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ONE

 

 

ANOTHER CITY. Another shitty room. 

The conditions didn’t bother Tulsi as much as the fact that she was starting over. Again.

Vegas had been a bust. For about three weeks, Tulsi did her best to belong in the city that never slept. Getting a job there had been a major stumbling block. Turned out that learning fast was necessary for a life in hiding. Employment had come easier when she went off-strip and started to wear revealing clothes. Finding work had been only one hurdle; it wasn’t the last she’d faced either.

Two weeks into her job at Heaven, a strip club where she worked as a server, her boss’s advances became impossible to ignore any longer. Darnell, her employer, cornered her in his office and reminded her that all of the girls had to sleep with him at least once if they wanted to keep their jobs. He’d put his hands on her; men who did that didn’t tend to live very long. So, Tulsi defended herself against the letch and then split in a hurry.

Going to the bus station with her meager earnings, she’d caught the first bus that was headed out of state. That was how she’d ended up in Florida. 

Her short time in Vegas taught her a lot, so she wasn’t beginning at zero. Starting over in a new city was frustrating, no doubt about that; but she had a better idea of how to take care of herself. 

Departing the room she’d been staying in for two days, Tulsi was careful to lock the door. One of the things she’d learned in Vegas was that regular motels were more expensive than the back street flophouses. A colleague in Heaven clued her in on how to locate the cheaper places. 

Tracking down a similar flophouse in Florida hadn’t taken long. All she had to do was seek out the roughest area of town and look for a building with open doors and a bunch of down-and-outs hanging around. 

Making money was her primary goal. Slipping her key into her pocket, Tulsi’s mission that night was to find a job. She didn’t need to find a man, except that was exactly what faced her when she turned intending to walk down the hallway.

“You’re new,” he said to her, a smile on his face.

Though he appeared amiable and his warm smile genuine, Tulsi was suspicious. “Maybe you’re new,” she said and tried to sidestep.

He mirrored the move to stay in her way. “Amsterdam,” he said, offering a hand.

She had no intention of shaking it or making friends. “That’s not really your name.”

“It’s what they call me,” he said, tucking his hand into his pocket. “Dam really, for short.”

“That’s nice,” she said and tried to get around him again. When he persisted in blocking her route, she growled in frustration. “What do you want?”

“We’re neighbors. We should get to know each other.”

“If you want to get laid, I’m sure there are plenty of willing women down the block who’d take your money.”

His smile grew. “You’ve got spunk.”

“I’ve been told that before. Now get the hell out of my way…”

“A bunch of us hang out at a club downtown. It’s called Fox Den… I can show you.”

“Why would I want to go to a club with you?”

He shrugged. “Because everyone needs someone watching their back. I’ll introduce you around.”

Knowing a wider range of people could make it easier for her to get a job. If Tulsi didn’t start earning soon, she wouldn’t be able to afford the flophouse for long, which was a testament to her pathetic state. The place was the cheapest of the cheap. Tulsi wasn’t accustomed to living under the radar. Even though she was willing to do practically anything, not having a social security number or employment history made legitimate employers suspicious. 

Any of the less reputable places she’d entered were wary straight off the bat because that was their norm. Any new face could lead to trouble or be connected to a government agency, so they were hesitant to trust newcomers who had no one to vouch for them.

“What do you do?” she asked this Dam.

“I connect people.”

He said it like he’d said it a thousand times and like it was a valid answer. But it didn’t really tell her anything. Dam’s statement reminded her of someone else’s response when she’d asked a similar question. The occupation of the man in her memory wasn’t really an occupation either. As soon as the thought of him entered her mind, she pushed it back down into the box where she’d locked all memories of him.

“What does that mean?”

“If you let me buy you a drink,” he said, “I’ll tell you.”

It was around ten p.m., a good time to go job hunting. Everywhere was open and managers didn’t have time to ask too many questions. Even though Tulsi had tried places during the day too, so far she hadn’t come across any stores or coffee bars that offered discreet, i.e. cash in hand, employment.

“Just so we’re clear, the last three men who touched me without permission ended up with a blade in them,” she said, almost groaning at the sight of his interest brightening. 

Hillam had been dead before she stabbed him and Darnell had only got an icepick in his arm, but they were mere details.

He tipped his head in a side nod. “Good to know.”

“Lead the way.”

