to glance at me.
“Don’t even think about it,” I snapped as I slid my finger into my slickness. As a moan found its way out of my throat, I kept my gaze on Ryker, who could only imagine what I was doing.





Chapter 21
I ROLLED OVER ON THE bed and stared at my phone, but there was only silence. As soon as Nia had activated the bug, she’d set everything up so I could listen in on Ryker whenever I wanted. 
The only problem was that there wasn’t much to hear. Either Ryker wasn’t in his office very often or he didn’t talk to anyone. I was already losing hope that he’d ever say anything incriminating. 
Or maybe I’d done something wrong and damaged the bug. Maybe that was why I couldn’t hear anything. I didn’t think Ryker’s men had found it or detected it. But if I’d really messed something up, I doubted I’d get into Ryker’s office anytime soon without making it look suspicious. 
Ryker. 
I did my best to push him out of my mind and not think about our little session in his office. One part of me wanted to repeat it and maybe do something more. 
“Boss,” someone said, and I jumped, looking wildly around me. It took me a moment to realize the voice was coming from my phone. 
The bug. 
It was working after all. I snatched the phone, staring at it intently as if that was somehow going to help me hear better. Too bad I couldn’t have planted a camera. It would’ve been so much better to be able to see who was talking. I assumed the guy who’d spoken was one of Ryker’s men.
“What is it?” Ryker asked. 
“Sanchez is here. He wants to speak with you.”
“Sanchez? All right. Let him in.” 
“Yes, boss.”
Who the hell was Sanchez and how did he or she know where Ryker lived? I doubted Ryker was handing out his address to all of his associates and other criminals. Or maybe where he lived wasn’t such a secret. 
His mansion was a fort anyway. It would be hard for anyone to get inside, and I suspected Ryker had ways of getting out of there as quickly as possible without anyone catching him. 
“Is it true?” a male voice boomed a few minutes later. Was that Sanchez? 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ryker said, sounding bored. 
“Did you strike a deal with the Colombians?”
“So what if I did? It’s none of your business.”
“Of course it’s my business! We’re partners.”
“Our partnership won’t be affected in any way. I can guarantee you that. Unless there’s something you failed to tell me.” There was a threatening note in Ryker’s voice, and I didn’t think he was overly happy with Sanchez. 
“I’ve never lied to you.” Sanchez didn’t seem to notice any of it, but maybe he didn’t know Ryker as well as I did. 
“Then there’s nothing for us to discuss.”
“The Colombians stole my fucking shipment!” Sanchez yelled. “Your fucking shipment! I replaced it in good faith, and now you turn around and strike a deal with them.”
“How can you be sure it was them? It could’ve been anyone. You have a lot of enemies.” 
“I’m sure! I told you that.” Sanchez must’ve slammed his fist against the desk because it sounded as if a bomb had exploded. 
My heart skipped a beat, and I wondered if the bug had fallen to the floor. 
“You don’t have any evidence, do you?”
“I don’t need any evidence. You have my word!” 
“The Colombians assured me it hadn’t been them, and I trust them. Maybe you should question your men about it. It seems to me like you’re not running a tight ship.”
“Damn it, Ryker. I won’t tolerate this any longer. I struck a deal with you because you’re a Cavano, but you don’t share the same values as you father did.”
“You can be sure that I don’t.” Ryker’s voice was like icicles. Sanchez was playing with fire and he didn’t even realize it. 
“Fuck you. Our deal’s over.” 
I heard the door slam. Sanchez must’ve left. I had no idea what exactly they’d been talking about, but this recording would be useful to the cops, wouldn’t it? Ryker’s name had been mentioned, along with the Colombians and shipments. This was good. 
Very good.
“Boss?” 
“Gather everyone,” Ryker said. “We have a problem that needs to be solved.”
“Yes, boss. What kind of problem?”
“Sanchez stole our cocaine and tried to blame it on the Colombians.”
“Did he tell you that?”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, of course he didn’t, but it was him. I’m a hundred percent sure.”
“What do you want us to do?” 
“Kill Sanchez and his men. Kill them all. We’ll attack his stash house tonight too and take whatever we can. I want to send a message.”
“Which stash house, boss?”
“The one near Big Belly’s.” 
“Yes, boss.”
I held my breath and didn’t move, as if Ryker could somehow hear or see me listening, which was ridiculous, but I couldn’t help it. Big Belly’s? Where the hell was that? I had to find a map. 
Ryker had just ordered to have someone killed. If that wasn’t good enough evidence against him, then I didn’t know what was. He’d just given me everything I needed, but maybe I could get something more. 
If I could actually take some photos of him in action, then it would be harder for him to cover up everything or say that it was all doctored. And even his crooked cops wouldn’t be able to defend him. Actually, I could leak the photos to the press or to the whole world. There would be no way for Ryker to escape then. 
But first I wanted to figure out where Sanchez’ stash house was. Maybe there was a way for me to watch everything from a good hiding spot, and I might as well take photos of as many of Ryker’s men as I could. 
The Cobras had to be destroyed completely too, and if only Ryker went to prison, then someone else could be chosen as their new leader and things would continue as if nothing had happened. I couldn’t allow that.
As I focused on the map, I studied the area around Big Belly’s. There was an older building nearby where a car shop used to be, but now it didn’t look like it was occupied. It was the perfect hiding spot. 
It was surrounded by other buildings and not on any important or busy streets, but there were still plenty of alleys and ways to reach it. Trucks could definitely come and go at night without drawing too much attention. 
Maybe, just maybe, I could get inside one of the buildings that looked on the stash house. If I stayed in the shadows, no one would notice me, and I’d be more or less safe, especially if there was a back exit that I could use in case someone ended up spotting me. If I ran fast enough, I’d be able to reach a busy street and lose anyone who might try to follow me. 
One part of me was terrified, but the other one was excited. After tonight, I could have everything that I needed to destroy Ryker, and I’d no longer have to worry about him. He’d finally pay for everything he’d done, and the Scarlet Cobras would suffer a huge blow. 
A smile spread across my lips. 
I was so close to my revenge that I could almost taste it on my tongue. And damn, it was so sweet.





Chapter 22
I LOOKED AROUND ME, and when I was sure no one was watching me, I pushed the door open. Luckily for me, this old building didn’t have any guards and the door wasn’t even locked, so I easily slipped inside. 
The lights came on, blinding me for a moment. I hurried upstairs before any of the tenants showed up. If I wasn’t wrong, there was a window at the end of the hallway on the second floor. From there, I should be able to see what was going on. It was possible that I was in a completely wrong place, but I was hoping that I wasn’t. 
Once I reached the window, I waited for the lights to turn off. When they did, I opened the window wide. Pressing myself close to the wall, I gazed down on the old car shop across from me. I gripped my phone tightly in my hand. Once Ryker’s men showed up, I had to be ready and record everything. 
The minutes ticked by, and my feet were staring to hurt, so I shifted a bit to get more comfortable. The dark hallway behind me was unnerving because every rustle and tiny noise made me think someone was coming for me. 
But it wasn’t very likely that would happen, unless a rat decided to pay me a visit. At least the tenants weren’t going anywhere. It would be a bit hard for me to explain what I was doing here.
The noise of car engines made me perk up, and I aimed my phone through the window, pressing the record button. Movement near the car shop caught my eye, and then I realized two armed men had been hiding in the shadows where I hadn’t even spotted them. Shit. 
Since no one had come for me, I assumed they hadn’t noticed me either. 
Four SUVs came to a screeching halt in front of the car shop, and I braced myself for the sounds of gunfire that were inevitably coming, but there was only silence. The men were out of their cars, their guns in their hands, but it looked like they had silencers. 
They spilled into the car shop, and a light briefly flickered in one of the windows before going out. Where was Ryker? His men came out a few minutes later, their Cobra symbol on the back of their jackets. 
I focused my phone camera on each one of them so I could zoom in on the photos and the footage later. Maybe that would make it easier for the cops to identify them. But as I was looking down at the screen of my phone, I spotted Ryker. 
His men dragged two tied up men with them and forced them to their knees. Ryker was standing in the middle of the circle his men had formed around him and their captives. 
I had no idea what was going on, and it was a bit too dark for me to tell who the men were, but judging by their movements, they were pleading for their lives. 
But then Ryker lifted his gun, and it was like a scene from a movie, because the light was just hitting his profile in the right way. And then he pulled the trigger. 
Twice. 
The captives toppled to the ground, and I covered my mouth with my hand, my other hand in which I held the phone shaking slightly. 
This was the first time I’d seen Ryker actually kill someone, and I wished that I hadn’t. He was the same monster that had tormented me in high school. Maybe even worse. 
I slid down to the floor, hugging my knees to myself as I tightly held my phone. Everything that I needed was in my hand. All I had to do was get out of here. I had no idea if someone had spotted me, but it was better for me to get out of here as quickly as possible. 
After I crawled away from the window, I pushed myself up to my feet and broke into a run. The lights came on again as I rushed down the stairs toward the back exit. I poked my head through the door, and once I was sure the alley was empty, I raced outside. 
My lungs burned as I kept on running, but I didn’t want to stop. I’d always known Ryker was a killer, but it seemed way more real now. Once I reached a busier street, I slowed down, keeping my head down. 
A black SUV made me flinch, but it wasn’t one of Ryker’s. All I wanted was to get home and have a nice warm shower. Not that it could help me wash the grime that I was feeling all over my body. Somehow, I felt as if I’d been right there with Ryker when he’d killed those men. 
Maybe they had both been criminals, but that didn’t make me feel any better. Ryker hadn’t even blinked. Hadn’t even cared about their begging and pleading. And I didn’t know why I was even surprised. 
He was a gang leader, not the man who’d cooked dinner for me or splashed me with water to make me laugh. Not the man who got off on pain. Not the man who I might want to take into my bed. 
What if he called for me now? I supposed it was too late for a session, but even if he wanted to see me tomorrow, how could I ever go back to him? Maybe I could tell him I was sick. He still hadn’t found the bug, as far as I knew, so he shouldn’t be suspicious of me. 
I broke into a run again, and this time I didn’t stop or slow down until I reached my apartment. Pushing my sweaty hair out of my face, I locked the door behind me and leaned on it. 
When I caught my breath, I dialed Nia’s number.
“I think I have it. I think have what I need,” I managed to choke out.
“That’s great, but I’m kind of in the middle of something,” she said. “Just returning some favors. That’s all. I’ll be back in a few days.”
“Oh. Okay. I’ll talk to you some other time then.” 
Whatever she was doing had to be very important because she ended the call before I could say anything else. I needed her to help me identify the men who’d been with Ryker, but now I’d have to wait. 
My stomach did a nervous flip. So many things could happen in a few days, but I had to calm down first. Ryker didn’t know what I was doing, and all I had to do was avoid him. 
Hell, maybe he wasn’t even going to call me if he was busy dealing with his friends and enemies—somehow those two seemed like the same thing when it came to him. 
A few more days were nothing. I’d been waiting years for my revenge. 
I could survive this. 
I had to.





