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      I’m a loner, and it seems I always will be.

      It’s safer that way. My last girl up and left because things got too dangerous. Not that I blame her.

      It’d be better if I could stay away from love for good, but the pretty single mom who dances at my club has my attention, then my body, and now my heart.

      The world is crumbling around me, with villains gunning for my MC left and right, and the only thing that saves me is her.

      Scarily enough, she’s trying to save herself. An abusive relationship and a little one to deal with have her struggling to keep her head above water.

      Time to step in and save her. I have to. No matter what.

      Why? She’s the one that pulls my black soul up from the darkness and forces me to breathe again with her warmth.

      I just can’t help but wonder how she’ll feel when she realizes that I’m no different from the evil that’s after us. I’m more of what she doesn’t need.

      I wish I was a good guy and could walk away, but I’m in too deep. I’ve gone too far.

      No matter what or who comes our way, I’ll be ready to protect what is mine.

      Cause that’s what bad boys do.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Autumn had arrived in New York City the same day we put Jason in the ground.

      The leaves had begun the slow shift from green to burnt orange, the children were all back in school, and dry heat that had lingered for the last couple of months had been extinguished almost overnight. There was a chill in the air, a sort of cold that made you want to draw inward as if there was something out there worse than the cool breeze against your throat.

      Something like a man who wanted you all to join the youngest Moretti in death.

      When Jason’s casket was lowered into the earth, I was standing at the end of the coffin. His uncle, Johnny “Ryder” stood at the opposite end, his eyes downcast as he followed the slow descent of his nephew’s black and gold coffin six feet under. Dani had her head resting on his shoulder, and both her hands were wrapped around his upper arm. All of us were dressed in black, and Dani looked like a goddess of death. Her lips were painted dark red, and her dark hair tumbled over her shoulders. She looked up at Ryder and whispered something to him.

      I wondered what words were on her lips. Whatever they were, they offered him comfort because he tipped his head to her and she pressed a kiss to his cheek. Then, he closed a hand over hers and rubbed her knuckles gently.

      At least he had her to see him through this. And their unborn child.

      I knew the baby felt more like a burden right now than a gift to both of them. With Isaac Reed, known as The Devil’s Hand or until recently, The Hand, still roaming around free, neither of them felt like they could truly celebrate their next step in life. None of us could blame them. This was a time when everything could change in a heartbeat. Everything was uncertain, and there was no telling who would all be left standing when this was done.

      Three tombstones over was Hyde’s resting place, and that was a somber enough reminder that we were all just flesh and bone.

      I shifted when the casket was set, and my shoulder bumped Derek’s. He was at my right side and had his arm wrapped around Evelyn, who’d looked like a deer in the headlights throughout the entire service. She was out of her element among this many bikers, and the fact that we were all there wearing our leathers and gear was probably more than intimidating. Derek had done what he could to reassure her, and I’d pulled her aside to let her know this was a safe space to be, but she’d been unable to shake the shell-shocked expression.

      I supposed it would take a month or two before she settled into her new role as the partner of a Lost Breed member.

      Words were said for Jason, and then we took turns scattering handfuls of dirt over the coffin. Ryder took the lead, followed by Dani, and then we followed suit, one by one, and as I released my handful, I muttered, “You’re forgiven, kid.” I wasn’t sure where the words had come from or why those were the ones I’d chosen to say, but that’s how they came out.

      We got on our bikes when it started raining and rode to Ryder’s. He was in the lead with Dani on the back of his motorcycle. Had it been a long drive back to his place, she probably would have driven herself due to her “condition,” but she’d firmly insisted it was perfectly safe for her to sit on the back of his bike. It was a memorial ride. We never exceeded ten miles per hour.

      I was a few bikes behind them and could see how tightly she was clinging to him. Her cheek was pressed to his back, right in the middle of the Lost Breed crest, and every now and then, she would close her eyes.

      I doubted there was anyone who loved a man as much as she loved Ryder.

      Everyone around me had their women wrapped around them. Axel rode behind Ryder with Ellie on the back of his bike. Jax had Holly. Sabian had Angela. Derek had Evelyn.

      And I was solo.

      It bothered me that there was no girl clinging to my waist, thighs pressed to mine, hair blowing in the wind behind us. It also bothered me that I was bothered to not have a woman of my own.

      The girl I’d been seeing a few weeks ago had left when shit got rough, and I couldn’t blame her for it. This life wasn’t for everyone, and as all us Lost Breeds knew, it was going to get worse before it got better. But it had been nice to have someone to go home to. Someone to share a bed with. Someone to help me forget about all the bullshit and the blood if even just for a couple hours.

      The sex had been fun too.

      When she’d told me she couldn’t hack it and asked me not to call her again, I’d played it cool and pretended it was as easy for me to walk away from her as it was for her to leave me in her dust. She could probably see right through me, but at the time, I’d been incapable of vulnerability. I feared I might be like that permanently now.

      People died in my life. I didn’t want to bring someone into this shit if it was going to fuck their life up.

      We pulled into Ryder’s driveway around six o’clock in the evening. The rain hadn’t been heavy enough to soak through all my leathers, but I was definitely damp, so when I got inside his and Dani’s place, I shrugged out of my jacket and hung it to dry over the door to their laundry room. My white T-shirt was dry, and only the thighs of my black jeans were wet and sticking to my skin. A few beers would help me forget the discomfort.

      I found the others in the kitchen. Sabian had his head in the fridge when I walked in, and he tossed me a can of beer. I popped the tab and foam leaked out. I sucked it off before taking a greedy mouthful.

      Dani and Ryder had their backs to the counter. Dani had a bottle of water and Ryder a beer. Their arms were wrapped around each other’s waists as Ryder looked around at all of us. “Thanks for coming. All of you.”

      If you were a Lost Breed, it wasn’t an option to pass on attending a member’s funeral—not that Jason had been a member. Not really. But we all knew Ryder wished he was, and that was enough for us.

      Axel opened his beer. “We did right by him.”

      “We did,” Ryder agreed with a nod.

      Sabian and Angela had taken up seats at the kitchen table. She had her chair pulled up close to him and was leaning forward to rest her elbows on the table. Her nose was pink from the cold, and she’d kept her jacket on. Sabian nodded over at Dani. “Have you found anything else out about Isaac Reed?”

      As Dani started to shake her head, Ryder held up his hand. “No work talk. Tonight, we honor my nephew and celebrate his life. Tomorrow, we plan for war.”

      Jax lifted his beer. “Cheers to that.”

      I followed suit as Derek stepped up beside me. Evelyn was clinging to his side, but they both raised their drinks along with the rest of us and added their voices to the mix. Ellie and Jamie were in the far corner, and they came over too.

      It still felt weird to me that Hyde wasn’t there. I doubted I’d ever get used to it.

      After the toast, everyone went their separate ways and started mingling as people do after they get a few drinks in their system. All except Evelyn, who followed Derek around the house like a lost puppy dog. When they came back into the kitchen after doing a lap around the living room chatting with Axel and Angela and Jamie, I grabbed another beer for Evelyn from the fridge and pressed it into her hands.

      She blinked up at me and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Uh. Thank you.”

      “It’ll take the edge off a bit. I know we can be a bit much all at once.”

      Her smile was nervous but genuine. She nodded as she cracked open the can and tucked her hair back again, even though it was still in place. “Yeah. It’s a little overwhelming. Derek keeps telling me it’s all in my head, but I can’t help feeling like I’m not wanted here. I don’t fit in. You know?”

      I chuckled. “None of us fit in. That’s sort of the idea.”

      She arched a skeptical eyebrow at me. “I know you’re only saying that to make me feel better.”

      “So what if I am?”

      She bit her bottom lip. “Thanks.”

      Not long after talking to her, we were interrupted by Dani, who pulled her aside for a chat. I suspected she was checking in on her after everything that had gone down at Derek’s house last week when Jason was murdered right in front of her.

      I knew Evelyn had been struggling, and Dani had set her up with a trauma counselor. She was already a lot better than the last time I’d seen her, so it was clear the counseling was working, but there would be a lot she would have to sift through with a professional before she was able to feel normal again. Once that happened, she might find the Lost Breed a more welcoming environment. I liked to think we were all easy to get along with.

      Minus Ryder. Sometimes, he could come off like a real asshole.

      Somebody nudged my shoulder. I glanced over at Sabian, who had braced himself up against the kitchen doorframe with one shoulder. He nodded over at Dani and Evelyn. “You think Derek’s girl is all right?”

      “I do.”

      “Just a timid little bird, though, isn’t she?”

      I shrugged. “This is all new to her. She came from the complete opposite side of the tracks as most of us. She was in law school, for fuck sakes. And worked as a nanny.”

      “A nanny?” Sabian snorted.

      “Yeah. She’s used to a much tamer crowd.”

      “Kids aren’t tame. They’re hellions that can’t be trusted. Worse than us by a long shot.”

      “Don’t tell Ryder that.” I smirked.

      Sabian chuckled and looked around for Ryder. He was in a deep discussion with Axel and Ellie at the kitchen table. Jamie was sitting with them and so were Jax and Holly. Jax was watching with a bemused expression.

      Sabian shook his head. “Ryder has no clue the shit storm that’s going to rain down on him when that kid pops out. He’ll be wrapped around their little finger faster than he can blink.”

      “He’s already like that with Dani.”

      Sabian sighed. “I guess we’re all like that with our women. Speaking of which,” he nudged me again with his elbow, “There any special ladies in your life? Anybody your cock is twitching for?”

      I polished off the rest of my beer and shook my head. “Not right now.”

      “Oh come on. Their ripe for the picking at Kadia. Even just one or two to, you know, fuck around with every now and then? Blow off steam?”

      He was right. Kadia was full of beautiful women, and I was surrounded by them four nights a week when I worked my security shift. “Haven’t been in the mood lately.”

      “Still bent out of shape over that Hillary chick?”

      Hillary was the girl who’d left a couple weeks ago. In fact, she left right before Jason died. “Bent out of shape isn’t exactly how I’d put it.”

      Sabian nodded knowingly. “But you miss her.”

      “You want another beer?” I asked, waggling my empty beer can. I wanted to change the subject.

      Sabian knew what I was doing, but he didn’t question me. He nodded, and I moved around him to go to the fridge. Once I cracked it open, all heads turned to me as if on a swivel, and I found myself grabbing nearly a dozen beers and handing them out to everyone around the house before I was able to sit back with mine and find someone to talk to who wouldn’t ask me about Hillary.

      And that someone was Ryder. He knew an off-limits topic a mile away, just like I did. So we talked about everything except my ex, his unborn child, and Jason.
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          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      I pounded on the bathroom door and yelled, “Is my sequin top in there, Cliff?”

      I couldn’t hear if he answered me or not. The shower was running and probably drowning out my voice. I jiggled the handle, annoyed that he always locked the door when he showered, and pounded again, this time using my flat palm.

      The water turned off.

      “What?” Cliff yelled.

      “My sequin top! Is it in there?”

      “I don’t fucking know, Lauryn. Stop leaving your shit everywhere!” Then, he turned the shower back on.

      I threw my hands in the air and groaned. This was just my luck. I was running behind for work, and I was going to miss my bus. Then, I’d be half an hour late for my shift, which would cost me at least a hundred dollars in tips.

      I hurried down the hall to the living room where my seven-year-old son, Jayden, was curled up in the corner of my navy blue sofa. He had a blanket over his shoulders and was watching some cartoon on the television. I sat down on the edge of the sofa and brushed his light brown curly hair off his forehead. “Hey, kiddo, could you do Mommy a favor?”

      He looked up at me, his eyes heavy. He was so sleepy.

      “Could you help me with that lock?”

      Jayden nodded and took my hand. We went back into the bedroom, and I handed him a bobby pin. Some people might call me a bad mother, but I hadn’t taught him to pick a lock. He’d simply done it himself when he needed into the bathroom to pee. We only had one in the apartment, and Cliff took especially long showers after work.

      The door unlocked, and Jayden smiled proudly up at me. I ruffled his hair and kissed him on the forehead. “Thanks. You’re the best, did you know that?”

      He nodded sheepishly. “Yes. You tell me all the time.”

      “You go finish up your show. I’ll come and say goodbye before I have to leave for work.”

      I watched Jayden leave, the hem of his jeans dragging along the carpet, before I opened the bathroom door and let myself in. Cliff didn’t notice me right away. I hoped I could get in and out before he did because he guarded his shower time like no one I’d ever met. He hated when I interrupted him.

      My sequin top was sitting on the counter beside the sink. I rolled my eyes. All Cliff would have had to do was look out through the shower door and see that yes, it was in fact in the bathroom.

      I padded over to it. He saw me, as I knew he would, when I plucked it up.

      “You couldn’t just wait until I was done, could you?” Cliff mumbled.

      I turned to him and held up the shirt. “And you couldn’t just open your eyes and see this was in here?”

      “I told you to stop leaving your shit all over the fucking place. You’re always giving me hell for leaving my shoes all over—”

      “Yeah. Because they’re covered in dirt, and you like to put them on the coffee table.”

      “Whatever. Do you need anything else in here? If not, get out so I can shower in peace.”

      I marched over to the door. “I’ll be home around two in the morning. Don’t wait up.”

      “I won’t.”

      I closed the door behind me and pressed my back to it. Before hurrying to finish getting ready, I took a moment to pull myself together. This sort of behavior from Cliff was nothing new, but it rattled me nonetheless.

      We’d been together for ten months or so. After we’d been dating for three months, he moved in with me and Jayden. He’d been evicted from his apartment by his landlady, who was definitely a nutter, and had nowhere to go. At the time, we’d been deliriously in love with each other, and I’d thought it made perfect sense for him to move in with me and Jayden. I’d foolishly believed he could help me; that we would be a happy little family and things would finally be how I wanted them to be.

      But at the six-month mark, things had shifted, and I felt more alone now than I ever had before.

      I squared my shoulders and went to the bedroom, where I packed my bag. I threw in the sequin top as well as my dancing stilettos, makeup, G-string, stockings, and sweater for the bus ride home.

      Then, I threw the bag over my shoulder and pulled on my sneakers. I rushed down the hall to hug Jayden goodbye. “There’s a bowl of chili in the fridge for you, kiddo. Bottom shelf. You just have to warm it up. Cliff has a sandwich on the top shelf. Okay?”

      Jayden nodded. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “You’re welcome, baby. I’ll see you in the morning. You still feeling up to making muffins together?”

      Jayden grinned at me. “Yes.”

      “Okay. Good. Me too. I love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      I hated leaving him every night, but a girl had to do what a girl had to do. I had no qualifications to land me a real job that would pull in a fraction of what I was making now. As a dancer at Kadia, I’d been making between four and six hundred dollars in tips per night over the last half a year. Some of that money had to go to my costumes and whatnot, but the bulk of it went to paying rent, Jayden’s clothes, and his school supplies. He also wanted to join hockey next month, and I was scrambling to try to get the funds together to buy him a spot on the team. It was an expensive sport, and the money I was making now wasn’t cutting it.

      I’d had to up my game.
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        * * *

      

      The bus ride to Kadia was thirty-seven minutes long, but the stop was only a block away. I rushed down the sidewalk as the sun set and was let in through the front by the bouncer on shift. He was a new addition to the team, and I was pretty sure his name was Jack, but I couldn’t be sure. He gave me a friendly nod as he opened the door for me, and I made my way through the empty club to the back room, where I went to my mirror and prep station.

      Some of the other girls were already there. The bleach blond bombshell who sat beside me, Sadie, shot me a brilliant white smile. “Hey there, sugar,” she said. Then she lifted up a little Ziploc bag with two pale blue pills floating around inside. “I saved you a hit. Want half of one?”

      I thought of Cliff and how much of an ass he’d been lately. And I thought of how I needed to make more money to get Jayden on the hockey team. “Hell, yes. How much?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it, sugar. I didn’t pay for it. I have a good hookup. He takes care of me.”

      “It’s clean?” I asked.

      Sadie nodded vigorously. “Yep. As a whistle. It’s the same shit we’ve been using for weeks now.” She poured out the contents and cut the two pills in half. “Ladies, come and get your cut.”

      Two of the other girls, Milly and Cassidy, hop-stepped over, wobbling in their heels, and plucked half a tablet from the table. I took mine, and all four of us popped them into our mouths at once.

      Usually, I would use from a source I knew a little better—Cliff was my dealer on most days. But he’d come home from work without anything for me the last couple of nights, and I made more money when I had a bit of Zandra running through my system. I was able to turn my mind off and feel the music. I actually had a good time most nights if I was a little high. Reality felt farther away, and for just a little while, I could be nothing but the music and sex. I was desired and wanted when I danced.

      I didn’t have that in my real life. I craved it more than I craved Zandra, but I would settle for what I could get.

      Sadie tucked the bag into her makeup kit, and all of us settled back into our seats in front of our vanity mirrors. I unzipped my pink makeup bag and started pulling out everything I would need, red lipstick, silver sparkly eye shadow, black liquid liner, foundation, powder, concealer, contour, highlighter, mascara—I had it all.

      By the time I’d finished painting my face, the Zandra had kicked in. My skin was warm and tingly, and there was a smile on my lips I couldn’t shake.

      “Shit,” I said, grinning at Sadie. “This stuff is strong.”

      Sadie fluffed her big blond Victoria Secret curls and glanced over at me. Her makeup was as overdone as mine. “You know I don’t fuck around with my Zandra. I want the pure cuts that make you feel like you’re floating.” She ran her fingers up her arm and sighed contently.

      There was something about skin on skin contact when you were high on Zandra that could push you over the edge. It was a good thing Kadia had a “No Touching The Dancers” policy in place because if we were able to come into contact with our male customers, I would have spent many a night in their bed instead of onstage.

      I got to my feet, feeling lighter than a feather, and went over to my bag. I pulled out my outfit and stripped right there. None of us girls cared much about nudity. We had quick costume changes some nights, so we’d seen each other’s everything. I put on my black sequin top and pushed my boobs up. Sadie gave me the nod of approval after I slapped on my black G-string and thigh-high stockings with garters around the middle of my thighs. The stockings were covered in black pieces of crystal that glittered magnificently when they caught the right light. They’d been an investment and a half, but they were gorgeous, and my legs looked like absolute sin in them.

      “I have to get me a pair of those.” Cassidy drooled over at her vanity. She stared enviously at my stockings. “They’re fabulous. How much did you pay?”

      “They were three hundred dollars. Pricey, but worth it in my opinion,” I said, facing the mirror to brush out my hair.

      Cassidy groaned. “I’ll never be able to get a pair. Only in my dreams.”

      Milly finished doing her hot pink lipstick and sighed. “Me, too, Cass. Me too. Maybe if we danced like Lauryn, we’d have a shot of making enough money a night to afford them. Got any tips for us, babe?”

      I shrugged and adjusted my tits one last time. “It’s an art form,” I said simply.

      “That doesn’t help.” Sadie giggled as she uncrossed her legs and stood. She looked me up and down and planted her hands on her hips. She was sexy as hell with an hourglass figure and thick thighs. She was dressed in a red, lacy one-piece lingerie.

      I smiled and ran my hands subconsciously down my body. I was feeling so damn good. “I don’t have any magical secrets. Just treat it like art. Men love to watch, so give them a show. Use your body to pull their eyes to what you want them to see. Make eye contact. Tell them a story. Let them imagine what it would be like to have you in their bed with them.”

      The girls started giggling.

      I tried to scowl, but I was laughing too. We were all feeling good apparently. I shook my head at them and looked back at myself. My stockings and my top were glittering. My thighs were taut and tanned, and my ass was perky. I liked the way I looked, and I wasn’t afraid to admit it. I worked hard for my figure. It was my income. “On second thought, forget what I said. Just let the Zandra do the work. She’ll never lead you astray.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Dani was far from showing, but she had her hands resting on her tummy anyway. She already sensed the little life that was growing inside her, and she cradled it protectively, lovingly, knowing there were things on the outside that would want to harm the child.

      She was sitting at one end of the table on Ryder’s back deck. He was on the other. The rest of us, Sabian, Jax, Axel, Derek, and I, were each sitting on either side, looking back and forth between our President and his partner. These days, it felt like we had two Presidents.

      Nobody had said a word in at least two full minutes. We’d talked about everything except what we’d been called here to talk about. Isaac Reed. It seemed as though everyone would rather push it to the side and pretend that for now, it didn’t exist. Maybe if we shut our eyes tightly enough, it would be true.

      “So,” Ryder said, looking around at all of us expectantly. “You know why you’re here. We have shit to discuss about Isaac. Dani’s been doing some digging and has come up with more than what we’ve had since this mess started. You have the floor, baby.”

      Dani leaned forward to rest on her elbow. One hand remained on her stomach. “Well, for starters, we know that the information Derek was given is true. The Hand’s legal name is Isaac Reed. He was born here in New York City in ‘82. He was taken from his parents by social services when he was six because the home was unfit and he was abused. Turns out, he has a younger brother who also got lost in the system.”

      Sabian scoffed. “Fuck. There could be two of these fuckers out there?”

      Dani shrugged. “The likelihood of two psychopaths coming from one family is incredibly slim. He may have behavioral problems and has likely been caught up in the system, but his name wasn’t flagged for any of the sort of shit Isaac’s was.”

      “And what sort of shit might that have been?” I asked. Everyone looked over at me.

      Dani nodded appreciatively at my question like this was exactly the direction she wanted to go. “It started off with typical stuff. He was a bully in school—”

      “And adulthood,” Jax grumbled.

      Dani talked over his interruption. “He was expelled in the tenth grade for attacking another boy in the hall with a pencil. He used it as a shiv of sorts. He went to juvie. More fights and more violence ensued there. Afterward, after he was out, there are a couple cases of animal abuse.”

      “Motherfucker,” Sabian hissed.

      “As you know, it got worse. His crimes really got underway with petty theft, then armed robbery, then a robbery that went bad, and he ended up killing a gas attendant. Including Jason and Hyde, he has six deaths under his belt with no indication of stopping anytime soon. Unless, of course, someone stops him. From where I’m sitting, it looks like you guys and the NYPD are the only ones who stand a chance of doing the job. And I’m only saying NYPD because I feel obligated. I think it would be best if we handle this on our own. As Lost Breeds.” When she finished talking, she looked up at Ryder, who winked at her.

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “So, in summary, his whole life has basically been training camp for the big leagues? Us?”

      Dani sat back in her seat and clasped her hands over her tummy once more. She nodded. “In short? Yes.”

      “What are we going to do about it?” I asked.

      All heads turned to Ryder. He looked calmly back at us. “We find him. We kill him. We bury him. Simple as that.”

      Nobody said anything, so I piped up again. “That sounds clear, Ryder, but how do we actually put it into action? We’ve tried to take this guy down before. More than once. Each time, we’ve given him our all, and he’s still managed to slip through our fingers. After we find him—and that’s if we even can—how are we going to ensure we’re the ones who come out on top?”

      Ryder stared evenly back at me. “When we find him, we’re going to do things the way I say. No one goes after him alone. For any reason. We don’t take any bait. We don’t make any mistakes. Dani is working with her team to get a lead on him, and once we have his location, we all go in on him at once. He’s only managed to escape us by a hair. Every damn time. And it’s because we’ve been going in only half-cocked.”

      Derek looked down at the table. “I’ll take some accountability for that.”

      Ryder shook his head. “What’s done is done. Every mistake we’ve made has given us more information. We know his moves. We know he’s a sick motherfucker who won’t refrain from doing whatever possible to survive. We can beat him if we do it together.”

      I nodded. “All right. So you’re telling me if he has Dani and you get to him first, you’re not going after him alone?” I was asking a tough question, one that could get me into a lot of shit with my President. But it needed to be asked. There was no sense in making a plan you were incapable of sticking to.

      Ryder lifted his chin. “She knows what’s at stake. We’ve talked it through.”

      I blinked at him. “So she’d be on her own with him until all of us showed?”

      Dani answered for Ryder. “I would be. I could handle it. But we also expect everyone to know he’s out there and make sure they’re making smart decisions. No one should go out alone. Everyone should keep an eye out for him. We cannot, under any circumstance, give him the upper hand again. Make sense?”

      I nodded. “Sure, but—”

      Axel was shaking his head. “We have kids. If Isaac ever came anywhere near my family, I would not be able to wait for backup. There’s no way.”

      “So you stay with your family, and you wait for us to call you with his whereabouts,” Dani said simply.

      Axel opened his mouth to retort and promptly shut it again.

      Dani looked around at everyone at the table. “That goes for all of you. Ryder and I would never ask you to sacrifice your family. On that note, we suggest you stay home with them until this is resolved.”

      “Just stay home?” Sabian asked, sounding a little incredulous. “As in do nothing until you pin him down?”

      “Yes,” Dani said.

      Sabian looked around at the others but didn’t say anything.

      Derek was rubbing the back of his neck. Then, he shrugged and said, “It makes sense. It’s not our usual style, but clearly, our usual style isn’t working. This eliminates the opportunity for him to get his hands on people we care about for leverage.”

      “Exactly,” Dani nodded. “And at this point, we need to play defense. He’s a monster. He wants to hit us where it hurts. Let’s make it impossible for him to do so. Ryder and I are asking you to trust us to handle this. We’re not fucking around. We’re going to bring him down no matter what it takes.”

      I nodded. “I’m in. And if you need anything, I’m your guy.”

      “Thanks, Caleb,” Ryder said. Then, he clasped his hands and rested his chin on his knuckles. His eyes drifted over to Derek, and he cleared his throat. “Moving on to the next matter of business. Derek, the information your friend Rhys gave us about Isaac’s name was accurate. How do you feel about him being back in town? I know we talked about it a little, but now that things have cooled down a bit, I want you to feel him out a bit more.”

      “Feel him out?” Derek asked.

      Ryder scratched his jaw. “Yes. Find out why he’s here. What does he want? A guy like that doesn’t just appear out of the blue at the most convenient time for you with the information we need to take the next step. He wants something. Find out what it is. Pressure him. Then, bring what you find out back to me. Got it?”

      Derek nodded. “Yes.”

      Ryder slumped back in his seat and deflated like a balloon. Now that all the Isaac-related shit was out in the open, and we all knew what was expected of us, it was clear he was done with the subject. I felt the same way. Isaac’s dark cloud had been looming over us for months. I was sick of having to look over my shoulder all the time. I was even more exasperated with being worried every time my phone rang—worried someone was calling to tell me we’d lost another friend.

      Dani rose from her chair and shimmied behind me to the sliding door. She tugged it open and turned back to us. “Anyone want anything while I’m inside?”

      We all shook our heads. We would not be asking Ryder’s pregnant woman to get us anything. We were too smart for that. He’d hang us on the back of his door and use us for target practice.

      Dani slipped inside, and we heard her moving around in the kitchen. When she returned, she had a glass of lemon water in one hand and a bag of soda crackers in the other. She sat back down beside me and started nibbling on them. When she caught me watching her skeptically, she sipped her water and smiled at me. “This is about the only thing I can keep down at the moment.”

      “Oh,” I said rather lamely.

      She nodded. “It sucks. I’m craving burgers and fries and all things greasy, but it just comes right back up like clockwork.”

      “Sexy,” Ryder winked at her.

      Dani stuck her tongue out at him and continued eating her dry crackers.

      Sabian stood up. “Well. All this has got me worried. I’m going home to Angela. I’m not trying to be a helicopter parent, but you lot should probably do the same.”

      Ryder nodded around at all of us. “Sabian’s right. Get the hell out of here. Dani and I will keep you posted if there are any new developments. For the time being, keep your heads down. I’ll be letting the rest of the boys know the scoop.”

      Over the next five minutes, everyone got up and left. All except for me. I stayed at the table with Dani, who gave me a supportive half smile and offered me some of her crackers. I laughed and shook my head. “I don’t need your pity crackers.”

      Dani laughed and shrugged. “Carbs fix everything. At least, I thought they did.”

      I got to my feet and cracked my back. Dani scrunched up her nose at that. “I don’t need fixing, Dani. But I appreciate the concern.”

      She gave me a knowing smile, and I stole a cracker before leaving, just because. She didn’t say anything, but I knew she was sympathizing with me. I was the only one with no one to go home to protect.

      As I let myself out, I tried to convince myself that was a good thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      The music was so loud, I could feel the base in the soles of my heels. It traveled up the length of my legs and pounded through my body like little electric jolts. It was probably the Zandra that helped me feel every vibration and cadence, and I let my body move to the rhythm without having to think about it.

      My hips swayed from side to side as I turned in a slow circle on my platform. I dropped low and arched my spine as I crept back up, throwing my head back and sending my hair down my back.

      Nearly twenty men were gathered around my platform looking up at me with adoration in their eyes. I met their gazes and batted my eyelashes. I spun and twirled and touched my body, playing with all the places I knew they ached to see. I ran my hands up my thighs and let one rest between my legs on top of the thin fabric of my G-string as I ran my other hand through my hair, shaking it out. The strobe lights winked all around me, and I knew how good I looked.

      I had no sense of how long I’d been dancing. For all I knew, it had been hours. It only felt like minutes. Zandra had a funny way of doing that to me. When I was high, my shifts blew by because of how much fun I had. My glittery black money box was sitting on the ledge, and men were cramming bills inside it for me. A few women did, too, and I blew them all kisses every time.

      I wondered how much I’d pulled in so far. It was hard to keep track when my mind was all fuzzy like this, but I was guessing I was sitting around four hundred dollars or so. If I could get a couple hundred more before the end of the night, I would consider this shift a win, and I would have enough to at least get Jayden on the hockey team. I could worry about purchasing all his gear over the next couple weeks leading up to his first practice.

      A handsome guy in a gray suit stopped at the front of my platform and looked up at me. He had short blond hair and was clean-shaven. The way he was dressed suggested he was in business of some sort, and he looked like he was dripping in money. A snazzy watch flashed on his left wrist, and he had diamond earrings in both earlobes. His smile was pure sex as he pulled out his wallet and tucked a hundred-dollar bill in my box.

      I went down to my knees and moved toward him.

      I was a smart girl, and I wasn’t too proud to show my gratitude with my body. I couldn’t touch him, but I could give him a small personal show to say thank you for his generosity. When I was right in front of him, I flipped my hair over and lifted myself up. I used my knees to grind against the floor and arched my back, flexing my core muscles. I knew his eyes were on me—as were those of everyone else in the vicinity—and I laid it all out on the platform for him.

      When I was done, he flashed me a very wide smile and mouthed the words, “I’ll be back for you.”

      It was common that most men thought I was single. My job probably confused them. Why would a girl like me, who does what I do, ever go home to another man at night?

      Sometimes, I wondered the same thing. But Cliff paid half our rent, and he was a big, strong guy who helped keep the riffraff out. I didn’t live in the nicest part of the city, and I felt safer having him around for me and Jayden. Cliff knew how I felt, and he did protect us. He’d had to scare off some unsavory looking folks before, and it would have been an entirely different story if he hadn’t been there. It would have been just me and Jayden. I didn’t like to think about how badly it could have gone.

      When Kadia started winding down, I had collected at least another two hundred dollars. My muscles were sore, and I was tired when the house lights flickered on. I straightened and waved goodbye to the men who had still been hanging around my platform. They waved back, some of them looking stupid drunk, and I collected my cashbox and hurried down the stairs off the back of my platform. My knees felt a little wobbly from all the dancing and strain I’d put on them, and the Zandra had worn off over the last hour, making my whole body feel like lead.

      I pushed in through the saloon doors to the back room where the other girls were.

      Sadie was dragging a makeup wipe over her face, pulling pink lipstick and black mascara all down her cheek. She folded the sheet up and wiped again as she looked over at me. “Hey, girl. How’d you do? I was watching you whenever I had the chance. Looks like you killed it tonight.”

      I dropped down into my chair at my vanity station and set my cashbox in front of me. I was trembling with anticipation. This was the best part of the night: counting the cash. I flipped the lid open and stared down at all the bills.

      “Holy shit,” Cassidy breathed as she walked up behind me. “That’s a lot of cash.”

      I started counting it out. When I was done, I folded it all up and set aside a hundred dollars. That was the cost of renting a dance platform at Kadia. We were given the option to pay monthly, but I preferred to just do it after every night. It was easier this way. And it guaranteed my position. With the hundred dollars removed, I had still earned over seven hundred. A good night for sure. I bundled it up and tucked it in my purse.

      Milly was stripping out of her outfit and swapping it for a pair of jeans and a pullover. As she zipped up her fly, she said, “You should know, Lauryn, Cliff was calling for you tonight. I came back here on my smoke break, and he was on the line with Jack.”

      I groaned. “Did you hear what he was saying?”

      Milly shrugged. “Not really. But Jack didn’t sound too thrilled to be having the conversation. Sounded to me like he was checking in on you to make sure you weren’t, you know, getting too intimate with the clientele.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” I growled as I fished out a hair tie from my makeup bag and gathered my hair into a ponytail. “He’s such a fucking ass. He always does this. And I’ve never cheated on him. I don’t know where he gets off being such a jealous prick.”