Dam, as apparently people called him, seemed happy to have succeeded. But he wasn’t home-free yet. In her experience, no one did anything for nothing. Having only been in town for two days, Tulsi didn’t think anyone could have been spying on her. Not for long enough to learn anything valuable anyway. 

Taller than her and built strong, it didn’t take a genius to figure out Dam would be able to pin her down if that was his plan. But Tulsi was not as naïve as she’d once been. In the past, she’d managed to defend herself and wouldn’t hesitate to do it again. 

In a way, Dam having a sexual interest would put her at ease. Men did stupid things for sex; they went out of their way to get laid. Tulsi was practiced at resisting sexual interest. Fending off unwanted advances was part of her repertoire. Anything more sinister would be harder to handle.

Despite her history, she’d also learned not to judge someone based on appearances. Yes, Dam was capable and he had an ominous snake tattoo sticking out of his shirt that curved up the side of his neck. But the men that a woman had to be truly careful of were the ones who did everything they could to appear gracious and respectable. 

“What’s your name?”

“Sienna,” she said, following him down the stairs to head for the wide entrance just beyond the front desk. 

That was where Betsy spent her days smoking cigarettes and watching TV while waiting for tenants and potential tenants to come hand her money. 

“You’re not from around here?” Dam asked.

Tulsi didn’t plan to be an open book. “Are you from around here?”

“Don’t like answering questions about yourself?”

“Has it been your experience that people do?” she asked. “Whether I answer or not, you’d have no way to know if I was telling the truth.”

They continued to the corner. Dam put an arm around her to guide her across the street. Tulsi chose to assume that the maneuver was absent, just a kind way to communicate. While they were outside at least. If he’d tried that when they were alone, she’d have a different reaction. 

Until she knew more about his motives, she couldn’t put up too many barriers. But that didn’t mean she’d let him take liberties. Being suspicious was becoming a way of life. It wasn’t easy being out on her own. Dam had been right that having someone watching her back would make life easier, except she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to trust anyone to do the job for the right reasons.

“I bet you have a story to tell,” Dam said as they carried on walking.

“Not one I’ll be telling you any time soon,” she said. “But I’m a great listener, if you want to talk.”

Tulsi wasn’t offering an ear to be kind. If he talked about himself, she would learn more about him, and it would put a stop to him asking questions. Answering questions was her biggest pet peeve. It never used to be that way. In the past, she hadn’t been suspicious and careful when telling people about herself. But then, no one asked her questions that could lead to her being dragged to her death.

Not being herself anymore was the most difficult thing to wrap her head around. Who she was couldn’t ever exist again. Although Tulsi sometimes felt like her ex-self on the inside, she had to live a double life, never telling anyone the truth.

It was exhausting and meant she had to be aware and switched on all the time, ready to bolt at any second.

“I’m going to guess you’re running from something,” Dam said, apparently not paying attention to her offer. 

Stepping away, Tulsi moved out from under his arm. “Why do you say that?”

“Most people are running from something. Sometimes it’s just themselves. Other times, something more serious is on their tail.” He left a silence that he probably expected her to fill. She didn’t. “You gonna give me a hint?”

“Maybe I came for the weather,” she said. 

He bobbed his head in agreement. “Possible. Some people do. But those people don’t stay somewhere like Betsy’s. And if you’re looking for a rich sugar daddy, you’re not dressing right at all.”

Her dress was skintight and cheap, in that regard, Dam was right. If she wanted some rich guy to take over her life and pay for everything, she should go for a more sophisticated look. Some rich guys liked the skanky look, but not usually for more than a night.

“There are better towns for that,” she said. “Actually, I came because I heard you had good coffee.”

He laughed. “We do. Yep, good coffee.”

“You must have been here a while if you’re saying ‘we.’ How long have you been here?”

“On and off for years,” he said. “I head south in winter.”

“A lot of people do. You still haven’t told me what you meant by connecting people. You’re a headhunter?”

Any headhunting he did wouldn’t be for a reputable organization. Even she wasn’t naïve enough to believe that.

“You could say that,” he said. “People need something, they come to me. I get it for them.”

“Right. Just offering a public service.”

“For a price,” he said. “I travel a lot. Visit different cities. Learn what people have. What people want… Means I have access to a network that a lot of people have use for.”

“Someone needs something and you know someone else who’ll get it for them. For a price, no doubt.”