Chapter 23
I PACED UP AND DOWN the room, biting my fingernails. Nia still hadn’t called me and I was starting to get worried, but I didn’t want to disturb her if she was in the middle of something important. She’d already helped me enough, and I had no idea how I was ever going to repay her. 
But I didn’t think I could wait any longer. All the evidence was right there on my flash drive, and all I had to do was hand it over to the cops. And then my Ryker problem would be over. 
I’d finally have everything I could possibly hope for, and maybe then, I’d be able to truly leave my past behind and start my life anew. 
I grabbed my jacket and rushed outside. Ryker’s cops couldn’t be everywhere. All I had to do was figure out where to find the right ones. As I strode down the street, I wondered if maybe Sanchez’ territory might be a good idea. 
There was a police station just at the edge of his territory, or well, if he was now dead, then maybe it was no one’s territory at the moment. Even if the Cobras had taken over, surely they couldn’t have already wormed their way into everything so quickly. 
If any of the cops were Sanchez’ men, then maybe they’d want vengeance for what had happened to him. Sure, it was a long shot, but I thought I should try. I could anonymously drop off the evidence and see what happened. 
If it worked, great. If not, I’d have to find another way. Except Ryker would be on alert then, and I was hoping he wouldn’t see it coming. I didn’t want him to flee or go into hiding. 
It didn’t take me long to get to the police station that I had in mind, but just as I was passing by one of the nearby alleys, I caught a glimpse of a familiar jacket. 
Ryker’s men. Fuck. 
I pressed myself against the wall, taking a quick peek down the alley. It was just one of Ryker’s men, and he was talking to someone. The other guy moved, and then I spotted his badge. A cop. Of course. 
Ryker’s men already had their inside men here too. Maybe Ryker had been planning on taking Sanchez down for a long time. If he believed Sanchez had betrayed him, then he’d probably been plotting his downfall for a while. Shit. 
I quickly hurried back in the direction I’d come from. It was too risky for me to be seen around here. Someone might spot me or describe me to Ryker, and then he might figure it all out. 
If Sanchez was dead, then Ryker’s men might be working on covering up his death, or Ryker had already made a deal with the crooked cops.
I supposed I should’ve seen it coming, and in a way I had. But now I knew that it would be hard to figure out where Ryker didn’t have his men. He could’ve been planning to take control of this city for years. 
Hell, maybe some of his men were cops and they were helping him out with the whole thing. It would be a smart thing to do, no matter how much gangs and mob bosses sneered at cops and pretended their code forbade them from joining their ranks. 
My phone vibrated, and my shoulders tensed. But Nia’s number was on the screen, so I relaxed. If it had been Ryker, I had no idea what I would’ve said. 
“Nia? Everything okay?” I asked.
“Yeah. I’m back. Where are you? I wanted to pick you up, but you weren’t home.”
“It’s a long story.”
“Please tell me you didn’t do anything stupid.”
“I almost did, but no. I’m on my way to your place.”
“I’ll be waiting. Oh, and did you hear some cartel guy was found dead?”
“Sanchez?” I asked. 
“Yeah, that’s him. His head was cut off. Do you think he did it?”
I knew she meant Ryker. “Yeah. I have proof.” Although, I wasn’t sure if he beheaded Sanchez himself or if his men had done it for him. 
“Okay. Then get here as soon as possible, and we can finish that son of a bitch together.”
“Yeah. See you soon.” As I pocketed my phone, I sensed someone was watching me. 
When I glanced over my shoulder, a guy behind me quickly averted his gaze. Shit. He was following me, wasn’t he? 
But why? Did Ryker know? What if the guy was here to kill me? 
I quickened my steps, pushing my way through the crowd. 
I didn’t want to look back again so that the guy wouldn’t figure out that I’d spotted him. How could I get rid of him? I couldn’t lead him straight to Nia. 
I entered one of the stores, quickly hiding in one of the aisles. When I peeked out, the guy was just at the door. He had a thick beard and light blue eyes, and he was a wearing a black jacket. 
A tattoo of a cobra was on his neck, plainly visible. I ducked behind a shelf. Now all I had to do was get out of the store without him noticing. But how could I do that? 
A group of loud teens burst through the door. 
Perfect. 
I rushed from aisle to aisle, making sure to avoid the guy who was following me. And once the teens blocked his view, I dashed for the door. Breaking into a run, I glanced behind me, but I couldn’t see Ryker’s guy anywhere.
A bus came to a stop not too far away, and I hurried inside with everyone else who’d been waiting for it. A few moments later, the bus was on the move, and Ryker’s guy was standing in the middle of the street, looking left and right. I turned my head away from him, but there was nothing he could do right now. 
I breathed out a sigh of relief. Ryker had sent someone to follow me. 
Shit, shit, shit. 
Was it because he knew exactly what I was up to? Had someone seen me enter that building the night he’d killed Sanchez and his men? Had his men spotted me in Sanchez’ territory? 
I had so many questions, but I wasn’t about to call him and ask. Maybe Ryker was just curious where I was. Maybe he wanted to know if I was meeting with someone in secret. 
Or he’d sent his guy after me to kill me. 
I closed my eyes for a moment, leaning my head against the seat. Whatever happened, I couldn’t let Ryker catch me. 





Chapter 24
“WHOA, SLOW DOWN,” NIA said, her eyes wide. “What do you mean someone was following you?” She hurried to her door and took a quick look through the peephole. 
“Don’t worry. I lost him. But it was one of Ryker’s guys.” I could finally breathe again, but I supposed I wouldn’t feel truly safe until Ryker was arrested, and maybe not even then.
“How do you know?” She turned toward me.
“He had a cobra tattooed on his neck, and he was definitely after me. I managed to lose him, but I don’t know what that means. Why are Ryker’s men following me? Do you think he knows?”
She shrugged. “It’s hard to say unless he tells you himself. But we should be safe here. The only thing I need to do before we...”
My phone rang, and I let out a startled gasp. I was seriously starting to hate any sounds my phone made. 
“Oh shit,” I choked out when I saw the number on the screen. “It’s Ryker.”
Nia dashed across the room to grab her laptop. “Do you want to answer it? I was about to block your signal, but if you don’t talk to him for too long, he shouldn’t be able to track you down.”
“I don’t know.” I stared at my phone as I bit down on my lip. Did I want to talk to Ryker? Did I want to know why he was after me? Would he even tell me that? I was too curious not to answer. 
“Lexi?” Ryker’s voice was tense.
“Yeah, it’s me. What’s up? Do you need me to come to you for another session?” I did my best to keep my voice as steady as possible. 
If he wanted to see me, I’d come up with some excuse. Just because we’d signed a contract didn’t mean I’d always be available at any moment. 
“No. Actually, I wanted to tell you that you might not hear from me for some time, so I don’t want you to get worried.”
“Why? Is something wrong?”
“It’s just business. I’m in the middle of something, and I’ll very likely have to go away for a while. But once I’m back, I’m going to call you. Okay?”
“Yeah, sure. Thanks for letting me know.” 
“I have to go now. Bye.” He ended the call and I lowered my phone, blinking at it in surprise.
“I blocked your signal. He can’t find you know,” Nia said. “What happened? Did he tell you anything?”
“Yeah, he told me that he might be going away. He said that it’s just business.” I pressed my lips into a tight line. “Isn’t that a little convenient? But if he knew what I was planning, he wouldn’t have called me. I don’t understand. Unless he wants to make me think I got away with it and that he’s away, so I’ll feel safe and then he’ll strike.”
“Or he’s just going to lay low because he killed Sanchez and his men. It might not be as simple as we think it is. But we can still leak all the evidence against him. It doesn’t matter where he is. The cops will be looking all over for him. I know he has his men everywhere, and a lot of them will probably stay here, especially those who don’t have any tattoos or anything to identify them as the members of his gang. But I can send everything to all the cops in our city. The info will flood their systems. They won’t be able to tell where it came from, but they won’t be able to stop it either. And it will be impossible to cover it all up. The good cops won’t let them.”
“No.” I ran my hand over my face. “We can’t do that now.”
“Why not?” A frown creased her brow. 
“We need to wait for him to come back.” 
“But why? The evidence won’t disappear into thin air.”
“Yeah, but he will get away. Who knows where he’ll be hiding? They might not find him for years. What if he runs away to another country?”
“Well, there’s always a chance of that happening. Just like it’s possible that the cops will kill him if he resists arrest. But what does it matter? He won’t be able to set foot here, and wherever he goes, he won’t be able to reestablish his business with a snap of his fingers. He’ll have to build it all over again. I think that’s a very good payback. I assure you he won’t find out you were behind the whole thing. He might suspect you, but he won’t have any proof. If Sanchez was in his office after you, he might think the bug was his. And just because the Cobra guy lost you doesn’t mean you figured out he was following you or that you were worried Ryker wanted to hurt you.”
“I know, but it just feels wrong. He’ll be ready for it. I don’t like it.”
“Who says he doesn’t always have a plan B for everything? I say we hit them now while they don’t expect it. They probably think someone will come for them because of Sanchez, not that someone will try to turn them in.”
I chewed on the inside of my cheek. What should I do? I was so close to my victory, but there had been something in Ryker’s voice when he’d called me, and it hadn’t been anger. It had been concern. 
Concern for me. 
“What if Ryker had his men following me because he was worried about me? Sanchez’ men, or what was left of them, could be coming after me if they think he cares about me. There are photos of Ryker and me from that cocktail party when I was his escort.”
“Um, maybe.” Nia shrugged. “But you’ve been through so much, and you’ve put your life at risk so many times. I think it’s time to end this threat. And it can all be done in a few clicks.”
I shook my head. “If all of Ryker’s men disappear for a while, it’ll be hard to catch them. I think we should wait until they’re all back. When they think it’s safe, then we need to do this.”
“If that’s what you want.” 
“It is.” Maybe I was making a mistake, but it really didn’t feel like this was the right moment to expose Ryker. I wanted to minimize his chances of escape. “Can you figure out who all the men who were with him that night are? We might have to track them down too. The more of them we expose, the harder it will be for the Scarlet Cobras to reappear.” 
“Yeah, I can do that. Some of the images are too blurry and dark because your hand was shaking.” 
“Sorry. I just couldn’t stay calm when Ryker was right there pulling the trigger as if it didn’t matter to him at all. It was like he was doing something ordinary. I don’t know. Like he didn’t feel anything at all.”
“Well, he almost had me fooled.” Her fingers flew over the keyboard. “You were right. He’s one hell of an actor. But why has he taken so much interest in you? Why try to seduce you with sweet lies?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I’m a challenge for him or something.” Ryker’s behavior was confusing as hell. 
But maybe one day I’d find out the truth.