      “Men,” Sadie shrugged.

      Cassidy frowned. “Not all men. My Leo doesn’t call to check in on me like Cliff does. He knows this is my job, and he treats it as such. He’s a restaurant manager. He works with super hot women all day, and I don’t check in on him either. You need to evaluate if he’s worth it, Lauryn. Everything I know about him doesn’t paint a pretty picture.”

      I opened my bag and got out my change of clothes, leggings, a knit blue sweater, and my sneakers. I started changing. “You don’t actually know him, though.”

      “No, I don’t,” Cassidy said.

      “So you can’t really judge me for being with him,” I said. I knew I was being defensive, but I couldn’t help it. I didn’t like people criticizing my decisions. They didn’t know what my life was like, and I didn’t need their approval.

      Cassidy blinked at me. “I wasn’t judging you. I’m sorry. I should never have said anything. It’s none of my business.”

      I sighed after tying up my sneakers. “It’s all right. You’re just trying to help.”

      Cassidy slung her bag over her shoulder and put her hand on my arm on her way out. “You know we only care about you. See you tomorrow night, girl. Text me when you get home to let me know you’re safe.”

      “I will.” I smiled.

      Then, I finished packing up my things. I chatted with Milly and Sadie as we all headed out of the back room and left the club. We stepped out into the chilly night air and all went our separate ways. I walked down the block to the bus stop and waited ten minutes for my bus. Then, I got on and sat in the back with my headphones on and rode home.

      Cliff would never let me take his truck to work because he didn’t want it parked downtown. He was worried someone might key it or something. But he wasn’t worried about me traveling at two in the morning on transit.

      The bus dropped me off, and I walked another five minutes to my apartment building. I went in and rode the elevator up to the sixth floor. My eyes were heavy as I unlocked the door and slipped inside.

      I could smell the chili Jayden would have warmed up for dinner. I inhaled deeply, and my stomach grumbled. I was too tired to eat.

      I went to the bathroom and brushed my teeth and took off my makeup. Then, I braided my hair so it wouldn’t get all tangled while I slept and padded down the hall to Jayden’s bedroom. I pushed his door open and went to sit on the edge of his bed under the twinkling lamp that cast slowly turning stars on his ceiling.

      I ran my fingers through his hair and just sat with him for five minutes or so before leaning over to plant a kiss on his forehead. Then, I got up, the bed creaking softly as I left, and went back down the hall to my bedroom.

      Cliff was snoring in bed. He was lying right smack in the middle with his arms wrapped around my pillow. I sighed and stripped out of my leggings and sweater. I changed into an oversized T-shirt and some cotton shorts and climbed under the covers.

      The nights were definitely getting colder. I had to tug the blanket out from under Cliff and curled myself up in it. I claimed the corner of my pillow he wasn’t hogging and nuzzled my cheek into its softness.

      I lay there perfectly still until a sense of calm set in.

      This life was not the one I’d dreamed of having when I was a little girl. Hell, it wasn’t the one I dreamed of having now. I never saw myself as an erotic dancer and a mother at the same time. I thought one would follow the other and the child would have come after the dancing. I imagined being able to stay home with Jayden during his young years. I dreamed of being able to give him a sibling so he would always have someone to play with in the cul-de-sac of the house I could never afford.

      I bit down on my bottom lip as emotions started swirling within me.

      Cliff’s snoring only made me more frustrated and reminded me every ten seconds that I was with the wrong man. I was with someone I didn’t love, and I knew he didn’t love me either. We were together simply because it was easier than being alone. When we craved sex, we had each other. But for everything else we were distant. It was killing me. I needed tenderness and someone to hold me like they never wanted to let me go.

      I wanted someone to take care of me the way I took care of Cliff and Jayden.

      I’d been alone too long, and it was eating me up from the inside out.

      I fell asleep wishing I had Zandra in my nightstand. Maybe I could give Cliff some cash so he could pick some up for me tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Saturdays at Kadia were always a shit show. It was the one night of the week that all security staff was on shift, and we had two bouncers on each door. Since the nightmare in the alley with Isaac and Evelyn and her friend Penny last month, I’d even put a guy at that back door. Ryder wasn’t taking any risks, and neither was I. Not that I expected Isaac to show up at Kadia ever again, but he’d surprised me before.

      And I was done with surprises. The only surprise I wanted in my future was the gender of Ryder and Dani’s child. Even that was too much to wrap my head around right now.

      A couple of the dancers arrived and went straight toward the bar. I knew both of them. Their names were Sadie and Milly, and they did everything together. The bartender, Samuel, mixed them each a drink and passed it over the bar to them. They thanked him and sipped on their cocktails as they made their way to the back room to start getting ready for their show.

      Lauryn came in shortly after that. I was standing near the back door and watched as she walked from the front doors to the back room. She didn’t stop for a drink. She had a water bottle in one hand and her bag in the other. Her headphones were in, and she walked with purpose, never looking away from her destination.

      She had long legs and thick, voluminous auburn hair. Her hazel eyes were almost gold under the brightness of the house lights, and I could see her freckles decorating her skin. She was a total bombshell, and I’d always thought so. It was no wonder she made a killing dancing for us on weekends.

      When she disappeared through the saloon door to the back room, I sighed and started walking around to make sure everything was in order for the night. Saturdays were the most dreaded day of the week for me.

      It was a half hour to opening, and I was making my rounds to talk to my team about what to be on the lookout for when a couple of cops showed up. I walked over to them and introduced myself, trying to nip in the bud whatever the fuck was going on.

      “Hey, I’m Caleb, head of security here. Something I can help you with, officers?” I asked, extending my hand to the big, bald guy first.

      The guy shook it and looked me up and down. “We’re looking for Mr. Carrington. Can you grab him for us? We’re just following up on an investigation of private matters.”

      Fredrick Carrington was the previous owner of Kadia. After a long few weeks of losing his fucking mind, he decided he was finally done with the nightclub business. His daughter had been kidnapped, taken by the mafia in town.

      Damn Bertinelli’s. Someone should have put them in their place, but it wasn’t my fight. My MC getting wrapped up in the underbelly of New York was out. That was one thing we all agreed upon.

      I was sad to see Fredrick go. He was laid back and hands off. The new owner was a guy from Chicago. DeMarco something or other. We hadn’t met him or his lead man, Marcus Blaine, but we would be when the time was right.

      “He retired boys.” I shrugged and tried to relax. Cops always put me on edge.

      “Did he now.” The other cop glanced at his friend and back at me. “Who’s in management right now?”

      “I’m the highest you’re going to get on the totem pole at the moment. What can I do for you?” I slipped my hands into my pockets and kept my eyes locked on the guys.

      The cops glanced over at each other, both of them too damn young to be partners. What was the force thinking? That needed an older guy in one of the positions. Dumb asses.

      “Alright,” the first one murmured and pulled a pad out of his back pocket. “A while back, there was a death in the basement.”

      “Several.” I nodded. “It was a drug that was laced with something. Not much we can do about that, guys.” I pointed to the metal detector hidden in the top of the entrance door. “I can tell if you’re packing heat quietly, but that thing doesn’t scan for drugs. Most of the bad guys in this city don’t go to the library to do their business.”

      “What are you doing to stop this from happening again?” The other cop spoke up, his voice wavering a little.

      I would have given them an E for effort.

      “This is the most popular club in New York City, you can see why it’s a pain in the ass to eliminate it altogether. But we’re better now than we used to be. There’s not much we can do, honestly. We have upped our security in the club, and we watch the patrons pretty damn close, but Zandra is the latest rave, which I know you know. It keeps popping up. People love the shit.”

      The first cop chuckled, surprising me a little. “Can you blame them?”

      “No. I can see why the effects would be desirable.”

      “You’ve never tried it?” the other cop asked.

      I shook my head. “Not interested.”

      “Good,” the first cop said and nodded approvingly. “We’re just going to look around. We’ll be as conspicuous as possible.”

      “Those uniforms aren’t going to allow for that.” I smirked. Idiots. “But, do what you need to do.”

      “Hey. Who’s the new owner?” the first cop asked.

      “Some big wig up in Chicago. We’re supposed to have the final turn over later this month.”

      “You know his name?”

      “Nope, and until I have to? I don’t want to.” I smiled and turned, ready to move away from them and deeper into my night. No fucking way I was spilling anything to the boys in blue. They wanted information, they’d have to figure it out on their own.

      I turned and walked over to the bar once they’d left. Samuel was wiping everything down and prepping his pouring mats for the night. He had made sure all his liquor bottles were full and his limes were all prepped. He had his straws stocked, his glassware ready to go, and the rest of his garnishes looked to be filled to the brim as well.

      He grabbed me a glass of water and placed it in front of me. “What the hell are those cops doing in here?”

      I took a sip of water. “You know Fredrick had some trouble a few months back with Kadia, then the shit with Aria.”

      “Aria? His kid?”

      I snorted. “She’s not a kid anymore, but yeah. Everything is cool now, but I’m sure these guys are snooping around due to him getting caught up in a bit too much lately.” I shrugged. It wasn’t my business, and I was grateful for that shit.

      “Is that why he retired?” Samuel leaned against the bar and watched me.

      “No clue. Don’t know and I don’t care to know.”

      “Easy enough I guess.” He smiled. “How is the Zandra problem going?

      “Problem? There’s really not a problem. The drug is powerful and fun, a lot like ecstasy.” I crossed my arms over my chest and glanced around. “It’s always going to be part of the night club scene. Drugs that is. This one is just in the spotlight right now.”

      Samuel chuckled and shook his head. “Good luck with that, man. Those chicks pop half a capsule every night these days. They claim it makes it easier for them to get into their dance and not think about how many people are watching them.”

      “I believe that.”

      Samuel moved back and rolled his shoulders. “I suppose I do, too, but that shit will fuck you up. And every damn night? I don’t know. You might be coming up against a brick wall if you go back there, bro.”

      I scratched my jaw. Stubble whispered against my fingertips. I needed to shave. “Maybe. But the alternative is they go dance somewhere else, and they won’t make the sort of cash they do here. They’re smart girls. They’ll see reason. If they want to use, they can, just not while they’re here.”

      Samuel chuckled. “All right. You see how that goes.”

      I sipped more of my water, and Samuel wiped the bar down mindlessly again. Then, he glanced up at me. “How’s that Hillary chick doing that you were seeing? I haven’t seen her around lately, and she was popping by every weekend.”

      I sighed. I wished I’d never brought her around. Everyone was always asking about her, and I was sick and tired of having to tell people we were over. “That sort of fizzled out and died a couple weeks ago.”

      “Oh sorry, man. She was fine as hell. That ass—” he stopped talking and blinked, realizing he’d just overstepped. “My bad.”

      I smirked. “It’s fine.”

      Samuel and a lot of the guys on my security team knew I was a Lost Breed member. They also knew I wasn’t to be fucked with, and talking about how hot my ex was fell under the “fucking with” category. Lucky for Samuel, I had the patience of a saint, and it took a lot to get me angry.

      Which was a very good thing because when I was angry, shit got real too fast, and things happened that I couldn’t control.

      Samuel smiled sheepishly and flipped his rag onto his shoulder. He leaned forward to rest his elbows on the bar. “So you’re heading back there now to talk to them?”

      I nodded. “No better time than the present. Right?”

      Samuel chuckled. “By now, they’ve all probably popped their half a tab, man.”

      “Fuck.”

      “You know, if I’m being honest, I’d do the same thing. There’s no way I could get up and do what those girls do without a little help from a certain inhibition freeing substance.”

      “Nobody would want you to get up there in a thong and bralette, Samuel. It would be bad for business.”

      Samuel laughed. “Yeah, fuck you, too, Caleb.”

      I chuckled and finished the rest of my water before sliding him the empty glass. Then, I walked around the bar and headed for the saloon door. The girls may not want to hear what I had to say, but it had to be said anyway. Truth be told, I kind of wished I’d taken initiative and handled this before now.

      At least then, it might have been easier to get them to stop using.

      Maybe.
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      I dropped my bag beside my vanity and fell into the chair with a huff.

      Milly and Cassidy were already there getting ready, and they both shot me a nervous look as they shrugged into their outfits. Cassidy was stepping into a skin-tight bodysuit that was a brilliant shade of royal blue. It was covered in sparkling rhinestones along the collar and hips. She put her hand on her waist. “Is everything okay, Lauryn?”

      I nodded and then shook my head. “No. I got in another fight with Cliff. I know you guys are sick of listening to me go on about him. He can just be such an ass sometimes.”

      Cassidy pulled up a chair beside me. “What has he done this time?”

      “Where do I start?” I groaned as I ran my hands down my face.

      Milly pulled up the chair on my other side. “You don’t have to get into it right now if you’re not feeling up to it, sweetheart. But we’re here to listen if you need us.”

      I leaned down and rummaged through my bag just as Sadie came through the door. She came up behind us, and both Milly and Cassidy gave her a look that warned her something was up. She put her stuff down at her vanity and turned back to us as I found what I was looking for, a small aspirin container. I pulled it out and popped the top off.

      “What’s going on, you guys?” Sadie asked.

      I peered down into the bottle. I’d taken it from Cliff when I was getting ready to leave for work. He’d been in a pissy mood about it and said he needed the Zandra for some of his other clients because he was short on cash. I told him I’d cover the price, which he said was a whopping hundred bucks. I’d promised him the money when I got back from work. I needed the high. Simple as that.

      There were six blue pills rattling around in the bottom.

      I poured two out and put them on my vanity counter. Sadie fished a small blade out of her bag and handed it to me. I cut the pills down the middle and passed out a half to all the girls, who thanked me.

      “How much do we owe you, Lauryn?” Milly asked. She knew Zandra from Cliff never came free.

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. You girls have hooked me up enough times. I can return the favor. This is a new supply. He says it’s a little stronger than what we’ve done before, but he says we’ll all be fine with half a tablet each.”

      Cassidy stared down at the little powder blue tablet. “You’re sure?”

      I nodded. “Positive.” I popped the pill in my mouth and washed it down with a sip of water. “As long as you stay hydrated throughout the night, you’ll be good. Bring a bottle of water up to your platform if you have to.”

      The girls took their tablets as well.

      “So,” Cassidy said slowly, “what’s going on with Cliff?”

      The Zandra hadn’t hit me yet, but I already felt better knowing it was about to. “He’s just a piece of shit, you know? Before I left for work yesterday, I whipped up some chili for Jayden. It’s his favorite, and now that it’s fall, I figured I’d make him a batch to warm up out of the freezer when I’m working. Turns out Cliff ate his dinner and Jayden was left with the sandwich I’d made for Cliff. He’s just such a selfish bastard. When I confronted him—” I stopped talking and shook my head. The girls didn’t need to know quite how bad things could get sometimes between me and Cliff. “When I confronted him, he got angry, and we had a screaming match.”

      I stood up and rifled through my bag. I pulled out my outfit. Today, I was wearing one of my favorites. It was technically a swimsuit, but nobody could ever tell the difference. The top tied behind my neck and was semi-sheer except for the nipples, which had padding over them. Sometimes, if I was feeling up to it, I would take the padding out. I made a lot of money those nights. The bottoms were Brazilian-style, so they showed my ass and almost all my lady bits. I had decorated the suit with gold gems and fixed matching gold chains to the string between my breasts. I’d attached those to my hips, so the chains hung down my belly and over my waist. The effect was sexy, and I always felt like a million bucks in this outfit.

      I got naked and pulled the suit on.

      Sadie was stripping as well and putting on her outfit. She tossed her blond hair over her shoulder. “I’m sorry you have to deal with him, Lauryn. He really doesn’t seem to understand that Jayden is your number one priority.”

      “Nope. And he never will,” I grumbled.

      “You’re willing to put up with that?” Milly asked.

      I shrugged. “For now. Yeah. I don’t have any other options. You know how shitty the area is that I live. I need Cliff around, plain and simple.”

      “You could stay with Cassidy and me until you’re on your feet,” Milly offered. She was smiling sweetly as she plugged in her curling iron. “We don’t have a ton of space, but we could make it work for a little while. We’re family. You know?”

      Had the Zandra not started working its magic, I would have started crying about her offer. I shook my head. “No. But thank you. I can do this on my own.”

      “If things change, the offer still stands,” Cassidy said. Milly nodded her agreement.

      “What on earth would I do without friends like you?” I said.

      “You’d probably do less Zandra,” Sadie snickered.

      I rolled my eyes. That was probably true. Sometimes, they could be a bad influence. And other times, like tonight, I was the bad influence. In the end, we probably all evened each other out.

      I sat back down in front of my mirror and rummaged through my makeup bag. I started applying my foundation. “Zandra is fun.”

      “No arguments there,” Sadie grinned.

      “Feeling good?” I asked.

      “I feel like there’s a really sexy guy rubbing his hands all over me.” Sadie giggled.

      I laughed and so did the others. This shit was potent, and I was feeling great. My body was singing sweet praises, and my mind was taking a back seat. Soon, I’d be out there doing my thing, all this shit with Cliff would be way in the background, and I could deal with it later. Or never.

      I borrowed Sadie’s curling iron and did my hair. I doused it in hairspray and let the curls sit as I painted my lips a dark shade of purple. I liked to change up my look every night. People didn’t give me money to show up wearing the same outfit as the previous night. The other girls had their go-to looks, and I’d tried to talk them into changing it up, but they liked what they liked. There was no sense arguing with them.

      I did a dark smoky eyeshadow and put purple stick-on crystals along my cheekbones. When I was done, I leaned back and admired myself.

      The music was starting to play out front when the saloon doors swung open. All of us looked over our shoulders to see Caleb, the head of security and a total stud, walk into our prep room.

      He was dressed in his usual black pants and T-shirt. He had a black watch on and an earpiece in his right ear. He looked around at all of us and said, in his deep, buttery voice, “Ladies.”

      We all giggled. Damn the Zandra.

      He knew what was up and sighed. He shook his head as he walked deeper into the room. Then, he took an open chair and dragged it between our vanities. Sadie and I were on one side, and Milly and Cassidy were on the other. He sat facing the back of his chair with his legs on either side. His forearms were on display when he draped them over the back of the chair. It took all the willpower I possessed to keep from drooling over the veins in his muscled arms.

      Caleb looked at all of us. “We need to have a conversation.”

      “Oh?” Sadie asked innocently. I noticed how she pushed up her tits and cocked her head to one side. She also batted her eyelashes at him. I couldn’t blame her. Caleb was one of—no, correction—he was the hottest man I’d ever laid eyes on. But he was so out of my league. Sadie crossed one leg over the other. “What conversation would that be, handsome?”

      Caleb offered her a panty-soaking smile. “All this Zandra the four of you are taking every night. It needs to stop. The cops are all over this shit right now.”

      I blinked and hoped he didn’t notice my shell-shocked expression. He wanted us to stop using? How the hell was I going to pull that off? Zandra was the only thing that made all the shit in my life okay. Except for Jayden. But he wasn’t here right now. He was far, far away, and I was so alone.

      Luckily, Cassidy spoke up for me. “Has someone said something?”

      Caleb nodded. “Yes. Cops have girls. I want you all clean. It’s fucking dangerous. I worry about you four.” His gaze drifted over to me when he said that last part, and I blushed.

      I looked down at my lap as Sadie moaned. “We can’t just keep it our little secret, Caleb? You know that half a tablet does wonders for us girls. It helps us loosen up, and the looser we are, the more money we make. You know?”

      Caleb nodded. “I know. I get it. But the four of you don’t need a drug to look sexy up there. Besides, this isn’t really a conversation. This is me telling you the rules going forward. I want you off of it. Period. Are we on the same page or not?”

      Sadie pouted but nodded anyway. “Yes.”

      Milly and Cassidy nodded as well.

      Caleb turned his attention to me. “Lauryn? Is this going to be a problem?”

      I shook my head. “No. I have it under control.”

      “Good,” he said. Then, he tipped his head to the door. “Now, get your asses out there. There are some impatient motherfuckers hovering around your platforms.”

      We all got to our feet, and I went to my bag to get my shoes. The other girls hurried out, leaving me alone with Caleb. He stayed where he was, his arms still draped over the back of the chair, and watched me as I stepped into my strappy purple heels and did up the buckles.

      “How the fuck do you walk in those things?” he muttered.

      I glanced over at him as I straightened up. “Practice, I guess.”

      God, the way he was looking at me was criminal. His brown hair hung just over his eyebrows and dangled above his dark lashes that framed his baby blue eyes. He was the sort of guy who looked like he belonged in movies, not kicking assholes out of Kadia for feeling up women or causing a scene.

      The fact that I’d seen him in action during a fight also contributed to how flustered he made me. He fought like an animal, and he was well-trained. Every person who worked at Kadia knew Caleb was not the guy to pick a fight with because he’d have you flat on your back faster than you could process you were even in a fight.

      I’d let him put me on my back any time.

      I blinked and shook my head. He was staring at me. “Sorry,” I said hurriedly. “I zoned out.”

      I made to go by him, and he stood. His fingers wrapped around my elbow, and he stopped me from leaving. “Lauryn. I’m going to keep my eyes on you. I don’t want you getting on the bad side of the new management. I know you need this job. Truth be told, it wouldn’t be the same if you weren’t here. So don’t make my job any harder than it already is, all right?”

      I nodded. “I hear you loud and clear.” That was when I noticed I’d put my hand on his chest. His pec was taut and firm beneath my palm, and the air around us was suddenly sizzling and popping with chemistry. I let my hand fall to my side and gave him a tight-lipped smile. “See you out there, boss.”

      Caleb let go of my elbow, and I could feel his eyes on my back as I walked away. Or he was looking at my ass. I’d never know.

      Part of me hoped he’d been checking me out, and I also hoped he didn’t know how high I was right now. What he didn’t know wouldn’t kill him, and if I could play it cool and keep my shit together, I could have the best of both worlds.
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      I waited until the sound of Lauryn’s heels clicking on the tiles faded away, and I was left alone in the back room. I looked around at all the makeup and girly shit surrounding me and wondered how much Zandra I might find if I was the sort of guy to go rummaging through their things.

      I shook my head. I was not that sort of guy.

      Lauryn had been high as a kite throughout our entire conversation, and I knew I was going to have to talk to her again when she was of rational mind. Samuel had been right. The girls had popped their tablets before I made it to them, and they’d all been staring at me like I was a piece of meat.

      I knew what Zandra did to a person. I wasn’t stupid. The whole thing bothered me. I couldn’t help but think it was a way for women like our dancers to make bad decisions and end up with bad men who would take advantage of their irrational state of mind. Zandra made you crave the touch of another person like you craved water after walking for days through a desert. It wasn’t safe.

      I raked my fingers through my hair and turned back to head out to the floor.

      When I pushed through the saloon doors, the music met my ears. The club was filling up fast, and people were already crowding the bars. A few tables had been claimed, and a server was leading a VIP party to the private section up the stairs and to the back. She gave me a sweet smile as she passed, and I nodded my head to her as I wove through tables and cut across the dance floor.

      Nobody was dancing yet, but it was only a matter of time.

      I avoided looking at Lauryn until I knew she wouldn’t be able to see me. I stopped when I was by the emergency exit door and put my back to it. I sought her out and found her standing on her platform. She’d pulled on a pair of black gloves that went up to her elbows, and she was playfully snapping the waistband of her bottoms at a guy who was staring up at her like a drooling puppy dog. I knew how he felt.

      Lauryn was the sort of girl who turned heads no matter what room she walked into. Her tanned skin and auburn hair gave her a golden look, and her hazel eyes only emphasized that. She was a combination of parts you didn’t see in one woman. The freckles and the upturned nose and full lips made a man question everything. She was perfection.

      And the way she moved.

      God.

      It was pure madness.

      I’d never met a woman who could move her body the way Lauryn did. She was a siren, hell-bent on bringing men to their knees all around her. How I’d managed not to fall for her song, I had no idea.

      Then again, maybe I’d fallen a little.

      When she was working, she was constantly on my mind. My gaze managed to drift over in her direction every couple of minutes, and she was the one I felt most concerned about protecting, which was strange because our girls were always very safe. Our patrons knew the rules and never broke them. Kadia was too upscale, and if you were kicked out once, you were kicked out for life. Lauryn was safe here, yet if a fight was to ever occur, I sought her out first to make sure she was far from the fray.

      I was losing my edge.

      Someone cleared their throat next to me, and I glanced over to find Jack, one of the newer guys on my security team, standing beside me. He nodded over at Lauryn, who was doing a slow sensual dance on her platform. “She’s hard to look away from, huh?” he asked.

      I nodded. Jack and I had worked a few shifts together already, and we’d become fast friends. He was friendly enough and vigilant. He never missed a red flag and had already caught a couple guys trying to smuggle coke into the bathrooms. “She’s something else, that’s for sure. Don’t tell her I said that. I’d never live it down.”

      Jack chuckled. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      I surveyed the room, keeping my eyes peeled for any funny business. Luckily enough, we were able to put down anything that rose up too high or too quickly, but it took effort.

      “You’re here for the rest of the night. Let me know when you want to take your break, and I’ll relieve you,” I said, tapping my earpiece.

      I walked over to the bar where Samuel was pouring drinks. He had a second bartender helping him now, so he was able to look up at me when I planted myself at the mouth of the bar where people could slip in behind it.

      “How’s it going boss?” he called over the music.

      I shrugged.

      Samuel grinned. “That good?”

      “Nose down,” I said.

      Samuel sniggered and went about mixing drinks as I surveyed the bar. From here, I could see everything. Including Lauryn.

      She had her back to me. She was swinging her hips from side to side as the music quickened in pace, and the gold chains hanging down her thighs danced across her perfect skin. There had been many times where I caught myself thinking about what it would feel like to run my hand up those legs of hers.

      I wanted to know what she smelled like, what she tasted like. I wanted to pull her close against me and feel the heat of her body against mine. I ached to kiss those full lips of hers and suckle on her tongue.

      I shook my head and forced myself to look elsewhere. I’d never been this caught up in thoughts about her before. It must have been because my breakup with Hillary was still kind of fresh, and I was feeling particularly lonely in the aftermath. The shit with the Lost Breed wasn't helping, and I was probably lusting for human connection more than just sex.

      Although some sex would be a nice release.

      I growled at myself. Now, I was thinking about fucking Lauryn, and my cock was twitching in my pants. This was just what I fucking needed. A hard-on when I was at work. I wished at times she didn’t fucking work there, but no…Lauryn needed this job more than most.

      I knew she had a little boy to care for. I also knew she had a deadbeat boyfriend who was weighing her down. I’d tried on more than one occasion to have the conversation with her, but she shot me down every time. I understood why. Talking about personal shit was never pleasant, especially when it was with a guy who was technically your boss for the time being.

      But I thought we were more than that.

      We’d always had a connection I couldn’t quite put a finger on ever since she’d started dancing at Kadia two or three years ago. We’d hit it off right away and used to spend our breaks together. Then, she got together with Cliff, and something about her changed. A bit of her confidence slipped away, and before I had a chance to stop it, I found out she was using Zandra.

      I hated that I couldn’t get her to stop.

      I knew it wasn’t my responsibility. She was free to make her own choices, but I couldn’t help that it bothered me. I couldn’t understand it. Couldn’t rationalize it. If she was unhappy with Cliff, she should leave him. I could help her. She knew I would.

      Didn’t she?

      I sighed and slipped out from behind the bar to move to my next station. I stood at the opening to the hallway that led to the bathrooms. I nodded at guests who slipped by me. I was more of a deterrent than anything else. No shit had gone down at Kadia since that night in the alley with Isaac and poor Evelyn.

      I’d dropped the ball that night. Luckily, I still had my job.

      Nothing like that would ever happen here again. That motherfucker wouldn’t set foot in my club without me knowing about it.

      This DeMarco guy might be the new owner of Kadia, but the place was mine to protect. She had been for as long as I’d been working here, and all her patrons and employees were my responsibility as well. I made a difference in this place. I kept out the riffraff and protected the good people from the bad people.

      And if I had to protect Lauryn from herself, then so fucking be it.
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      The alarm on my phone went off at six thirty in the morning on Monday. I groaned and reached for my nightstand, feeling around for my phone with my fingers until I found it and shut off the alarm. I left my phone there and rubbed at my eyes. I was so tired, it felt impossible to open them.

      When I did manage to open my eyes, my ceiling was spinning. I was sore from the weekend of work at Kadia and a little from coming down off Zandra. The stuff I’d taken last night had most definitely been stronger than what I was used to.

      I sighed and slowly sat up. The room tipped and spun some more, and I sat on the edge of the bed and waited for it to pass. Cliff was sleeping on his side of the bed, snoring as usual. He was flat on his back with one hand dangling off the side of the bed.

      I watched him sleep for a couple of minutes as I waited for my fat head to feel a little more normal. He had a few days growth of a beard on his jaw and neck, and his hair was an oily mess. I wondered how long it had been since he’d showered. He was wearing the same shirt he’d had on when I left for work the night before—when we got into our argument. Chances were high that he’d lain around on the sofa all night watching television while Jayden played in his room. My son probably put himself to bed.

      I pushed myself up and got my robe off the back of my bedroom door. I wrapped it around myself and padded quietly down the hall to the bathroom where I went about my morning routine. I relieved my bladder, showered, and brushed my teeth. Then, I went back to the bedroom and dressed in my favorite pair of worn, ripped up jeans, and a gray T-shirt. I left my hair wrapped up in my towel as I went to wake Jayden up.

      He was much more of a morning person than me. When I knocked on his door, he called for me to come in. He was lying in bed but wide awake as I suspected he’d be. He gave me a bright smile. “Good morning, Mom.”

      “Morning, kiddo,” I said, going to his window and cranking open the blinds. It was a gray day outside, but the light still shined in and brightened the room up.

      Jayden shielded his eyes and propped himself up on his elbows.

      “Time to get up, kiddo. Come on. Let’s get you dressed.”

      Jayden slid out of bed and landed heavily on his heels. He came over to me as I opened drawers in his dresser and started holding up clothing options. I picked up a pair of jeans and held them out to him. He shook his head. “Not today.”

      “Okay,” I said, and I rummaged through more pants until I found a pair of khakis I knew he loved. “How about these? The perfect Monday pants.”

      Jayden nodded. “Okay.”

      I handed them to him, and he started getting dressed as I picked out his polo shirt. He had preppy tastes, which I thought was adorable. I had no clue where he got it from. It definitely wasn’t from me. I gravitated to bright colors and obnoxious prints.

      Once he was dressed, we went into the kitchen. I started a pot of coffee for myself and poured Jayden a cup of orange juice. He brought it to the kitchen table and sat down as I put some bread in the toaster. I grabbed us each a plate and put peanut butter and jam on the table. There was never any knowing what mood Jayden would be in, so I liked to give him options in the morning.

      When the toast popped, I brought over his plate. He went for the peanut butter and spread it over his toast before taking a bite. He smeared it on his cheeks as I put jam on mine and waited impatiently for my coffee.

      “Are you looking forward to school today?” I asked.

      Jayden nodded. “Yep. We have career day today.”

      “Career day?”

      Jayden took another bite of toast and chewed and swallowed before answering. I’d taught him well. “Yeah. Mrs. Brown said she has a presentation for us about careers.”

      “You’re seven,” I said flatly. How on earth was he supposed to know what career he wanted? And why was the school system trying to push it on him that such a big decision was in his future?

      “I know,” Jayden said with a crooked smile. He finished his toast as I got up and poured myself my coffee. I stirred in my cream and sugar as he started talking. “But I think it will be fun. I hope we talk about astronauts and firemen. I don’t know which one I want to be, and it would help me decide.”

      “Oooh. I see.” I hid my smirk from him by ducking down to put the cream back in the fridge. When I popped back up, my expression was a mask of seriousness. “Well, I hope Mrs. Brown features both options. I could see you doing either and being excellent at it. But I think I’d rather you be a fireman.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if you’re an astronaut, you have to leave earth. You know I’d miss you so much, and you’d be so far away.”

      “I’d come back.” Jayden giggled.

      “You’d better,” I teased.

      Jayden snorted into his orange juice, and we both giggled. Sometimes, I didn’t know who was the bigger child, me or my son. I liked it that way. He made me laugh a lot, more than anyone else I knew. He was the light of my life.

      Even though he’d been a bit of a surprise and his father had skipped out when he found out I was pregnant, I had no regrets. There was nothing on this planet more precious to me than Jayden, and he’d taught me what it really meant to love someone. He took care of me, and I took care of him. We made a great team. Sometimes too great.

      I knew he wasn’t supposed to be taking care of me.

      “Well, kiddo, should we get your teeth brushed? If you go do that, I’ll throw your lunch together, and we’ll hit the road.”

      Jayden slid off his chair. “Thanks for breakfast, Mom!”

      “You’re welcome!” I called after him as he ran down the hall. He was such a heavy walker. He went heel first everywhere he went. That boy would never be able to sneak up on anyone. Not ever.