Chapter 25
“WAIT, ARE YOU SAYING the Cobras are still here?” I leaned forward so I could take a better look at Nia’s laptop. 
She nodded. “I managed to track down all those guys my system identified. Well, not really track them down, but they’d been caught on traffic cameras in the past few days.”
I scratched my chin, wondering what this whole thing meant. “So Ryker might be here? They all might be here. Maybe he didn’t go anywhere at all. Maybe he’s hiding right here.”
“It’s possible, but I haven’t spotted him anywhere.” 
“You probably won’t.” Ryker would be more careful than that, but if his men were still moving around, then they were up to something. I just didn’t know what. 
“My system is set up so that it sends an alert whenever someone important pops up. So if he makes a mistake or isn’t careful enough, I still might be able to find him.”
“Okay, but what about this guy?” I pointed at the photo of a bald man. 
“He’s just been spotted a few minutes ago in this area.” She pulled up a map. 
I studied the red lines. “Is there anything of interest there?”
“Who knows? It might be the location of their new hideout or a stash house. Or they just might be visiting someone.”
“Can I borrow your bike?” I asked. 
“Do you even know how to ride a motorcycle?” She looked at me.
“Yeah, I do. Can you please lend it to me? Pretty please.” I clasped my hands in front of me.
“Why?”
“I need to check what’s going on, and I can’t just walk past them, especially if they’re still supposed to follow me whenever they can. If I zoom past them, they won’t notice a thing, and I might be able to figure out if they’re hiding there.”
Nia pressed her lips into a white line. “Girl, you’re going to wreck my bike.”
“I promise I won’t. And if I do, I’ll buy you a new one.”
She let out a flustered sigh. “Okay. Fine. Take it. But be careful. I want my bike back in one piece, and I want you back safe and sound too.”
“All I’m going to do is drive around and scout the area. Nothing more.” I flashed her a smile. 
She shook her head at me and fished the keys out of her pocket, then tossed them to me. I grabbed them and hurried for the door.
“Wait,” Nia yelled before I could reach the door. “Take this with you.”
“What’s that?” I squinted because I couldn’t see the small thing that she was holding or tell what it was.
“Put it in your ear. I want to be able to talk to you.” 
“Oh.” I took the earpiece. “Fancy. Am I a spy now?”
“You wish. Now go.” 
“Thanks!” I waved at her and headed for the door.


“YOU’RE ALMOST THERE,” Nia said, her voice in my ear a bit distracting. “Just keep going.”
I followed her instructions and then took a left turn. When I slowed down, I spotted a familiar face. It was the guy I’d seen in the photo. 
He looked up and down the street, and then he disappeared into one of the alleys. I took a quick look down the alley and spotted him talking to two more men. All of them were armed. 
As soon as their heads turned in my direction, I sped out of there, my heart thudding loudly in my chest. 
“What’s going on?” Nia asked. “Did you find them?”
I pulled the earpiece out of my ear and zoomed down the street. It would be easier to tell her what I found in person. 
As soon as I walked through the door, she crossed her arms, her intent gaze focused on me.
“They’re definitely hiding something there. I don’t know what it is. Maybe it’s their meeting spot, a hideout, or a stash house. But I saw three of them there, and they were all armed.”
“In broad daylight?” Nia’s eyebrows shot up. 
“Yeah. I don’t think Ryker is worried about me or about the cops. I think he’s in the middle of a gang war or something.”
Her brow furrowed. “Do you think someone wants to avenge Sanchez? Or are we talking about a new enemy?”
I shrugged. “It might be a new enemy. I don’t think Ryker would attack Sanchez and his men and wouldn’t think about Sanchez’ potential successor.”
“So it’s someone else. Someone who wants Sanchez’ territory for themselves.”
“Yeah, and the Cobras want it too.”
Nia groaned. “I hate gang wars. My friend almost got killed in one. The cops didn’t give a shit as long as no innocents were hurt. Wait, does this mean you’ve changed your mind about exposing Ryker? Do you want to do it now?”
“Only if he’s here too, and we don’t know that yet. Maybe his men are fighting this war for him, and he’s somewhere safe far, far away from here. Keep looking for him. Maybe he shows up.”
“I will, but do you really think he’d leave his men behind?”
“To be honest, I have no clue. The boy I used to know would throw anyone under the bus to save himself. But Ryker actually went after Sanchez and his men himself, so I don’t know what to think. Maybe it was safe for him to do it and very carefully planned, so he wasn’t worried about something happening to him.”
“What if we don’t see him for weeks and he doesn’t contact you either? Then what? Are you still going to wait?” 
“I don’t know.” And really, I didn’t. 
“If we’re lucky, he’ll get killed in the war he started,” Nia muttered.
But that wasn’t what I wanted. 
I didn’t want him dead. I didn’t want him to die a hero to his gang. 
He had to suffer. He had to watch everything he’d built and fought for get destroyed. If he was just killed, it wouldn’t be the same. 
And maybe some part of me didn’t want him dead for all the wrong reasons.
“Do you think he found the bug in his office?” I asked.
“Doubt it. I’m still checking it regularly, but all I get is silence. I think he’s just not there. It would be stupid for him to stay in that house. His enemies would go there first.”
“You’re right.” But where was he then?
Damn it, Ryker, where are you hiding?





Chapter 26
“DO YOU THINK HE’S DEAD?” I asked, and I wasn’t even sure why I was feeling a bit sad about that. 
Sure, if Ryker had gotten himself killed, my revenge plan would be ruined, but it wasn’t all just about that. I kind of missed him, which was incredibly stupid on my part, but there was nothing I could do about the way I felt. 
Weeks had gone by with no news of him, and I had no idea how many more would pass before he resurfaced.
“Wouldn’t we have already heard about it if he got killed?” Nia said. “Or we would’ve noticed someone new leading the Cobras.”
“I don’t know. They might not bring their new leader here right away. This isn’t their main territory anyway. They’d be in my hometown.” But I hadn’t heard anything about Ryker anywhere. Maybe he was just that good at hiding. 
“A few potential gang members were killed a few days ago, but the cops aren’t saying much about it and there isn’t a lot of info that I can find.”
“If the war is still on, then they want to keep it as quiet as possible. The last thing they want is to alert the public and cause panic. They don’t mind if gang members kill off each other, or the ones who work for them might be protecting them.” 
“I almost forgot. I made something for you.” Nia opened the drawer of her desk and pulled out a phone that was almost identical to the one I was using. “Here,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind that I copied all your contacts and everything. All your calls will be redirect to this phone.”
“Um, why? Is my phone not secure enough or something?” I took the phone, eyeing it carefully, but I didn’t see anything special about it. Of course, it might all be about what was on it. 
“Look, I don’t know when Ryker will show up, or when you’ll decide to expose him, but this will make things easier for you if I’m not around.”
“How?” I arched an eyebrow at her.
“If you press these three buttons together, and then press this one to confirm it,” she said as she pointed at the buttons, “everything we have on the Cobras and Ryker will be sent to the cops.”
“Just like that?” I gaped at her.
“Yeah. It’s a normal phone, and it would take someone with really good skills to figure out what’s hiding on it. But when you’re ready, you can activate the phone’s hidden feature, and all the files will be sent to the cops all over the city.”
“Nice.” I gave her a grateful smile. 
“That’s not all. Once you do that, you’ll have to get rid of the phone. Or if you’re somewhere near the Cobras’ hideout, you can drop it there.”
“Why? What will it do? Is it going to explode?” 
“No, it’s not going to explode.” She groaned. “It’s going to send its location to the cops too.”
“Ah, so if I know where Ryker’s men are, I can just release all the info and drop the phone there, and the cops will go there as soon as possible.”
“Yep, that’s the idea.” 
“Interesting.” 
“Just be careful you don’t activate it by accident. I picked the buttons that can’t be easily pressed together, but you never know.”
“That won’t be a problem. So I can just use it as a regular phone? Until I decide to expose Ryker?”
“Yep. It does come with a few additional perks. Unless you activate it the way I explained, it will be very hard to trace your signal.”
“Thanks. I like this phone already.”
“I knew you would.” She grinned. “But remember that once you press those buttons, there’s no going back. You can’t undo it. So when you do it, you need to be absolutely sure that’s what you want.” Her eyes twitched. 
“Yeah, okay. But why are you looking at me like that?”
“Like what?” She lifted her hands up. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. But you and Ryker... It’s complicated. All I’m saying is that you’ll have to make a choice. It might seem easy now, but when the time comes, you might have trouble deciding what you really want.”
“Yeah, yeah. I got it. Geez. And I won’t have any trouble deciding. I know what I need to do. All I’m waiting for is for Ryker to finally show up.”
“If you say so. Wouldn’t it be better if he just disappeared? Then you wouldn’t have to do anything. He’d just be gone from your life.”
“Um, no. My plan is to visit him in prison one day and tell him who I am. Then I can move across the country and never look back.”
“Don’t you think you’ll need a more permanent solution for him? What if he escapes from prison? His gang members could definitely pull something like that off. It wouldn’t be the first time a big bad criminal got away.”
“Just stop. I don’t want Ryker dead. Period. If he escapes, they’ll catch him again or he’ll have to lay low for the rest of his life. I’m okay with that. I just want to see him go down.”
A beep made us both look at Nia’s laptop.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said. “Speaking of the devil...”
“What’s going on?”
“Ryker was spotted here. In the city.”
“What? When? Where?” I gaped at her like a fish.
“I swear there’s something weird going on with this guy. He always pops up when you least expect him.”
“You could say that. But where is he?”
Nia pulled up a grainy image, but there was no doubt Ryker was in it. “He’s been spotted getting out of his car, but then he went somewhere, and I don’t know where because there are no cameras there. It looks like this footage was taken yesterday.”
Yesterday. Shit. 
Ryker was here. He was finally here, and suddenly, the phone in my hand was like a heavy stone. 
It was only a few buttons. All I had to do was press them. 
So why the hell was I hesitating?