      I set to packing his lunch. I made him a turkey sandwich and cut up some vegetables for him to have at first break. I also tossed two cookies and a water bottle in his lunch kit. When he came back into the kitchen, I was putting it in his backpack.

      He beamed up at me. “I’m ready to go.”

      “Okay, go put your shoes on. I’m going to let Cliff know we’re taking the truck.”

      I listened to Jayden go down the hall as I slipped back into my bedroom. Cliff was still sound asleep, snoring like a caveman, and I had to shake him roughly to wake him. When he came to, he shrugged me off and tried to roll over.

      “Cliff, I’m sorry. I just wanted to let you know I’m taking the truck to bring Jayden to school. I know you wanted me to tell you when I—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Cliff grumbled, rolling away from me. “Whatever. Just let me sleep, woman. And don’t make any other stops on your way back. Don’t need you putting a dent in my baby.”

      “I’m a better driver than you are,” I said.

      “Leave me alone, will you? I’m trying to fucking sleep. Close the door on your way out.”

      I marched out, ignoring the sting of his words. He never spoke to me in a kind or gentle way. He was forever annoyed with me for one thing or another, and no matter what I did, it wasn’t enough. He once got mad at me for having dinner made for him when he came home from work one night because he felt obligated to sit and eat with me. Which apparently, he did not want to do. He’d wanted to sit alone on the sofa with a beer while I played with Jayden in his room so he could have “some damn peace and quiet for once.”

      Eventually, I’d stopped trying. There was no point in fighting him with everything anymore. I couldn’t make him happy, so why waste energy I could spend on Jayden instead?

      My son was waiting for me at the front door. He had his backpack on and was smiling patiently as I took the truck keys from the hook behind the door. “Let’s go, kiddo.”

      We left the apartment and rode the elevator down to the underground parking. I helped Jayden up into the truck. It was lifted too high for him to manage on his own. He had to sit in the back seat due to the airbags, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      I started the truck up and pulled out of the underground.

      The drive to school was less than ten minutes. When I pulled into a parking space, Jayden unclipped his seat belt and slid across the back seat to the door. I got out and went around to let him out. I set him down on the pavement and handed him his backpack before crouching down in front of him and fixing his hair and the collar of his shirt. “Now, you have a good day, okay? I’ll be back to pick you up after school. I can’t wait to hear about career day.”

      Jayden nodded and gave me the brightest smile ever. He threw his arms around my shoulders. “I will, Mom. I love you.”

      I hugged him back fiercely. “I love you, too, kiddo.” Before he broke away, I planted a kiss on his cheek and then rose to my feet as he walked up the steps to the front door of the school. He turned back and waved, and I leaned up against the truck.

      Sometimes, on the bad days, I didn’t leave right away. Today was one of those days. I stayed there, leaning up against Cliff’s precious truck, and wished I didn’t have to go home. Anywhere was better than there when Jayden wasn’t home.

      Cliff would be lying in bed waiting for me to come home so he knew I wasn’t out driving his truck around the city. Then, he’d sleep for a few more hours while I busied myself with cleaning. Then, around noon, he’d come out of our bedroom and make something to eat. Or he’d ask me to make it. I was in no mood to make him a sandwich today.

      I just wanted to be alone.

      Because even when I was alone, I didn’t feel as lonely as I did when I was with Cliff.
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      I’d only been at the gym for about ten minutes when Derek showed up. I’d been helping Gemma, one of the girls who worked at the check-in desk, with her car. Her check engine light had come on, and after a quick look under the hood, I’d established that she was low on coolant. I warned her that driving could be dangerous because the car could overheat, and she’d had a friend deliver coolant to her. I topped it up for her at the same time Derek showed up for our workout.

      Gemma thanked me, and Derek and I headed inside.

      “You flirting with the gym girls now?” Derek asked as we put our shit away and headed to the weight rack.

      “No. We all know that girl only has eyes for you, anyway. Ever since the whole shit show with Jason in the parking lot, she can’t keep her eyes off you. She thinks you’re James fucking Bond.”

      Derek chuckled. “Jealous?”

      “Of you? Don’t make me laugh,” I said.

      We pumped out a few sets to break a sweat and get ourselves warmed up. Then, we worked out for a good half hour without any breaks, each of us pushing the other to work harder and to suffer through the pain.

      Before moving along to do some leg workouts, we stopped to have some water. “You talked to this Rhys guy yet like Ryder wanted?” I asked.

      Derek nodded. “Yeah. I caught up with him on Sunday.”

      “And?” I asked.

      Derek shrugged. “And it’s as I thought. He wants to join the Lost Breed. He and some of his guys from his old crew out in Chicago.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Isaac and his brother killed off half their club.”

      “Fuck. Seriously?”

      Derek nodded. “Yeah. At first, I thought he was just saying whatever he thought it would take for me to introduce him to Ryder. But I told Dani, and she ran the information through the NYPD database. The names Rhys gave me matched the ones she pulled up. And low and behold, they were members of his crew. Now, there are only him and three guys left.”

      “And he wants to bring them all in with him?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did Ryder say? With everything going on, I can’t see him wanting to let strangers in, especially with Dani being pregnant and all.”

      “I haven’t told Ryder everything yet. He wants me to keep in touch with Rhys and try to feel him out to see if I can catch him in any lies. I’m not opposed. At the same time, I’ve of the mind that we could use all the help we can get. I said that to Ryder, but he still wants to play it safe.”

      “Fair enough. But you should tell him Rhys’s endgame is to join us. Otherwise, Ryder will figure it out on his own, and he’ll be pissed you didn’t tell him sooner.”

      “I know.”

      We worked our legs for the next half hour and didn’t talk more about Rhys. My mind was running a mile a minute with thoughts about him, and none of them were good. I had an itch I couldn’t scratch. It all seemed too convenient for Rhys to show up right now offering to help. This was the kind of shit that snuck up on people and got them in trouble. We were in enough trouble as it was.

      We finished up at the gym and gathered our things. We said goodbye to Gemma, who gave Derek a flirty look when we passed her reception desk, and then pushed out through the doors and crossed the parking lot. Dimly, I speculated whether Derek still thought about the night Jason had shot him here.

      We stopped at his truck, and he tossed his shit in the back. Then, he leaned against it and crossed his arms. “What do you think?” he asked. His brows were drawn together.

      “About what?”

      “About all of this.”

      “All of this as in?”

      “As in Isaac and Ryder’s plan to take him out. Well. Half a plan.”

      I shrugged. “I think he’s right not to take any more risks. I think he and Dani know what they’re doing. I think you’re really asking me if I think it’s going to work or not.”

      Derek shifted uncomfortably and nodded. “I am.”

      I sighed and raked my fingers through my sweaty hair. “To be honest? I have no fucking clue, but I’m willing to give this my best shot. I’m sick of this shit, man. I’m sick of constantly fighting the impulse to call everyone and make sure you’re still breathing. It’s got to stop for the sake of my sanity.”

      Derek nodded. “I get that.”

      “Then, get home to your girl.”

      Derek smiled faintly and pushed himself off his truck. “She’s at work right now.”

      “How’s she doing, by the way?” I asked. Poor Evelyn. She’d been given quite the fright that night Isaac Reed broke into Derek’s house and tried to drown her in his bathtub. Derek had almost been too late to save her. Luckily, he’d arrived in the nick of time, and she was spared. Isaac had ended up shooting Jason instead, and the whole thing could have gone worse if I hadn’t shown up and spooked him.

      I had a very vivid picture in my mind of how Evelyn had looked when I came to find her alone in the bathroom. Derek had taken off after Isaac, and in her state of fear, she’d pressed herself between the wall and the toilet. She was soaking wet, and her skin was spotted in watered down blood from Jason’s body. I’d never seen a woman look so terrified.

      Derek fished his keys out of his pocket. “She’s better and better every day. There are still some mountains to climb, but she’ll get there. I’ve been considering selling the house and moving somewhere else. Somewhere that doesn’t have those memories. They haunt her all the time. She hates going into that fucking bathroom.”

      “I don’t blame her. She almost died in there.”

      Derek nodded. “Yeah.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “You’d buy a new house for this girl? She must be pretty special.”

      Derek smirked. “I’d marry her right now if I knew that’s what she wanted.”

      I blinked. “Well shit. That’s a big deal. How do you know it’s not what she wants?”

      “Maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t. But she’s not ready. She needs to sort through all this shit with Jason and see how she feels about us when she comes out the other side. I don’t want her to say yes because she feels obligated. I want her to be in a healthy state of mind when I pop the question too.”

      “Makes sense. I doubt she’d say no. I’ve seen how she looks at you. I don’t understand it because you’re a big, dumb, ugly bastard, but I’ve seen it.”

      Derek laughed and rolled his eyes at me. “You just wait until you find your woman, Caleb. She’ll have your mind running in circles. Evelyn is all I can think about. It’s infuriating in the best way.”

      I wanted that. I wanted to find the woman who drove me up the wall and consumed my thoughts at all times. But try as I might, I couldn’t find her.

      Derek got on his bike. “I’m going to talk to Ryder. You should go back inside and ask Gemma out.”

      “I’m not going to ask her out,” I said sourly.

      “Why not? She’s cute. She’s fun. And just your type, right?”

      “My type?” I asked.

      “Sure. Fit and sexy. She's got a good sense of humor. Why not?”

      “Leave it alone, Derek.”

      Derek rolled his shoulders as he started the hog. He slowly pulled out of his parking space. “If you’re not going to date someone, at least find a girl who’ll fuck you, mate. You’re tense as shit. You need to get laid.”

      I gave him the finger, and he drove off, cackling like a madman.

      I got on my bike and followed suit. Minus the cackling. I was in no mood for laughter. I wasn’t even in the mood for music. I drove home in silence, the wind in my hair, mulling over what he’d said.

      I was pining over my ex, who I hadn’t even really cared for all that much. I’d just enjoyed the closeness and having someone there. She wasn’t who I missed. I only missed that routine and the comfort of her soft body.

      Maybe Derek was right. Maybe I just needed to find someone who would be down for a good, hard fuck, and then I could move on and shake off some of this angst. That seemed to work for Derek in the past before he found Evelyn. Why not me?

      I parked my bike in my designated space on the outside of my apartment complex and walked across the courtyard to the south building. After buzzing myself in, I rode the elevator up to the tenth floor and let myself into my apartment.

      Cool air greeted me. I threw my gym bag on the kitchen counter to deal with later and headed straight down the hall to my shower. I stripped out of my sweaty clothes and got under the hot water.

      I put my back to it, letting the water bounce off my shoulders. As I stood there, the steam filled up the stall and cleared my head. The clarity brought memories of Lauryn dancing on her platform that weekend. I thought of her long hair flowing down her back and the way that black suit had shown off all her curves.

      My cock was stiff in seconds.

      I craved a release. Maybe it would take some of the weight off that I was carrying around on my shoulders. I gripped my shaft and worked myself over. I thought of her the whole time. Her legs and the way the muscles in her thighs flexed when she rocked back and forth. I thought of having her ride me the way she rode that platform some nights.

      I pictured her on top of me, bouncing, tits squished in her own hands, screaming my name at my ceiling as I brought her to her climax.

      I grit my teeth as hot lashes of my own come shot up my stomach. The relief it brought lasted only a couple of minutes, which confirmed one thing. I desired companionship, not a quick fuck.

      “Fuck me,” I growled as I opened the shower door and reached for my towel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      It was Wednesday, and I was exhausted. I hadn’t had a chance to catch up on my sleep since work that weekend, so around eleven o’clock, I’d gone into the bedroom to lie down under the condition that I would only shut my eyes for forty-five minutes.

      I slept through the alarm I’d set and didn’t wake up until shortly before I had to pick Jayden up from school. I sat up and rubbed my eyes to peer blurrily at the time on my phone.

      “Shit,” I mumbled before I stumbled across the room to my dresser. I grabbed the first pair of pants I laid hands on, which was a pair of leggings with the hole in the inside of the thigh. I pulled them on and left the white T-shirt on that I’d slept in. It was a little dingy and a little beige under the armpits, but it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t get out of the truck. I’d spare the poor parents and children of my son’s school the sight of me on a bad afternoon.

      I did, however, take a moment to brush out my tangled curls and tied them up in a bun. I slapped on some Chapstick and lip gloss and a quick layer of mascara. Looking a little more fresh-faced and bright-eyed, I went out into the kitchen to grab myself a bottle of water.

      Cliff was sitting at the table on his phone.

      “Hey,” I said, opening up the fridge. “Did you have a good sleep?”

      Cliff had been in bed when I came to lie down for a nap. He hadn’t stirred when I slowly rolled into bed and stole some of the covers. He’d always been a heavy sleeper. I envied him for that.

      “Yeah. Not bad.” Cliff didn’t look up from his phone. He kept scrolling through whatever app he was on and sipped from his bottle of beer. It wasn’t even two in the afternoon, and he’d already started in on the booze.

      I sighed and closed the fridge.

      That made him look up. “What? You in a foul mood already?”

      I unscrewed the cap of my water bottle. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Nah. You didn’t need to, did you? You just did that little sigh. I know you. I know what that means.”

      “It didn’t mean anything,” I said, trying to change the subject. I wasn’t in the mood to argue. Not today. I had to leave soon to go pick Jayden up, and I didn’t want Cliff to be a grumpy asshole when we came back. “I’m sorry, Cliff. I think I’m still just tired. It’s been a long week.”

      He shifted in his seat and muttered something under his breath. I was sure he’d said something offensive about me, but I left it alone. It wasn’t worth it.

      I drank some of the water and felt more refreshed. “I have to head out to pick up Jayden. I won’t be gone long.”

      Cliff’s eyes rose to meet me over the top of his phone. “You’re going now?”

      I looked at the clock. “It’s two. I’m going at the same time I go every day.”

      “Don’t be smart with me.”

      I put the cap back on my water bottle. “I’m not being smart. You’re trying to pick a fight, and I’m not falling for it. I have to pick up Jayden. He’ll be outside waiting for me in ten minutes. Then, if you want to yell at me when I get back, by all means, have at it. You can sit here and plan everything you want to say while I’m gone, all right?”

      Cliff put his phone down. That wasn’t a good sign. “How do you plan on getting to the school?”

      I wanted to retort with “the same way I always do, you dumb fuck,” but instead, I said, “I’m taking the truck.”

      “Like hell you are.”

      I stared stupidly at him. “I’m sorry?”

      “I’m sick of you driving my truck around and never putting gas in it. Find another way to pick up your kid.”

      “I don’t have another way to pick him up. If you didn’t want me taking the truck, you should have said something earlier and I would have taken the bus to go get him. Let me take it this one time, and then I won’t from now on, okay?”

      “No. You have two good legs. You can walk your ass down to the bus stop and meet him at school.”

      “Cliff, I—”

      “I thought you weren’t in the mood to argue?” He growled.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and rationalized if I wanted to keep pushing this or if it was worth it. I could just leave now and walk to the bus. If I did, I’d only be ten or so minutes late to pick up Jayden. If I stayed and fought with Cliff, I’d for sure be at least thirty minutes late, even if he did cave in the end and let me have the truck.

      I decided to stand my ground. “I’m not trying to argue, Cliff. But this punishes Jayden, not me. If you let me pick him up, I’ll fill up your tank on my way home. No problem.”

      “Woman, do you not know what ‘no’ means?”

      “Stop calling me woman.”

      “I’ll call you whatever I damn well please,” Cliff said. And then he got to his feet.

      I took an uneasy step back. I had no clue why he was so easily provoked today, but things felt a lot more dangerous than usual. I wondered if this time, it wouldn’t just end with an argument. There was something in his eyes, something dark and mean that I hadn’t seen in a long time. Something I’d tricked myself into thinking was dead.

      “Cliff,” I said slowly, holding up my hands, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “You don’t have any respect for me, do you?”

      What did he want from me? Did he want me to lie and tell him I respected him? Did he want me to put on a good show and be the dutiful girlfriend we both knew I wasn’t? Or did he want me to be honest? Was he looking to have a full-blown war, right here, right now?

      Because deep down, I’d been itching for this for months.

      I’d hated him for months.

      “No, I don’t,” I said. I stood up straighter and let him come closer. “I lost respect for you a long time ago.”

      Cliff snorted. “Big words coming from such a little girl.”

      “Just give me your damn truck keys, Cliff. I don’t want to do this right now.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you want, Lauryn. I’m the man of this house, and I want to do this. So sit your ass down at that table so we can talk this through and set some new ground rules for you.”

      “No,” I spat.

      Then, he grabbed my wrist and hauled me over to the table. He threw me down in one of the chairs and took the one beside it. He straddled it the same way Caleb had sat the other night in Kadia. I had a flashback to that warm, kind smile he’d given me and the other girls. It was such a stark contrast to the menacing grin Cliff was giving me now. Where Caleb had warmed my heart, Cliff was filling it with ice.

      “I don’t want any more fucking lip from you, you got it?” Cliff said, holding a menacing finger in front of my face.

      “Do I get to make any special requests too? Because I don’t want any of your bullshit either. All you do is sleep all day and get drunk at night. You’re a waste of fucking space in this apartment. Why don’t you just leave?”

      Cliff grabbed my chin. “Because, sugar, this is my home. You’re my woman. And you ain’t got nobody else but me.”

      I stared into his eyes. They were dark and hooded by thick brows. He was looking at me in a way he never had before. Like he hated me. I swallowed, and he jerked my chin to the side.

      “You got something you want to say now, Lauryn, baby?”

      I tried to pull my chin out of his hand, but he held me fast. “No,” I whimpered. I hated myself for caving. I didn’t want to fold. I wanted to be strong and hold my ground and scream at him for hours and hours over all the things I hated him for.

      I hated him for treating me like shit. I hated him for scaring me and being a bad role model for Jayden. I hated his mean attitude, his condescending words, his violent drunk streak, his willingness to hurt me, his cruel smile—how he got off on scaring me.

      But mostly, I hated myself for letting him get this close.

      “That’s what I thought, baby. Now. You’d better catch that bus. That kid of yours isn’t going to walk himself home.”

      He let me go, and I retreated back to press myself against the back of the chair. I watched him nervously as he picked up his phone again and looked back down at the screen. I thought this was a trick. Surely, he wasn’t through with me yet. In the past, these spats had lasted a lot longer, and sometimes, they’d gotten violent.

      I was waiting for the other shoe to drop when I stood up. Nothing happened, so I turned to hurry down the hallway.

      “Oh, and baby?” he called after me.

      I froze and didn’t turn around. I could hear him moving behind me as he came to stand in the entrance to the hallway.

      “Don’t you ever talk back to me again. I mean it. That pretty mouth is made for only a few things, and I’ll leave it to you to figure out.”

      I rubbed my lips together.

      This mouth? This mouth was made for more than saying “yes” to a man I hated. It was made for screaming to the world that I was better than this—that I deserved more. It was made for telling men like Cliff that he did not own me.

      I turned around. My hands were balled into fists at my sides. Cliff was standing at the end of the hall with his arms folded over his chest. He was smirking at me. He knew what he’d said would boil my blood, and that’s why he’d said it.

      If he wanted a fight, so be it. I could handle pain. I’d given birth. I’d danced in front of men half naked for ten years. I’d broken ribs, dislocated my shoulder, and broken my nose when I fell onstage. I could handle this asshole.

      I met his stare. “Why don’t you shove your own dick up your ass, you worthless, good for nothing, piece of shit? I fucking hate you! And you don’t own me. You never will. You’re nothing! All you own is your broken ego, and I feel sorry for you. You’re a weak man, Cliff. The weakest man I’ve ever met. You get off picking on someone who can’t physically beat you. You can hit me if you want, but you’ll never beat the strength out of me. I’ve already won.”

      I’d said all the right things to make him explode.

      I braced myself for the aftermath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I glanced at my watch and frowned. It was nearly nine thirty. All of our dancers were in the back room getting ready to hit the stage—all except Lauryn. She hadn’t shown up yet, and she was usually very punctual.

      Maybe she didn’t need to come so early because I’d told her not to use Zandra anymore.

      I shook that thought away. Lauryn liked working here. I knew that for a fact. And all the girls had said on numerous occasions that the best part of every night was hanging out in the back and getting ready to go onstage. Women and makeup. I would never understand it.

      Samuel was behind the bar, as per usual, sorting through his glassware and stacking his short and tall glasses. I wandered over and took a seat on one of the barstools, resting my forearms on the bar.

      Samuel watched me skeptically for a minute before asking, “What’s bothering you, boss?”

      I had no clue why everyone in this damn place called me “boss.” I wasn’t the boss—not by any stretch. I was just the guy who made sure everyone made it through the night safely. I shrugged. “Just a little concerned. Lauryn’s late for her shift. And that girl is never late.”

      Samuel frowned. “She transits to and from. Maybe her bus got held up or something?”

      That was a perfectly reasonable explanation, but for some reason, it didn’t ring true. “Maybe.”

      “Dude. Don’t stress about it too much. Shit happens. Lauryn’s a straight shooter. She’ll be here.”

      I gave him a half-hearted smile and slid off the stool to do my last round of the place before we opened the doors. We had about half an hour left. If Lauryn wasn’t here in fifteen minutes, I’d start trying to track her down. This city was a big place, and bad things happened to good people all the time.

      I tried to keep myself distracted by talking to all the staff. I greeted the girls who worked at coat check and chatted them up for a few minutes before moving on to check in with my security team. I assigned them their stations for the night, placing Jack at the front door, and reminded them of all the things to look for even though I’d already drilled it into their brains. After, I paced across the dance floor and went to the back room.

      Sadie, Milly, and Cassidy were all there. I knocked before going in, and they called for me that it was safe to enter. I pushed through the doors to find them dressed to the nines in their skimpy outfits. Their hair was done, and their makeup was dark and sensual.

      Sadie cocked her head to the side. “What’s up, Caleb? Come to make sure none of us are on the good stuff?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “No. I was coming to see if any of you had heard from Lauryn tonight.”

      The three girls exchanged a look. Milly piped up first. “She’ll be here.”

      “So you have heard from her?” I asked.

      Milly bit her bottom lip and clasped her hands in front of herself. “She gave me a heads up that she was running a little late, but she’ll be here. She said her makeup is already on.”

      I clenched my teeth. I didn’t like it. There was something Milly wasn’t telling me. “Did she say why she was so late?”

      Milly shook her head without looking me in the eye. She was lying to my face.

      I decided pushing her wasn’t the solution, so I let it go. I raked my fingers through my hair and looked around at all three of them. I checked the way they were standing, the look in their eyes, the movement of their lips.

      “We’re not high, Caleb,” Cassidy said flatly.

      “I’m just doing my job.”

      Cassidy rolled her eyes at me before stepping forward and gliding past me. She smelled like she had layers of rose-scented perfume on. Perhaps it was the half a can of hairspray she must have used to get each and every curl to stay in place on her head. When she passed by, she dragged her fingers down my arm from shoulder to wrist. Her nails were long and painted bright yellow. She paused and licked her bottom lip. “You know, you’re too serious all the time. You should loosen up, baby.”

      I tugged my arm away from her. “No, thanks.”

      Sadie giggled. “I wasn’t propositioning you, Caleb.”

      Milly came and took Sadie by the hand. She pulled her away from me and shot me an apologetic look. Then, I heard her mutter to Sadie under her breath, “Don’t do that. You’re making everyone uncomfortable. He’s not … you know, like that.”

      “Like what?” Sadie whispered back.

      Milly pursed her lips and shook her head. Then she pulled Sadie out behind her, and they left me alone with Cassidy, who was now leaning over the back of her chair and peering into her vanity mirror as she filled her lips in with red. “Sorry about Sadie. She can be sort of inappropriate at times.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Cassidy looked at me in the mirror. Her smile was kind, sweet, and a little sad. “What she said is kind of true, though, Caleb. You could benefit from loosening up a bit. Having a good time. Not everything in life is watching out for other people. Live a little.”

      Live a little? I didn’t even know how the fuck I would start doing that again.

      “Thanks, Cassidy. Now get out there. The music is on, and the doors are opening.”

      She nodded. “Yes, boss.”

      I shook my head at her as she passed me. Again with the “boss” thing.

      I stood alone in the back room for a few minutes considering what my next course of action should be. Lauryn should be here by now. The fact that she still hadn’t come back here had me stressing out. She’d told the girls she would be late, but for some reason, that didn’t give me any piece of mind.

      If anything, it made me worry a little bit more. They’d been unwilling to tell me the whole truth. Had something happened? Were they deliberately keeping it a secret from me?

      “Fuck this,” I growled. I marched over to the back wall where I used a key to open the top drawer of a filing cabinet that held employee information—including personal phone numbers and addresses. If Lauryn was in trouble and needed help, I had to get to her.

      I pulled out her file and peered down at it, running my finger along the top line to find her emergency contact. She didn’t have one.

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      How had the girl gotten away with not putting that information in? It was a required field for good reason. Kadia was a safe place for the most part, but shit could happen. And if it went down, we’d need to know who to call.

      Or there was no one to call.

      I frowned. The only name on my emergency contact was “Johnny Moretti,” and he had no idea I’d used him for it.

      The door behind me burst open. I turned around and dropped the file back in the drawer as I did so.

      Lauryn came in, out of breath and looking frazzled. She didn’t even notice me at first. She went to her chair and looked at herself in the mirror. Then, I saw her bottom lip tremble.

      “Lauryn?”

      She spun around wide-eyed and stared at me.

      “Sorry,” I said, holding up a hand in an apology. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you all right?”

      She blinked and then nodded furiously. She put her back to me and started rummaging around in her bag. She pulled out the sparkly tights she always wore. “Yes. I’m okay. Sorry I’m late. It won’t happen again.”

      “It’s fine. Things happen.” I closed and locked the filing cabinet. Lauryn continued to frantically get ready. “Lauryn. Relax. Take a breath for fuck sakes. You don’t have to be on the floor right away.”

      She looked up at me. Her eyes were wet. “I can go on.”

      I walked toward her, and she stiffened. She dropped her head, letting her hair fall like a curtain over her face, and sifted through her bag some more. I stopped when I was right in front of her and put my hand on the back of her chair. “Lauryn?”

      She wouldn’t look at me. “What?”

      “What happened?”

      She shook her head again. I could hear her breath tremble. Then, she slowly looked up, and I saw what she’d been trying to hide from me. Along her right cheekbone, under the layers of makeup, was a twinge of purple.

      A bruise.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, and she recoiled from me. She retreated, and I followed her. “Who did that to you?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said hurriedly. “It’s fine. I’ve handled it.”

      “Handled it?” I asked incredulously. “What the fuck do you mean, you’ve handled it?”

      Lauryn lifted her hand to hide her bruised cheek from me. “It’s fine. It happened. I’ve moved on, and it won’t happen again.”

      It was almost impossible to not yell at her. She wasn’t the one I was mad at. Whoever laid hands on her was the one I was mad at. I took a deep breath as she watched me nervously. Her eyes darted back and forth between mine. I tried to soften my stare. “Lauryn. I care about you. Tell me who hurt you.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. You have to. Let me help you.”

      “This isn’t your problem to fix!” She was nearly screaming at me. It took me aback for a second. Then, I realized this was all coming from a place of fear, and the fury that raged within me was hotter and fiercer than anything I’d ever felt before.

      I reached out and took her hand. She resisted but only for a second as I drew her to me. She was so close, I could smell her citrus shampoo. I looked down into her eyes and said with as much calmness as I could muster, “You have a son. If you’re in trouble, he’s in trouble. Tell me who did this to you.”

      She blinked. A tear trickled down her cheek, and she didn’t bother to wipe it away. “He wouldn’t hurt Jayden.”

      “You probably said he wouldn’t hurt you before too. And believed it. A man who lays hands on a woman has no boundaries, Lauryn. You can’t guarantee your son’s safety. I won’t let you do this. Let me help you.” I could hear in my voice that I was basically pleading with her to see reason.

      The look in her eyes told me she heard me. She looked horrified. Her eyes were wide and empty, and her lips were slightly parted. For a moment, I thought she might crumple in my arms and break apart. Instead, she strengthened her resolve. She closed her mouth and clenched her jaw. Then she nodded once, sharply. “It was Cliff. My boyfriend.”

      Cliff.

      That no good piece of shit had no idea what was about to befall him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      Cliff was scary when he was angry. His control went out the window, and a big vein grew to twice its normal size across his forehead. His face turned bright red, and his voice would become so loud and angry that within a few minutes, he’d be hoarse from yelling at me. His fists would be clenched tightly at his sides, and for the first time since getting with him, I knew the pain he could inflict with those knuckles.

      But Cliff’s anger was not nearly as terrifying as Caleb’s.

      Caleb remained mute in front of me after I told him it was Cliff who hit me and left the deep purple bruise beneath my right eye. I could see the tightening of the muscles of his jaw, and his eyes seemed to darken by two or three shades—which I knew was physically impossible. But I was sure that they had. There was a dark fury burning there that made my blood run cold.

      “Caleb?” I asked. My voice was barely more than a whisper.

      He didn’t say anything. Instead, he moved around me and walked out the doors. I stood there like a stick in the mud for a couple heartbeats. My head was spinning, and my skin was tingling. I’d broken out in a cold sweat the minute Caleb had seen the bruise because I knew without a doubt that things were going to change now.

      They had to.

      Caleb wasn’t the sort of man to find out this information and let the abuse continue. He was the sort of man who would go through fire to make things right. I was sure that’s what he was about to do right now.

      “Get it together, Lauryn,” I whispered to myself. I ran my sweaty palms down my thighs and turned and followed him out. I was still wearing my jeans and a pullover. I cut through the crowd that was forming in front of the bar and found Caleb near the front doors talking to Jack, one of the other security guards.

      I came up behind him as Jack nodded and said, “No worries, man. I can handle this for a couple hours.”

      Then, Caleb turned and grabbed my hand. I wasn’t sure how he’d known I was there, but he had. He pulled me out through the front doors.

      “Where are we going?” I asked nervously. The question was a pointless one to ask. I already knew exactly where we were going.

      “Your apartment. I’m going to show this piece of shit boyfriend of yours that he can’t get away with laying his hands on you. And we’re going to evict his ass. You hear me?” He drew me up in front of him and held me by the shoulders. “You can’t keep him around, Lauryn. You get that, right? This will only get worse from here on out.”

      “I can do it myself. I don’t need you to fight my battles for me.”

      “Yeah?” he asked sharply.

      “Yeah,” I snapped back.

      Caleb shook his head. “You think you can walk in there and kick his ass out and he’s not going to come after you again? Lauryn. Come on. I get that you’re a fighter and all, but this guy could do a real number on you. I’m not going to let that happen, not when I’m capable of fixing this.”

      “Please.”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head again. “If you don’t fix this now, you never will. And you’ll never forgive yourself if Jayden gets tangled up in it. Neither will I. You have to be brave tonight, and then it’s over. All right?”

      I searched his eyes and found genuine concern there. This scared me more than anything. I hadn’t had someone show me they cared about me like this in years. He was looking at me in a way that suggested he knew my pain, and he knew he could take it away, and he wanted to. He wanted to make things better for me and my son. He wanted to protect me from a monster I couldn’t defeat on my own.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      Then, he kissed my forehead. It was the strangest, most comforting thing a man had ever done to me. I stood in his arms and felt the warmth of his kiss against my skin. It was over as soon as it had begun, and he led me down the sidewalk to his car. He opened the door for me, and I slid into the inky black sports car.

      He walked around the hood, got into the driver’s seat, turned the ignition, and pulled away from the curb.

      I swallowed and rubbed my hands up and down my thighs.

      “Don’t be scared,” Caleb said.

      “I can’t help it.”

      He reached over and took my hand. His fingers intertwined with mine, and he gave them a reassuring squeeze. “This guy will be nothing but a memory for you in a couple hours. Trust me.”

      “Jayden is at the house.”

      “Is there anywhere he can go? Someone you can call?”

      I shook my head. “No one. I don’t have anyone.”

      I could feel Caleb’s eyes on me. My cheeks were burning with shame, and I looked down at our hands wrapped together. Caleb sighed. “Me neither.”

      We spent the rest of the drive in silence except for the couple directions I gave Caleb to lead him to my apartment building. When we arrived, I was sure I wouldn’t have the strength to get out of the car.

      I’d wanted to escape Cliff for months now, but I didn’t have the tools to do it myself. I was too afraid of change. I didn’t want to confront this world alone, but I also didn’t want to give Jayden a bad example of the sort of treatment a woman should accept. I’d promised myself a long time ago that I wouldn’t ever let that happen.

      And I’d broken that promise to myself.

      Caleb parked the car and came around to my door. He opened it for me and offered me his hand. I stared at it, and he curled his fingers in a come-hither motion. I took his hand, and he helped me up. Then, we walked silently up the path to the front doors. I buzzed us in, and we got in the elevator.

      “Oh god,” I breathed as we rode up. I watched the illuminated number above the doors creep upward until it hit six. The doors chimed when they slid open.

      Caleb handed me his car keys when we stepped out. “Don’t be scared. You don’t have to do anything. You just go and get Jayden, and I’ll deal with Cliff. Take him down to the car and go for a drive. I won’t need more than half an hour, tops. By the time you get back, your home will be yours again.”

      I reached out and grabbed his sleeve. “Caleb?”

      “Yes?”

      I frowned and bit my bottom lip. “Please, be careful. Cliff is a strong man.”

      Caleb’s mouth twitched in a smirk. “Are you worried about me?”

      “Maybe.”

      Caleb chuckled. “Don’t be. I can handle guys like this in my sleep. You know who I am.”

      He was reminding me that he was a Lost Breed member. I knew he’d been through hell and back these last few months. He’d seen things that had changed him. He didn’t laugh as easily as he used to, and I caught him staring off into space more now than he ever used to. He’d lost a friend, and I knew it weighed heavily on him.

      We stopped in front of my front door. I unlocked it and took a steady breath.

      “Just go get Jayden,” Caleb said, reminding me that my role in this was minor. All I had to do was get in and get out. Then by the time I got back, I would finally have a peaceful home.

      “Right,” I said. And I marched in.

      I walked straight past the living room where Cliff was draped over the sofa. The television was on, but he wasn’t paying any attention to it. He was on his phone as he always was, and he didn’t say anything as I blew past the door.

      I went into Jayden’s room.

      I felt bad for waking him, but I gently shook his shoulder until he blinked his eyes open. He looked up at me, confused, and looked around. “Mom?”

      “Hey, kiddo. I’m sorry to wake you up. Everything is fine. Could you get out of bed for me?”

      Jayden yawned but got out of bed. He was in his pajamas, which was good enough. I grabbed his sweater from the hook on the back of his door and helped him into it. Then, I took his slippers and put them on his feet. I held his hand, and we left his room.

      Caleb was standing at the entrance to the living room. He had his arms crossed over his chest, and he gave Jayden a warm smile when we approached.

      That was when Cliff looked up. “What the fuck are you doing in my house?”

      Caleb didn’t answer him. Instead, he looked at me and then nodded at the door. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      I nodded.

      “Lauryn? Get your ass back here. Who the fuck is this clown? You bringing home clients now, you little who—”

      I closed the front door behind me and walked to the elevator. Jayden was watching me, but he didn’t say anything until we stepped in and started riding it to the ground level. “Mom? Who was that man in there? Why’s Cliff so mad? Are you okay?”

      I crouched in front of him and gently cupped his perfect little face in my hands. I stared into his hazel eyes—eyes that matched mine—and gave him the most convincing smile I could muster. “That man is named Caleb. He’s my friend, and he came over tonight to help me.”

      “Help you?”

      I nodded. “I think it’s time that Cliff left and we had our home to ourselves again. I should have talked to you about it, baby, and warned you. But sometimes things just happen, and you have to go with it. You know?”

      Jayden frowned but nodded after a minute. “Like if it’s raining, you spend lunch inside at school.”

      It wasn’t the same thing, but it was close enough. “Exactly,” I said.

      “So Cliff won’t be there when we get home?”

      I shook my head. “No. He won’t. We might not ever see him again. I’m sorry you didn’t get to say goodbye.”

      Jayden stepped forward as the elevator doors opened. We were on the ground level. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and hugged me tightly in his little arms. “It’s okay, Mom.”

      I rubbed his back. “How did I get so lucky with a kid like you?”

      Jayden giggled into my shoulder. I scooped him up in my arms when I stood and walked out to Caleb’s car.

      I put him in the back seat and buckled him in before getting into the driver’s side. It took me a good couple minutes to get the seat and mirrors adjusted. Caleb was a lot taller than me. I hoped he wasn’t bothered by me messing with all his presets. I almost laughed at myself for thinking he would be. Caleb was in my apartment to save me from my abusive boyfriend. He wouldn’t give a damn if he had to adjust his seat when he got back in his car.

      I pulled away from the curb. It was nearly ten thirty at night, and I had no idea where we could go that would still be open. The only place I could think of was a convenience store, and there was one that sold a huge variety of candy about fifteen minutes away. If Caleb really only needed twenty minutes, that should be plenty of time. Candy was a rare treat in our house, so I knew Jayden would be on board.

      “How about we stop and grab some candy, Jayden?”

      Jayden clapped his hands together in the back seat with excitement. I turned on the radio and flicked through the stations until a song came on that Jayden liked. Then, we both sang along, and I did everything I possibly could to not think about what was happening back at my apartment.

      I wasn’t worried about Cliff. I was worried about Caleb, the man who’d held me and kissed me like I was as fragile as glass. Right now, I felt like I was.
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Cliff, the smug bastard, was exactly what I expected him to be.

      He was standing now, the back of his knees pressed to the edge of the sofa cushions, and he was swaying on the spot as he pointed an accusatory finger at me. “The fuck you doing in my house?” he slurred.

      He’d been drinking, that much was obvious, and the smattering of empty beer cans all over the living room suggested he’d been drinking to excess. I remained where I was, standing in the doorway with my hands in my pockets as he nodded at the door and told me to get the fuck out.

      “I’m not going anywhere. It’s time you packed up your shit and left. You got somewhere you can stay?” I asked. I was trying to keep this as civil as possible. I wouldn’t be the one to start the fight, but if he swung first, I’d match him, and I’d put him down. If I was being honest with myself, I hoped he would try to hit me. Then, I could give him the beating he deserved.

      “Somewhere to stay?” Cliff barked. He turned in a circle with his arms outspread. His head wobbled like a bobblehead as he peered incredulously at me. “The fuck you mean, somewhere to stay? I live here. I’m gonna stay in my fucking bedroom with my fucking woman, you piece of shit.”

      “No, you’re not. Lauryn wants you out. You’ve got about,” I glanced at my watch, “twenty minutes to pack your bags and hit the road. I suggest you get started. Otherwise, you’ll be able to get your things out of the dumpster tomorrow morning.”

      Cliff’s eyes narrowed, and he puffed up his chest. “Get out of my house.”

      I shook my head once. “I don’t think you’ve been listening. This isn’t your house anymore. You’re done here, and you’re done with Lauryn. I’ll wait for you to pack your shit. Let’s go.”

      Cliff took three stumbling steps forward and stopped to steady himself. “I don’t know who that little bitch thinks she is, but if she thinks she can send her errand boy to solve all her problems for her, she’s got another thing coming.”

      “The only thing she has coming is freedom from you.”

      Cliff smirked. “You think it’ll be that easy? You think you can just show up here and scare me off with your words?”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “I was hoping you’d need a little more persuading than that.”

      “Tough guy, huh?”

      I shrugged.

      Cliff threw his head back and laughed at the ceiling. “I knew she was fucking around on me. I knew it. I told her she’d cheat if she kept working at that hole. All those half naked women all over the fucking place. And assholes like you. She suck your cock, too, man? She get down on her knees and—”

      “I didn’t come here to chat with you about your relationship and whether or not Lauryn is faithful. I came to get you out of her apartment because you hit her. A man like you shouldn’t be around a child. I’ve asked nicely. I’m done asking.”

      Cliff roared with more obnoxious laughter and bent over to slap his knee. “You crack me up, man. She’s got you wrapped around her pretty little finger. I get it. She did the same to me. Then, after a while, they get carried away. You need to teach them their place. Yeah. I knocked her around a bit. You would too if you—”

      “Shut the fuck up!”

      Cliff fell silent, but he was still smirking.

      That was it. Fuck him. I wasn’t going to wait for him to make the first move. I’d given him all the chances I could, and he’d spat in my face every time. Clearly, he had no respect for Lauryn. He deserved to be smacked around, and I was more than capable of giving him that beat down.

      I rolled up my sleeves.

      Cliff continued laughing. “You don’t know who you’re messing with, motherfucker. I’ve got friends who would scare the piss out of you.”

      “Likewise.”

      Cliff’s expression hardened as he realized I wasn’t planning on back down. This was happening, here and now. “Fine. You want to do this thing? Let’s fucking do it.”

      My body thrummed with anticipation. I hadn’t had a fight like this in a long time—the one with Isaac Reed at Ryder’s house when Ruby was still running the scene had been the last time I really got my hands dirty, and that one had been cut short.

      This go around, I had ample time, and there was nobody around to cut it short or intervene. He was all mine.

      Cliff let out a drunken bellow before dropping his head and charging me. His attack was totally transparent. I had to decide whether or not I wanted to toy with him or end it quickly. I opted for the former.

      When he was about to plow into me to try to bring me to the ground, I sidestepped and brought my elbow down between his shoulder blades. Cliff grunted in pain and tried to wrap his arms around my waist. I drove my knee up, connecting with his chest, and sent him reeling backward.

      He caught himself on the corner of the sofa and tried to straighten up. I’d knocked the wind from his lungs, and he clutched at his chest as he tried to get his breath back. I waited for him to recover.

      When he sucked in a ragged breath, he glared up at me from beneath his brows. “Fucker.”

      I shrugged. He was the one who’d made a rookie mistake, not me.

      “Come on, then,” Cliff said, motioning me forward with the curl of his fingers. He bent at the knees and shook his head, no doubt to clear the drunken fog muddling his mind. “I’m gonna knock your fucking teeth out.”

      All of Cliff’s tough talk amused me. He seemed to be completely unaware of himself and how drunk he was. He had also miscalculated his odds against me. He stood no chance. I was a trained fighter. Cliff was sloppy and fought like a high school football player.

      I responded to his invitation by moving in close. I kept my hands up to protect my face, and Cliff lunged forward, swinging his right fist out in a wide arc toward the right side of my head. I ducked, and he swung again with his left. I avoided that, too, and he let out a furious yell as he tried to get me again.

      I drove up with the heel of my hand into his jaw. He yelped—actually yelped—and stumbled back, clutching his chin in one hand.

      I stepped back and straightened as I waited for him to yet again sort his shit out.

      “Are you done?” I asked.

      “Fuck you,” Cliff spat.

      “Good. I wasn’t either.”

      This time, I went after him. His eyes widened at the last moment when he realized he stood no chance of stopping me. His right hand blocked my first swing, but then I was driving my knee up into his gut. It doubled him over, and I used his own forward momentum against him, bringing my other knee right into his nose. He wailed, and I slammed my elbow into the back of his neck.

      He pitched forward and landed flat on his stomach at my feet.

      I dropped to a crouch beside him and gathered a fistful of his hair to yank his head back. He was out of breath and whimpering, and his nose was a bloodied mess. There was no doubt I’d broken it. I leaned in close so he could hear every word I said. “You and Lauryn are through. You hear me? Never come around here again. She’s moving on with her life. I suggest you do the same. If you come back around, I’ll be here waiting for you. Got it?”

      Cliff tried to nod but wasn’t able to.

      “Answer me,” I growled.

      “I understand,” he said through gritted teeth.

      I’d humiliated him. He was weak, and he knew it. Releasing his hair, I stood up straight and nudged him with the toe of my boot. “Now, get the fuck up and pack your shit.”

      Cliff groaned and grunted about it, but eventually, he managed to stand up. The first thing he grabbed to throw in a duffel bag was his six-pack of beer from the fridge. I waited by the front door, listening to him rummage through his dressers until he emerged five minutes later with two packed bags.

      “That’s everything?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Fuck you, man. Sticking your nose in my shit. You’ll get what’s coming to you. Mark my words.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t seem concerned,” I said dryly. Being threatened by a man who you’d just used to wipe the floors with was never that intimidating.

      “I know people,” he growled.

      “Good. Maybe one of them has a couch they’ll let you sleep on.” I reached out and grabbed one of his bags. I tore open the zipper and peered inside to make sure he wasn’t stealing any of Lauryn’s shit. I zipped it back up and checked the other one. When I established that he hadn’t, I stepped aside, and we went out into the hallway.

      I walked to the elevator with him. Cliff punched the button to call the elevator and glared over at me. “I can see myself out.”

      “I’m going to make sure you leave.”

      Cliff said something under his breath but didn’t challenge me. At least he’d learned from his mistake and knew he couldn’t play my game.

      The doors opened, and we got on. For a moment, I wondered if he would try to catch me off guard in the small confines of the elevator. If he stood any chance of getting the jump on me, now was his opportunity. But we arrived on the ground level in one piece, and he slung his bag over his shoulder.

      I watched him walk out the front doors and called after him, “Don’t show your fucking face around here again. I’ll make this beating look like child’s play if I catch word of you trying to see Lauryn.”

      Cliff gave me the finger over his shoulder. “The bitch is all yours.”

      He got in his truck and drove off. I watched, satisfaction rushing through me, as his taillights disappeared around the corner.

      Then, I turned and went back inside. I hadn’t noticed at the time, but we probably made a bit of a mess of Lauryn’s living room, and I felt somewhat obligated to make sure she and her son wouldn’t be returning to a home that looked like two bulls had run free in the place. That wouldn’t be fair.

      It already wasn’t fair what had happened to her.

      I rode the elevator back up and went back to her apartment. The living room wasn’t bad, but the furniture had been moved around during the scuffle. I pulled the sofa back to its spot, making sure the legs rested in the same indents in the carpet, and collected all the empty beer cans littered all around the place.

      I went to the kitchen and rinsed them out with water before tucking them in one corner of the kitchen counter.

      My knuckles and wrists throbbed from the fight, but it was worth it. It was a reminder that an asshole had gotten what he deserved. I was impressed by how much I’d managed to hold back. Cliff deserved worse than what he’d gotten, but it was better to just get rid of him rather than leave a bloody mess in Lauryn’s living room.

      Even though that might have felt better at the time.
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      I looked up at Jayden in the reflection of the rearview mirror of Caleb’s car. He was sitting in the back seat popping pieces of sugar-coated sour candies into his mouth. His cheeks puckered, and his eyes watered with every bite, but he sucked on them and chewed them up anyway. I was sure his tongue would be raw by now, but like me, he couldn’t say no to the sourness. I loved sour candies.

      I’d have stolen a couple from him, but my stomach was spinning end over end with nerves. The thought of putting anything in it right now made me nauseous.

      We’d been sitting at the curb in the car for at least ten whole minutes now. My palms were sweaty, and I’d tried to busy myself by tidying Caleb’s car—but it was already immaculate. This did not surprise me at all. Caleb was an organized person, and he cared about everything. His health, his career, his coworkers at Kadia … me.

      I took a deep breath and twisted around to look at my son. “Well. I think it’s about time we go back inside. You ready?”

      Jayden nodded.

      “Have you eaten almost that entire bag already?”

      Jayden gave me a bright smile and nodded again.

      I got out of the car and walked around to his passenger door. “He’s going to be up all night now. I did not think that through,” I grumbled to myself. When I opened the door, Jayden sprang out and hopped up on the curb to run across the grass on the front gardens of the apartment building. It was dewy from the cold, and I could see little droplets of water springing up from his heels as he went.

      I took the path. We buzzed in through the front door, and by the time we stepped on the elevator, my stomach was doing somersaults. I needed a carbonated drink. Or some Pepto. Either would work at this point.

      Zandra would have been better, but now that Cliff was gone, so was my supplier. I hadn’t thought about that until this moment. A little hand of panic squeezed my heart.

      I shook my head at my own foolishness. No. This is for the best. You know that. Cliff had to go. You’re a mother, and Jayden deserves better than to have a guy like that around. If that means there’s no guy around, then there’s no guy around.

      “You okay, Mom?” Jayden asked, reaching over and taking my hand.

      I squeezed his little fingers. “Yeah, baby. I’m great. I’m just a little sleepy.”

      Jayden was content with my answer. After the elevator doors opened, we stepped off and then walked down the hall to our unit. I stood in front of it. Everything would be different when we went inside.

      You needed a fresh start. Caleb saved you from yourself. Consider this a clean slate. No Cliff, no Zandra, just you and Jayden and better choices from here on out.

      I nodded as if giving myself permission to go inside and finally opened the door.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting. A mess of some sort, I supposed. But the house was exactly how I’d left it—minus the beer cans Cliff had left all over the living room.

      Water was running in the kitchen.

      I was suddenly struck with a terrible thought. What if Cliff was in the kitchen? What if Caleb was the one who’d gotten his ass kicked, and he was lying face down somewhere, beaten and bloodied?

      If that was the case, I was in a hell of a lot of trouble. The hit I’d taken from Cliff earlier that week would be nothing compared to what he’d do to me for trying to kick him out. He’d be furious. Irate. Uncontrollable.

      I held onto Jayden’s hand, and we walked down the hall toward the kitchen. There was no point in delaying the inevitable. If I’d fucked up by bringing Caleb here, then I needed to face the music.

      I stopped in the doorway to the kitchen.

      Caleb was standing at the kitchen sink with his back to us. He was rinsing out beer cans, one by one, and setting them on the counter in neat little rows. When he was done, he turned off the tap and leaned toward the stove, where he dried his hands on my floral printed kitchen towel.

      When he turned around and saw us, he smiled. “Hey.”

      “H-hey,” I stammered. What was this feeling? It felt like my whole body had suddenly become weightless like it was filled with nothing but air, and every negative thought had vanished like it never existed in the first place. It had been a long time since I’d felt like this, and I was pretty sure it could only be one thing: relief.

      Jayden was hovering behind my legs and peering out from behind my back at Caleb, who was now hanging the floral towel back on the handle of the stove. “The place is all yours. It’s a nice apartment. Exactly what I expected.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      Caleb shrugged. “Flowery towels. Bright colors. And more pillows on a sofa than any normal person could ever need.”

      I tried to laugh but couldn’t.

      Caleb nodded at Jayden. “Hey there, kid. Sorry I kicked you guys out of your house for a bit. Did you guys go somewhere fun?”

      Jayden nodded but didn’t say anything. He was and always had been a shy kid. It had taken him over a month to become comfortable enough with Cliff to talk to him on his own, rather than through me.

      Caleb seemed to understand Jayden’s shyness. He didn’t look at him when he talked. In fact, he sort of ignored him. He went to the kitchen table, and as he pulled out a chair, he said, “I got kind of bored, so I poked my head in your room. Coolest place in the whole house if you ask me.”

      Jayden looked up at me. His eyes were bright. I smiled at him. “Caleb is a friend.”

      Jayden bit his lip.

      Caleb shrugged and leaned back in the chair. He still didn’t look at either of us. “I know I’m sorta weird looking. So if you don’t want to come and talk to me, that’s fine.”

      Jayden moved around me and went to the kitchen table. I watched, heart fluttering, as he took the seat across from Caleb and sat on his knees. He leaned forward on his elbows and looked up at Caleb, who now met my son’s gaze. Jayden smiled. “We got candy.”

      “Candy?” Caleb said enthusiastically. Then he looked over at me. “Did you bring me anything?”

      I shook my head.

      Jayden held up his bag of sour sugary candies. “You can have some of mine.” He put the bag down between them and opened it up. “The red ones are my favorite, but the blue ones are the sourest.”

      I caught the way Caleb’s brow furrowed. I suspected he wasn’t a big fan of sour candies. He reached out anyway, took a blue one, and popped it into his mouth. His face puckered, and he recoiled like the bag was a vicious cobra on the table. “How on earth do you eat these things? These are terrible!”

      Jayden was giggling. Caleb started laughing too.

      I cleared my throat. “Are the two of you good here if I just step out for a second?”

      Caleb glanced at me and then nodded. “Take your time.” He looked back at Jayden. “You cool to hang out with me for a few minutes?”

      Jayden nodded shyly.

      I didn’t wait for any more permission before I slipped away and went into my bedroom. The dresser drawers were all open—the ones that Cliff used—and empty. It looked like he’d gone through the room in a panic to collect all his things. I wondered what had transpired when Jayden and I were gone. Had it been a vicious fight? Had it lasted long?

      I went to the bed and sat down on the edge. I drew my knees up and wrapped my arms around my legs. By the time I pressed my cheek to my knee, the tears had already started flowing.

      I’d wasted ten months of my life with that loser. Not only that, but I’d exposed my son to a man with a violent streak for that length of time, and I felt like a terrible mother. How could I have been so selfish, so desperate? I’d kept him around so I didn’t feel lonely, but Cliff had only made me feel more isolated and more unlovable. He’d destroyed any ounce of confidence I had left, and I was only the shell of the woman I’d used to be.

      I hadn’t even been capable of fixing my own mess. I’d needed Caleb to come in and do it for me.

      I was embarrassed. At the root of it all, I was incredibly embarrassed by how far I’d let this whole thing go. All because I wanted a man in my bed when I came home, a man I never loved, never trusted, and never really wanted to be intimate with. The sex had been quick and raw. There had been nothing tender about it. Cliff just fucked until he was done and then rolled over like I was some late-night random hookup. To him, that’s probably all I was. I also happened to prepare all his meals for him and provide a clean and free place for him to rest his head.

      I sighed and sat up straight to wipe the tears away. I had to pull it together. Jayden wouldn’t be comfortable sitting with a stranger too long, and I’d already asked too much of Caleb. I couldn’t expect him to babysit, too, especially after what he’d just done for me and my son.

      I needed a hit. Good lord, did I ever need a hit. It would help take away the sting of the humiliation. I could start fresh tomorrow. It would be easier. I would be in a better headspace. Maybe, just maybe, Cliff had left a couple behind.

      I searched all the drawers but came up empty. I groaned and rubbed at my eyes with the heels of my hands.

      “You can do this,” I whispered to myself. “You don’t have a choice. Just get your shit together and go out there.”

      I slapped my cheeks, fluffed my hair, and checked my reflection in the mirror. My eyes were a little pink and so was my nose, but Jayden would never know I’d been crying. Hopefully, Caleb couldn’t tell either.

      When I went back out into the kitchen, Caleb and Jayden were still sitting at the kitchen table. Caleb was telling a funny story, and Jayden was giggling in a way I’d never heard him do unless it was with me. Somehow, he was instantly comfortable with the head security guard at Kadia. Caleb was not a man you looked at and felt at ease with. He was the sort of man you passed on the sidewalk and thought, damn, this guy has seen and done some shit. The fact that my son seemed perfectly comfortable was a testament to Caleb’s complete self-awareness and desire to help people feel safe.

      Caleb looked up at me when I came in. His smile faded as we locked eyes.

      I instantly looked away and crossed my arms over my stomach. “Are you hungry? I can whip up some sandwiches or something. I feel like I owe you a lot more than that but—”

      Caleb got to his feet and shook his head. “No. I’m good. Thank you, though.” He nodded at Jayden, who was watching him with eager eyes. “I have to head back to work. But maybe I’ll see you around, kid?”

      Jayden nodded. “That would be cool.”

      “Cool,” Caleb smirked. He walked toward me, and as he passed me by he grazed my upper arm with his hand. “You mind walking me to the door?”

      I blinked stupidly but nodded. “Jayden, go brush your teeth. I’ll come to tuck you in after Caleb leaves.”

      “Okay,” Jayden grumbled. His chair creaked as he slid off, and I listened to him walk, heel first and heavy like always, down the hall to the bathroom as Caleb and I went to the front door.

      Caleb was watching me the same way he had when we were in the back room earlier that night and he’d seen my bruise. He watched me like I was a delicate flower in desperate need of watering. I would have thought seeing that look in a man’s eyes would annoy me, but with him, it didn’t. He put his hands on both my elbows. “Are you all right?”

      I looked at my feet and shook my head. “I can’t have this conversation right now.” All it would take was for him to ask me that same question again, and I would fall apart in his arms. I couldn’t do that. I needed to wait until I was alone before I came undone.

      He nodded in understanding. “Okay. Well, listen. It wasn’t a big deal. And he won’t come back. For the record, he walked himself out on his own. I didn’t mangle him.”

      I let out a nervous laugh.

      Caleb let his hands fall to his sides. “Don’t worry about coming to work tomorrow. I know it might be hard to find a babysitter—unless you already have one.”

      “I don’t. I don’t have anyone to watch him.” I pressed my hand to my forehead. I hadn’t even thought about that. How the hell was I going to work to pay the bills with no one at home to watch my son?

      “Don’t stress about it. Let me see what I can do, okay? I know someone who might be able to help. She’s great with kids.”

      “You’ve already done so much,” I whispered, looking up into his handsome, youthful face. “I don’t deserve—”

      “Hush. I’ll always be here to protect you, Lauryn. No matter where you need me to be, I’ll be there.” He handed me his cell phone. “Put your number in there for me. I’ll talk to my friend and have her call you to arrange babysitting.”

      I licked my lips and took his phone. “Thank you.”
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      Not kissing Lauryn at her door when I went to leave was the most impressive battle of will I’d ever won. She’d looked beautiful and terribly sad and oh so vulnerable. Kissing her would have been taking advantage. I knew that, but the temptation had been there regardless. I’d wanted to kiss the girl for a long time, and now that she’d finally let me in, it was all I could think about.

      My knuckles were still sore when I got into my car and turned the ignition. The engine roared to life, and I pulled out onto the street. It was late, nearly midnight, and I wondered if Jamie would even still be up. She’d been the first person who popped into my mind when I found out Lauryn would need someone to take care of Jayden if she still wanted to work at Kadia. She thought I was arranging it for her, but selfishly, it was for me too. I couldn’t imagine working at Kadia if Lauryn wasn’t there. She was the highlight of my weekend shifts and the only thing I really looked forward to during the week.

      I drove straight to Kadia from Lauryn’s apartment. The night at the club would just be getting underway, and there was still a good four hours left of my shift. I wouldn’t blow off work.

      When I arrived, there was a lineup down the sidewalk and around the block. Smokers were clustered around the front doors. The women were shivering in their tiny dresses, and some men—the gentlemen—were draping their jackets over their shoulders.

      I parked my car in my reserved spot and got out. I walked up to the doors and nodded at Jack, who opened the red rope and let me through. “You good, man?” Jack asked as I climbed the six steps up to the front doors.

      I glanced over my shoulder at him. “I am now.”

      Jack couldn’t have known what I was talking about, but he gave me a thumbs-up anyway and turned back to a throng of girls who were drunkenly flirting with him to try to get into the club. If I knew Jack, he’d play their games for a while, but he wouldn’t let them in. He followed the rules as all my staff did.

      When I ducked inside, I was met by a wall of music, perfume, cologne, and sweat. The air was humid as ever, and I cut around the bar and went to the back room, where I shot a text to Jamie asking if she was still awake. She replied back almost right away, so I called her.

      “What’s up, Caleb? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, everything’s fine. Sorry to bother you so late. I was wondering if you’d be willing to do me a favor.”

      “Anything,” Jamie said. I could hear her smile in her voice.

      “I have a friend through work who’s having a bit of a rough go of things right now. She has a seven-year-old son and has no one to watch him when she works night shifts at Kadia. Do you think you could babysit on Friday and Saturday nights for her? Maybe the occasional weeknight, too, just until she gets a better option?”

      Jamie didn’t even hesitate. “Sure. Let me rearrange my schedule for tomorrow night. I can be at her house whenever she needs.”

      “Jamie. Has anyone ever told you how fucking awesome you are?”

      Jamie’s cheerful giggle filled my phone speaker. “I’ve heard it once or twice from a few of you Lost Breeds, the ones who are good judges of character, of course.”

      “Of course.” I chuckled.

      “This friend of yours. Did you by any chance just get her out of some trouble?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Anything I should know before I spend time with her kid?”

      I shrugged even though she couldn’t see me. “She was dating an asshole. The kid is nice. Funny. Pretty easygoing. He’s shy, but I think he’ll come around to you quickly.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly. “Are you okay?”

      I snorted. “‘Course I am.”

      “Just checking. I know you, Caleb. Had to make sure you didn’t get yourself hurt tonight. That’s all.”

      “You’re a sweetheart.”

      “Sometimes.”

      I smiled to myself. “Well, I’ll text you her number. Her name is Lauryn.”

      “Lauryn?” Jamie’s voice was filled with eager suspicion. “Like, the Lauryn the guys have been talking about? The one they all think you have the hots for?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Really? This is what they talk about when I’m not around?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Fuck.”

      “So it is her?”

      “Leave it alone, Jamie.”

      Jamie snickered. “You don’t scare me, Caleb Jones. And you’re totally transparent. You like the girl. You should ask her out.”

      I scratched the back of my neck. “Nobody can just mind their own damn business, can they?”

      “Nope. You’re part of an MC. What did you expect? Besides. What harm could come from one little date?”

      “She just got out of a shitty relationship. I want to give her some space. Let her recuperate in whatever way she needs.”

      “Oh my god. Sometimes, you’re too nice, Caleb. Maybe she wants you to go over there and sweep her off her feet. Maybe she needs it.”

      “Maybe she wants to be on her own for a while.”

      “Maybe,” Jamie admitted. “Is that what you want?”

      I sighed. Jamie was wise for her age, and she was always pointing out things about myself that I knew were true. Like this. I liked Lauryn, and I had for ages. I wanted to go on a date with her, but she’d always been off-limits. Now, she was in closer reach than ever before, and I was being a wuss. “I’ll pass along her information to you. And mind your own business. I’ll ask her out when the time is right.”

      “Okay,” Jamie said in a singsong voice, and then I hung up on her. She was, no doubt, cackling with laughter at this moment, proud of herself for her own detective skills and cunning insight. Although, I suppose I wasn’t a very hard egg to crack. Apparently, the whole MC knew I liked Lauryn, and they’d known it before I had.

      Now scowling and moody, I tucked my phone in my back pocket and turned to head back out on the floor to check in with all my usual posts. I started at the bar and chatted with Samuel, who asked where I’d been all night. I gave him a runaround answer, which did not satisfy him, but he knew better than to keep pushing.

      I was asked the same sorts of questions from everyone I stood and chatted with.

      “Where’d you go tonight?”

      “What were you up to?”

      “You got a girl on the side you’re not telling us about?”

      That last one rubbed me the wrong way, and the security guard who’d asked it was warned to leave my personal life alone. He’d blinked nervously and immediately apologized. There was no harm done, so I continued my rounds as the night progressed.

      I kept a wary eye on Cassidy, Sadie, and Milly as they danced on their platforms. They didn’t seem high, and I made a mental note to go in and chat with them after their shifts ended. It was hard to tell by looking at someone under the flashing strobe lights. I’d know for sure if they were using by talking to them one on one and looking them in the eye.

      The empty platform that was Lauryn’s still drew my attention even though she wasn’t there, and I kicked myself every time I glanced over at it. The night crawled by, and I couldn’t deny that it was most likely because the beautiful auburn-haired, freckled vixen was not there.

      She was at home trying to fit all her broken pieces together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      The plastic wrap was causing me grief as I tried to wrap it around the pan of lasagna I’d prepared that afternoon for Jayden and his new babysitter, Jamie, to have for dinner while I was at work. I didn’t want her coming over and having to do everything for herself, so I’d spent the afternoon cleaning the house and making sure they would have everything they needed.

      Jayden was nervous. He’d been keeping a wary eye on the clock waiting for it to change to eight o’clock.

      I’d been doing the same thing. I knew I shouldn’t be nervous, but I couldn’t help it. I’d never left my son alone with anybody besides Cliff, and it was a little unnerving. Although I knew I shouldn’t be nervous. I trusted Caleb, and he would never put me or my son at risk by sending over someone he didn’t trust wholeheartedly.

      This girl Jamie was someone I could trust by default.

      Jayden came and sat at the foot of my bed as I finished packing my work bag. He was running his hands on his knees and chewing his bottom lip.

      “Try not to be nervous, Jayden. I bet you and Jamie will have fun tonight. Besides, your bedtime is an hour after she gets here. You’ll be sleeping most of the time.”

      Jayden nodded but didn’t look convinced. “I don’t like strangers.”

      I went and crouched down in front of him. I put my hands on top of his to still them on his knees. “I know, baby. Neither do I. But if we’re brave, strangers can become our friends.”

      Jayden stopped chewing his lip. “I guess.”

      The buzzer went off. Jamie must be down at the front doors to the building. I patted Jayden’s knee. “I’m going to let Jamie up. Are we going to be brave together and say hi to her?”

      Jayden slid off the bed and came with me to the kitchen, where I pressed the button and spoke into the speaker. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Lauryn? This is Jamie. Could you buzz me up?”

      “Sure thing. There’s a bit of a delay once the bell chimes, so just give it a second.” I let Jamie in and turned to Jayden. “You ready, kiddo?”

      “I think so.”

      I offered him my hand, and we both went down the hall to the front door. I unlocked it and opened it up wide so when Jamie got off the elevator, she would see us poking our heads out.

      She arrived shortly, and I waved her over.

      She was a petite young woman with short dark hair and the longest dark eyelashes I’d ever seen. She had freckles over her cheeks and nose and a cheerful, welcoming smile. She came right over and held out her hand for me to shake. “Nice to meet you, Lauryn. I’ve heard such good things from Caleb. I think you’re very important to him.”

      I blinked. “Oh, um. Really? I guess. I don’t know.” I could feel my cheeks getting hot as she continued smiling at me. I gestured down at Jayden, and he smiled anxiously up at her. “This is my son, Jayden. Jayden, say hello to Jamie.”