Chapter 27
I WAS ON MY WAY TO my apartment when my phone rang. Ryker’s number was on the screen, and I blinked at it, wondering what I should do. 
I didn’t think he suspected me, so if I answered, it shouldn’t get me in trouble. Maybe he’d tell me exactly where to find him. 
“Hello?” I said, holding my breath.
“Hey, Lexi. It’s me. I’d like to see you.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but before I could do that, someone grabbed me from behind. Letting out a yelp, I tried to fight off my attacker, but he had me in a tight grip. 
I stepped hard on his foot, and his hold on me loosened just enough for me to push him away from me. Glancing behind me, I broke into a run. 
The guy was dressed all in black and he had a mask over his face. Who the hell was he? Why was he after me? 
But I didn’t get far. Another guy appeared out of nowhere just in front of me. Ryker’s call had distracted me so much I hadn’t noticed the SUV that had pulled over not too far away from me. 
The men were on me again, and I thrashed as they grabbed me, screaming for help. But either no one could hear me or they were too afraid to do anything. The men grabbed me by the arms, their grips so strong that I was sure I’d have bruises.
“Let go of me!” I yelled. “Who are you? What do you want?”
But they didn’t say anything. They just put a black bag over my head and I could no longer see anything. I was shoved into the car, and then we were on the move. One of the men grabbed my wrists and tied them together, probably with a zip tie.
It was Ryker, wasn’t it? He must’ve called me to distract me. Somehow, he must’ve found out about my plans or about the bug in his office. Now that he was back in the city, he could’ve searched everything. But how had he figured me out? Did he know the whole truth?
“Please! Where are you taking me?” I asked, trying to get the bag off my head, but of course they didn’t tell me anything and I didn’t succeed. 
“Quiet!” someone shouted, and I assumed he was in the passenger seat. 
My chest was heaving, my pulse racing, but I had to try to calm down. I didn’t know how I was going to get myself out of this situation. At least the men hadn’t been ordered to kill me, or I’d be dead already. 
Maybe Ryker had had me kidnapped so he could kill me himself. But how could he be sure I was guilty? Unless he knew I was Avery. Was there a way for me to talk him out of it? Should I claim that I was innocent? How could I convince him to let me go? 
After this, it would be impossible for me to pretend I believed he was just a businessman. Or maybe his men had taken me just to scare me. Maybe he didn’t know everything, or he just suspected that I might be spying on him or something. 
I had no idea what had happened with his gang war. Someone could’ve implied I was connected to his enemies to mess with him. 
I listened carefully, but none of the men were saying anything. 
My phone. Where the hell was my phone? Had I dropped it? All I knew was that it wasn’t anywhere on me. 
I tried to remember exactly what had happened and what I’d done with it after I was attacked, but my memory was hazy and I was probably still in shock. 
Was I going to die? I didn’t want to think about it. But my hesitation to press those damn buttons and just expose Ryker might’ve cost me my life. I should’ve done it when I’d had the chance. 
Sure, Nia still had all the files, and if anything happened to me, she could send them to the cops. But what if Ryker had sent someone for her too? 
Maybe her friends who’d been with me on his yacht had been taken too. What if he suspected all of us? Or he might’ve figured out exactly who Nia was. 
Shit.
If I died, it was my own damn fault for going down the revenge path. But Nia was innocent in all this. She shouldn’t suffer or get hurt because of me. I’d promised her she’d be safe and that I wouldn’t drag her into my shit, and now I had no clue if I’d failed to keep that promise.
My insides clenched with anxiety. After what seemed like an eternity, the car came to a stop. Why the hell was it so damn quiet? Where the hell were we? What if they’d taken me to the middle of nowhere so they could kill me? 
Somewhere no one would ever find me. If Nia was still safe, then she’d be looking for me. But if not, then no one was going to know. No one was going to care. 
I sensed movement around me. The men weren’t talking to each other, but I had a feeling they were still communicating. Maybe they were giving each other some signals. 
But if they planned to kill me, they wouldn’t be bothering with all that. Unless they thought I had a bug on me. Wouldn’t they have searched me already if that was the case? 
I shifted, trying once again to free myself. But it was impossible. The zip tie dug into my skin, and one of the men grabbed my arm again. I felt something sharp pierce my skin. What the hell had he done? 
My head was swimming, and my body was starting to feel heavy. It was getting harder and harder to focus. And when one of the men finally said something, it was impossible for me to understand him. 
If I wasn’t wrong, a small laugh had erupted from my throat before I slipped away into the darkness. 
Or maybe it had been Ryker’s name.





Chapter 28
WHEN I WOKE UP, I WAS tied to a chair, and the bag was still over my head. I struggled against my restraints, but no matter what I tried, I couldn’t loosen them. My mouth was dry, my stomach hollow. 
Where the hell was I? Where had they taken me? At least I was still alive, but I had very little hope I’d stay that way. If Ryker’s men had picked up my phone too, and if they’d figured out what was on it, Ryker would be a hundred percent sure that I was a threat to him. 
Maybe they were investigating right now. Or maybe I just wasn’t his priority right now, so I’d have to wait until he decided to come here and deal with me.
Footsteps echoed around me, but I didn’t bother to yell or ask anything. I doubted they’d respond. If I wasn’t wrong, there were four of them in the room with me. That was a whole lot of security. Ryker probably thought that I was a serious threat. 
But then I heard voices coming from somewhere, and I strained my ears, but I couldn’t tell what they were saying. Doors opened, and more people walked into the room. My stomach did a nervous flip, my palms sweating. 
Was Ryker here now? Was he finally here? Would he be the last person I saw before I died?
Someone removed the bag from my head, and I squinted at the bright light that hurt my eyes. When I could finally see, an unfamiliar man with dark brown hair and green eyes was standing in front of me. He was dressed in a suit and holding a cigar between his fingers.
“Who are you? What do you want from me?” I said, even though my throat felt like sandpaper. 
This guy clearly wasn’t working for Ryker. I looked around the room, which was completely bare. The guards were all wearing black, and they were armed. No symbols of any kind anywhere. These weren’t Ryker’s men, were they? 
“You’re pretty,” the man said as he approached, grasping my chin. “I’m not surprised he likes you.”
I glared at him. “Who are you?” 
“She’s not even crying. Can you believe it?” The man seemed amused as he let go of me and looked at one of his men. 
I didn’t say anything because clearly this guy was just going to keep ignoring my questions until he decided to talk to me. But he had an air of danger around his broad shoulders, so I was sure that he was a gang leader or a mob boss.
“Call Ryker,” he said to one of his men. “Tell that son of a bitch that we have something of his. I’m sure he’ll do anything to save her.”
My eyes widened in disbelief. Was this guy insane? Ryker might be interested in me, but why the hell would he risk anything just to save my life? He’d find himself another woman. 
Sure, maybe he’d be upset that this guy had really taken something he believed was his—I wanted to gag at that thought because I wasn’t just a thing to be owned—but he could always get revenge on the guy and make him pay for my death. There was no way Ryker would actually cave in to this guy’s demands.
The man turned to me with a wide smile. “I’m Calavera, by the way. Nice to meet you. I wish it could’ve been under different circumstances.”
“What do you want from me?”
“Oh, I don’t want anything from you, my dear. I want your boyfriend.”
“Ryker’s not my boyfriend.”
“He’s not? Really? Then maybe I should kill you right away. But let’s hear first what he has to say about that.”
“What do you want with him?” Why did this guy think I was Ryker’s girlfriend? Because of those photos from the cocktail party? Or had Ryker said something to someone about me so that everyone would think that I was dating him? 
But then again, someone could’ve seen me with him or at his house. I wasn’t about to argue with Calavera about it. Not when I was sure he was going to kill me as soon as he figured out that he didn’t need me.
“He’s been messing with my business, and I won’t allow it. That asshole thinks he can just walk into my city and take whatever the fuck he wants.” Calavera’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Sanchez’ territory will be mine, whether Ryker wants it or not. I’ll purge his little gang from my city once and for all.”
Oh shit. Calavera was Ryker’s enemy. He was the one Ryker was at war with. And now I’d gotten entangled in the whole mess. Fuck. 
I was going to die because of Ryker. Killed by his enemy. Was he going to avenge me or what? That would be just fucking hilarious.
“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Calavera said. “Your boyfriend will come for you.”
Calavera really didn’t know Ryker all that well, did he? I bit down on my lip, wondering what I was going to do now. Was there even anything that I could try that wouldn’t get me killed? 
Should I tell Calavera that if he wanted to destroy Ryker, all he had to do was find my phone? But maybe my phone was lost somewhere on the street. Someone could’ve already taken it, not even knowing what it was. But how would any of that help me? 
I wasn’t going to get out of here alive, was I? I was tied up and the guards were armed. As soon as Ryker told Calavera’s men that he didn’t give a shit about what they did to me, they were going to do who knew what to me. 
What if they tortured me? What if they’d use me to send a message to Ryker? 
Oh shit. 
Now the only thing I could hope for was that my death would be quick and as painless as possible. I could already picture Ryker laughing at Calavera’s demands. 
Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and hoped I had enough strength in me for what was coming.





Chapter 29
EVERY INCH OF MY BODY hurt and my wrists were raw from my restraints. I’d been struggling against them, but after a while, I’d given up. What the hell was taking Calavera so long? Maybe Ryker didn’t want to pick up his call. 
But then the door burst open, and Calavera marched inside with a few of his men. One of them was holding a camera. The expression on Calavera’s face was of pure fury. 
“He doesn’t believe me. Well, I’ll get him proof.” He snapped his fingers in front of my face and turned toward the guy with the camera. “You! Come here. I want to make sure you record everything.”
The guy pointed the camera at me, and Calavera moved behind me. A few moments later, his heavy hand wrapped around my throat, and I gritted my teeth. 
“Still don’t believe me, Ryker?” Calavera hissed very close to my ear. “If you don’t show up at the right time and place, I’m going to carve up your little girlfriend and send her intestines to you.” He ran his finger down my face. “And maybe I’ll let my men have some fun with her before I do that. What do you say?” 
I turned my head away from him, but he had me in a tight grip and forced me to look straight into the camera. 
“Come on, princess. Beg him to save you. Don’t you want to live? Tell him just how scared you are.”
“Fuck you!” I yelled more at the camera than to Calavera. 
Maybe Ryker could see at least some of my hatred for him in my eyes once he watched this recording. If he was even going to bother watching it. Maybe for entertainment. 
Calavera backhanded me across the face. “You better hope he’s coming or you’ll regret the day you were born.”
I let out a nervous laugh. It was already too late for that. I’d regretted a lot of things plenty of times before. And now I had no idea if I was angrier with myself or with Ryker. 
Yeah, he’d gotten me into this, but I could’ve walked away. Once he set foot in my club, I could’ve stayed where I was. Or I could’ve packed my bags and go somewhere else. 
But no. 
I’d had to choose the most dangerous path, and now I was paying the price. 
“Send that to him,” Calavera said to his cameraman, who only nodded. 
When the two of them were out of the room, I glanced around at my guards. Getting past them would be impossible, and I doubted I could convince all of them to loosen my restraints or something. Maybe I’d have a chance if there were only one, but like this... It was impossible. 
But what if Ryker comes? What if he doesn’t want to see you die?
Okay, now my tired brain was hallucinating. There was no way Ryker would come for me. Why would he even do that? Besides, if he was a decent guy or my actual boyfriend, I wouldn’t want him to come for me. 
I didn’t think Calavera would just let me go, even if Ryker complied. Calavera would simply kill us both. I’d seen his face and the faces of his men. Maybe Calavera wouldn’t expect me to go to the cops, but I still didn’t think he’d let me go now that he had me. 
I would be a threat to him alive. And what did he even want with Ryker? I didn’t think it was to strike a deal. No, he definitely wanted Ryker dead, and that was exactly why Ryker would never come for me. 
A headache was starting to form behind my eyes, and my mind was only getting fuzzier. 
I had no idea how long I’d been like that. Maybe I’d even dozed off at some point. But then Calavera’s voice reached my ears, and I lifted my head, trying to focus. 
Wait, was he smiling? Yep, Calavera was grinning from ear to ear in the doorway. 
“I knew it,” he said. “I knew she was more important to him than anyone thought.”
I blinked at him. What the hell was he talking about? Was I imagining this whole thing? Surely Ryker wouldn’t have agreed to anything.
“Get her out of here and give her something to eat.” Calavera snapped his fingers at his men. “She’ll have to be able to walk.”
His guards untied me, but there were so many of them, and it wasn’t like I was in any condition to fight them. They dragged me with them like a rag doll. We passed through a long empty hallway, and then they pushed me into one of the rooms. 
I fell to the floor, scraping my knees on the rough carpet. They locked the door behind them. The room was mostly bare. It only had a bed and an empty closet in the corner. But there was another door, and it was cracked open. 
A bathroom. Finally. I managed to push myself up, despite the protest of my muscles. The bathroom stank and it was dirty, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I let the water run in the sink and took large gulps of water. 
There was no mirror, and maybe it was for the best, because I didn’t want to know what I looked like right now. I glanced around for something that I could use as a weapon, but there wasn’t anything. Not much was left of what must’ve been a shower. 
When I emerged from the bathroom, the door opened, and one of the guards lowered a plastic plate with food onto the floor before going back outside and locking the door. The food didn’t look overly appetizing, but my stomach rumbled. I picked up the plate and stuffed the food into my mouth. It tasted like crap, but I managed to chew and swallow it.
I let myself drop onto the bed, which creaked under my weight, but it felt so damn good to get some rest. As I stared at the ceiling, I wondered what the hell had happened. 
Had Ryker really agreed to come for me? But that would be insane. Maybe he was just trying to figure out if there was a way for him to use the opportunity to take out Calavera. 
Yeah, that was it. He couldn’t possibly care about what might happen to me. Not when he had so many more important things to focus on. 
I sat up, my mind slowly becoming clearer. The guards weren’t in here, which meant that I might be able to escape. Except, I couldn’t see any windows or anything that I could use as a weapon. 
Getting to my feet, I made my way around the room, inspecting every corner. I even looked under the bed and wished that I hadn’t because I ended up coughing from all the dust. There weren’t any shelves in the closet that I might be able to pull out and use to hit someone over the head either. 
Shit.
But as I was checking the closet, I noticed there was something behind it. I glanced at the door, but it didn’t look like anyone was coming. Placing my hands on the side of the closet, I pushed with all my strength. 
I clenched my jaw. The thing was a bit heavy, but not too much. I should be able to move it. And a few moments later, it finally budged. It made a scraping noise against floor, so I stopped and waited to see if anyone would come to check what was going on. 
When no one showed up, I kept pushing at the closet. Once it was out of the way, I realized there was something on the wall. It was covered with loose planks. 
A window. It was a window. 
Hope filled my chest. Maybe there was a way for me to get out of here after all.