      “Hello,” Jayden said in a small, timid voice.

      Jamie beamed at him. “Hi, Jayden. Caleb told me all about you. He said you have the coolest room ever, and maybe when we get to know each other a bit, you’d be willing to show me? Caleb and I are really good friends.”

      Jamie was smart. She knew Caleb and Jayden had taken to each other quickly, and she was showing my son that she was an ally of Caleb’s—someone he could trust.

      Jayden smiled back, and this time, it was earnest. “Okay.”

      “Great!” Jamie clapped her hands together. “I can’t wait to hang out tonight.”

      I stepped aside and invited her in. She followed me and Jayden down the hall and put her stuff down on the kitchen table. I pointed at the fridge. “There are drinks in there, and I made a lasagna as well. It’s already baked, but you’ll probably want to pop it in the oven for fifteen minutes or so to warm it back up. Jayden goes to bed at nine and has a terrible habit of not brushing his teeth,” I scowled at my son, “so please make sure he does. Also, there are movies you can order online up on the television screen. Jayden knows how to use it, and he can show you. Please, make yourself at home. You have my number, right?”

      Jamie nodded. “Yes. Don’t worry. I can handle this. Caleb wouldn’t have sent me if he didn’t think it was a good idea.”

      She knew exactly what to say to give me peace of mind. She was reading me like I was a book with my pages wide open. “Thank you so much for doing this. I really appreciate it.”

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      I glanced at the clock. “Well, I’m going to head to work.” I grabbed my bag from my bedroom and went to my son. I gave him a tight hug and kissed the top of his head. “You be good, okay? Don’t give Jamie a hard time. And have fun. I can’t wait to hear all about your night together when you wake up tomorrow.”

      “Bye, Mom,” Jayden said as I got to my feet.

      I could still tell he was nervous. I hated leaving him like this, but I knew it was for his own good. He had to learn how to trust other people just like I did.

      Walking away and closing the front door behind me still hurt my heart.
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        * * *

      

      My bus ride felt longer than usual. I couldn’t stop thinking about Jayden and worrying if he was scared or not. I hoped he was having a good time. Jamie seemed like the sort of girl who would be able to get him laughing in no time. If they had dinner and watched part of a movie, the night would be over faster than he could blink.

      I also couldn’t stop thinking about Caleb. I hadn’t seen him since last night, and I was anxious about seeing him tonight. I wondered if he was going to say anything. Would he play it off like it had never happened?

      When I arrived at Kadia, I pushed through the doors and kept my head down.

      Caleb was standing near the bar chatting with Samuel and the two new managers who’d been hanging around a lot lately. Caleb spotted me, looked up, and gave me a small nod. There was the slightest hint of a smile lingering on his lips, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      Then, I ducked into the back room and let out the breath I’d been holding.

      It’s all going to be fine. He’s still your friend. Nothing has changed. Just get changed and put your face on.

      I was alone in the back room for the first fifteen minutes as I started getting ready. Then, the other girls showed up and wanted to know everything about what had happened last night.

      “Why did Caleb drag you out of here?” Sadie asked.

      “Is everything okay?” Milly wondered.

      “Does this have to do with that bruise?” Cassidy questioned.

      I held up my hands to get them to stop asking me questions all at once. “It was a rough night, okay? And I don’t really want to get into it right now. But … yeah. It had to do with the bruise. Caleb didn’t like it one bit, and he took me home and kicked Cliff out of my apartment. He and I are through.”

      “Oh, shit,” Sadie breathed.

      Milly’s eyes widened. “That’s good. Right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. It was scary but good. I needed the push. I wasn’t strong enough to kick him out on my own, and Caleb took the bullet for me.”

      Cassidy cocked her head to the side. “Are you okay?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It was a lot to process. Most of all, I was just so embarrassed.”

      “Why?” Cassidy asked.

      “Because of how far I let things go with Cliff. I never walked away from him, and I knew what he was capable of. I knew he was bad news, but I kept him around because I would rather be with an asshole than be alone. And, well, having access to Zandra all the time was a nice perk.”

      “The only perk,” Sadie muttered.

      I smiled. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      Sadie opened the front zipper of her bag and pulled out a Ziploc baggie. There was one blue pill sitting in one corner. “I can help with that. You sound stressed. You’ve had an ordeal. Let’s loosen up with a bit of the good stuff. What do you say?”

      I stared at the blue pill. I should say no. I should be strong. Caleb wouldn’t want me doing this. He’d specifically told all of us that we had to stop using the stuff. But the temptation was so good. The promise of calm, of desire, whispered to me from that little baggie, and I couldn’t say no.

      I held out my hand.

      Sadie cut the pill into four parts and put a quarter of the tablet in my palm as well as in the other girls’ palms. We all took our quarter tablet and continued getting ready.

      As I leaned toward my mirror to paint my lips red, Sadie wrapped strands of blond hair around her curling iron. “So, Lauryn. Did you fuck Caleb last night?”

      Milly and Cassidy both giggled as my eyes widened. I almost smeared my lipstick. I shot Sadie a reproachful look. “No. I had other things on my mind. Besides. He and I are just friends.”

      Sadie clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “That’s what you think. I’ve seen the way that man looks at you. Like you’re a mermaid out of water. If you wanted him, he’d be yours.”

      “Well, I don’t want him,” I said.

      Was that true? Or was I just saying it to protect myself? I’d never been good at opening up or being honest about what I wanted, and if I sat and thought about it long enough, I knew there had always been something between Caleb and me. It was as intense and as hot as a raging fire, and both of us had been skirting around it for years since we started working together. We’d never been available at the same time.

      For once, we both were now.

      Sadie finished curling her hair. “I bet he fucks like an animal. I’d let him do whatever he wanted to me.”

      “Same,” Cassidy chimed in.

      Milly blushed bashfully and shook her head. “He’s fine as hell, but he’s still a co-worker. I don’t know if I could cross that line.”

      Would I be crossing a line if I slept with him? I wasn’t sure. The Zandra was rushing wildly through my body, and there was a heat forming in my center, something wild and naughty that I hadn’t felt before.

      Now, the idea of being beneath Caleb was in my mind, and I couldn’t shake it. I thought of him filling me up, leaning over me, so close I could smell him, taste him.

      Sadie giggled and plucked my red lip color from my vanity. She swiped it on her own lips. “Somebody is daydreaming about our sexy Caleb Jones, isn’t she?”

      “It’s just the Zandra,” I said. But all four of us knew that was a lie. I’d barely taken enough to feel more than the buzz of lust in my blood, and that would wear off in an hour or so. But my dirty thoughts about Caleb had been lingering for days. Weeks. Months.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I’d known Lauryn was high on Zandra when she first came out of the back room and made her way up to her platform. She’d locked eyes with me instantly, and her gaze was hooded as she looked me up and down from head to toe. When she stood up on the platform, she ran her hands up her stomach, over her breasts, and into her hair and then began her routine.

      She was wearing her usual black glittery stockings and a garter that held them up. The straps on her thighs looked perfect for snapping against her skin. The black bodysuit she wore was so tight, it looked like it was painted on. The fabric shimmered as if wet when she moved, and the plunging neckline reached all the way to her navel, revealing plenty of full breast and bare chest.

      Lauryn looked like sex onstage. The way she moved sent all kinds of signals straight to my cock, and I hated how turned on I was. She was high. Fucked up. After I’d asked her not to.

      It pissed me off.

      And I didn’t like that it pissed me off. She wasn’t my woman. She was free to do what she wanted, even if what she wanted to do was an illegal substance that erased your self-control and changed your state of mind.

      “Fuck,” I growled. “Just leave it the fuck alone.”

      I spent the better half of my shift pacing around Kadia trying to ignore Lauryn. It was damn near impossible. She was too sexy and too alluring for me to look anywhere but at her. At the halfway point through the night, it was clear to see the drug had worn off. I watched as her movements became a little less fluid—still sexy but less languid—and her eyes become brighter. She was more alert now that she had sobered up.

      I wondered who gave her the shit. One of the girls, probably. I also found myself wondering if maybe she was the one who kept bringing it in. I sure as hell hoped not. Then, we’d have a whole other mess of problems to deal with.

      By midnight, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I had to confront her about it.

      She got off her platform to take a water break. I met her near the door to the back room and grabbed her by the elbow. She blinked at me, confused, as I led her down the corridor to the main offices, including my own.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside. She came in behind me, and I closed the door before putting my back to it. I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to keep my eyes locked on hers. The temptation to soak in the sight of her nearly naked body was crippling. “Lauryn. I thought I was clear when I talked to you and the other girls about Zandra.”

      Lauryn matched my stance and crossed her arms too. This only pushed her tits up higher. I couldn’t help it. I looked. Good god, she was magnificent. Her chest was covered in sparkles, and her breasts winked at me. “You were clear.”

      “Then, why the hell are you still using that shit before you go onstage?”

      “I’m not using anything.”

      “Don’t lie to me. Please.”

      Lauryn frowned. “I’m not—”

      “You are. I know you are. I can tell when you’re using and when you’re not. It’s not as subtle as you seem to think it is. Who’s bringing that shit in here?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not saying.”

      “Fuck,” I hissed. “Why do you insist on playing these fucking games with me, woman? I’m trying to help you!”

      “Help me? I don’t need your help, Caleb! I never asked you to insert yourself in my life and start picking at all my fucking issues and trying to make them right.” Her cheeks were red. She was pissed and maybe a little embarrassed for being called out for being high earlier. “I just want to be left alone.”

      “Do you?”

      She flinched.

      I let my hands fall to my side and sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to bulldoze you. But I also can’t let you keep doing this shit. It’s fucking dangerous. If the cops who are snooping around this place find you doing this shit, then what?”

      Lauryn looked away from me and scowled at the wall. “I can figure it out on my own.”

      “But you don’t have to. We all need friends, Lauryn. Why are you so hell-bent on pushing me away? All I want is to—”

      “All you want!” she practically screamed at me.

      I slapped my mouth closed. I’d hit a nerve, clearly, and I’d never seen her look so furious before.

      Lauryn’s eyes were wet with tears. She jabbed a finger at my chest and came in close. “Nobody ever thinks about what I want, Caleb. It’s always their vendetta. Always what they think is best for me. I’m so fucking sick of it. All I want is to stand on my own two feet. I want to make choices for myself. I want to-to-” she broke off and shook her head and then wiped at her eyes. “Forget it.”

      The air around us was tense. We were tense. “What do you want, Lauryn?”

      Her hazel eyes lifted to meet my gaze. She was so close to me and so beautiful. Her lips were parted, and there was a speck of glitter on her cheek. Her eyes were painted with deep purples and blues, and her lashes were incredibly long. Lauryn licked her lips. “I want to not feel so alone anymore,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to do that. The Zandra helps. It’s the only thing that helps.”

      “You’re not alone.”

      She put both her hands flat on my chest and pushed me backward. I found myself with my shoulder blades against the door as she shoved me again. With nowhere left to go, she ended up pushing herself back a step. “Fuck you! Fuck everyone who thinks they know a damn thing about me and how I feel. I am alone. I have no one. No one! The only person who could tolerate me is gone now. Thanks to you. I should never have let you intervene. Cliff is gone and—”

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. Her eyes widened in surprise, and she fell silent. “Why on earth would you want to spend your time with someone who just tolerates you?”

      “Because it’s better than there being nobody there,” she whispered.

      “No. It’s not. He hurt you. You deserve so much more than that, Lauryn. You’re a good woman and a strong one too. You raised your son alone. He’s a good fucking kid. You did that. But listen to me. You’re better off without Cliff, and you’re not alone. I’m here. I’ll always be here.”

      “Stop saying that,” she whispered.

      “No.”

      Her eyes searched mine. I stared back, willing her to believe I wouldn’t leave her. I’d stand by her and protect her fiercely for as long as she’d let me.

      My body took over and started doing things before I was able to stop myself.

      I lifted a hand and rested a finger under her chin. I heard her soft intake of breath as I tipped her face up to mine. I leaned in, and when I was just inches away, her eyes fluttered closed. Her lashes cast long shadows on her cheekbones, and I closed my eyes when my lips touched hers.

      She tasted like cherries and oranges. Her lips were full and soft, and they parted for my tongue when I pushed her for more. She moaned softly, and I trailed my hand under her chin to the back of her neck, where I cupped her head and drew her to me with more force.

      Her hands rested on my chest. This time, she didn’t push me away. She melted against me and pressed her body against mine. I plunged my fingers into her hair and kissed her with more need. It felt so good to have her tongue in my mouth and mine in hers. She was a collection of tastes and smells, and I couldn’t get enough of her.

      Her skin was silky smooth, and her hair was falling all around us in a curtain of auburn. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and held herself to me as I tightened my fingers in her hair. I gently pulled her hair back so she was looking at the ceiling.

      Lauryn’s eyes were still closed as I pulled my lips from hers and rained kisses down her jaw and neck. Her breath was quick and needy, and her breasts rose and fell against my chest. I ran my free hand up her waist and traced a thumb along the exposed skin from her belly button to chest.

      Then, daringly, I pulled one strap of her jumpsuit aside.

      She didn’t stop me.

      Instead, she helped me by shrugging out of the other strap. Her tits sprang free, perky and wild, and I soaked in the sight of her. She was an exquisite masterpiece. I’d never laid eyes on a woman with a body like hers.

      I ran my thumb over her nipples and pinched them playfully between my thumb and forefinger. She drew a sharp breath, and her nipples hardened.

      Then, she reached around me and locked my office door.

      That was all the permission I needed. I walked her backward until her back was against the far wall of my office. She crushed her lips to mine and hooked her arms around my neck again. I wrapped my arms around her waist, cupped her ass in my hands, and squeezed. She giggled into my mouth.

      I found myself smiling into our kiss. This had been a long time coming.

      She hooked a leg around mine as I trailed my hand down her stomach. I slipped my fingers beneath the thin fabric of her jumpsuit and kept going until my fingers found her wet pussy.

      Lauryn rested her head against the wall and ground her hips against my hand. She bit her bottom lip and whispered, “Are you going to fuck me, Caleb Jones?”

      I rubbed her in slow circles, and she moaned. The sound rippled through me, and my cock strained against the inside of my jeans. “I’m going to make you forget your own name, kitten,” I said, and then I pressed a finger inside her slippery wetness while she sighed and let her eyes close once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      For the first time in years, I was glad I wasn’t high.

      I was pressed up tight between Caleb and the wall at my back, and he had his finger in my pussy, pressing right against my G-spot, his tongue in my mouth. I was completely at his mercy, and I loved it.

      His kiss set my soul on fire. I had never felt so alive, so wanted, in my entire life. The way he caressed my tongue with his own was intoxicating, and when he flexed his fingers inside me, I was powerless to the moans of pleasure that escaped my lips.

      “Are you going to come for me?” Caleb muttered against my ear.

      I trembled before him and nodded. I couldn’t formulate the simple word “yes.” I was too far gone, too lost to the lust, to say a three-letter word.

      Caleb gave me a cocky, sexy grin and nibbled on my earlobe. “Only when I say you can, all right?”

      I whimpered.

      “I can’t hear you, kitten.”

      “All right,” I said. My voice hitched in my throat, but I was pretty sure he understood what I was trying to say.

      He pressed another finger inside me. I moaned and clung to him, wrapping my fingers in the fabric of his shirt on his shoulders. “Yes,” I breathed, arching my hips toward him.

      “I haven’t given you permission yet,” Caleb scolded.

      I writhed between him and the wall. I needed the release so fucking badly. I hadn’t felt this good in forever. Cliff had never given me an orgasm. In fact, once he fell asleep, I’d inch to the very edge of the bed as far as I could get from him and put my own fingers between my legs to get myself off. It worked every time. I’d be able to fall asleep and feel the same endorphins Cliff did, but they had to be self-induced. Always.

      I was hovering seconds away from my climax, and my body was tight with anticipation. It felt so much better at the hands of someone else, and Caleb sure knew what the fuck he was doing with my pussy. His fingers curled and uncurled, and he pressed in deep, not worried about hurting me.

      “Fuck, yes,” I moaned as my thighs started to quiver.

      “Not yet,” he grated, dipping his head and pinching the skin between my shoulder and neck with his teeth.

      “Please,” I said breathlessly.

      He chuckled against my throat. The sound sent shivers of desire down my spine. I pressed my hips toward him. I could feel the bulge of his cock against the inside of my left thigh. I wanted him inside me so fucking bad.

      “You can’t hold it anymore?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “You’re sure?”

      I bit down on my bottom lip, and he pushed in deeper, forcing me to take the length of his fingers. I moaned. And so did he. Then, I knew I was done for.

      “Come for me baby,” he growled in my ear.

      It was like nothing I had ever felt before. My body bucked wildly as it took over. I felt my own juices leak down the inside of my thigh as my orgasm rocked me senseless. Caleb never stopped thrusting with his fingers. He groaned against my ear as I came, and once I was done, he pulled out to rub my clit with his thumb. I was so sensitive, I came again, hard and fast.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he muttered.

      I reached up to kiss him. I was out of breath and didn’t care. He’d already done more for me than any man, and I wanted to show my gratitude. When our lips parted, I worked my way down the length of his body until I was on my knees between him and the wall. I started undoing his pants.

      He helped and hooked his thumbs in the waistband. He dropped his pants and boxers and his cock sprang free in front of my face. He was more than blessed in that department. His meaty head was thick and smooth, and I wasted no time putting it in my mouth. He was sweet and salty, thick and long, and I thrummed with anticipation. I wanted his length in my pussy.

      I pushed myself down on his cock, taking as much of him as I could. When his tip was pressed against the back of my throat, I held him there, waiting as my mouth became coated with saliva. Then, I bobbed up and down, sucking him off for all he was worth until he leaned forward and braced himself with one hand on the wall behind me.

      I looked up at him as I worshipped his cock with my mouth. His brow was furrowed, his jaw was tight, and the muscles in his extended arm were flexed. He was so damn hot, and looking up at him from the ground only made him sexier to me.

      When he pulled his shirt off over his head, I knew I was done for. I’d always known there would be a ripped body under there, but what he revealed was so much more than I ever could have imagined. He was powerful and looked like he’d been carved from stone. Every muscle was defined and bulging, and a thin trail of brown hair led from the middle of his chest down to his navel and then lower to his groin. His hips cut inward and pointed down in a V to the beast in my mouth.

      I moaned around his girth when he took my hair in his free hand and guided me along his shaft. He liked it deep and slow. Calm and steady. When he held me down over his dick, I held his gaze. I pressed my tongue up against him, and he groaned with pleasure.

      Then, he pulled me off of him and yanked me to my feet.

      He pinned me against the wall. “Do you know how long I’ve been thinking about this?”

      I wrapped my fingers around his rock hard cock and massaged him. “Tell me.”

      “Since the first night I saw you dance.”

      “And what did you think about?”

      Caleb pushed my hair off my face. “Devouring you.”

      He lifted me off my feet like I weighed nothing and carried me over to his desk. He put me down and stripped me out of my jumpsuit. Then he picked me back up and set me down on the desk, right on the edge. He undid the straps of my shoes around my ankles and took my shoes off for me. They fell to the ground, and he grabbed me beneath the knees before dropping to a crouch between my legs. He spread them open wide, his hands still under my knees, and dipped his head down to run his tongue up and down my pulsing pussy. He swirled around my clit as he ran one hand down my leg and up to my center. He pulled my clit between his lips as he eased a finger inside me. He pressed up, found that spot that drove me wild, and made me come within seconds.

      He lapped at my juices and fucked me harder. I fell back on my elbows on the desk and lifted my face to the ceiling. I gasped and cried out when I came again, and that seemed to satisfy his insatiable appetite.

      He stood up between my legs and forced them farther apart. His lips glistened with my juices, and he leaned in to kiss me. I wrapped my legs around his waist to feel his cock pressed against my pussy. I pushed down with my hips, inviting him in.

      He put his hand on my chest. “Wait.” Then he reached over, opened a drawer, and pulled out a condom.

      I arched an eyebrow. “That’s convenient.”

      “You never know when the girl you’ve been fantasizing about is going to let you fuck her,” he growled as he tore the condom wrapper open with his teeth.

      I wiggled my ass on the desk, and his meaty tip brushed against my clit. “You’re a smooth talker. You know that?”

      “I try,” he said. He rolled the condom on and gripped his shaft, pointing it down to push it inside me.

      I moaned as he entered me and gripped the edge of his desk. I whimpered as he filled me up, stretching me, and my body welcomed him. His size caused some pressure, and he waited for me to adjust to him.

      “You’re fucking tight,” he said hoarsely.

      “Does it feel good?” I asked, running a hand up his naked torso. I traced his abs, wandered over the ridge of his chest, and then let my fingers follow the veins in his arm down to the wrist of the hand planted beside me on the desk.

      He nodded and hung his head as he began to thrust slowly in and out of me.

      I arched my back. He drove in deeper with every thrust. A tightness unlike anything I’d ever felt before formed below my belly. It hardened with each and every pump he gave me until I thought I couldn’t bear it anymore.

      I gripped his wrists and held myself up as he leaned over me. I nipped at his bottom lip, and he kissed me with a hunger that had me trembling beneath him. “Fuck me harder,” I pleaded.

      Caleb rose to the occasion. His thrusts quickened, and he buried himself in me over and over until that tight knot blew apart. I threw my head back and screamed his name. He bowed his head to my chest and kissed my breasts before drawing my nipple into his mouth and rolling his tongue over it.

      I tightened my grip on his wrists and rolled my hips, grinding against him. “Fuck, yes. Harder, baby. Harder.”

      Caleb grabbed a fistful of my hair and yanked my head back, forcing me down on my elbows beneath him. I cried out in surprise, and he fucked me for all I was worth. His breathing became as ragged as mine, and he kissed and nibbled at my throat until I climaxed again. The fresh wetness of my orgasm sent him over the edge, and Caleb released my hair as he came hard, pumping until he’d expelled every last drop of semen.

      We stayed where we were, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He kissed me, and I kissed him back, holding his face in my hands. I tried to show him with my tongue how grateful I was. My body had never felt so light before, and I’d never felt so desired. Wanted.

      When we came apart, I hated how empty I felt. The condom was still on as Caleb pulled his boxers and pants up his legs. He buckled them up and stooped to grab his shirt. He passed me my bodysuit from where it lay on the floor.

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “I’m sorry.”

      He looked up at me with a furrowed brow. “For what?”

      “For using Zandra when I told you I wouldn’t. It just makes things easier, you know?”

      He nodded and came to me, putting a hand on my waist. “I know. I get it. But you do see where I’m coming from, right? You have a son. I know from experience that bad things happen to good people. Using Zandra is inviting those bad things in. I don’t know what I would do if something happened to you. Or what Jayden would do.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my cheek to his bare chest. “I’ll stop. I swear.”

      He put his finger under my chin and lifted my face to his. He kissed the tip of my nose, and then my lips. It was the softest, sweetest kiss. “I’m glad.”
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Lauryn pulled her jumpsuit up her long legs and tucked her arms under the straps. She adjusted her tits, pushing them up and tucking them under the fabric. I watched with fascination and a little bit of disappointment. I didn’t want the moment between us to end. It had been so good to be inside her.

      She smiled up at me as she went and got her shoes from where they lay near the desk. She stepped into them and bent over to do up the straps. “I better get back out there before someone comes looking for us.”

      “Yeah. I guess.”

      “You want me to stay?”

      “Can you blame me?”

      She straightened and fluffed her hair. “Not at all.” Then, she walked around me and planted a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll see you out there.”

      After she left, I stood in my office for a couple of minutes. Then, when I figured she was most likely back on her platform, I left and made my way to the staff washroom to take the condom off and wash up. I locked the door behind me and splashed cold water on my face once I was done.

      Fucking Lauryn had been a hundred times better than I ever imagined it being. She was tight and wet as hell, and we fit together like puzzle pieces. I wanted to bury myself inside her again. I wanted to lick her and feel her muscles tighten around my fingers when she came. I wanted to bend her over and fuck her in her ass too.

      “You have a job to do,” I told myself in the mirror. “Get your head in the game.”

      I went back out on the floor and did my job. At least, I tried to. My eyes were, as usual, drawn to Lauryn constantly. She consumed my thoughts more than ever, and every time I looked at her, she was looking back.

      I caught up with Jack later in the evening at the front door. Nobody was allowed in anymore, as the club was at max capacity, and he was turning people away. Groups of younger, barely legal kids made big fusses about it, and Jack told them all to take a hike and suggested they try other establishments up and down the street. He was a big guy, so nobody fucked with him, and once the line was gone, he turned his attention to me.

      “What’s going on, boss? How’s your night going?”

      “Good,” I said. It was better than good. It was going great. “I wanted to ask you a favor.”

      “Anything.”

      “This Zandra thing is something we need to watch out for. I don’t mind users in the club seeing that the girls use that shit all the time, but the cops have been snooping around and shit. Let’s just make sure we’re watching. Close.”

      Jack nodded. “Not a problem. Is there anything I should be wary of in particular?”

      “No,” I said, maybe a little too quickly. “I’m just concerned that the girls might get busted.”

      “Got it. Loud and clear.”

      “Thanks, man. No drama tonight?”

      Jack shook his head. “Been smooth sailing from the get-go. Everyone seems to be in a good mood. People just want to have a good time.”

      “Good,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’ll catch you inside at the end of the night.”

      I slipped back inside and did my usual route. I checked in with Samuel, who was busy pouring dozens of shots for a bachelorette party gone wild. He was raking in the tip money, and I shook my head at him when he nodded at the tip jar. He chuckled and turned his attention back to the ladies who were crowding his bar and begging him to make them more drinks. I heard him say, “Your wish is my command,” and all the girls burst into fits of giggling. The guy knew how to play to his audience.

      At the end of the night, things wound down calmly. All the guests left, and we were cleaning up and getting ready to leave by three in the morning. I’d be the last one out since it was my job to lock up the doors. When almost everyone was gone, Lauryn emerged from the back room. She was back in her usual street clothes, tight jeans, white sneakers, and a gray sweater. She looked cute as hell.

      She came over to me and nudged me with her elbow. “I’m sorry again that I lied to you.”

      “It’s all right,” I said, nudging her back.

      She chuckled softly and leaned up against the wall beside me off to the side of the front doors. I was waiting for everyone to clear out before I locked up. She crossed her ankles. “And I wanted to thank you as well. A real thank you.”

      I glanced down at her and felt my eyebrows creep up my forehead.

      She smiled at my expression. “For kicking Cliff out and doing what I didn’t have the nerve to do. I shouldn’t have let him into my life in the first place, let alone let him stay for ten months. That was wrong of me. Especially since I have Jayden. So thank you for getting me out of a really shitty situation. I don’t know how to show you how much I appreciate it.”

      “You already did.” I winked.

      Lauryn rolled her eyes and gave me a playful shove. I chuckled, too, and she licked her lips. “I mean it. Is there any way I can make it up to you?”

      “I can think of something,” I said.

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t be a horndog now that you’ve, you know, got what you wanted.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “No, that’s not what I meant. I was thinking of something better. You could make it up to me by letting me take you out tomorrow night.”

      “Like on a date?”

      “Yeah. A date.”

      Lauryn turned a fluorescent shade of pink. “Um. Yes. I would love to, actually. But I don’t have anyone to watch Jayden and—”

      “Let me talk to Jamie. I’m sure she’d be willing to watch him again tomorrow night. Just for a few hours. Then, you and I can finally get to know each other outside of this place,” I gestured around at Kadia.

      Lauryn adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. “That would be really nice.”

      “Good. It’s decided then. I’ll pick you up at seven?”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “Well, I’d better go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She went to leave, and I caught her wrist. “How are you getting home?”

      “The bus.”

      I shook my head. “Not anymore. Let me drive you?”

      The pink of her cheeks darkened to a red shade, but she nodded.

      “Great. Can you wait a few minutes? I can’t leave until everyone else is gone. Then, I’ll lock up and get you home.”

      “I can wait,” she said.

      We stood and waited until everyone had gone. The last to leave was Sadie, who came out of the back room loaded down with bags of stuff. She looked back and forth between us and made a curious sound in the back of her throat. “What are the two of you doing?”

      Lauryn glanced at me then back at Sadie. “Caleb is going to drive me home tonight so I don’t have to take the bus.”

      “How sweet,” Sadie said. Her voice was anything but sweet. It said, “I know what you guys did in your office.” I grimaced. Sadie was the last person I wanted poking her nose in my business. I was a private person by nature, and Sadie was not.

      “Can I help you carry your stuff out to your car, Sadie?” I offered.

      “Sure.” She grinned, letting two of her bags fall off her shoulder and handing them to me. I took them, and she looked me up and down. “Sure is nice having a big, strong man around to help out.” She winked at Lauryn.

      “Stop it,” Lauryn said. There was a hint of playfulness to her voice, but there was also a sharp edge to it. Like me, she didn’t want Sadie injecting herself where she wasn’t welcome.

      Once everyone had left, I locked up the club and walked with Sadie and Lauryn down the block to where Sadie was parked. I loaded her shit in her trunk, and she hugged Lauryn and said goodnight. Then, she planted a kiss on my cheek and got in her car and drove off.

      Lauryn gave me a smug look. “She thinks you’re hot. And she’s jealous.”

      “She’s not jealous. She’s crazy. Always has been.”

      Lauryn giggled, and we walked back to my car. “She’s not that crazy. She’s just had a hard go of things, and her sense of humor is a little … strange.”

      “I don’t like how she looks at me.”

      Lauryn burst out laughing and slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, you mean you don’t like being looked at the way men look at women?”

      “I regret saying that. I take it back.”

      Lauryn snickered and shook her head at me. I’d never heard her laugh so much before. It was music to my ears, and I wanted to do everything possible to keep her laughing.

      So, on the drive home, we goofed off. I told lame jokes that surprisingly made her laugh, and she bantered with me all the way to her apartment. It was like we’d been longtime friends. Which I guess we had. All that had changed was that the miles of space between us had suddenly disappeared. We’d been vulnerable with each other, and the walls were down.

      We had a fresh start, which was something I knew we both needed more than anything else.

      When I parked the car in front of Lauryn’s building, she unbuckled her seatbelt and looked out the passenger window.

      “Everything all right?” I asked.

      She nodded. “It’s better than all right. It’s just weird knowing that Cliff isn’t in there. It’s weird not being scared to go home.”

      Her words made me hurt for her. “I wish I could have gotten rid of him sooner.”

      She shrugged and looked back at me. “Me too. But what’s done is done. He’s gone now.”

      “True.”

      She smiled and grabbed her bag at her feet. When she opened the car door and started to get out, I took her arm and pulled her back to me. Lauryn opened her mouth to protest, but I sealed her lips with mine, cutting her off as she began speaking. She yielded instantly, opening her mouth as I slid my tongue along hers. As the kiss deepened, she let go of her bags and wrapped one hand around the back of my neck. Her fingers wandered up into my hair.

      I cupped her cheek in one hand and kissed her until we were both breathless. We broke apart, and she was smiling. And blushing. How could she be so cute and sexy all at the same time?

      “I’d better go in and relieve Jamie of her duties,” she said. Her voice trembled.

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      Lauryn got out of the car and bent over to look at me as she rested one hand on top of the passenger door. “I’ll be impatiently waiting.” She closed the door, turned, and walked to the apartment doors. I watched to make sure she was safely inside, and she waved before she got on the elevator.

      I drove off, feeling better than I’d felt in months. Maybe longer.
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          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      It had been exactly ten months since I’d been on a real date, the sort of date where you actually put effort into your outfit, your makeup, and your hair. The sort of date where you have butterflies all day long and you can’t eat and you have to make frequent trips to the washroom all day long because of your damn nerves.

      It was infuriating and exciting all at the same time.

      I thought I had everything under control until about six thirty, half an hour before Caleb was due to arrive. My hair was in big foam curlers on top of my head, and my makeup was mostly done. All that was left was to do my lipstick, but I wanted to brush my teeth first like a respectable woman.

      As I was looking around trying to find my dress, I started to panic. I couldn’t find the damn thing anywhere.

      Given my job and the grade of man I’d been in a relationship with for almost an entire year, my wardrobe had taken several steps back from being “classy.” It was mostly a mixture of jeans, leggings, and dresses that were too short. Nothing was suitable for a real date with a nice guy who I actually really liked.

      “Fuck me,” I mumbled as I dropped to my knees beside the bed and pressed my cheek to the floor to peer beneath it. All that was under there was some dust bunnies and a shallow box full of things I hadn’t looked at in years. Typical shit you’d find under a young woman’s bed.

      I sat back on my heels and scratched my forehead. Where would I have put it?

      The dress was a stunner, and I’d purchased it a long time ago with the full intent of wearing it, but the right occasion never came. Tonight was the right occasion. The dress was black and simple. It had long sleeves made of lace and a wide collar that showed off my collar bones. It was form fitting to the waist, where it flared out and came to just above my knees. It was the definition of classy, and just the sort of thing I wanted to wear on my first date with Caleb Jones.