Chapter 30
I PRIED THE PLANKS off the window and took a peek through it. It was just large enough for me to go through, but there was a tiny problem. We were on the second floor, and there was no way for me to climb down. Unless...
The room next to mine had a balcony, but first I’d have to get to it. I listened very carefully for any noise to make sure no one was in that room. But no matter how much I pressed my ear against the wall or peered through the window, I couldn’t hear anyone. 
It looked like it was empty. The only way to get to it was for me to climb through the window, hold onto the bricks, and reach the open window. 
Oh hell. It would be so easy for me to fall to my death. One slip of my foot and it would be all over. 
But I had to try something, or I was going to be dead anyway. 
I took a deep breath and pushed myself through the window. Hopefully, no one would see that I was gone. The house we were in seemed big, and all I could see around it were endless trees. 
Even if I managed to get to the ground, how would I find my way out of here? Would I be able to reach a road or a house, or would I get caught or lost? The guards were probably patrolling the area, but I couldn’t see them through the leaves. I just hoped they weren’t able to see me either. 
Bracing myself, I prayed that the bricks under my feet wouldn’t crumble. If they were just there as ornaments, I’d have a problem. But as I slowly lowered my feet on them while gripping the windowsill, it looked like they were going to hold. 
All I knew was that I couldn’t look down no matter what. I slowly moved toward the other window, carefully choosing bricks to grab onto. My legs were a bit shaky and I was holding my breath, but I focused on what I had to do. 
My life depended on it. The window wasn’t all the far away. I just needed a few more steps. My foot wobbled, and I caught onto the windowsill. The window was open, and after a few more deep breaths. I hauled myself through it. 
I jumped to the floor of a room that was completely dark. A foul smell hit my nostrils, making me gag, so I covered my nose with my hand. All I had to do was find my way to the balcony door. 
The only light was coming through the windows, and my foot collided with something just as my eyes adjusted to the darkness. A scream bubbled up at the back of my throat, but I held it back. 
Bodies. 
There were bodies all over the floor.
I carefully stepped around them, wondering what had happened to all these people or who they were. Maybe they were Ryker’s men or Calavera’s enemies. Either way, I didn’t think they had any weapons on them or anything useful, and I really didn’t want to touch them. 
The balcony. I had to focus on the balcony. 
Once I found my way to the door, I burst through it, taking a gulp of fresh air. Looking around me, I was relieved that no one was around to see me. Thick vines and tree branches were just next to the balcony, and I took a better look at them so I could figure out how I could climb down. 
But then I spotted one of the guards between the trees, and I crouched, trying to make myself as small as possible. I waited, holding my breath, but I didn’t hear anything. If the guard had spotted me, he would’ve sounded the alarm or shouted for help. 
They still hadn’t discovered I was gone from my room, but they could figure it out at any moment, so I had to move quickly. If I got caught now, there was no way I’d get another chance. They’d probably have me under constant supervision or keep me tied up or drugged. 
Once the guard was no longer in sight, I climbed over the railing. Holding onto the railing with one hand, I reached out for the vines with the other. When I was sure they’d be able to support my weight, I let go of the railing, and then I slowly started climbing down. 
Leaves tickled my arms and face, and my foot slipped a few times, but I always managed to find a branch strong enough. 
A shout made me freeze, and I wanted to disappear into the leaves, my stomach dropping. I waited for someone to fire their gun or try to get to me, but it looked like the shouts were coming from a different direction. 
They hadn’t figured me out yet. I breathed out a sigh of relief and kept climbing down. 
But before I could reach the ground, the branch I was standing on gave way under me. And then I was falling. I grabbed for the vines and branches, but it didn’t help. 
A grunt escaped me as I fell to the ground, pain shooting through my ankle like fire. I sat down, letting out a hiss. My ankle was throbbing. Shit. 
I’d hurt myself. Now how was I going to get away from here? I wouldn’t be able to run, not like this. Fuck. 
Something rustled in the distance, and I pressed myself closer to the ground. If I couldn’t run, then maybe I could crawl. I hadn’t seen a fence of any kind, and I hoped there wasn’t one hidden in the trees. 
Maybe Calavera thought that this place was remote enough that he didn’t need a fence, or maybe he’d just recently bought this house. I was grateful for all the bushes and greenery, though, because at least they offered me some protection. 
I crawled over to the nearest bush as fast as I could, ignoring the pain in my ankle. A guard came into view, and I ducked down. How could I get out of here? 
I supposed I needed to wait for the guard to move. But what if they realized I was gone by then? Would they know where to look for me? How many men did they even have here?
I peered through the bushes again. And then I heard more shouts. 
“Find her!” someone yelled. 
Oh fuck. 
They knew I’d escaped, and now they’d send everyone to look for me. I pushed myself to my feet. No matter how much it hurt, I’d have to try to make a dash for the trees. It was the only way. 
But before I could do that, a man popped out from behind one of the trees. And he was looking straight at me. His mouth opened.
It was over. 
It was all over.





Chapter 31
I EXPECTED THE GUY to shout and rush toward me, but a shadow appeared behind him and slashed his throat. A gasp escaped me as I backed away, unsure if anyone was here to help me or for some other reason. 
I couldn’t trust anyone. Calavera probably had plenty of enemies, and maybe someone had found him here. It would be crazy to think that I could count on them for help, especially if they also thought they could use me against Ryker.
But the man with the knife stepped forward, his gaze on me. “She’s here!” he yelled, and I didn’t know what to think. 
He didn’t look like he was one of Calavera’s men, but I couldn’t see what was on his jacket either since it was too dark. 
I was about to run for cover when another man came into view. It took me only a second to recognize him. Ryker. 
What the hell was he doing here? Relief mixed with confusion and hesitation. He might not be here for me at all. Maybe I was just an excuse for him to attack Calavera. 
But then he broke into a run toward me, his eyes wide, his face overcome with relief. “Lexi!” Before I knew what was going on, he pulled me into his embrace, his arms tightly wrapping around me as if he was afraid that I wasn’t real.
“Are you okay?” He looked me up and down as he placed his hands on each side of my face. 
I stared at him as I gave him a small nod, and then somehow, his lips were on mine, and it was hard to focus on anything else. His mouth moved against mine, his tongue pushing past my lips. I kissed him back, my arms snaking around him. 
For some reason, doing that felt just right.
But then someone fired their gun, and Ryker pushed me behind one of the trees, shielding me with his body. I winced, and his brow furrowed.
“Did I hurt you?” he asked. 
“No. I slipped and hurt my ankle. I guess it’s sprained.” 
“Okay. Stay behind me. I won’t let anything happen to you.” He had his gun out and he was looking around. When one of his men appeared, Ryker waved at him to move forward. 
“What are you doing here?” I whispered when I was sure that there wasn’t anyone nearby who was a threat to us. Judging by the sounds of gunfire, the fight was mostly on the other side of the house.
“I came for you,” he said. “And I’ll get you out of here. I promise.”
I blinked at him, wondering if maybe I’d fallen and hit my head, so all that was happening right now was a product of my delirious mind. But as I placed my hand on Ryker’s arm, I realized that he was real. 
Totally real. 
He’d come for me. Could it be true? Was that really the only reason he was here? And did it even matter if he was going to save me anyway? But he was right here with me, not with his men. 
He could be fighting Calavera right now and be a hero to his men, but still, he chose to stay with me. Why? It was so weird. Could he really care about me?
“How did you escape them?” he asked. 
I pointed at the balcony. “Climbed through the window, reached the balcony, and then got down from there.”
His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Impressive.” 
“What was your plan?” 
“You saved me a lot of trouble, actually. I was about to hand myself over to Calavera in exchange for you, and my men were supposed to find a way to get us both out of here.”
“I thought Calavera wanted to kill you.”
“Yeah, probably, but I was hoping I could stall him. If not, then at least you’d be safe. We had a plan to make sure of that.” His eyes met mine and I didn’t think he was lying about that. 
“Why? Why would you do that for me?”
“Well, you ended up in this mess because of me.” 
“Yeah, but why risk your life for me?” I searched his eyes for an answer.
“Lexi, when I said that I liked you, I really meant. And what kind of person would I be if I let you die because of me?” 
Um, you? 
You had zero problems putting me in juvie, where all kinds of things could’ve happened to me. So why care now? 
I bit down on my lip. Maybe he’d really changed. 
A man rushed toward us with a shout, but Ryker fired at him before he could reach us. 
“I’m really sorry about this,” Ryker said, glancing over his shoulder at me. “It shouldn’t have happened. You shouldn’t have gotten dragged into my shit. I should’ve warned you just how dangerous being around me is.”
“Boss!” one of Ryker’s men raced toward us. “We’ve got him.”
“Calavera? Is he alive?” Ryker asked.
“Yes, boss.”
“Have you caught all of his men? We don’t want anyone to escape this place.”
The guy nodded.
“Okay. Help Lexi to the car and make sure she’s safe. If anything happens to her, I’ll blow your head off. Got it?”
“Yes, boss.”
“Lexi, Roy will take good care of you. There’s something I need to handle first, but I’ll be back as soon as I can. Okay?”
“Yeah.” I didn’t really want him to leave, but what choice did I have? I didn’t want to watch him execute Calavera either, even though the dark part of me would find it satisfying. 
As Roy helped me to one of the cars, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ryker. He had come for me. He wouldn’t have let me die. Did I dare to believe it? 
Or was it all just a part of the elaborate game that he was playing with me? I didn’t think so, but maybe I was deluding myself. This probably meant that he hadn’t found out I’d planted a bug in his office or that I had collected evidence against him. 
And after tonight, I wasn’t even sure what I wanted to do with that anymore. What if he’d really changed? Or maybe he’d just started his path to becoming a better person? What if he was trying to do better but didn’t know just yet how to do it? 
What if I could help him with that. Maybe I should try that instead of ruining him.
Or maybe that kiss was messing with my mind. I’d almost died tonight, and I needed some time to properly process things. 
I was stalling, wasn’t I?