      “Mom?” I looked up to see Jayden standing in the doorway of my bedroom. He was looking at me curiously with his head cocked to the side. “What are you doing on the floor?”

      I rubbed my hands down my thighs. “I’m looking for a dress.”

      “Under the bed?”

      I groaned and looked at the ceiling. “I know it doesn’t make sense, kiddo. But I’ve looked everywhere else, and I can’t find it.”

      “It’s not in the closet?”

      Sometimes, having a seven-year-old who had no concept of sarcasm was maddening. I got to my feet unable to stop myself from smiling. “Yes. I checked the closet.”

      “What about the hallway closet?”

      “Yes, that one too.”

      Jayden pursed his lips. “Let me look.”

      Had he been anyone else besides my son, I would have rolled my eyes at him. He stomped in his typical heel first fashion to the closet and wrenched the doors open with a dramatic flair. Then, he began flipping through all the clothes on the hangers, one after another, analyzing each one with care. “What does it look like, Mom?”

      I sat at the chair in front of my vanity and started taking my hair out of its curlers. “It’s black with long sleeves. It’s lacy.” I pulled the last roller out and sprayed all my curls with hairspray. Then, I turned in my seat to watch Jayden flip through the clothes.

      He paused when he hit the back of the closet and pulled out a piece of black fabric. It was still attached to the hanger, so all he had pinched between his fingers was the hem. “Is this it?”

      I stood up as my jaw fell open. “Seriously? I looked right at it like four times?”

      Jayden giggled as I leaned over him and plucked it from the hanger. It was just as beautiful as I remembered. I held it up in front of me. “What do you think, kiddo?”

      “It’s pretty,” he said.

      I chuckled. He sounded about as interested as any boy I’d ever known when I asked them what they thought about a dress. “I’m going to get changed. I’ll meet you in the living room, okay?”

      “Okay,” Jayden said. He hurried out of the bedroom and closed the door for me.

      I undid the zipper along the side seam of the dress and stripped out of my leggings and hoodie. I slipped into the dress and zipped it up. Thankfully, it was still the perfect fit. I flattened the skirt down as I looked at myself in the mirror.

      It was lovely. I felt like a lady in it, and it was the polar opposite of what Caleb was used to seeing me in. I hurried to my closet, running on the balls of my feet, and sifted through my collection of heels on the closet floor. I opted for a pair of patent leather black pumps with red soles. They were sexy as hell and paired nicely with the dress. A little bit of flair—just as I liked.

      Once I was satisfied with the outfit, I broke up my curls, shaking them loose and letting them tumble down over my shoulders. I went to my dresser and plucked a pair of dangly gold earrings from my jewelry box. I slid them into my earlobes and nodded at myself. “You’re ready. Bring on this date, Caleb Jones.”

      The door buzzer went off, and I rushed out into the kitchen to buzz Jamie up. What a saint. She’d arrived fifteen minutes early.

      She came up shortly after I buzzed her in and held up a brown bakery baggie. Jayden came over, and she popped open the top of the bag, bending over to show him what was inside. She’d brought over cupcakes, and Jayden was already sticking his hand in the bag to grab one.

      “Thanks for coming on such short notice,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”

      “Anything for Caleb.” Jamie smiled. “You look gorgeous, by the way. You’re going to knock his socks off.”

      “What does knock his socks off mean?” Jayden asked. His head was on a swivel as he looked back and forth between me and Jamie.

      Jamie blushed, and I laughed. “It just means to surprise someone in a good way, kiddo.”

      “Oh.”

      Jamie ruffled his hair as he started devouring his cupcake. She rolled up the top of the bag. “Are you excited for tonight?”

      I wrung my hands anxiously and nodded. “Yes. But it’s been a long time since I went out on a first date. Or a date in general. I’m kind of nervous.”

      “Oh, don’t be nervous.” Jamie smiled sweetly. “Caleb is so laid-back. You guys are going to have the best time. Trust me.”

      For some reason I couldn’t explain, I did trust her. Her words put me at ease, and I took a nice deep breath. I blew out through my mouth and nodded assertively. “Well, if you guys are all set here, I think I’ll head downstairs and wait outside for him.”

      “We’re good, right Jayden?” Jamie asked.

      Jayden had chocolate icing on his cheek. He nodded with his mouth full. “Good.”

      Jamie and I both laughed, and I kissed Jayden on the forehead before slipping out the front door. “Thanks again, Jamie. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      “Take your time,” she called after me.

      I was nervous as hell all the way down in the elevator. When I stepped outside, the night air kissed my skin and calmed me down. When I spotted Caleb’s black car on the curb, my stomach leaped into my throat. I crossed the grass as he stepped out of his car, looking like the devil himself and in the best possible way.

      Caleb was dressed from head to toe in black. His black jeans fit him perfectly and so did the button-up black shirt he wore beneath his leather jacket. He stepped up onto the curb to meet me. “You look beautiful,” he said, looking me up and down.

      “You clean up pretty nice yourself,” I said, noting the way he’d slicked his hair back off his forehead. He’d also had a fresh shave, it seemed. Damn, he didn’t fuck around.

      He opened the passenger door for me, and I slid inside. He walked around the hood, long legs making short work of the distance, and got in the car.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked.

      “Buckle up, and you’ll find out.”

      I put my seat belt on, and Caleb drove away from the curb. I found myself unable to look anywhere but at him. The sharp line of his jaw drew me in, and the way his hand was draped over the top of the steering wheel had me pinching my knees together to keep the lust at bay.

      I hadn’t slept a wink all night. I’d been consumed by thoughts of Caleb fucking me in his security office.

      Now that I was this close to him again, all those feelings were rushing back. His cologne tickled my nose, and I wanted to reach over and tease him. But it was too early in the night for such things. I could be a good girl, the sort of girl a man wanted to take on dates.

      Caleb parked the car outside a restaurant called Bruno’s. It was a standalone brick building with big windows and a patio lined with an iron fence. It was lit by lights strung up above and floating candles in mason jars on the tables. None of the furniture matched, which lent it a charming, casual sort of feel.

      Caleb got out of the car and opened my door for me. He offered me his hand, which I took, and guided me out onto the curb beside him. Then, he wrapped his arm around my waist, and we walked up to the front door. We were greeted by a young woman with a bright smile, dressed all in black. She plucked two menus from beneath her podium and took us out to the patio. Once we were at our table, she pointed to a basket at our feet. “There are blankets there if you get chilly. We’ve just turned on the outside heaters, so it should be pretty cozy out here pretty soon. Can I start you guys with something to drink?”

      Caleb looked at me. “A bottle of red?”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      This was way nicer than what I’d expected. I told Caleb so.

      He chuckled and scratched the back of his neck. “Well, you know, I wanted to do this thing right. I heard this was a nice place.”

      “You heard right,” I said.

      We looked through the menu and decided on an appetizer to share and chose our meals. The server brought our wine and filled up our glasses before taking our orders, and then we were left in peace.

      “I’m glad you asked me out,” I said.

      “Me too.” Caleb lifted his wine glass in a toast. I tapped my glass to his and couldn’t stop smiling as I pressed my lips to the rim and took my first rich sip.
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      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make sense of how I’d gotten lucky enough to be on a date with a woman like Lauryn. Her laugh was infectious, her smile radiant, and the conversation stimulating. We had more in common than the primal lust we felt toward one another.

      When our meals were placed in front of us, the sun was just dipping below the tree line of the park across the street. The sky was bright orange with streaks of purple and deepening by the minute. While we ate, little stars began popping up in the sky like pinholes. Lauryn was somehow even more beautiful under the pale light of dusk.

      The dress she had on complimented her shape. Her décolletage had my imagination running wild, and the way she had her hair pulled over one shoulder, baring her neck, was pure torture for me. I wanted to kiss and nibble at her soft skin until she moaned my name.

      “So,” Lauryn said, pulling me from my seductive thoughts, “I don’t know much about this Lost Breed club you’re a part of.”

      I paused with a bite of steak raised halfway to my mouth. I put the fork down. “Not many people do.”

      “Will you tell me about it?” Lauryn asked. She sipped her wine and rested her hands in her lap.

      “Uh.” I wasn’t sure how to proceed here. What did she want to know? Why did she want to know?

      Lauryn smiled. “You don’t have to talk about it. It’s all right. It’s sheer curiosity on my part. I don’t know as much about you as I’d like to. I just know the version of you that you present at work. The stiff, serious Caleb. You know?”

      “That makes sense,” I said. Then, I took a mouthful of wine like it would give me the courage to spill my guts. “I’ve been with the Lost Breed for a long time. They’re my family. It’s usually a pretty relaxed club, but things have been a bit tense lately. Lots of shit going on that we have to deal with.”

      Lauryn leaned forward and rested her chin in her hands. Her eyes twinkled, and the reflection of the candle flame danced in her pupils. “What kind of shit?”

      “We lost people.”

      Lauryn blinked and leaned away. “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s okay. Shit happens. Now we’re just doing what we can to make it right again.”

      Lauryn pursed her lips. “By make it right, do you mean get even?”

      I felt my lips curl in a smile. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “Is it dangerous?”

      “Right now? Yes.”

      “And usually?”

      I shrugged. “Still dangerous enough. It’s not the sort of lifestyle for everyone. People get hurt. Shit changes fast. You never really know what’s going to happen. But there’s also nothing like having a family as close as the MC. We’ve got each other’s backs.”

      “Sounds nice to have that many people who care about you.”

      I searched her eyes. I knew Lauryn was battling with loneliness, just like I was. She’d told me so herself. That’s why she’d stayed with Cliff all that time. He made her feel less alone, or she tricked herself into thinking that for as long as she could.

      I still felt alone even though I had my MC.

      I shifted in my seat and took the bite of steak that was still sitting on my fork. After I swallowed, I said, “What about you? Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “Something you don’t know? I have no idea. I’m not very interesting.”

      I waved her off. “That’s not true. You’re plenty interesting. What did you do before you came to work at Kadia?”

      Lauryn blushed and giggled a bit. “Don’t judge me, okay?”

      “Okay.” I smiled sheepishly.

      “I was a dancer at another club. A less upscale club. The sort of place where keeping your clothes on wasn’t an option.”

      “Oh,” I said. She’d been a stripper.

      She shrugged, and the neckline of her dress shifted. Her cleavage drew my eye as she tucked her hair behind her ears. “I know. But it paid the bills, and it was just me and Jayden at the time. I had to pay for daycare and our rent, and I did that and worked at a diner in the mornings. It was rough. Then, a guy spotted me dancing one night and told me about Kadia, and I make the same amount there that I did working two jobs. And I have my whole week so I didn’t have to worry about Jayden. That’s different now, of course, but with Jamie, it helps. I just need to find a more permanent solution.”

      “I’m not judging you, for the record,” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re a badass for doing what you had to for you and your son.”

      Lauryn blushed. “I appreciate you saying that.”

      The rest of dinner went extremely well. We talked about our lives and our dreams. She told me she was saving up to put Jayden on a hockey team. Apparently, he had talked about it all summer. After I’d paid the bill, I stood up and took her hand. We left the restaurant and walked across the street to the park.

      Lauryn took off her heels after we’d been walking for a few minutes and held them in one hand. She wrapped her other arm through mine, and we walked like that for a while. We didn’t say anything as we moved deeper into the park. We didn’t need to.

      It was peaceful and calm and being together was reassuring. A gentle wind rustled the leaves in the trees, and when we reached the middle of the park, the fountain added a soft gurgling to the background.

      Lauryn walked over to it and sat on the ledge. She looked around mischievously and turned herself around so that she was facing the fountain. Then, she dipped her feet into the water as coins glinted beneath the surface from wishers who were probably at home cuddled up on their sofas.

      She sighed. “That feels nice. I don’t know why I wear the most uncomfortable shoes.”

      “You have no problem dancing in them,” I said as I sat down beside her.

      She gave me a wry grin. “That’s different.”

      “How so?”

      She looked down into the water. “Zandra takes the pain away. I can’t feel my feet when I’m high. I can’t feel anything, really. Besides the music, I guess. And the … you know, desire.”

      She wouldn’t look at me. I wondered if she felt ashamed. I reached out and closed my hand over hers on the fountain ledge. “I get it.”

      “Have you ever tried it?” She asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Then, you don’t get it. Not really.”

      I sighed. “I guess you’re right. But I used to drink to take the edge off. I can’t see the two things being all that different.”

      Lauryn smiled a tight-lipped, pitying kind of smile. “They aren’t.”

      I patted her hand. “Tell me more about Jayden.”

      Her smile became one of genuine joy. “I have no idea where to start. He’s such a good kid. I have no clue how I got so lucky with him, but I did.”

      That’s how I felt about her. “What happened with his father?”

      Lauryn shrugged. “Jayden never knew him. I was seeing the guy for about half a year. We fit well together. He was nice and all. My friends all liked him. Then, I got pregnant, and he bailed. My friends chose him.”

      “That’s fucked up.”

      “I know, but I don’t miss them. If anything, I feel like they spared me a worse fate by cutting the ties before they ever knew Jayden. It would have been heartbreaking if he’d known them and lost them. This way, it spares him some heartache.”

      “But it didn’t spare you any,” I said.

      Lauryn met my gaze. Her eyes sparkled. She was tearful, but she smiled anyway. “Where did you come from, Caleb Jones?”

      I blinked.

      Lauryn giggled and dabbed the corners of her eyes with her thumbs. She shook her head and sniffled a bit. “I don’t know why I’m so vulnerable with you. I hate crying. I absolutely hate it. Yet here I am, blubbering like an idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot.”

      She shot me a sideways look. “I know. I was just saying. You make me open up. It’s weird. Kind of unsettling, you know? I’m so used to keeping it all inside. This is nice. Talking to you, I mean.”

      “Talking to you is nice too.” I reached out and brushed her hair over her shoulder. “I came from a single mother. I know the struggle from the other side. I’ve never admired anyone as much as I admired my mom. I see her strength in you. There’s nothing more beautiful than that.”

      Lauryn sucked in a sharp breath as I leaned in and kissed her. She stayed perfectly still until I slipped my tongue between her lips. Then, she twisted toward me, her legs pushing gently through the water beneath us, and held my face in her hands.

      I could taste the lingering flavor of the wine on her tongue.

      Lauryn lifted her left leg out of the water so she was straddling the ledge and facing me. She let her hands fall from my face to my shoulders, and then they wandered down the length of my chest and stomach. She tugged at my belt and smiled into our kiss.

      “What are you trying to do, woman?” I asked, putting my hands on her bare knees.

      She gave me a flirty smile. “When you kiss me, I can’t keep my hands to myself.”

      I chuckled and began running my hands up her smooth legs. “Me neither.”

      Lauryn bit her bottom lip. She stayed where she was as my fingers met the groove of her hips and followed the lacy line of her panties to her pussy. She had soaked right through the fabric. I rubbed her gently, and she hooked her arms around my neck.

      “We shouldn’t do this here,” she whispered.

      I nipped at her lips. “You don’t want me to put you on your back and fuck you right here?”

      She shook her head. “No. But I know I won’t stop you either.”

      Her answer sent shivers down my spine. She was giving me all the power. She wanted me to have it. If I wanted, I could bend her over the fountain and fuck her right in the middle of the park.

      But I didn’t want that. She was for my eyes only.

      I pulled my hand out from between her legs. “We should get out of here then. My place?”

      “What about Jamie? I should call her and let her know I’ll be a bit later than I expected.”

      “You don’t need to,” I said as I got to my feet, offering her my hand. She took it. I helped her stand, and we walked across the cobblestone path. Her wet feet left little footprints the first twenty or so feet. “I already told her we might be a bit late.”

      Lauryn nudged my ribs with her elbow when I winked at her.

      “You horndog,” she said, laughing.

      I grabbed her ass. “You’ll be thanking me soon enough.”
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          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      I was acutely aware of the wetness in my panties when we slid into Caleb’s car and he drove off down the street toward his apartment. All that kissing and touching in the park had me hot and heavy really quick, and every nerve ending in my body was screaming to be pinched, kissed, licked, and fucked—in whatever order they came.

      Caleb looked over at me. He had one hand on the steering wheel and one on the shifter. It was dark out now, and a bit of a shadow had formed on his jaw. He looked hotter than sin.

      I let my knees fall apart.

      Caleb made a sound in the back of his throat when I reached down to rub myself. I was too horny not to be touched, and he deserved a show. I pushed my panties to the side and was surprised when Caleb reached over and pushed my hand away.

      He wasted no time. As we took a right turn, he rubbed my clit. I gripped the handle in the door and watched him as he drove and played with my pussy. I didn’t care if anyone saw.

      When we stopped at a red light, he eased a finger inside me. Nice and slow. I sighed with pleasure and melted into the seat as he began finger fucking me. I was oblivious to whether there were other cars around. All I could see, feel, and smell was Caleb.

      His fingers were still plunging in and out of me after he parked in the underground parking lot of his apartment building. He somehow managed to put the car in park with his other hand, and he unclipped his seat belt and leaned across me. He ravaged me with kisses, and I gripped his shoulders as he fucked me in the car until I came.

      Then, temporarily satisfied, he got out of the car and came to help me. I was a little unsteady on my feet after my orgasm, and the crooked smile he wore had my knees trembling. We walked to the elevator and rode up to his floor.

      It was impossible to keep myself from him as we rode the elevator up. I practically threw myself at him and climbed him like a tree. I hooked one leg around his to hold myself against him as we kissed, and I managed to get three or four of his shirt buttons undone by the time the doors opened.

      We stumbled out and hurried down the hall to his unit. Caleb unlocked the door, and he let me go in first. He closed it behind him, locked the handle, and faced me.

      He tugged his shirt off over his head.

      I admired the lean lines of muscle that I’d already seen but was still enchanted by. He was so damn sexy. When he started working to take off his belt, I kicked my heels off. They scattered across his hardwood floors and thudded against the baseboards.

      Caleb’s belt hummed against his belt loops as he pulled it off. He tossed it aside and closed the distance between us in three quick strides, where he scooped me up, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He cupped my ass in his large hands as he walked me backward. We swayed with every step he took, and I could feel the swell of his cock between my legs growing steadily bigger.

      I kissed his lips and then his jaw and then his neck toward his ear. I nibbled his earlobe as he walked me down a long hallway to the back of the apartment.

      At some point, we must have entered his bedroom. I hadn’t been paying attention, so I was a little surprised when I found myself being thrown down on a mattress on my back. He’d left the lights off, and the room was dimly lit by the streetlights down below outside the window.

      He straightened above me and unzipped his pants. He stripped out of them and threw them across the floor.

      I propped myself up on my elbows. “I’m going to need your help getting out of this dress.”

      “Who says you’re getting out of it?” he asked, one dark eyebrow deviously arched. Then, he moved to the edge of the bed, reached up the hem of my dress, and hooked his thumbs in the waistband of my thong. He whipped it off my legs and tossed it over his shoulder before pushing my knees apart. “Maybe I want you to keep it on.”

      “Don’t play games with me, Caleb,” I whispered seductively.

      He grinned and motioned for me to stand up. I slid to the edge of the bed and put my back to him. He drew my hair out of the way. It whispered across the nape of my neck, and my skin became littered with goose bumps. When he pressed his lips to my neck and drew the zipper down, I shivered.

      His fingers slid the shoulders of the dress off me, and it fell down to gather around my waist. It was so tight fitting up top that I hadn’t needed to wear a bra, so when he shimmied it over my hips and it fell to my feet, I was completely naked before him.

      Caleb continued kissing my neck. I had my back to him, and all he was wearing were his skintight black boxers. I reached behind to massage his bulging cock through the thin fabric.

      He nibbled my neck and breathed close to my ear. “Get your ass back on that bed.”

      “Make me.”

      Caleb’s hands on my waist were powerful. He lifted me up and moved me effortlessly to the bed and then threw me down face-first. I giggled when I got a face full of blankets, and he leaned over me, planting one fist on either side of my shoulders. He dropped his hips and let his cock rest in the groove of my ass. I lifted my hips off the bed and wiggled them back and forth.

      “Don’t be a tease,” he scolded.

      “Why?” I looked up at him over my shoulder.

      He cupped my chin in one hand. “Because I said so.” Then, he was kissing me. Hot lances of desire swept through me from the tip of his tongue to the aching knot of need below my belly. His dick against my ass was maddening, and the press of his body behind me had me all but coming undone.

      “I need you,” I cooed.

      He sealed his lips over mine once more, silencing my pleas. When he pulled away, he straightened and gave my ass a good slap. I yelped and heard him chuckle behind me.

      “Turn over, woman,” he growled.

      I rolled over.

      “Now, come to the edge of the bed,” he said as he walked around to the right side of the bed. I did as I was told and stayed on my back as I pushed myself to the edge. He had me turn around so that my head was at the end. I was face to face with the bulge beneath his sleek black boxers. He gathered my hair off my face and let it fall below my head. “Spread your legs.”

      I relaxed my body and let my legs fall apart. He squeezed my tits together and then ran his hands down my stomach to rub my clit. I reached up and rolled his boxers down. His cock sprang free, and I stretched to take the tip of him in my mouth. I puckered my cheeks and drew him in, nice and slow, suctioning around him.

      He groaned as he pushed into my throat and rubbed my clit harder.

      I held him for as long as he wanted me to, and then he pulled out, giving me air. He dropped his hips when I was ready, and we continued this for a while. I loved worshipping him with my tongue, and he returned the favor as he slipped two thick fingers inside me and reached up to my G-spot.

      I came fast, and after that, Caleb seemed unwilling to let me continue sucking him off. The man wanted pussy, and I wasn’t going to deny him that.

      He turned me around and flipped me over so I was back on my stomach. I heard him rummage through a nightstand drawer and tear open a wrapper. He put one hand in the small of my back as he rolled the condom on with the other. Then, he climbed on top of me, forcing me to keep my thighs pinched together as I lay face down on his bed.

      He arched his hips forward, and his dick slipped between my thighs and then inside me.

      I moaned, and so did he.

      He held my hips as he worked his way deep inside me. My toes curled, and I buried my face in his bedding to muffle the sounds I was making.

      He grabbed a fistful of my hair and lifted my head up. “No, kitten. I want to hear you.” He bent over me and kissed my shoulders, neck, and back. All the while, he was quickening his rhythm. I was unable to do anything but let him have his way with me. He rode me, and I gripped the sheets as I inched closer and closer to my climax. My breath hitched in my throat when the moment finally came, and the tight knot inside me shattered into a million pieces and scattered through my body in one euphoric, uncontrollable wave.

      I screamed with pleasure, and he let my hair go.

      Then, he pulled out, flipped me back around, and yanked me to the edge of the bed. He pushed my legs apart and stood between them. He pressed his cock inside me once again and fucked me on my back as he rubbed my clit.

      My view was incredible. Caleb fucked like an animal, and every thrust promised me another orgasm. I held the back of my knees and spread my legs further apart for him. I moaned his name. I bit my lip. Everything was all coming to a head.

      “I’m going to come,” I whispered.

      “Not yet, baby,” he growled. “Hold it.”

      “Oh god.”

      He fucked me harder. His thrusts became more and more wild, and I was clenching my fists in the sheets to keep control of myself. I was fighting a losing battle. I couldn’t control my body anymore. I shuddered beneath him.

      Caleb planted a hand on my chest and held me down as he buried himself deep inside me. “Come for me,” he grated.

      When I came, I saw stars behind my eyelids. Caleb climaxed with me, and we both slowed down to ride out our orgasms together.

      Afterward, he pulled out and collapsed beside me. Neither of us said anything right away. It was nice to just be. I listened to his breath, hard and fast until it eventually evened out, and then I rolled into him to rest my cheek on his chest and do something I’d wanted to do for a long time. I listened to his heartbeat.

      He wrapped an arm around me and rested his cheek on my head. “It’s a good thing I warned Jamie we might be a while.”

      I looked up at him and chuckled. “A very good thing.”

      He rubbed my shoulder with his thumb. “Do you have to go home tonight?”

      I sighed. “I should. I’ve never spent a full night away from Jayden, and I don’t want him waking up in the morning with me not being there. You understand, right?”

      “Of course, I do.” He smiled. Then, he kissed my forehead. “Let me go clean up first, and I’ll drive you home. Do you want some water or anything?” He sat up and got off the bed.

      “Water would be amazing,” I said.

      When he came back from the bathroom, he had a glass of water in one hand. He extended it to me, and I sipped it gratefully and then passed it back. He finished off the rest, and we walked down the hall to collect his clothes. He zipped my dress back up for me, and before I knew it, I was back in his car heading home.

      I’d never wanted to spend the night with a man more than I did with him.

      “I wish I could have stayed,” I whispered when he parked at the curb in front of my apartment building.

      He put a hand on my bare knee. “Me too. But there will be more nights for that. I hope?”

      “I hope so too,” I whispered. Then, I gave him a sweet kiss goodbye and got out of the car. He waited for me to get inside before driving away, and I rode the elevator feeling better than I ever remembered. I even felt better than I did when I had Zandra in my system.

      For the first time in over a year, I didn’t crave that little blue pill. Not even a little bit.
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t seen Lauryn since our date on Sunday. It was now Wednesday. I was itching for it to be the weekend, so I could see her at work. We’d tried to get together on Tuesday, but Jayden hadn’t been feeling well, and Lauryn wanted to stay home with him. I respected that and told her to call if she needed anything.

      She’d only called once, and it was to say good night because she said she needed to, and she was just following my orders. I’d told her to stop being so cute. Then, we’d talked on the phone for almost forty-five minutes before I made her hang up because she was yawning so much and clearly needed to sleep.

      The girl was gunning for my heart, that was for damn sure, and I felt like I was in quicksand. The best kind of quicksand that I wanted to sink into and never climb out of.

      She consumed my thoughts on the drive to Ryder’s house that evening. I thought about how she’d looked sitting across from me at the table on our date. I could picture that glint in her eye perfectly and that smile resting on the corners of her full, kissable lips. I conjured up an image of her sitting with her feet in the fountain. She’d had red polish on her toes. I remembered kissing her at the fountain and touching her and being seriously tempted to take her right then and there.

      She’d have let me.

      Instead, we’d exercised restraint, and it had been worth it. The sex at my house was all I’d been able to think about all week. Her body. Her taste. The way she sucked me off and the slickness of her tight, wet pussy. I wanted more.

      But there were things to attend to. Ryder had called a meeting at his place, and when I parked in the driveway, I was the last to arrive. I got out of my car, walked up to the front door, and let myself in.

      The night was chilly, so everyone was gathered in Ryder’s living room. They all looked up and nodded at me.

      “Hey, fucker.” Sabian grinned.

      “About time you showed up,” Jax grumbled.

      The others, Derek, Axel, Ryder, and Dani all said “hey” and called it a day.

      I took the open seat at the end of the sofa beside Derek. He nudged me with his elbow. “How’ve you been, brother? Haven’t heard from you in a while.”

      “Good enough. You?”

      Derek shrugged. “About the same.”

      Ryder clapped his hands together. He was sitting across from me in his usual seat. Dani was perched on the back and had her hands resting on both of his shoulders. Every time I saw her, I found myself looking involuntarily at her belly. I kept expecting to see something there, something to visually prove that she and Ryder were parents in the making. But every time, I had to remind myself that it hadn’t been long enough.

      And thank God for that. Isaac Reed was still at large. The last thing we needed was him finding out Ryder was expecting a child.

      “Derek,” Ryder said, nodding at him. Derek glanced up as Ryder continued. “I want to address this shit with Rhys before we move ahead. Where does shit stand with him?”

      Derek sighed. “He wants in.”

      “In?” Sabian asked.

      Derek nodded. “He wants to be a Lost Breed. He lost his crew, and he knows what we’re up against with Isaac. He says he can help. He’s been through this shit before, and he knows all the things not to do.”

      Ryder looked skeptical. “Do you trust him?”

      I glanced at Derek. That question had a lot of pressure associated with it. Derek stared calmly back at our President and nodded. “I do. It took me a while to get there, but I do. He’s lost a lot, Ryder. I truly think he’s just looking for a new place to call home.”

      “You think he’d be fine with answering to a new boss?” Axel piped up.

      Derek scratched the back of his neck. “Yes. He knows what he’s asking for. He knows he won’t be accepted right away. Not to mention he has three of his guys with him that he wants to keep.”

      “So we’d be taking on four new members?” Jax asked.

      “Yes,” Derek said.

      Ryder didn’t say anything. Dani was watching Derek with an unreadable expression. After a minute, she said, “If Derek trusts him, so do I.”

      “Likewise,” I said.

      There were grumbles around the room. Clearly, not everyone was on board just yet.

      I cleared my throat. “I don’t think any of us are in a position to refuse help at this point. Look at the mess we’re in here. Isaac’s been dancing circles around us for months. He’s fucked us sideways on more than one occasion. We have a chance to add four more members to our ranks who’ve fought this fucker, and you want to turn them away?”

      Ryder was watching me beneath hooded brows. His gaze fell on the others.

      Axel shrugged. “I’m not saying we should turn them away. But we should be wary. We’ve been conned before. Now is not the time to let our guard down. We know what happens when we look away for one minute.”

      Dani got to her feet and crossed her arms. “Nobody is letting their guard down this go-around. Isaac Reed is in the wind. He could pop up at any moment. We need to be prepared for that moment, whenever it might come. I find it hard to believe it’s a coincidence. I think he’s playing at something. Gathering support. Who knows?”

      “Have you found anything else out on him, Dani?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I have enough to put him in prison for the rest of his life. If we take him alive, that is.”

      I chuckled. “I, for one, intend on ending him next time I see him.”

      “Amen.” Derek nodded.

      The others chimed in as well. At least we were on the same page with that.

      I sighed. “So, we’re still just waiting, then? We don’t have anything concrete to go on?”

      Dani shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. He must know we’re all looking for him. He’s playing it smart and keeping his head down. Who knows if he’s even in the city anymore?”

      “Rhys is sure he is,” Derek said.

      Dani arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      Derek nodded. “He says the same shit happened to him and his boys back in Chicago. They had their run-in with him, and he and his brother fucked them up pretty good. Then, when shit got real rough, he dropped off the radar. They thought he’d left the city too. Then, he struck three months later and killed a bunch of Rhys’s boys. Walked away without a scratch. Went after them when they least expected it.”

      Dani’s hand fell to her stomach protectively. “He won’t get the jump on us.”

      Ryder stood behind her and put a hand on her shoulder. “No, he won’t. The next time that fucker shows his face, we put him down. As a team. You boys know the rules. No solo acts. You call me if you see him, and you wait for backup.”

      All of us nodded.

      “For now, keep Rhys close, Derek. We might need him down the line. Maybe he’ll have a chance to prove who he really is. Actions reveal a man’s true character. Words are nothing to me.”

      “Yes, boss.” Derek nodded.

      “Now, we wait,” Ryder said before collapsing down in his chair. Dani went and sat on his lap. She curled herself up and wrapped her arms behind his neck, resting her cheek on his shoulder. She looked tired. Damn. She looked really tired.

      She must have been terrified. Suddenly, she has this little life to protect, and it came at the worst possible time for her. The MC was in danger, and in turn, so was she. She knew the risks of this job—she had since day one. She also knew how violent and ruthless Isaac Reed was. Her pregnancy would be nothing but ammunition he could use against Ryder if he ever got his hands on her.

      Rage raced through me just thinking about it. We had to put that fucker down. It wasn’t an option.

      “I fucking hate waiting,” Sabian growled on Derek’s other side.

      “We all do,” Axel said dryly.

      I was suddenly filled with the urge to see Lauryn. I couldn’t explain it. I was just compelled to see her or talk to her. It was like something inside me shifted. I needed to see her in case I didn’t get the chance. Maybe things were about to get really bad. Maybe everything that had already happened to us had just been the prologue to a much bigger, meaner, bloodier story.

      Maybe it was all going to get so much worse.

      I swallowed.

      “You all right, Caleb?” Dani asking, lifting her head from Ryder’s shoulder.

      “What?” I’d forgotten where I was for a second. I shook my head to clear my thoughts. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” Derek said beside me. “You look like you saw a fucking ghost.”

      “Nah. I’m good.”

      Everyone continued to stare at me skeptically.

      I rolled my eyes. “I just got a bad feeling, all right? Something I can’t explain. I could almost fucking taste it. I know it makes no sense.”

      “Sure, it does,” Dani said. She put her cheek back down on Ryder’s shoulder. “Everything is about to change. One way or another, for better or worse, it won’t be the same as it is now. You’re someone who wants to control all the variables, Caleb. This time, you can’t. That’s why it all feels so wrong.”

      “How the hell do you know that?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Because I’m the same way.”