Chapter 32
“ARE YOU GOING TO TAKE me home?” I asked Ryker. 
He and I were in the back seat of his car, but I had no clue where the driver was taking us. It didn’t look like we were going in the direction of his house or my apartment. 
“Unfortunately, I can’t do that.” His fingers brushed mine.
“Why not?” I tensed. Maybe I wasn’t safe after all. 
“Dangerous people are still after me, and I don’t want something like this to happen again. Until it’s safe, you need to stay with me. We’re going to one of my safe houses. But if you’d prefer not to be around me after what happened, I understand. I can leave you with my men to protect you.”
He was worried about my safety. Oh hell. 
“Okay. I get it. I don’t want to get kidnapped again either. But why don’t you tell me who those men are? Why are they after you? What do they want?” I tilted my head at him.
He licked his lips. “We’re going to talk about that some other time.”
Right. Always avoiding the most important topics. I glanced through the window and sighed. 
A few minutes later, the car came to a stop. Ryker quickly got out and opened the door for me. I took his hand and he pulled me up to my feet. But before I could take a step forward, he swept me into his arms. 
“What are you doing?” I breathed as I wound my arm around his neck. 
“You sprained your ankle. You shouldn’t be walking on it.” He offered me a small smile and carried me toward the entrance of a one-story house. 
After his men made sure that we weren’t in any danger, we entered the house. It was kind of nice and cozy. Simple. In dark brown tones. So much unlike Ryker’s mansion. 
Ryker laid me down on an incredibly soft king-size bed, and I rested my head on the pillows as I gazed up at him. 
“I’ll be right back,” he said, and headed for the door. I spread my arms and sighed. Maybe I didn’t have to think about anything for a few days. Maybe I could just be here with Ryker and observe him. 
He returned with a first-aid kit in his hand and he set it on the bed. “Let’s take a look at your ankle.” 
“It’s fine. I just need some rest.” 
“Yeah, you do, but I can still take a look.” He sat down on the bed and pushed the leg of my pants up. 
My lips parted as his fingers grazed my skin. He gently removed my shoe and my sock, and I was having trouble thinking as he wrapped up my injured ankle. His fingers moved up my leg, making my breath hitch. 
His touch was driving me crazy, and it looked like he was perfectly aware of it. After he removed my other shoe, he massaged my toes and rubbed my feet, which felt so damn good that I let out a content sigh.
“Can I take off your pants?” he asked, his gaze focusing on my knees. My pants were torn in more than one place, so I gave him a small nod.
Maybe that was a mistake, because when he got on top of me and unbuttoned my pants, heat pooled low in my stomach. I lifted my hips so he could pull my pants down my legs. 
Longing filled his eyes, but he reached for the first-aid kit. After he dipped a piece of gauze in antiseptic, he gently pressed it to the bloody scratches on my knees. 
“Tell me if it hurts,” he said, watching me carefully.
“It’s fine.” I didn’t give a damn about the sting because I was enjoying way too much the way he was looking at me and touching me.
“I blew it, didn’t I?” he said, and I blinked at him in confusion. “My chance with you. After this is over, I’m sure you’ll never want to see me again.”
“I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet.” And I wasn’t even lying about that. “But I’m so tired.” I tried to get comfortable, but something was missing.
“Wait, I’ll be your pillow.” Ryker put away the first-aid kit, and then settled on the bed next to me. 
Our gazes locked, and for a moment, I could pretend that we were just two regular people. He spread his arms, and I rolled over into his embrace, resting my head on his chest.
“Wow, this is really comfortable. I like this pillow.” I patted his chest as I looked up at him with a grin.
“I’m glad to hear it.” 
I closed my eyes, snuggling close to him. Was it stupid that I felt safe with his arms around me? 
I should be running away screaming. 
I should feel disgusted with myself for enjoying this. 
But maybe I was too exhausted for it. Maybe I just need some peace and quiet. 
Ryker pulled a blanket over me, and then he wrapped his arms around me. His mouth brushed the top of my head. I didn’t move, pretending that I’d already fallen asleep because a part of me was curious about what he was going to do.
“I don’t know what I would’ve done if something had happened to you,” he whispered. 
Did he know that I was awake? Did he really mean it? And if he did, then what was I going to do? 
I had no idea if I could forget everything he’d done to me. 
I had no idea if I wanted to give us a chance. 
It was so weird to even think about it. It was something that just wasn’t supposed to happen. 
You like him, Lexi. He likes you. Why not see where that might lead you? Think of him as the new Ryker. 
One you still have to explore. 
One whose secrets you still have to uncover. You can always go back to revenge later if he fails you again.
With those thoughts, I drifted off to sleep.





Chapter 33
“HEY, YOU’RE CHEATING!” I smacked Ryker on the shoulder, and he let out a laugh. 
We were playing video games, and it was so much fun that I’d forgotten the outside world existed. I picked up a spoonful of chocolate ice cream from the bowl that was on the floor next to me and nearly missed my mouth as I had to keep pressing the right buttons on my controller so I wouldn’t lose the game.
“Okay. You win!” Ryker dropped his controller and lifted his hands up in defeat.
“Of course I do.” I grinned at him. 
“You have some ice cream right...” He focused on my lips, dipping his head toward me. “Here.” He placed the softest of kisses on the corner of my mouth, licking off the ice cream. His eyes were full of fire when they met mine. 
I stared at him for a moment, desire building up inside me. And then I grabbed the bowl of ice cream and tipped it above my leg. “It looks like I have some right here too.”
A smile spread across his lips, and he lowered himself so he could lick the ice cream off my leg. Oh hell. That felt so damn good, and so damn right. 
I pulled away from him, pushing myself up to my feet as I grabbed the bowl. After placing it on the bed, I pulled my shirt over my head. 
Ryker was looking at me with fascination, his lips parted. 
“No,” I said when he started to push himself up to his feet, and he fell back to his knees. 
Reaching behind me, I unhooked my bra and tossed it away. I knew exactly what I wanted, and I no longer wanted to deny myself. 
These past few days that we’d spent in this house had been different. We were just Ryker and Lexi. He wasn’t a gang leader, and I wasn’t the girl with a broken past who only thirsted for revenge. Maybe it was stupid to ignore all that, but I wanted him. 
I wanted him the way he was right now at this moment, with his hair ruffled and a boyish smile on his face. 
I yanked my pants and underwear down, and he gasped. Curling my finger at him in an invitation, I let myself fall down on the bed, and then I spilled the bowl of ice cream all over my body. It was cold and I shivered, but I didn’t care. 
Ryker climbed on the bed, his hungry gaze on me, and all of a sudden, I wasn’t cold at all. He lowered his mouth to my foot, leaving a path of kisses up my leg. His tongue darted out, licking off the ice cream and spreading fire through me. 
His mouth brushed my inner thighs, his nose nudging my center, but I buried my fingers into his hair and yanked him up. He winced, but he didn’t seem to mind. His tongue circled around my belly button, and when his mouth finally closed around my nipple, I let out a small cry. 
He nipped and sucked, his tongue twirling around my hard bud. When he focused his attention on my other breast, I toyed with his hair. His hands trailed up and down my legs, and his every touch sent tremors of delight through me. 
I grasped the soft strands of his hair again and pushed him down, spreading my legs wide for him. He grinned at me before dipping his tongue inside my wetness. My every thought fled me and dissipated as he pushed his tongue in and out of me, finding just the right rhythm. 
I arched my back, thrusting my hips against his tongue, my thighs closing around his head as he held onto me. He licked and sucked, his tongue dancing around my clit and making me writhe on the bed. 
It didn’t take him long to bring me to the peak, and I let out a moan. He waited a few moments for me to recover, his eyes never leaving mine, as if he wanted to see just how much pleasure he was giving me. 
He blew a hot breath against my core before giving me a long lick, and when I felt his fingers slide inside me, I bucked my hips. His tongue teased and played with my clit as his fingers pumped in and out of me. 
My fingers curled into sheets as I could barely focus from all the pleasure. All I knew was that I didn’t want him to stop. 
His tongue hit all the right spots and I came again, clenching around his fingers. When he looked up at me, there was a satisfied smile on his face and he licked his fingers. I was once again overcome with a need for him so strong that it devoured everything else. 
I rolled over onto my stomach, thrusting my hips up. He rubbed his nose against my slit and gave me a soft kiss before plunging his tongue inside me again. His tongue twirled over my clit, his fingers finding their way inside me again. 
He lapped at me as if he couldn’t get enough, and then his tongue moved to my ass, pushing against my tight opening. Electricity shot through me, and a moan tore its way out of my throat when another orgasm shook my body. 
I collapsed on the bed, my insides tingling and aching, but I still wanted more. And Ryker was way too overdressed for this. 
“Take off your clothes,” I said, and he hurried to obey. 
When I managed to push myself up, he was already naked. My gaze settled on his thick length, which was already leaking. 
“Come here.” I patted the bed next to me. 
He climbed onto the bed, crawling over to me. I gave his ass a sharp slap, and he smiled at me before lying down on his back. 
Leaning over the edge of the bed, I spotted his bowl of ice cream. Most of it had melted already, but it didn’t matter. 
I snatched the bowl and spilled the ice cream all over his chest. He watched me in amazement as I got on top him, a wicked smile on my face. 
“You’re mine now, Ryker.” I winked at him before bending my head.