      I sighed. She was right. Not having any sort of control in this situation was eating me up. That’s why I liked working at Kadia so much. I controlled every aspect of the environment in that place. If I didn’t like the feeling I got from a guest, I could kick them out. Hell, I could shut the place down if I really wanted to. I could send people home, call people in, lock the doors, cut people off from drinking any more alcohol—I could call all the shots.

      But this. I felt like I was floating in the ocean without a lifejacket. I felt like I was going to lose everything.

      Now, I had someone in my life I couldn’t bear to lose.

      I wondered if Lauryn had any idea how much I cared about her. Did she know it was eating me up inside? That it was making it absolutely terrifying to deal with anything that had to do with Isaac Reed?

      Derek leaned into me. “I don’t know if it’s a control issue.”

      Dani perked up at that. “What do you mean?”

      “Fuck off,” I growled. “And both of you, butt out.”

      Derek chuckled. “I think our Caleb has girl problems.”

      “I don’t,” I said hurriedly. But it was too late. The whole room was focused on me. There were smiles on faces that hadn’t smiled in a while—including Ryder.

      The President patted Dani’s ass. “Our youngest member has a crush, is it?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Liar.” Dani snorted.

      “She works at Kadia with him,” Derek told everyone.

      “Will you mind your own fucking business?” I hissed.

      This only made everyone laugh. I realized they were latching onto this tidbit of information quite fiercely. Probably because it took their minds off the dark storm cloud looming over our heads. Maybe they needed something like this to alleviate the tension for an hour or two.

      I could give them that, couldn’t I?

      “What’s her name?” Dani asked.

      “Fuck her name. What does she look like?” Jax waggled his eyebrows.

      “Have you fucked her yet?” Sabian asked.

      I looked around at all of them and shook my head. I couldn’t stop the smile that tugged at my lips.
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      I stifled a yawn as I pulled up my sparkly stockings and fixed them to the garter around my waist. They caught the light in the back room of Kadia, and the little flakes of glitter in the black sheer fabric glittered radiantly. I slipped my feet into my killer black pumps and did up the ankle strap. Shoes with straps to hold them in place were important for a dancer like myself.

      Sadie, Milly, and Cassidy were all getting ready with me, and none of them had pulled any Zandra out of their bags. Had Caleb and I not had this thing going on between us, I would have asked them if they had any on them. I’d be desperate to pop half a capsule, maybe even more.

      I was exhausted. The week had been a long one, and I wasn’t sleeping well because every time I closed my eyes, I thought of Caleb. Then, my stomach would dance with butterflies, and I would lie awake staring at my ceiling for hours, daydreaming about him and our next date. I sure hoped we’d have another chance soon. It had almost been a full week since we went out last.

      “So, girl, spill the beans,” Sadie said as she pulled on a pair of thigh-high black leather boots.

      “The beans?” I asked innocently. I knew she was asking about Caleb.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t play coy. Tell us about Caleb. Everyone here knows there’s something going on between you two.”

      I smiled. “Well. Yeah. Maybe there is.”

      Milly beamed. “Tell us!”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “It’s nothing yet. We just went on one date. One little date. I don’t know where he stands on the whole thing, and we didn’t have time to see each other this week.”

      “Where do you stand?” Cassidy asked while she covered her lips in shimmering gloss.

      I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. “He’s … different from anyone I’ve ever been with. He’s kind and gentle, and he makes me feel safe. Really safe. And he’s great with Jayden.”

      “Girl, you’re gushing.” Sadie winked.

      “Am I?”

      All three of them nodded.

      Maybe I was. Maybe I’d fallen for Caleb a little harder than I expected.

      But who could blame me? He was all those things and more. He was responsible and clever, two qualities that had never been possessed by a man I dated. Not only that, he was a hard worker. He valued family and friendships, and he was always looking out for good people. He had a protective streak in him that rivaled any I’d ever seen.

      The back door opened, and all of us spun on our heels to see Caleb stride through the door. The girls giggled as he approached me, and he ignored them. He came right to me, wrapped an arm around my waist, and tugged me against him. “Five days without seeing you is unacceptable,” he said. I could feel the rumble of his voice in his chest.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said.

      He cupped my cheek with one hand and gave me a soft, minty kiss. Had he not been holding me up with his other arm, I might have collapsed due to a terrible case of weak knees. He did something to my body that I couldn’t explain. My stomach was alight with nerves once more, but they were the best sort of nerves, fluttery and uncontrollable, wild and excited.

      “Hey, lovebirds, quit making us jealous over here,” Sadie called.

      Caleb ignored her. He kissed me deeper, and I gripped the front of his shirt. The girls chuckled and made a couple more comments.

      When we broke apart, he patted my ass. “You look sexy as hell tonight.”

      “Thank you,” I said, batting my eyelashes at him. Besides my usual stockings, I was wearing a strappy leather bustier, gloves up past my elbows, and high-waisted, skin-tight black shorts. I looked a little bit like a dominatrix according to Sadie, but I liked the tough look. It was a nice change of pace, and I knew my regular clientele would appreciate a different outfit. I always made good money on nights where I really changed up my looks.

      “I’ll see you out there. I’m two guys short on security tonight. Must be something in the water. Have fun, all right?” Caleb squeezed my ass before letting me go.

      “Okay. Don’t work too hard!” I called after him as he slipped out to the front of Kadia.

      I could feel the eyes of all the girls on me. I turned slowly back to them. Sadie had her hands on her hips, and one eyebrow was dramatically arched. “Don’t work too hard? You know who you’re talking to, right? All Caleb does is work too hard.”

      “He’s like that in bed too.” I winked.

      All three of them burst into giggling fits, and I joined in. It felt good to laugh with friends, to genuinely laugh with them. I wasn’t high. I didn’t need to be. I was just enjoying the moment, and the moment was pretty fucking great.

      “Come on, ladies. Let’s get out there and make some money,” I announced.

      The four of us walked out as the house lights dimmed, and we took our places on our platforms.

      This was one of my favorite parts of the night. There was no light on my platform, and in the darkness of Kadia, it would be almost impossible for any of the guests to properly see me. The music had faded out to prepare for a song change, and everyone was brimming with anticipation. This was the start of the night. When the dancers came out and the music got really loud and the strobe lights started, everyone knew it was time to let loose and have a good time.The song started. The lights came up. I could feel the bass in the soles of my shoes as I moved languidly, rolling my hips and arching my back to create appealing lines and curves with my body for the onlookers down below. Men and women alike were sucked in by my performance, and within the first hour, my cashbox was well past half full.

      At the first break, I climbed down the stairs off the back of my platform and went to retrieve my cashbox. I was desperately thirsty, something I knew I was only aware of because I wasn’t high, and as I reached for my cashbox, someone stepped in front of me.

      I’d seen him watching me dance earlier in the night, and then he’d slipped away. He was a big dude. He was tall, at least six foot five, with broad shoulders and thick, muscled arms. There was a smile on his lips that felt a little devious, and he had a shaved head and rather large ears. They had the swollen look that men get who spend a lot of their lives fighting in a ring and taking hits to the ear. Broken cartilage and whatnot.

      I gave him the sweetest smile I could muster. “Excuse me, handsome. I just have to go get some water and take a break. But I’ll be back out in fifteen minutes.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “I have something for you.”

      Ugh. Great. A creep. I’d had this happen before. Men had approached me off stage and done a variety of unpleasant things. They’d flashed their junk at me, tried to kiss me, tried to convince me to flash them—the list goes on and on.

      I put a hand on my hip and sighed. “What is it?”

      He held out his big meaty hand to me. Sitting in his palm were four blue capsules. Zandra. I took a step back.

      He looked from me to the pills in his hand. “Come on, doll. You know you want some. This shit is good. Real clean. It’ll fuck you up just how you like. No charge. Consider it a tip for all that sexy dancing you were doing.”

      My mouth was suddenly dry. “No, thank you.” Caleb had done so much to help get me clean. I wouldn’t repay him by going back to my old ways. I also wasn’t too keen on accepting a very potent drug from a complete stranger. That was the sort of shit stupid people did that got them killed.

      His brow furrowed. “Don’t play hard to get, baby. You and I both know you want this. So take it. Go on, take it.” He held his hand out closer to me.

      Out of reflex, I stumbled back and shook my head. “No. I don’t want it. And don’t call me baby.”

      He grabbed my wrist. I tried to jerk away from him. Then, he yanked me to him. I could smell the liquor on his stale breath. “Come on, doll face. I have another surprise for you.”

      He yanked me forward and cut a straight line over to the emergency exit. I tried to pull away from him, but he was too strong. I peered over the heads of dancers, desperately trying to find Caleb. I yelled his name. There was no way he’d hear me over the music and the partiers.

      We were at the emergency exit door before I had a chance to process what was happening. The bald man kicked the door open and tossed me outside ahead of him.

      I tripped over someone lying on the asphalt and stumbled into another man’s arms.

      I looked up slowly.

      Cliff.

      Fuck.

      He was smiling down at me nefariously. His grip tightened on my upper arms, and I winced. “Hey there, Lauryn. Didn’t think you’d see me again, did you?”

      I tried to look behind me to see who I’d stumbled over. My heart hammered wildly in my chest. Was it Caleb? Please God, don’t let it be Caleb.

      Cliff didn’t let me turn around. He shook me roughly and forced me to look back at him. “It took me a while to decide what I wanted to do to you, baby. But when my brother here suggested we just surprise you at work and give you a taste of your own medicine, I couldn’t say no.” He chuckled.

      I glanced over at the bald man. Brother? I never knew Cliff had a brother. “Please,” I whimpered, “let me go.”

      Cliff and the bald man both laughed at me. Cliff shook his head. “Why would I let you go after what you did to me? You sent your little mutt to kick me out. Couldn’t do it yourself, could you? You had to get someone else to fight your battle for you.”

      “You would have killed me,” I said.

      Cliff’s eyebrows crept upward. “Kill you? Baby. If I killed you, who would take care of me?”

      I tried to wriggle out of his grasp as he laughed at me again. “Let me go!” This time, I screamed. And I kicked. The toe of my shoe connected with his shin, and he growled before throwing me backward.

      I stumbled and fell over the same person who’d tangled me up the first time.

      I scurried back until my back was pressed against the wall of Kadia, and then, sick with panic, I looked to the motionless body of the man I’d tripped over.

      It wasn’t Caleb. I breathed out a sigh of relief as I looked into the face of one of his unconscious security guards. He’d drawn the short straw on this shift that was for sure.

      “What do you want to do with her?” the big bald man asked.

      Cliff rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see where the night takes us. We have privacy back here. Nobody’s getting through that door.”

      I looked up and over my shoulder as the bald man slid a two by four through the door handle.

      I swallowed and desperately tried to stop myself from shaking. I had to keep it together. If I broke, Cliff would only have more fun. And I would not break.

      Not for anything.

      I grit my teeth.

      Cliff chuckled and pointed at me. “Look at that fire in those eyes. Oh, baby, you’re so fucking fine. And you’re mine. You hear me? You’ll always be mine.”

      “Fuck you,” I spat.
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Isaac Reed was here.

      And he had Lauryn out in the alley with him.

      I saw his bald head disappear through the emergency exit door, and then I spotted Lauryn with him. The door had closed behind them, and by the time I’d raced through the crowd and got to them, I’d slammed shoulder first into the door. They’d barricaded it shut.

      “Fuck!” I roared. My shoulder pulsed with pain, but I ignored it as I rushed out to the front. I already had my phone in my hand and was dialing Ryder.

      His voice was thick with fatigue when he answered. “Caleb? What the fuck? It’s almost one in the morning.”

      “He’s here! He’s at Kadia! Get the fuck out of my way!” I bellowed as I blew through a crowd of people clustered in front of the coat check. A few people shot me dirty looks, but I didn’t give a damn.

      “Don’t go after him,” Ryder said, suddenly sounding completely alert. “You know the rules. Don’t go after him alone. Wait until we’re there. We just need ten minutes. Tops.”

      “If I don’t go, people are going to get hurt.”

      Ryder paused. I could hear the wheels turning in his head through the phone. “Can you take some of your security guys with you?”

      Ryder asked the question at the same time I was passing Jack and Rick at the front doors. They were checking IDs. I nodded. “Yeah. I can take two guys. But this isn’t the sort of fight they should be—”

      “They’re working the same job as you, Caleb. They signed up for this. Is he on the property still?”

      “Back alley. Same place we tried to corner him before.”

      “Then, it’s perfectly legal for you and your guys to go get him and keep him there. I’m on my way.”

      “All right,” I said. I went to hang up, but Ryder yelled my name through the speaker. I lifted it back to my ear. “What?”

      “Don’t get yourself fucking killed, kid. You hear me? If you can’t take the fucker down, get the hell out of there.”

      “I hear you,” I said, and then I hung up.

      Jack and Rick were both staring at me. I pointed at both of them. “You two. With me. Now.” They dropped what they were doing as I stuck my head back in the club and yelled at one of the coat check girls to find a guy to put on the door. Until there was someone there, nobody was allowed in the club.

      I took off at a dead sprint down the sidewalk. Jack and Rick were hot on my heels.

      I forked left and skirted around some dumpsters as I plunged into the alley. I came upon the scene quickly and slid to a stop on the asphalt. Jack and Rick drew up behind me, and Jack muttered, “What the fuck is this shit?”

      Isaac Reed and Cliff were standing in the alley. Lauryn was on the ground with her back pressed against the wall, right beside the emergency exit. One of my guys was unconscious at her feet. She looked terrified as her eyes swung to me.

      “Lauryn,” I said, “You all right?”

      She nodded, and her bottom lip trembled. No words came out of her. She was probably too scared to speak.

      I glared at Isaac and Cliff. “You picked the wrong place to do this shit, Isaac. This is the end of the line. You’re not getting out of here.”

      Isaac smirked and exchanged a look with Cliff, who looked confused. He looked back and forth between me and Isaac. “You know this fucker, Isaac?”

      Isaac nodded. “I know him all right.”

      I nodded at them. “Let me guess. Brothers? You both have that ‘too stupid to have a real job so I turned to a life of crime’ look about you. Maybe that’s just all the drugs and murder talking. Who knows? I’m no expert.”

      Cliff’s mouth twisted in a snarl. “The fuck did you say?”

      “Sorry, did I use too many words for you to understand?”

      Jack shifted behind me. “What the hell is going on here, Caleb?”

      “I can explain later,” I said over my shoulder. “All you need to know is the bald fucker is a murderer. He’ll gut you if he gets the chance. The other is just his weaker shadow.”

      Isaac Reed clapped his hands together. Lauryn yelped and flinched at the sound. “No more talking. I’m sick and tired of you Lost Breed bastards popping up at the worst times. Looks like our night just got a little more fun, Cliff. We get to kill a man tonight.”

      “No!” Lauryn shrieked and stumbled to her feet. She launched herself forward so she was standing between me and the Reed brothers. She shook her head fiercely as I took a step toward her. “Don’t hurt him.”

      Isaac and Cliff looked at each other and started laughing.

      “Lauryn,” I growled, “get your ass inside. Now.”

      Lauryn shook her head. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Do as I say!”

      My order was lost in the deafening roars of Cliff and Isaac, who suddenly leaped into action and charged toward us. Lauryn screamed.

      I rushed forward and grabbed her by the elbow as the two men came at us. I had seconds before they would reach us. I shoved Lauryn aside. She stumbled over her own feet and fell hard on her knees. It didn’t matter. She was out of the fray.

      Isaac’s fist slammed into my jaw and sent me reeling backward. I almost had to take a knee, but I stayed on my feet, lifting my arms to protect my face with my forearms as he struck me again and again, never seeming to tire.

      I could hear a battle happening behind me. Cliff was on Jack and Rick. I had to trust they could handle themselves against him. I’d kicked his ass with no problem, but I was a trained fighter. I had no clue what sort of fight they could offer the younger Reed brother.

      Isaac was smiling as he dealt a solid punch to my ribs. I grunted with the impact but kept my arms up. He rallied again, his knuckles pummeling my forearms, never ceasing.

      I needed a break in his attacks—just a sliver of time to get a hit of my own in. If I could land a hard enough punch, I could buy myself some space. That was all I needed. Space.

      But he wouldn’t give it to me. He just kept coming, one hit after another. Soon, he was laughing, and the sound of it rang in my ears and haunted me.

      Had this been what Hyde heard when he was beaten to death?

      A fire was lit inside me.

      I let out a furious yell and dropped my arms. I wound back and drove forward. My knuckles collided with Isaac’s jaw, and he stumbled back.

      I didn’t give him time to recover. I went in on him hard.

      I used my knees and my boots, driving into all his soft spots, hell-bent on delivering the worst beatdown I could give him.

      I didn’t realize I was cursing him as I kicked him to the pavement. It felt good to hear him grunt with pain beneath me. It felt even better to see his bloodied nose. He protected his head as I wound back and gave him a good kick to the gut.

      Then, Lauryn was screaming my name.

      I looked over at her, and it cost me all the traction I had gained.

      Something hit the back of my head, and I pitched forward onto my hands and knees. Little pieces of stone embedded themselves in my palms. I lifted a shaking hand to the back of my head. My fingers came away bloody. What the fuck had I just been hit with?

      My vision swam, and dizziness washed over me.

      Isaac Reed was getting to his feet.

      I could hear them chuckling to one another. I tried to look up, but the world tipped and spun furiously. My vision darkened around the edges.

      No. I couldn’t blackout. Not right now. Lauryn needed me. Ryder and the others needed me to keep this fucker here. I couldn’t let him get away.

      Pain bloomed in my side, and I toppled over.

      They were still laughing. Lauryn was somewhere nearby. She was crying.

      Where the hell were Jack and Rick? I hoped they weren’t dead. Prayed they weren’t. But they’d lost their fight, clearly, and now I was on my own.

      Someone stepped toward me, and all I could see were muddy work boots and blue jeans. Cliff crouched down. He grabbed a fistful of my hair like I’d done to him back in Lauryn’s apartment the night I kicked him up and wrenched my head up to force me to look at him. I grit my teeth against the dizziness and the pain.

      “You don’t look so good, champ,” Cliff drawled.

      My tongue was thick and useless in my mouth. Even if I was coherent enough to think of some smart-ass remark to make, I knew I’d be incapable of speaking. So I just glared at him.

      Cliff snickered. “You dumb bastard. All of this for her? She’s nothing, mate. Nothing! Just the dumb broad that got you killed in an alley. Like a chump.”

      “Leave him alone!” Lauryn shrieked from somewhere close by.

      I willed her to stay away. I wished she would get up and run while she still could. Get to the end of the alley. Find someone to help her. Just get the hell away from here. From me.

      “Just do him already,” I heard Isaac say.

      Cliff shook his head slowly. “Nah. I don’t want it to be over that fast.”

      The last thing I saw before I blacked out was Cliff’s fist hurtling toward my face. Then, there was just darkness. Cool, calm, silent darkness.

      

      Everyone was there. Ryder, Derek, Sabian, Jax, Axel, and all their women. Dani’s belly was round. She was wearing a black dress and rubbing her stomach, whispering something sweet to her unborn child. A tear trickled down her cheek.

      Then, I noticed that they were all wearing black. The MC boys had their leather jackets on, and everyone was standing in a circle looking down at me.

      What the fuck was going on?

      I tried to look around but found that I couldn’t move. Speaking was impossible too. A bit of panic swelled inside me. What was this?

      Ryder stepped forward and leaned to the side, disappearing from view for a moment. I was much lower than him and lying on my back. He returned and extended his hand over me. He released a handful of dirt, which rained down on top of me. I tried to spit it out of my mouth and failed. I tried to call out to him. No words came.

      The others stepped forward, one by one, and began covering me in dirt.

      This was my funeral.

      My mind raced. Did I die in that alley? Fuck. When they came and found my body, did they manage to kill Isaac Reed? Were they still plagued by him? Had I failed completely?

      No.

      I couldn’t be dead. They still needed me. Lauryn needed me.

      My head started to ache. More dirt was piled on. It darkened my vision, and the last person I saw was Jamie, eyes full of tears. She cried for me, and she cried hard, and Ellie had to step forward and take her by the shoulders to lead her away.

      I’m still here, I thought. Please. I’m still here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      I had no idea how long Caleb had been unconscious. Two minutes? Five? Maybe more. All I knew was he hadn’t moved in too long, and I was alone with two men who scared the hell out of me.

      Cliff was pacing back and forth beside Caleb, while Isaac was crouched behind him, watching his brother walk. Back and forth. Back and forth. Isaac padded Caleb down in search of weapons. When he found nothing, he wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “You want me to wake him up?”

      Cliff stopped pacing. “Give it a couple more minutes.”

      Isaac looked annoyed. “We don’t have all night. His Lost Breed boys will be coming for him. We need to be long gone before they get here.”

      Cliff ran his hands through his hair. “You’re right.”

      “And what about her?” Isaac tipped his head to me.

      I was on the ground where Caleb had thrown me down. I’d been incapable of moving once the fight broke out. I was terrified. I needed to protect myself. All I could think about was Jayden. I was all he had.

      I’d wanted to go to Caleb when he needed help but couldn’t. If something happened to me, Jayden would be alone in this world, and I knew how bad that felt. He was my baby. He was my top priority.

      I wiped the tears from my eyes and looked back at Caleb. He was facing the other way from me, but I could see his back rising and falling with each slow breath he took. He needed to be all right. Please let him be all right.

      Cliff came and stood in front of me. I looked up the length of his legs and into his cold, mean eyes. He smirked. “We don’t need to do anything to her. Killing him will be enough.”

      I shook my head as more tears started to fall. “Please don’t. He only got involved because of me. He never—”

      Isaac cut me off and got to his feet. “He was always involved, doll face. Your boy and his Lost Breed pieces of shit and I go way back. He had this coming whether or not you were around. Beating up my brother just added more wood to the fire.”

      Isaac dealt Caleb another kick to the ribs. He didn’t move. I yelped for him and covered my mouth. Isaac and Cliff chuckled. When Isaac wound his leg back to strike again, I sprang forward and threw myself on top of Caleb. I buried my face between his shoulder blades and screamed at them to stop.

      Surprisingly, they did.

      I wrapped my fingers in the back of Caleb’s thin jacket. He was in his security uniform and jeans. I squeezed my legs around his hips and clung to him. I knew they might try to pull me off. I had to protect him from them. If they hurt me, then so be it. They wanted to do worse to the man I loved.

      “Get off him,” Cliff growled.

      I shook my head, and my cheek whispered against Caleb’s back. I could smell the coppery note of his blood in the air. His hair was matted with it. It was staining the back of his neck. I whimpered and held him tighter. “Please.”

      Cliff grabbed the back of my bralette in his fist and tried to haul me up. I screamed and held on for all I was worth. Caleb groaned beneath me. Terror rose up my throat. Suddenly, I didn’t want him to wake up. I wanted him to sleep through this whole fucking mess. Maybe, just maybe, it would take the fun out of it for Isaac and Cliff, and they would leave.

      I knew how idealistic that train of thought was.

      Isaac dropped down beside me and began prying my fingers open. I fought back. I squeezed Caleb tighter with my legs as he started coming to. I had to stay with him. No matter what it took. I couldn’t let them at him.

      “Get off me!” I yelled.

      “Let go,” Cliff hissed in my ear.

      “No!”

      “Let go, woman, for fuck sakes!”

      “No!”

      Caleb was moving around beneath me. He slid his arms under himself and tried to push himself up. The weight of me on his back must have been disorienting for him. It didn’t matter.

      Cliff let me go. Isaac got my hands free of Caleb’s jacket, and I lurched forward to cover his head with my arms as the two men straightened. I didn’t dare look at them. I didn’t want to know what was coming.

      Caleb muttered my name.

      “I’m here,” I said. There was nothing else to say.

      How had all of this happened so fast? If only I’d stayed on my platform, Caleb wouldn’t be a bloody mess beneath me. He’d be inside, safe, and so would I. These men wouldn’t have been able to get to me without being seen by the rest of the security staff, and all of this would never have happened.

      I swallowed back the urge to cry. I’d done this to him. He was here because he tried to save me. I knew he had history with Isaac, but I also knew he wouldn’t have come into this so unprepared had I not been dragged outside.

      I needed to stall.

      I looked up over my shoulder at Cliff and Isaac who were sneering down at me. I gathered my nerve. “Just leave us here.”

      Isaac’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Why the fuck would we do that? This is the perfect opportunity for me to take another Lost Breed out. I’m not passing that shit up. I’ve been picking them off like flies for months. I’ve earned another notch on my belt.”

      “He’s a good man,” I whispered.

      “There’s no such thing as good men. Not in this life,” Isaac retorted.

      “That’s not true.”

      Isaac crouched down beside me once more. I sucked in a breath and instinctively flattened myself more firmly on top of Caleb, who was still coming to. Isaac reached out and traced my jawline and then tucked my hair behind my ear. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, sweetheart. Guys like him? All they do is put pretty girls like you at risk. They destroy everything they touch. They’re like a fucking plague. Just like me.”

      “Liar,” Caleb mumbled beneath me.

      Isaac grinned. “The bastard wakes. Cliff, get her off him. It’s time to end this shit and get the hell out of here.”

      “Stay away from us!” I cried.

      “Lauryn,” Caleb said beneath me. I clung to him tighter. “Get out of here. You’ve done what you can. Jayden—”

      “Don’t talk to me about Jayden right now,” I hissed at him. I knew perfectly well what I was risking. I couldn’t just get off him and leave him there for them to destroy. I knew it wouldn’t be quick and painless. Cliff had been waiting for this moment of revenge. So had Isaac. I also knew they were evil men. Mercy was not in their blood.

      “Listen to him, sweetheart. Get lost,” Isaac said. His tone was amused. He was entertained by this whole thing.

      “No more games,” Cliff said. And he reached down and grabbed me by the hair.

      Then, another voice rang out through the alley. It was clear and deep and angry. “Isaac Reed.”

      Cliff released my hair.

      I dared to lift my head and peer over my arm between Cliff’s legs and down the alley.

      A group of men had arrived. They were hard, mean looking guys, all dressed in leather jackets. I knew who they were instantly, and the knowledge brought relief to all my tense muscles. I still covered Caleb, just in case, but the fear I’d been plagued with seconds earlier was ebbing away.

      This was the Lost Breed MC.

      The man at the front, the one who had spoken, must have been Ryder, their President. He was dark-haired and dark featured with a strong jaw and thick chest. His hands were balled into fists at his sides, and I was quite sure I’d never seen a more menacing looking man in my life.

      His gaze flicked to me. I wasn’t sure, but I thought he nodded. It was just the slightest tip of his head like he was recognizing that I was protecting his man. It didn’t matter. I didn’t need approval. I just needed to make sure Caleb was safe.

      Cliff stepped over me and Caleb to stand behind us and beside his brother Isaac. The Lost Breeds started walking toward us.

      I sat up a little straighter and slid off Caleb’s back when I had enough space not to worry about the Reed brothers. He looked up at me, brow furrowed with pain and confusion and stained with blood. “What the hell happened?” he grated.

      I brushed his hair off his forehead. “It’s all right. We’re okay. Can you stand?”

      He nodded. I was surprised by this. I’d expected him to be a wreck. But he draped his arm over my shoulder, and we stood as the Lost Breed came and joined us.

      There were more than a handful of them. Ryder was at their head and flanked by eight other men. I peered behind them to see the other two security guards, Jack and Rick, still lying face down on the pavement.

      Caleb’s arm fell from my shoulders. “Go stand over there,” he said, nodding at the wall.

      “I don’t want to—”

      “Lauryn,” he said sternly as he took my face in his hands, “We’ve got this. We’ve been waiting for this for a long fucking time. I’ve been waiting for this. Please stay out of the way so I can end it.”

      I licked my lips. Then, I kissed him hard, tasted the blood on his lips, and pulled away. I retreated back to the wall and stood against it as the men all faced each other.

      Caleb went and stood by Ryder. Ryder glanced at him. “You all right?”

      “I’m alive,” Caleb said hoarsely.

      One of the men, a tall, burly, brown-haired guy with a thick beard, stepped up and clamped a hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “Well done, brother. I thought you were dead when I saw you.”

      “If you’d been a minute later, I would be,” Caleb said.

      Then, the conversation ended, and all the Lost Breeds looked down the alley at the two Reed brothers, who were standing shoulder to shoulder, staring boldly back. It was a tense standoff, and I had no idea how it was about to play out. All I knew was, it was going to be explosive, and anything could happen.

      Although ten against two made me feel pretty hopeful.

      Then, Isaac Reed started laughing.
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      There were four men with us that I didn’t know. I assumed these guys were Rhys and the three others he’d brought with him. I was glad to have the extra numbers. My head was pounding, my ribs were burning, and all I wanted was a nice, soft place to lie down and close my eyes.

      Derek’s hand was still clamped on my shoulder when two of Rhys’s guys broke away from us and went to the emergency door back into the club. There was a two by four slid through the handle, and they left it there as they stood in front of it with their arms crossed to block the only other exit from the alley.

      The Reed brothers were ours.

      Finally.

      Isaac was still laughing. Cliff seemed a little on edge beside him like he’d found himself in a little over his head. Which he was.

      Isaac got himself under control and slapped his knee. “Look at our luck, little brother. All the remaining Lost Breeds all in one place. Ripe for the picking.”

      His confidence astounded me.

      Ryder rolled his shoulders. “You fucked up, Isaac, showing your face around here again. We’ve been waiting for you to make a mistake. And here you are. You made it nice and easy for us.”

      “Maybe this is what I wanted.” Isaac winked.

      My stomach rolled as my head spun with another dizzying wave. I was sure I had a concussion. Fuck. I must have swayed on the spot because Derek tightened his grip on my shoulder. I took a few deep breaths to get my wits together. For a brief moment, I thought I might throw up, which confirmed in my mind that I did, indeed, have a concussion. But I kept it together and stared straight ahead at Isaac, who lifted a hand and pointed a finger at me.

      “I’m not through with you, boy,” he hissed.

      Ryder glanced over his shoulder at me.

      I lifted my chin. “Come and get me, then. Nobody will stop you.”

      Isaac smirked, and nobody said a word.

      “Come on, bitch,” I stepped forward and away from my crew. Derek’s hand fell from my shoulder. I spat a mouthful of bloody spit on the pavement. “Or are you just all talk?”

      “Jason and Hyde didn’t think I was all talk, did they?” Isaac taunted.

      I felt the tension thicken in the alley. I lifted one hand and beckoned Isaac closer with the curl of my fingers. “You’re not getting out of this. Say what you want. We know you’re desperate. The walls are closing in, Isaac. How are you going to go out? Shit talking or fighting?”

      I knew all the things to say to get him riled up. It was easy.

      Isaac’s lips curled, and he looked at his brother. “This is it, Cliff. You ready to fuck their shit up?”

      Cliff looked anything but ready. He looked worried. As he should be. But he nodded anyway. Then Isaac let out a furious yell, and the two of them charged forward.

      I braced myself for the impact. I was in no state to fight, but it didn’t matter. I had backup this time.

      It turned out that Ryder was too pissed to let me take the lead on this one. He grabbed my shoulder and yanked me back, sending me stumbling into the others. Derek pushed me upright and moved in front of me as Ryder met Isaac head on. The impact was intense and loud, and both men were locked in an intense battle for control.

      Cliff went after me but soon found his way blocked by both Derek and Sabian, who got a hold of him and pummeled him until he was on his knees on the ground and protecting his head. Axel and Jax rushed to Ryder and so did Rhys.

      The fight was on.

      Once Cliff was down, the rest of us converged on the fight between Ryder and Isaac. I pushed my way toward them. Isaac was a mean fighter. He landed two kicks to Ryder’s right leg, but the impact didn’t seem to bother our President in the least. He went after Isaac with a flurry of punches, landing one to his jaw and another to the side of his head.

      Isaac stumbled back with a hand clasped to his reddening ear. He was out of breath but smiling. I looked over my shoulder. Two of Rhys’s other guys were on Cliff, making sure he didn’t get away.

      I looked back at Isaac.

      Then, there was a scurry of movement and panic. Isaac reached behind his back and pulled something from beneath his shirt.

      My heart leaped into my throat.

      The faith I’d had seconds ago that none of us were going to die tonight evaporated when I saw the gun in his hand. He lifted it straight out. The barrel pointed right at Ryder’s chest.

      Axel sprang forward, arm outstretched, reaching for Ryder to yank him out of the way. We all knew he’d be too late. He was too far away. We all were.

      I had to do something. I was closest to Isaac. I moved as fast as I could, willing the gun to jam, willing something to go wrong. Anything. We needed a fucking miracle.

      Isaac’s smile grew wicked. His finger tightened on the trigger. A cry escaped my throat. No way it could down like this. No fucking way. Not after everything we’d been through.

      Not after Ryder was about to become a father.

      Ryder froze.

      The gun went off.

      The sound ricocheted around the alley, bouncing off the walls. Lauryn screamed, and I slammed into Isaac and took him down to the ground before he had a chance to fire again.