Chapter 34
I LOVED THE SMALL NOISES he was making as I trailed my tongue over his chest, licking off the ice cream. When I brushed against his cock, he groaned. 
“Shh.” I pressed my lips to his. 
I could still taste myself on him. The look in his eyes was intoxicating, and I kissed him once again, my hand trailing down his chest and closing around his thick length. 
I gently stroked him until he was gasping for breath, and then I gave him a light squeeze. 
“Don’t you dare come until I tell you to.” I waved my finger at him.
He gaped at me, but he nodded. 
“Hold onto the headboard and don’t let go,” I commanded as I lowered myself down his strong body. He reached for the headboard, gripping it tightly. 
Now I’d get to see just how much he could take, and I couldn’t wait. 
When I took him into my mouth, his eyelids fluttered. I twirled my tongue around him as I massaged his balls. When I squeezed, my teeth grazing his shaft, his muscles tensed. 
My tongue danced around his tip, teasing him, and my finger pressed against the sensitive spot behind his balls. He let out a cry, and I kept licking him as if he was my favorite lollypop. 
“Please,” he breathed. “I can’t take it anymore.”
“I don’t care.” I grinned at him, my nails digging into his tender flesh. 
He seemed to love that, his face a mask of bliss, even as he winced. His grip on the headboard was so strong that I thought he might break it. He certainly looked strong enough to do it. 
I let go of him, giving him a little break so he could catch his breath. But then I straddled him, rubbing my core against him, and we both hissed. 
“Oh fuck, Lexi,” he groaned into his arm. 
“Yeah, that’s right. I’m going to fuck you.” I cupped him, guiding him toward my entrance. 
No matter how much I’d fantasized about this moment, it couldn’t have prepared me for all the different sensations that surged through my body as I took him inside me. I slowly pushed myself down on him, letting him fill me and stretch me. 
My whole body was on fire as I started bucking my hips. I took my time, moving without hurry or urgency. I loved the feeling of him inside me. 
“You can let go of the headboard,” I said, and he reached out for me. I let him hold onto my hips, and then I started thrusting against him faster and faster. 
He met me stroke for stroke, and I arched my back, running my hands over my breasts. 
“Don’t move,” I said, grasping his wrists. 
I pinned them on each side of his head as I leaned over him, capturing his lips. He was staring at me in awe as I rocked my hips again. 
My nails were digging into his skin, and it seemed like that only increased his pleasure. I slammed myself down on him as I gripped his wrists tightly. 
He was trapped under me. 
Mine. 
The moment our gazes connected, my climax surged through me, leaving me breathless. Ryker and I were one, our bodies joined together in more ways than I’d thought possible. There was no past, no present, no future. 
It was just us, frozen in time. 
“You can come now,” I said when I saw the strained look on his face. 
His release joined mine a moment later, and I felt him throb and pulsate inside me. 
A smile spread across my lips because the look on his face was priceless. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him so peaceful, his eyes swirling with emotion. 
I collapsed on top of him and he wrapped his arms around me, his lips finding mine. When I rolled off him, my body still vibrating from waves of pleasure, I turned my head to look at him. 
Ryker Cavano. 
I’d just had sex with Ryker Cavano, and it had felt so damn good. 
No one had ever made me feel like that before. 
Like I was special. 
Like I was the only person he needed in his life to be truly happy. 
He shifted so he could rest his head on my shoulder, and I ran my hand through his hair, caressing gently. 
I should feel conflicted about this. 
I should be internally screaming. 
But I wasn’t doing any of that. I was just happy, and I didn’t want to feel guilty about it.
“I wish we could stay like this forever,” he murmured as he snaked his arm around me. 
“Wait, are you saying that we can’t?” 
He let out a small laugh as he looked up at me. “I don’t know. We can try.”
“Yeah, we can.” I didn’t want to move or do anything. 
“Does that mean you’re willing to give me a chance?” He lifted himself up as he stared deep into my eyes. 
“And what do you think I’ve been doing these past few days?” I shook my head at him, a smile tilting my lips. 
“I just wanted to make sure.” He pressed his lips to mine, and I wound my arms around his neck. 
Another wave of desire rushed through me, so I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him closer to me. 
“I think I’m ready for more.” I flashed him a wide smile.
“And I’m here to serve.” His mouth collided with mine again. 
As our tongues intertwined, his hand traveling down my body and lighting up a fire inside me, I already knew this was going to be a very long night. 
And I was going to enjoy every second of it.





Chapter 35
DAYS QUICKLY TURNED into weeks, and I was enjoying getting to know the new Ryker. Yeah, I didn’t think he’d be faking for so long. He had changed, at least a little bit. 
And maybe, one day, he’d leave the Scarlet Cobras. But it was still too soon to think about what the future might have in store for us. For now, I just want to explore our new relationship. 
Today, though, I was all alone because Ryker had gone off to deal with some business, and a part of me was worried that a different Ryker would come home. His men were still guarding the house, but it wasn’t like I could talk with them about anything. 
Actually, they seemed to be afraid of me, or maybe that was because they weren’t sure how Ryker would react if he found them talking to me. I wasn’t too happy about that, but at least I could explore the house. It wasn’t huge, but I was constantly discovering new rooms. 
The last time I’d been looking around, I’d found a small library. Maybe this time I’d find something interesting too. 
My mind wandered once again to Ryker. Would he really leave the Cobras for me? Could the connection we shared grow into something strong enough to change everything? Of course, I dreaded the conversation that I’d need to have with him soon. 
He had to know who I really was, and he’d have to tell me everything that was going on with his business. I wouldn’t accept it any other way. If we were to be together, then I didn’t want there to be any secrets between us. 
A snow globe on a shelf caught my eye, so I went closer to take a better look. I lifted it up and shook it, a smile spreading across my lips. But as I was about return the snow globe to its place, I spotted something that looked like a small button. 
What the hell was that? A bug? And I was thinking about a device for listening in on someone, not about a real bug. When I tried to pick it up, I realized that I couldn’t. It was stuck. Or maybe it wasn’t. 
Maybe all I had to do was press on it, so I did just that. At first, nothing happened, but then the shelf started to shift. I took a step back, staring at it in wonder. The shelf moved out of the way and revealed a door to a small room. 
As I stepped inside, the lights came on. It was a small office with a desk and a computer. Wait, this was Ryker’s secret office, wasn’t it? The computer was on for some reason, or maybe it had turned on automatically just like the lights. 
I went closer. Maybe Ryker wouldn’t want me to be here, but if he was serious about wanting to be my boyfriend, then he couldn’t keep things like this from me. That would be pointless. 
I furrowed my brow as I focused on the computer screen. There was a folder with a big exclamation mark next to it. Whatever was in that folder had to be important. Maybe it was about whatever Ryker was doing right now. 
And no matter how much I wanted to pretend that his gang business didn’t exist, I was too curious to let it go. Maybe it wasn’t right for me to pry, but I clicked on the folder anyway. 
What appeared on the screen made me gasp. 
Oh shit. 
On no. 
My hand flew to my mouth. The files that had opened were the ones that had been on my phone. It was everything I’d collected on Ryker’s illegal activities. 
My throat constricted. 
He knew. 
He knew about all of it. 
But why hadn’t he said anything? Or maybe he didn’t know just yet. Once I closed the folder, the exclamation mark was gone. He must’ve found my phone. Calavera’s men must’ve had it with them, and Ryker’s men had taken it from Calavera’s house. 
Maybe Ryker thought the phone had belonged to Calavera, and he’d wanted to check if there was anything useful on it. What if his men had been tasked with figuring out who the phone really belonged to? 
What if they’d just found the files now, and they were waiting for Ryker to return to tell him? A thousand thoughts flew through my head. Where was my phone? 
I looked around, but I couldn’t see it anywhere. Oh shit. My contacts and my data were on it too, so I was pretty sure that whoever had found the files also knew the phone was mine. 
What could I do now? Should I just confess everything to Ryker? But what if he didn’t give me a chance? I’d kept such a big thing from him. All those files could destroy him, and I had no idea if he could think clearly when he was angry. 
So far, I hadn’t been the target of his anger, but now...
See? He’s not the right man for you. You wouldn’t be afraid of him if he was.
Maybe he’d understand. Maybe he wouldn’t. 
But I knew there was only one thing I could do. I had to get out of here. 
Sure, it might make me look guiltier, but it also might give Ryker time to calm down. If his men hadn’t even told him yet, then he’d find out once he got back, and I didn’t want to be here for that.
But wouldn’t his men have called him immediately? Or did they think that I wasn’t a threat since I was in his house? It didn’t make any sense. Wouldn’t they be watching me more carefully to make sure I didn’t stumble upon this? 
I chewed on my lower lip. There was a chance someone had just extracted all the files from all the phones that had been brought from Calavera’s house. Maybe they hadn’t even bothered to check whose phone it was until Ryker requested it. Maybe it wasn’t too late for me to try to fix this. 
If I could get my hands on the phone, then I might be able to stop Ryker from figuring out those files were mine. I’d have to find a way to tell him. And if things went very wrong, I’d still have the phone and I could use it if Ryker threatened me. 
I was really hoping it wouldn’t come to that, but I had to put my safety first. Opening as many drawers and cabinets as I could, I tried to find the damn phone, but it wasn’t anywhere in the office. 
I pushed the shelf back into its place, and then searched the room, but the phone wasn’t there either. Hopefully, Ryker’s men hadn’t already taken it to him. It was possible they’d just assumed that Calavera had been collecting all that info, and they hadn’t even checked. 
I swallowed hard. This was bad. My gaze fell on the phone that was on the desk. Maybe I should call Nia. She might be able to help me out with this, but I didn’t want to call her from Ryker’s phone. 
I’d texted her a few times to assure her that I was safe, but the texts had been sent to her safe line that couldn’t be used for actual calls. 
No, I couldn’t drag anyone else into this. I’d have to figure my way out of this mess on my own. As I strode out into the hallway, one of Ryker’s men inclined his head to me as he passed me by. 
He was relaxed and not at all worried. They didn’t know yet, did they? That meant I still had some time left. 
But where the hell could they have hidden that damn phone?