      I decked him across the jaw as hard as I could. Derek got to me and kicked the gun out of Isaac’s hand. Then, we hauled him up to his knees, pinned his hands behind his back, and forced him to stay there.

      I didn’t want to look up. I was terrified I would see Ryder lying facedown in a puddle of his own blood much like Jason had the night I’d found him dead in Derek’s bathroom.

      But I looked anyway.

      Ryder was standing in the same spot. No blood leaked out of him. He was perfectly fine. At his feet, lying on his side and gripping his shoulder, was Rhys. Blood leaked out between his fingers, and Ryder stared down at him in shock.

      Had he jumped in front of the bullet?

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed.

      Isaac growled and twisted in our grip. I wrenched him up and back on his heels and Derek tightened his grip on his arms. “Don’t fucking move,” I grated.

      “Rhys, you all right?” Derek called out to his old friend.

      Ryder bent down and helped Rhys to his feet. He still had his hand clamped over the bullet wound in his shoulder, but he nodded. “I’m good. Motherfucker missed his shot.”

      I was not the only one who was aware that Rhys had just saved Ryder’s life. Ryder was staring at him, still processing what had just transpired when Axel walked over to me and Derek. He stooped down and picked up Isaac’s gun that had danced across the pavement and lay a couple feet from my boot.

      He walked slowly back to Rhys and put the gun in his hand. “I think you deserve the honors. After what he did to you and your crew. You should be the one to put him down.”

      Rhys stared at the gun in his hand. Then, he lifted his gaze up to stare at Isaac, who was practically foaming at the mouth with rage as he tried to break free from Derek and me. Neither of us was letting him go. He’d had his chance. Had he gotten his way, our President would have been dead. But Rhys was there, and he had proven himself to be a badass motherfucker.

      “Take the shot,” I said as Isaac fought us harder.

      Rhys turned to Ryder. Then, he held out the gun. “This is all you, man. I had my chance to take this bastard out back in Chicago, and he got away. You boys caught him. The Lost Breed deserves the win. Besides, it was your nephew he killed. Just a kid. My boys were all grown men. They knew what this life could cost them.” He pushed the gun into Ryder’s hand.

      Isaac started cursing up a storm. “Fuck you. Fuck you all! You no good pieces of shit!”

      I grated my teeth. “You’re done. Go out like a man.”

      Isaac spat furiously at me. Derek held him in place. I lifted my gaze to Ryder.

      The President tipped his head to the right, motioning me and Derek to step aside.

      I let Isaac’s right arm go, and Derek let go of his left. We both stepped away. Isaac stayed on his knees as Ryder lifted the gun. Cliff yelled for his brother. It would do no good. He was next. Fuck the Reed brothers. They deserved what was coming to them.

      I spotted Lauryn through the crowd of my brothers. Her eyes were wide, and her cheeks were streaked with tears. I mouthed the words “don’t look” to her.

      She closed her eyes and turned herself around so her left shoulder was pressed to the wall. She drew her knees up to her chest and rested her forehead atop them as she covered her ears with her palms.

      She did not deserve this memory. It was too rough. Too bloody.

      But we were already here. The deed had to be done.

      Isaac ran the back of his hand across his mouth. “Fucking do it! What are you waiting for?”

      Ryder clenched his jaw. “For Hyde and Jason.”

      The second shot rang through the alley. Isaac collapsed backward. Ryder’s shot had been true and hit him right between the eyes. There would be no suffering, only instant retribution. Cliff started screaming and didn’t stop until he was silenced by another shot. He pitched sideways on the pavement, where his blood leaked out of him.

      Rhys hurried over to Ryder. He pulled a kerchief from his back pocket and held it out. Ryder put the gun in the fabric, and Rhys rubbed it clean. “I’ll deal with this. You get your men the hell out of here. I’ve done this shit a hundred times.”

      Derek nodded his approval when Ryder looked to him for advice. “He’s good for it. He and I used to do this shit back in the day.”

      “Good,” Ryder said. His voice sounded hollow. Killing wasn’t something any of us Lost Breed did lightly. In fact, most of us had never killed a man before. It took a toll regardless of whose life you took.

      I went to Lauryn. She still had her hands over her ears, and I lowered them slowly from her head. She looked up at me, tears clinging to her lashes, and started sobbing when I gathered her up in my arms.

      “It’s all right,” I said, rubbing her back and holding her like I’d never let go. “You’re all right.”

      Derek came over to us. “Caleb. We gotta get the hell out of here. Won’t be long before this place is crawling with cops. Your security boys are coming to. What are we going to tell them?”

      “The truth,” I said.

      Derek nodded. “I’ll see to it. Get her out of here and get yourself to a hospital. You look awful.”

      “The hospital will ask questions,” Sabian interjected as he approached. “Come back to my place with me. Angela will patch you up.”

      I pulled Lauryn to her feet beside me. We both swayed, and I braced us against the wall. “Sounds good. Lead the way, Sabian. We’re right behind you.”

      Sabian took us out of the alley and to his truck. Lauryn sat in the back with me, and as soon as he pulled away from the curb, I passed out with my head on her shoulder. The last thing I remembered was her asking Sabian if Cliff was dead.

      “Oh,” Sabian said, a note of pride in his voice, “that fucker is dead as shit.”

      I lost consciousness feeling more at peace than I had in a long, long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      Caleb zipped up the back of my red dress and ran his fingers over my bare shoulders. I let my hair down, and it fell down my back as he turned me slowly around to face him.

      “Are you still nervous?” he asked.

      I nodded. “A little bit. Excited too.”

      This afternoon was Rhys’s initiation into the Lost Breed as well as that of his three men, Aiden, Owen, and Liam. I was curious to see what it would be like and was only able to attend because Jamie had offered to watch Jayden for me. It would not be a suitable event for children, I’d been warned. Not that I would have brought him anyway. I didn’t want him seeing Caleb until he was healed.

      It had been a week since the events in the alley outside of Kadia. Caleb was still a walking talking giant bruise, but it didn’t seem to get him down at all. He had three bruised ribs, a dislocated shoulder, and a face full of cuts and purple skin. Some of it was fading to a very unattractive yellow color, which made me happy because it meant the bruises were on the way out. Before too long, he’d be back to normal.

      I cupped his cheek and stroked his face with my thumb. “Are you sore today?”

      He closed his hand over mine. “Not bad, actually. A couple aches and pains when I got out of bed but now, I feel good as new.”

      I looked at the sling Angela had set him up with. He’d tried to take it off several times over the course of the morning, and I’d reprimanded him for it. The only way he was going to heal was if he took care of himself. And the faster he healed, the faster things would start to feel normal again.

      “I’m better than I look,” he said, kissing the tip of my nose.

      I sighed, not believing him. He was a strong man. He wouldn’t admit if he was sore. He also wouldn’t let his injuries keep him from doing certain activities.

      Sex was still on the table. I’d tried to keep him from me, but that only lasted three days. Once the concussion pain was gone, he was all over me, and he still fucked with the same vigor as he did before.

      “I have something for you,” he said.

      I arched an eyebrow as he slipped out of his bedroom. He returned with a white box. Little tufts of powder blue tissue were sticking out of the sides. He placed it on the bed and motioned for me to open it.

      I walked over to the bed and stared down at the box skeptically. “You bought me a present?”

      He nodded and grinned like a schoolboy.

      I laughed and lifted the lid.

      Folded up inside was a beautiful leather jacket. It was inky black with silver zippers and embellishments. It was absolutely stunning. I blinked at it in surprise. “Caleb. You didn’t have to do this.”

      “I wanted to. Take it out. Try it on.”

      I lifted the jacket from the box. It smelled heavenly. Then, I slid my arms through it and faced him. “What do you think? Does it suit me?”

      “You’re wearing that today.” He nodded.

      “What? No, it doesn’t go with my dress.”

      “Yeah, it does. It’s a leather jacket. They go with everything.” He put his hands on my shoulders and walked me to the mirror hanging on the back of his bedroom door. “Look at that sexy girl right there.”

      I looked. The jacket was a perfect fit. It cut in at my waist and made me feel like a total badass biker. Maybe that’s why he’d bought it for me. He wanted me to feel the part of a biker’s girlfriend. “I love it, Caleb. Thank you.”

      “I’m glad,” he said, wrapping his good arm around my waist and planting a kiss on my cheek. He nuzzled his chin into my shoulder as I stared at our reflection. My eyes were continuously drawn to his bruised jaw and cheek. He arched an eyebrow at me. “Stop worrying about me. I’m fine. It’s over.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      He smirked. “Let me show you how good I am.”

      “No,” I said sternly.

      “Oh, come on. We have time. Plenty of it. I’m just a little banged up, but my dick still works fine. So does my tongue.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.

      I threw my head back and laughed. Caleb slapped my ass, and I wiggled away from him to tiptoe across the bedroom and out of his reach. “You’re supposed to be taking it easy,” I said.

      “How about I just lie on my back and you ride me? I won’t even lift a finger. Come on,” he said as he went to the bed and sat on the edge.

      I put my hands on my hips. “You and I both know you’re incapable of that.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of just lying there. Get real.”

      Caleb patted the bed. “Come over here, then.”

      I lifted my chin. “We’re going to be late.”

      “We have plenty of time. If you don’t come here, I’m going to come and get you, and that’s going to cause way more strain on my poor weak body than if you’d just do what you’re told.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. He fought with himself not to smile.

      How was he so fucking charming all the time?

      I went to him. He stood up and slipped his sling off as I let my jacket fall from my shoulders. He folded it neatly in half and placed it on the corner of the bed before he unzipped the dress I’d just put on. His fingers were cold against my bare skin as he slipped his hands inside my dress to caress my waist and hips.

      I arched my back and pressed my ass against his crotch. He chuckled deep in his chest as he began working my dress up over my hips. Soon I was pulling it off over my head. All I had on was a pair of red panties. He snapped the straps on my hips playfully until I pulled them down.

      I turned to face him. He was watching me with heavy eyes. The air around us felt thick and heavy with sex. I needed him. As soon as he’d hinted at wanting to fuck, I’d known it was going to happen. I was powerless to him. Saying no was simply not an option.

      I untucked his shirt from his black jeans and slowly pulled it over his head, being careful of his shoulder and sore ribs. He was tightly wrapped around his midsection to help the bruises heal, and I ran my fingers lightly over the white wrapping, trailing them down to his belt, which I undid before unzipping his fly.

      He stepped out of his pants, and I worked his boxers down as I went to my knees.

      I ran my tongue along his shaft, and he watched me work. When I was ready, I took him in my mouth and slowly drew him into the back of my throat. He groaned with pleasure, and I reached up to caress his balls. He gathered my hair up off my face for me as I sucked him off, nice and slow.

      I didn’t plan on stopping. I hoped he wouldn’t catch on, and before he figured it out, he would blow his load in my mouth and we’d be able to leave. I’d still be horny as hell, but I’d have won. He’d take it easy and not hurt himself, and he’d have his release.

      He caught on quickly and pulled me off him by the hair. He tilted my face up to him. “I know what you’re playing at, kitten. I can see right through you.”

      I gave him a tight-lipped coy smile. “Can you?”

      He pulled me up to my feet and pushed me down on the bed on my knees. He grabbed a condom from the nightstand as I turned over. “Don’t move,” he said.

      “You said you were going to lie down and do nothing. Did you lie?”

      Caleb winked. “I just want to fuck you from behind. Just for a bit. Come on, kitten. You know I like bending you over and seeing that ass.”

      Again, saying no to him was impossible.

      I went to my knees, arched my back, and put my ass on display for him as he rolled the condom on.

      He rubbed my pussy and slipped two fingers inside me. He fucked me good and hard, making me come fast. Then, he rubbed my juices everywhere and eased his cock deep inside. “Fuck, yeah,” he groaned.

      I looked back at him as he thrust in and out of me. I bit down on my bottom lip and gripped the sheets beneath me. Then, I started moving back and forth, trying to do more of the work so he would relax.

      He did. He hung his head and closed his eyes, turning his face to the ceiling as I fucked him. I dropped down low and bounced my ass, riding his dick for all I was worth. I reached between my legs and rubbed my clit. I could see by the strain on his face that he was about to come.

      A devilish feeling rose up in me, and I slowed down. He opened his eyes and looked at me and caught me smiling. “You can’t come yet, baby,” I cooed. “Not until I say so.”

      Caleb smiled and grabbed my ass. He drove his cock deep inside me and held himself there. I gasped with pleasure as pressure built up inside me. “You’re making the rules now, kitten?”

      I nodded.

      Caleb smirked and ground his hips against me. I closed my eyes and sighed deeply as he pressed into all the right places. “Yes,” I moaned.

      Then, I started rolling my hips, and the momentum we found was pure bliss. Both of us were out of breath and moaning within a minute, and my legs started to quiver. Caleb tightened his grip on my ass and then let his thumb press inside my tight little hole.

      I came right away and screamed his name into the sheets.

      I kept riding him until he came too. Then, we both fell apart, hot and sticky, and lay on our backs on his bed staring at the ceiling.

      “Good call,” I said. “I feel a lot less nervous now.”

      He propped himself up on his elbow. “Really?”

      “No.” I laughed.

      He laughed, too, and put his other hand on my stomach. “It’ll be fine. I promise. You won Ryder and the others over the minute they walked into the alley. I don’t think any of them had ever seen anything like it.”

      I felt my cheeks start burning. “How do you mean?”

      Caleb cocked his head to the side and rolled his eyes at me. “You were protecting me from some scary dudes, Lauryn. You were fearless.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t think about it. There was no other option for me.”

      He kissed my nose and then my forehead. “There were plenty of options. You just chose not to see them. You were my hero.” He chuckled.

      “You’re not a very pretty damsel,” I said as he rolled off the bed and got to his feet.

      He pointed a finger at me. “Don’t you dare make any jokes like that tonight. I’ll never hear the end of it if the guys catch wind of you thinking you’re my knight in shining armor.”

      “But I am your knight in shining armor,” I teased.

      Caleb walked by me to collect his clothes and slapped my ass. “That joke is for the bedroom only. Now, come on. Get your sexy ass back in that dress. We have to go.”

      I got dressed as he went to the bathroom and cleaned himself up. When he came back out, he got dressed, and I helped him put his sling back on. He was smiling smugly to himself the whole while. “What are you smiling about?” I asked as I finished tying the sling.

      He shrugged and winced. This was a habit of his. He forgot he was injured and continued to do the things that hurt him. I resisted the urge to scold him. He handed me my leather jacket. “Things are just good for once. You know? Good things lay ahead for us. We couldn’t have found better timing to fall for each other.”

      “Fall for each other?” I blinked.

      He wrapped his good arm around me and pulled me close. His smile was devilish and sexy. “Come on, kitten. You can’t tell me you don’t love me. You used your body as a human shield to protect me.”

      I bit my bottom lip and grinned up at him. “You’re right.”

      He sealed his lips over mine with a kiss. He didn’t have to say anything. I knew he loved me just as fiercely as I loved him.

      And that, without a doubt, was the best high I’d ever had in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I hopped up onto Ryder’s back deck and went to the cooler beside the barbecue. I flipped it open and grabbed a beer for both me and Lauryn. When I turned around, Sabian was standing behind me with his arms crossed and a smirk playing on his mouth.

      “Hey there, Casanova,” he said.

      I drew up short and rolled my eyes at him. “What do you want?”

      Sabian chuckled. “Just seeing how you were doing before we get this thing started. How’s the shoulder?”

      “Fine.”

      “And the ribs?”

      “Also fine,” I said.

      Then Derek popped up and draped an arm over Sabian’s shoulder. “Hey, hotshot, how’s your night going so far? Lauryn seems to be fitting in well.”

      I looked around Ryder’s backyard. Lauryn was standing in a cluster with the other women. She must have said something funny, because Ellie, Holly, and Angela were all doubled over laughing. Evelyn was giggling too. She was much more reserved than the other women, so she covered her mouth when she laughed.

      I smiled. “Yeah, she is.”

      “How sweet,” Sabian snickered.

      “Will you fucking lay off?”

      Sabian held up his hands innocently. “What? I’m just having a bit of fun. Poking the bear and all that shit. You just make it so easy, man.”

      “You do make it easy.” Derek laughed.

      “And here I thought I’d catch a break after almost dying last week,” I grumbled.

      Sabian shook his head. “No such luck. Want me to open that beer for you?”

      “Fuck off.”

      I shouldered past them and heard them snickering to themselves as I crossed the yard and went to Lauryn. I handed her one of the beers, and we both popped the cans open. Evelyn gave me a shy smile. “Hi, Caleb. How are you feeling?”

      “I’d be better if Derek would get off my ass,” I seethed.

      Evelyn blinked. “Is he giving you a hard time?”

      “Yes,” I sighed.

      Lauryn chuckled and put her hand on my good shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Evelyn. Caleb is just sour because he can’t fight back right now.” She ran her fingers through my hair to appease me. It kind of worked.

      Evelyn looked over her shoulder at Derek. He’d been watching her, and she must have mouthed something to him because he straightened up and stopped giggling. I gave him the finger, and he barked with more laughter.

      Lauryn pushed my hand down. “You’re just as big of a child as he is.”

      “It’s endearing though, right?” I asked.

      Lauryn ran her thumb along my jaw. “Sometimes. Other times, it’s annoying.”

      I shrugged, winced, and cursed myself for forgetting my sore shoulder and ribs. It was a constant struggle trying to break habits like shrugging and cracking my back. Movements like that were still quite painful. “It’s all part of my charm.”
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        * * *

      

      Everyone milled around the backyard in high spirits until the sun had set. Rhys and his boys showed up around nine o’clock. By then, almost the entire MC was packed into the yard. All of our members had shown up for the initiation, and it was a sight I hadn’t seen in quite some time. With things being so tense, we’d all sort of drifted apart. It was intentional on Ryder’s part, I suspected, because he knew everyone was at risk with Isaac out on the loose.

      Now that Isaac was dead, a night like this was more than in order.

      We began the ritual at Ryder’s order. Everyone put their jackets on, and I caught Lauryn shrugging into hers out of the corner of my eye as I took up my spot at the top of the line. All the members were there now. We fell into our positions, creating neat rows of five men on each side with a path cut down our middle. Rhys, Aiden, Owen, and Liam all stood at the far end as Ryder and Axel stacked pallets and poured gasoline on them.

      Ryder struck the match that lit the fire.

      Once it was ablaze and crackling ten or fifteen feet in the air, the ritual began.

      Derek stepped forward from where he stood beside me in the front line. He had four leather jackets with our emblem on the back. He stood beside Ryder as the new members made their way through our midst. Lost Breeds reached out and clapped their shoulders as they passed. This was all part of the welcome party.

      When they reached the front, Ryder presented them with their jackets. They put them on and shook hands before tossing something that symbolized their old life into the fire.

      Rhys threw his old jacket. I was surprised by this, but I guess the guy was desperate for a clean start. If my whole crew was killed and I was welcomed into a new one, I wondered if I’d have the nerve to burn my jacket. It symbolized a lot for us. Brotherhood. Loyalty. Respect.

      Aiden tugged a chain off his neck. There was a pendant hanging from the silver chain, and he tossed the whole thing into the flames.

      Owen gave a picture.

      Liam threw in a small piece of fabric. I wondered if it belonged to someone he’d lost—perhaps to someone he’d loved.

      I sought out Lauryn through the crowd as the men faced the rest of the MC to be presented as members of the Lost Breed.

      She was watching me.

      We locked eyes. She smiled softly.

      I didn’t know what I would have done if I’d lost her in this whole mess. These men came from another life. There was no telling what they’d been through, what they’d lost, and who they used to be. For all I knew, they had women that they’d had to leave behind.

      That hurt my soul to think about.

      Lauryn was the best thing that had ever happened to me. She filled a piece of me that had been empty and cold for a long time. She brought sunlight to all my dark places. And she’d saved my life. To be so loved by someone was mind-boggling.

      Ryder grabbed Rhys’s hand and lifted his arm in the air. The others followed suit, and the entire MC burst into cheers and applause. I clapped, but I never looked away from Lauryn.

      As soon as it was acceptable to do so, I cut through the lines of men and went to her. She waited for me, hands clasped in front of her, as I wove and ducked out of the way as the men went to congratulate our new members.

      “What are you—?” she started to ask, but I took her up in my arms and kissed her deeply.

      She held onto me and kissed me back.

      When we broke apart, she was breathless. “What was that for?”

      “I just …” I paused and shook my head. “I love you. I realize I never said it before. But I do. I never want to lose you.”

      She held my face in her hands. “You won’t ever lose me, Caleb. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. You’ll have me and Jayden until you don’t want us anymore.”

      “Don’t be crazy. I’m always going to want you.”

      “Where did all this come from?” she asked. Her eyes sparkled in the firelight. Her body was warm against mine. I could smell her floral shampoo and still taste her cherry Chapstick on my lips.

      “Those guys lost a lot, and they just committed to a new start with the Lost Breed. It got me thinking about how I’d handle something like that. Before, I could have done it. Now that you’re in the picture, I don’t think I could ever start over.”

      “Me neither,” she whispered. She rested her hands on my chest. “Now, you’d better get back to your boys. They keep looking over here.”

      I kissed her one more time. “You’re good?”

      “Babe, I’m great,” she said.

      I left her to talk with the rest of the women as I joined my brothers. They drew me in, and Ryder thumped me on the back. It hurt my shoulder, but I didn’t say a fucking word. I was right where I wanted to be.

      Rhys held his hand out, and I shook it. “You’re a champ,” he called over the loud voices and laughter surrounding us.

      “I could say the same for you. If not for your quick thinking, this night would be a lot different.”

      Rhys grinned. “My moment was over in seconds. You stayed alive against Isaac Reed for fifteen minutes basically on your own. That’s some serious shit, man.”

      I shrugged. Again. Damn it. “I wasn’t alone.”

      “The security guys said they went down pretty fast.”

      “Yeah, they were kind of useless.” I laughed. “But my woman kept me alive. I wouldn’t be here if not for her.”

      Derek showed up and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. He was gentle enough, but the pressure and weight weren’t all that comfortable. He hugged me to him. I could tell he was a little drunk and enjoying himself. “Our boy Caleb isn’t to be fucked with. But that Lauryn. I’d rather fight you than her, man.”

      I snorted. “Don’t let her hear you say that.”

      “Why not?” Derek smirked.

      “She’ll never forget it. Her ego is big enough.”

      “I like her,” Derek nodded.

      I smiled. “Yeah, so do I.”

      Derek ruffled my hair. Sometimes, being the youngest member was a real pain in the ass. He let me go. “You think she’s the one for you?”

      “There’s no doubt in my mind.”

      Derek threw his head back with laughter. “You need another drink, come on. Let’s get more beers. You coming along, Rhys?” We went up onto Ryder’s deck and each grabbed a beer.

      I collapsed in one of the patio chairs and cracked my beer. I took a few greedy gulps and wiped foam from my upper lip.

      Rhys sighed contently beside me. “Feels good to be here.”

      I looked over at him. “Do you miss Chicago?”

      He shrugged. “No. Not anymore. All that’s back there are bad memories. It’s time to make New York City my home. Now that I have an MC, I’m finally heading in the right direction. Isaac Reed fucked my life up for a while. I’m ready to get back on track.”

      “So are we,” I said.

      Derek nodded. “It’s been a long battle. Having that bastard in the ground sure feels fucking good. We can finally move on and stop looking over our shoulders.”

      Rhys stared out at the bonfire. He watched everyone mill around for a minute before he said, almost too quietly for me or Derek to hear, “As long as none of my skeletons creep out of the closet, everything will be fine.”

      “What?” I asked.

      He never looked at me. He continued staring out at the fire. “Sometimes, what’s buried doesn’t stay dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Lauryn

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Weeks Later

      

      

      I turned off the shower and popped open the glass door to reach for my towel. It was hanging beside Caleb’s, which was still damp. I pulled it off the rack and dried myself off. Then, I wrapped my hair up in it and went about my morning routine.

      I brushed my teeth, soaked my skin with moisturizer, put oil in my hair, blow dried it, and slapped on some mascara and Chapstick. I padded into our bedroom and sifted through the drawers of the dresser for my favorite jeans. I yanked them up my hips and did them up before grabbing an oversized white knit sweater. I put it on, rolled up the sleeves, and pulled my hair out of the collar. I tied a plaid scarf around my neck and headed out into the kitchen, where Caleb was pushing some scrambled eggs from a pan and onto the plate in front of Jayden.

      Both of them looked up at me and smiled as I went straight for the coffee pot and poured myself a mug. “Good morning, boys.”

      “Morning,” they said in unison.

      “Your plate is here. You hungry?” Caleb asked.

      I sipped my coffee and took my seat at one end of the table. Caleb spooned eggs onto my plate beside the bacon and hash browns he’d already dished out.

      “This looks and smells fantastic,” I said appreciatively.

      Caleb returned the pan to the stove and sat down across from me. “Well, with the day we have, I figured we should fuel up. You excited, sport?”

      Jayden nodded eagerly.

      We had plans to spend the entire day together. After breakfast, we were heading out to the park to meet up with another family that lived in Caleb’s apartment building. They had a little boy about Jayden’s age, and the two of them had taken a liking to each other. Then, we were heading to the skating rink so Jayden could practice with Caleb.

      As it turned out, Caleb used to play hockey as a kid, and he was a spectacular skater. Jayden was falling a bit behind on the team, and when I’d told Caleb about it, he had immediately volunteered to step up and help. I was looking forward to seeing them on the ice together.

      After that, we would be grabbing lunch and coming home to get ready for a dinner at Axel’s house. He had the biggest property by far, and everyone was going. It was a kid-friendly event, and nobody had met Jayden yet. I was a bit nervous about it, but everyone had assured me it would be fine. Especially Jamie, who promised Jayden would fit right in.

      Jayden finished his breakfast in record time. Once he was done, I sent him off to brush his teeth and get dressed. I reminded him to dress warmly. He promised he would, and Caleb and I were left alone at the table together.

      “Thank you for breakfast,” I said as I bit into my piece of extra crispy bacon. Just how I liked it.

      Caleb grinned. “Anything for you and Jayden. It’s a big day. He’s meeting the whole clan.”

      “I know. I’m still nervous. I know it’s silly, but I can’t help it.”

      “He’ll love it. There will be a bunch of kids there. Axel and Jax both have kids. Axel’s oldest daughter is probably close to around Jayden’s age. I bet they’ll hit it off.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Lauryn,” Caleb leaned forward and rested his hand over mine. “Everything will be just fine. Trust me.”

      I nodded. He was right. I was worrying over nothing. I’d faced much more difficult things than bringing my son to a family-friendly house party. I’d been in an abusive relationship, raised my son alone, and survived a brutal attack in an alley from a gang member who wanted to kill my boyfriend.

      I could handle this. It was just another change was all, and there had been a lot of those lately.

      Jayden and I had moved into Caleb’s apartment two weeks ago. He didn’t like that my son and I lived alone in such a seedy part of the city, so he’d offered up his place to us. It was a two-bedroom apartment, and we would have to find something with a bit more space sooner rather than later, but for now, it did the trick. Caleb had been using the second bedroom for storage, and he moved everything into a storage locker and painted it with a fresh bright green for Jayden.

      He’d helped us move all our stuff and as soon as everything was unpacked, I felt at home in the apartment. Probably because that’s all that Caleb wanted.

      We spent most of our nights inside, cozied up under blankets on the sofa watching movies while the gas fireplace burned. On weekends, Jayden would stay up with us and fall asleep with his head in either mine or Caleb’s lap. On weeknights, he was in bed by eight, and Caleb and I had time to ourselves.

      My life had never been better.

      I had stopped dancing and was looking for a new job that I could do during the day when Jayden was in school. Ever since the whole mess with Isaac in the alley, I hadn’t wanted to go back to the club. I hadn’t wanted to go back to that scene at all. I’d given all my dancing clothes to Sadie, Milly, and Cassidy. They had loudly complained when the bag of goods I gave them did not contain my sparkly stockings. Those I had kept. Caleb said he liked them, and I adored them, so they were neatly folded up in my panty drawer for future use.

      I’d applied for a few jobs. Nothing made me all that excited, and Caleb told me not to worry too much about it. The Lost Breed MC supported their own, and I didn’t have to do anything I didn’t want to do anymore.

      It was strange having someone who looked out for me so fiercely.

      Strange but wonderful.

      After years of wandering around lost, I had finally found my home.

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      The skating rink was the highlight of the day for all of us. Jayden only fell once, and Caleb made it easy for him to skate it off. He learned how to stop and how best to use his skates to get forward momentum. I lingered by the boards in my women’s skates for as long as I could before Caleb came and grabbed my hand and pulled me out into the middle of the ice with them.

      I hadn’t laughed so hard before.

      When we were done, my feet sang my praises as the skates came off. We put our shoes back on and headed out to the car to get lunch. We sipped hot coffees and ate paninis at a cute bakery not far from Caleb’s apartment and, when we were good and full, went home to get ready for dinner.

      I prepared a homemade macaroni dish that Caleb drooled over once it was done. I slapped his hand away when he tried to steal a piece and then wrapped it up in tinfoil. “You can’t eat it. Wait until the party.”

      Caleb whined and sulked. Jayden laughed at him.

      Then, before we knew it, it was time to go.

      We piled into the car and headed to Axel’s house. The property was sprawling and beautifully landscaped. His driveway curved upward to his house, which was all one level and boasted floor to ceiling pristine windows. It very modern and not at all what I expected from a Lost Breed member.

      Everyone else was already there when we arrived, so we parked at the bottom of the driveway. I held Jayden’s hand as we walked up to the front door. I stopped to knock, but Caleb walked right in.

      “Hello?” he called. I lingered on the threshold with Jayden. Caleb looked back at us and offered me his hand. He pulled me gently into the house, and I peered around, admiring the modern architecture and clean lines of the place.

      It was absolutely beautiful.

      Ellie hurried over from the living room to greet us. Everyone else was there, milling around with drinks in their hands, and they waved at us as we shrugged out of our coats. Ellie hung them up in the closet behind the front door and then bent down to say hello to Jayden, who was hiding behind my legs.

      “Hey there, you must be Jayden. Your friend, Jamie, told me all about you. She’s excited to see you,” Ellie said cheerfully.

      Jayden looked up at me. “Jamie is here?”

      I nodded. “Yep, come on. Let’s go in and say hi.”

      Ellie gave Caleb a hug and patted his cheek. “You look good.”

      He winked at her. “Thanks.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I meant. Your bruises are gone. You look like yourself.”

      “Oh,” Caleb said.

      I snickered at him as we walked into the living room.

      We were greeted by everyone with loud hellos and waves, and I smiled brightly back. Ellie walked over to Jamie taking Jayden with her. She immediately dropped to a crouch and started talking to Jayden, which put him at ease. Then, she called over a little blond-haired, blue-eyed girl. “This is Hannah.”

      Hannah clasped her hands behind her back and swayed her shoulders back and forth. She was very shy, but she smiled. “Hi.”

      Jamie introduced Jayden to her. “Hannah, this is Jayden. You guys will probably see a lot of each other from now on.”

      “Hi,” Jayden said.

      I looked up at Caleb, who was grinning from ear to ear. He poked Hannah in the shoulder. “You should show him your playroom.”

      Hannah blinked up at Caleb.

      He nodded at her. “Go ahead. The adults are going to be boring and just talking for a while. Go play.”

      Hannah’s shyness disappeared. She grabbed Jayden’s hand and pulled him along behind her down the hall and through an open doorway.

      “She has a playroom?” I asked.

      Jamie stood back up and nodded. “It’s amazing. Axel spared no expense. Come on. Let me get you a drink. Wine? Champagne? Beer?”

      “So many options,” I said, tucking my hair behind my ears.

      Jamie ended up pouring us each a glass of champagne, and she passed a beer to Caleb. Then, the three of us joined the others in the living room. Everyone made comments about how good Caleb looked, and he joked around with them about how he’d always been handsome. I’d never seen him in such high spirits before, which I said to Derek when I found myself standing alone with him toward the end of the night. The kids had all gone to bed in Hannah’s bedroom. Axel and Ellie had set up mattresses for everyone. It was well past midnight, and Derek nodded at Caleb as he joked around with Dani and Ryder.

      “I’ve never seen him like this either,” he said. Then he tapped his beer can against my champagne glass in a toast. “Good work, Lauryn.”

      “Sorry?”

      He grinned at me. “This is all you. Caleb’s a pretty serious dude. Never cracks a smile or tells a joke unless he’s really happy. Now look at the bastard. Happy as a little clam.”

      I felt a smile tugging at my cheeks.

      I was just as happy, and looking around the room at my new family made me feel like there was a warm light glowing in my chest. These people were everything I had been looking for all these years, and they had welcomed me and my son with open arms.

      “Are you crying?” Derek asked, sounding appalled.

      I laughed and dabbed at my eyes, and I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Get your shit together, woman. This is a party!”

      I took a sip of champagne and smiled up at him. “Damn straight, it is.”

      

      
        
        The End
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