Chapter 36
I MADE MY WAY AROUND the house, taking a peek into almost every room, but I had no clue where the damn phone might be. If it was even here. Someone might’ve taken it who knew where, and I didn’t even want to think about that. 
But then I spotted one of the guards coming out of the room that I hadn’t checked. Maybe the phone and everything else Ryker’s men had found while searching through Calavera’s stuff was in there. 
The only problem was that there was no reason for me to go in there. It looked like a storage room where the guards went for their break to take a smoke or something. 
Still, I pressed myself against the wall with the direct view of the room, which was just down the hallway, and I pretended that I was reading a book. It might seem a little silly that I was standing in the hallway while reading, but I could say that I wanted to stretch my legs and didn’t want to sit all the time. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the guards come and go, but there was never the right moment for me to go inside. Someone was always in there. Fuck. 
But after one of the guards left, I didn’t see anyone come in. A few more minutes trickled by, and then I decided I had to go inside. I could always say that I got lost since there weren’t any guards around to warn me away. 
Maybe I could pretend I’d spilled something and was looking for a way to clean it up because I didn’t want to bother the maid. 
Lowering my book, I glanced right and left. It was a good thing there weren’t any cameras in here, but I supposed Ryker hadn’t had the time to install them, or maybe he believed it wasn’t necessary since this was only supposed to be a temporary house. 
It would be a waste of time and money to always take care of everything. But then again, he had that secret office, so maybe he had priorities when it came to equipping his safe houses. 
Shit. 
There were so many things about Ryker that I still didn’t know.
When I was sure no one was coming, I pushed the door open. It really was a storage room, and all kinds of things were strewn across the floor and the tables. Knives, weapons, phones. It was all there, and the room stank of smoke. 
I hurried to the table with phones. A few of them had yellow tape on them, and I assumed they were the ones that had been taken from Calavera’s place. My heart skipped a beat when I saw my phone. I quickly grabbed it. 
The screen was dark, so I pressed the power button to turn it on. Maybe it wasn’t working anymore. Maybe whatever was on it had been deleted already or it wouldn’t be just lying here like this. 
But when the screen came to life, everything looked just like it always did. I slipped the phone into the pocket of my jeans and headed for the door. It was better if no one caught me in here and started asking questions. 
Even if Ryker and his men didn’t suspect me at the moment, they might start if they found me in here. I held my breath as I opened the door. No one was in the hallway, so I slipped outside. 
But just as I was rounding the corner, I found myself face-to-face with Ryker. My heart jumped all the way to my throat, but I did my best to keep my face expressionless. I had no idea if it was working, though. 
Ryker’s lips spread into a small smile and he leaned in for a kiss. My lips brushed his, and I forced my lips into a small smile. 
“You’re back,” I managed to say. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah,” he said, but there was something different about the way he was looking at me. Or maybe it was just my overactive imagination. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”
“Okay.” But as I followed him down the hallway, I spotted a gun tucked at the back of his pants. 
He’d never had a gun with him before. Not like this. Not when we were in the house. Sure, he might’ve forgotten, but it looked like he’d changed his clothes. My pulse was like beating like a trapped bird inside my chest. 
Where was he taking me? Was he going to confront me about the files? Did he know that I’d gone for the phone? What if he took that as proof that I really wanted to destroy him and that that had been my plan all along? 
Okay, he wouldn’t be wrong about that, but that was before I’d started to see there were different sides to him. 
Oh Lexi. You never learn, do you?
Ryker led me into one of the rooms, and when he closed the door behind me, I swallowed past the lump in my throat. But then I spotted a rectangle covered with a white sheet in the middle of the room. 
Ryker lifted the sheet and revealed a really nice painting of a sandy beach and palm trees. 
“Do you like it?” he asked. 
“Yeah. It’s really nice.”  
“I was thinking we could go on a trip somewhere. Maybe for a week or two. This beach actually exists. I wanted to buy a house that’s just behind these trees.” He pointed at the painting. 
“Yeah, sure. Why not?” I said it a little bit too fast, and Ryker was watching me with suspicion, or maybe it was something else. 
I’d lost my ability to tell what he was feeling, or maybe he was just hiding his true feelings because he knew everything. Hell, I hadn’t even told him about the Hidden Pleasures. But that was the least of my worries right now. 
“I’ll make the arrangements then.” His lips pulled up into a smile. His phone rang, making me jump. He glanced down at it with a frown. “I need to answer this.”
“Okay.” I twirled a strand of my hair around my finger. 
Once he was out of the room, I let out a shuddery breath. Every instinct was telling me to get out of here as soon as possible. Maybe whoever had just called Ryker was about to tell him everything and I couldn’t pretend everything was okay. 
I didn’t want to tell him the truth either, not in his damn house where I was surrounded by his men. Cracking the door open, I peeked out into the hallway. He wasn’t there, so I slipped outside. 
Getting past the guards might not be easy, but I had to try. They were watching for people who wanted to get in, not out, which gave me an idea. One of the rooms was looking right onto the garden, and if I got out through the window, I might be able to make it to the trees and the main road. 
I had no idea how long it would take Ryker to figure out that I was gone, but I hoped I’d have enough time. Taking a deep breath, I hurried down the hallway. 
I’d been so stupid to think this would work and that I could ignore who we really were. Still, I didn’t regret any of what we’d done. 
I’d treasure those moments forever, no matter what happened next.





Chapter 37
I PUSHED THE WINDOW open and took a peek through it. The guards were on the other side of the house, so I climbed through and jumped down onto the grass. Hopefully, no one would think that I was an intruder and shoot me, but it was too dark to see anything anyway. 
Maybe I should’ve found the car keys and taken one of Ryker’s cars, but I didn’t want to risk running into him again. Keeping my head down, I raced across the yard, and hid behind one of the thick tree trunks. When I glanced at the guards, they were talking to each other, so I used the opportunity to slip farther into the trees. 
I broke into a run, not looking back. Maybe Ryker would get worried once he found me gone. After all, I’d been kidnapped once already. But there had been something about him that told me that he knew the truth. 
He wouldn’t be worried about me. He’d want to track me down and kill me. His life was always going to revolve around the Scarlet Cobras. It was just a fact that I had to accept. 
Tears pushed at the corners of my eyes, but I couldn’t let them fall. My lungs burned as I forced my legs to go faster and faster. Ryker’s safe house wasn’t too far away from more populated areas, so I was hoping that I’d be able to disappear once I reached the busy streets. 
As soon as I spotted a group of people, I slowed down, trying to catch my breath. But as I made my way across the street, a familiar car caught my eye.
“Lexi!” Ryker shouted through the window. 
Fuck! I broke into a run again, elbowing people out of my way, but I knew I was going to be too slow. How the hell was I going to lose him? My phone was heavy in my pocket. Could I call someone to come for me? Should I call the cops? Would it be too late? 
People looked at me as if I were crazy, and most were getting out of my way. I had to be looking like I was out of my mind, my face red from all the running, my hair disheveled, my eyes wide. 
I slipped into one of the alleys. Maybe it would be too dark there for Ryker to find me. Since I couldn’t see his car, I crouched behind a dumpster. 
He wasn’t going to find me. 
He wasn’t. 
But then I spotted a shadow at the end of the alley. 
Ryker. It was him. 
Clambering to my feet, I raced away from him as fast as my feet would carry me.
“Hey, wait!” he yelled after me, but I’d seen the gun tucked in his holster. Where were his men? Were they trying to catch me too? What if he was leading me straight to them? I couldn’t think about that. 
The only problem was that I had no idea where I was going. This wasn’t part of the city that I was overly familiar with. I took a left turn, but as I raced down a dark alley, I realized it was a dead end. 
Oh shit. 
The world spun around me, and I could no longer think. For a moment, I was transported back into the past.
I was Avery again. 
I’d been standing on the edge of a wall exactly like the one that was now in front of me. Only one step forward, and I would’ve fallen to my death. That night, I’d been determined to take it. 
I’d just gotten out of juvie and my life was falling apart. My parents didn’t want me back, and I didn’t see a future for myself at all. All I wanted was to end it all. 
End the pain. 
End the memories. 
End the rage that I was feeling. 
But in the end, I didn’t jump. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I burst into tears instead, cursing the day Ryker had set his eyes on me. 
I could’ve killed myself because of him and now he was going to end my life. That familiar rage that I’d been keeping inside me for years resurfaced with all the strength in the world. 
Ryker was coming toward me. I knew it. I could feel it. 
My hand closed around my phone. The only thing on my mind was revenge. I pressed all the right buttons, and as I turned around to face Ryker, I dropped the phone to the ground. 
A strange calm came over me, and I didn’t move as he made his way toward me. I expected him to pull out his gun, but he didn’t. Not yet. 
He knew that there was nowhere for me to run. And I was tired of running too. Tired of trying to escape my past. It was impossible to do it anyway. 
I knew that now.
Ryker came to a stop not too far away from me. Half of his face was bathed in moonlight. He was as handsome as ever, and that thought almost made me laugh. For a few moments, we just stood there, watching each other. 
Neither of us said a word. His gaze fell on my phone on the ground. I expected him to swear or yell at me, but he was perfectly still. 
Had he done something to the phone? Maybe he’d been waiting for this. Waiting to see what I was going to do. Since he wasn’t concerned, it was very likely that the buttons I’d pressed had done nothing. 
His men must’ve blocked the whole thing or rerouted it to some other place. I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t. 
“Just say something,” I spat out, spreading my arms. If he was going to shoot me, he should get it over with. 
“Avery,” he whispered, and I stared at him with wide eyes, my insides trembling. I’d never heard him say my—no, her—name like that, with so much sadness. 
“You know who I am,” I said. 
“I’ve always known,” he said, and my jaw went slack.





Chapter 38
“WHAT?” I STEPPED FORWARD as I held his gaze. “What are you talking about?”
“Do you really think I could ever forget you?” He gave me a sad smile. 
“Then why the fuck didn’t you say anything?” I all but growled. 
“Because I’ve been in love with you since the day I first saw you. I didn’t think I’d ever get a second chance unless I made you believe that I didn’t know who you really were. There was a chance my plan would fail, but you played along.” 
“What the fuck are you talking about? You made my life a living hell! I almost jumped to my death because I didn’t think there was any hope for me. A second chance? That would imply that there was something between us from the beginning, but there wasn’t.”
“You don’t know how sorry I am about that.” He averted his gaze for a moment, licking his lips. “But I didn’t have a choice. The Scarlet Cobras wanted to make you pay for what your cousin did. They wanted to do things even worse than death to you, and the worst part was that they knew how much I liked you.”
“Yeah, right. So you had to torment me and do all that to me because that was so much better.” I wanted to scream and shout and kick something. 
“It’s not an excuse. I know. I was an idiot. I should’ve handled it in a different way, but I didn’t know what else to do. You’ve always been so strong. Someone else would’ve given up, but not you. I wish more than anything that I could take it all back, but I can’t.” He reached out for me, but I backed away. 
“Don’t fucking touch me. I just...” I ran my hand over my face. What could I possibly say to him after all that? “And what did my cousin do to the Cobras that was so unforgivable? Why did they come after me? Why not after someone else?” 
“He did a lot of things. He stole from them and snitched, and when it was the time for him to pay for that, he disappeared. His family was out of the Cobras’ reach, and yours... You were more interesting to the boss than your parents were because you were young and... because of me too. He was testing me. He wanted to see if I’d put the gang above anything else, and that included you.”
“How nice of you to protect me from them.” I rolled my eyes. “If you cared about me so much, then why the fuck didn’t you tell me? You could’ve warned me. You could’ve told me something. Your little gang wasn’t breathing down your neck all the time. You were their leader even then. You could’ve sent them away.”
“I told you, I was an idiot. I thought you’d laugh at me. Why would someone like you ever want someone like me? I was destined for a life you should’ve never been a part of. You deserved so much better.”
“And look where we are. So what now?” This was all too much for me, and we didn’t even get to the part about the files. Wait, the files. As if on cue, the police sirens pierced the air, not too far away from us.
My wide eyes met his. “My phone. You disabled it, didn’t you?” 
The cops were probably going somewhere else. This was just a coincidence. 
He shook his head. 
“Why not? If you knew that it was mine and that...”
He just shrugged. 
“You have to get out of here. They’re coming for you!” I wanted to push him so he’d start running. 
Right now, I had no clue how he was going to get out of the whole thing, but he needed to go. Things between us were too complicated, and I needed him to tell me everything. I need more time to help me figure things out.
“I know.” He didn’t even budge, the corners of his lips tilting up.
“What do you mean you know? Why aren’t you running? They have proof against you, and they’re coming right here!” I was pretty sure it was too late to destroy the phone now. 
“I’m aware of that, and it’s okay.” He placed his hands on my shoulders, and I let him. 
My eyes stung with unshed tears. “No, you can’t. You need to go.”
“You did the right thing. I deserve it. It’s going to be fine. Just promise me you’ll find happiness.”
“Ryker, no.” A tear slid down my cheek just as the cops showed up. I didn’t even know why I was crying.
“It’s okay.” He briefly brushed his lips against mine, and then lifted his hands up, stepping away from me. The cops grabbed him and he didn’t resist. His eyes met mine as they shoved him to the ground, cuffing his hands behind his back. 
“It’s all right. You’re safe now,” one of the officers said, placing her hand on my shoulder. 
As they took Ryker away, all I could do was stand there and watch. 
My revenge didn’t taste sweet at all. 
Actually, there was just emptiness inside me. But maybe that was how it always was. Maybe it was always supposed to end this way. 
Or maybe, I could find a way to change our future. 
Ryker was right about one thing. 
I didn’t give up easily, and I wasn’t going to give up on him either. 
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