“It’s like a finder’s fee, that’s all.”

“So that’s why you walk up to random people and introduce yourself.”

“Good way to expand my network,” he said. 

That he wasn’t trying to sell his approach as altruism actually made her feel better. Dam wanted to know if she could be of use to him. If he could hook her up with steady employment that would be great, but she wasn’t sure what she could offer in return. 

On the bus into Vegas after fleeing Merchant’s, Tulsi spent a lot of time thinking about the future, about what it would take to survive. It was at that point she’d decided that sex was off the table. Her decision was about protecting herself, sure. But it was also a reflection on her feelings about the act. Nothing good came from sex. It brought out the worst in people. 

It drove men to act out their primitive desire. Women weren’t always any better. Knowing the power it gave them over men, some females used it to take advantage of others. Even if there wasn’t something underhanded about the exchange, it was still a negative experience, leaving those who engaged in it either heartbroken or violated. There was no reason for Tulsi to put herself in that position ever again.

Someday, if she ever managed to get settled somewhere, she might change her mind. But she doubted it. Living in hiding, disguising herself as someone else, wouldn’t lead to honest and truthful relationships. Knowing that at any time someone could jump out to take her down, Tulsi couldn’t risk trusting anyone with the truth. So, if a man didn’t know who she was, how could she be intimate with him in anything other than body?

“You’ve gone quiet,” Dam said. “It’s just up the block.”

A dozen yards further on, he slowed to direct them through a covered double entrance. From beyond, she could hear music. To the left were booths where payment was supposed to be made. To the right was a coat-check place. Dam waltzed straight on past both, putting an arm around her again as he opened the internal double doors in front of them.

The music coming from a DJ booth to the far left was almost deafening. A dance floor was down a few steps and laid out in front of where the lights were flashing around the DJ. Her companion took them the opposite way, along a raised walkway that led to an area filled with booths and tables. 

Dam waved at some folks as they passed, but didn’t slow in his journey to guide her to a booth in the far corner, next to the bar. That the booth was empty seemed odd, but ten was still early in a lot of circles. Except the rest of the club was busy, which led her to wonder if Dam frequented this place so much that the booth was reserved for him. 

“What do you want to drink?”

He’d suggested a drink when they met, but she wasn’t ready to trust anything that he put down for her to consume. Still, she was intrigued and wanted to know more about why Dam had picked her out.

“Why don’t we share a bottle of something,” she said so as not to insult him with a flat refusal.

Their eyes met. He knew exactly what her offer implied, this guy was perceptive. “I don’t drink wine,” he said. “But I’ll get you something still in the bottle if you want.” She nodded. “Smart.”

He left the booth to cross to the end of the bar a few feet away. The whole corner was quieter than the rest of the space. A curtain hung on the wall running between the end of their booth and the short part of the bar where Dam stood. The bartender came straight over to Dam and the pair began to talk.

The curtain interested her. It didn’t seem to conceal powder rooms and didn’t fit with the more industrial feel of the rest of the decor. The sign on the lintel above the curtain said “private” in white letters that glowed under a black light, making them pop. Someone wanted to keep drunk patrons out of there. 

It could just be a storeroom or an employee area. Tulsi was still thinking about it when Dam came back with their drinks. Her bottle was sealed, as promised, and he put a bottle opener down beside it.

“Least I know for sure you didn’t agree to drink with me because you wanted sex,” he said as she opened the bottle.

“If I wanted to have sex with you, there would’ve been no point leaving Betsy’s,” she said, tasting the wine cooler. “We both have beds there.”

“I have a bed here too,” he said, tipping his head up to indicate above them. “Few folks I know stay in the rooms upstairs… So, if you change your mind…”

He put a hand over hers, which she immediately pulled away. “And we were getting along so well,” she said without disguising her judgment.

He laughed. “No sex, okay, I get it. I’ll make sure to tell the guys… I might know a couple of women who’d be interested, if that’s what floats your boat.”

“I can float my own boat,” she said. “I don’t need any help from you.”

Settling back in the corner of the padded seat, he considered her. Tulsi glanced his way at his narrow assessing gaze. If he was trying to be intimidating, he was failing. The lack of answers was growing tiresome. If this guy wasn’t going to help her, she could better spend her time trawling bars and clubs for work.

“Either you’ve got a guy or you’re running from one.”

“Is this what I have to look forward to?” she asked. “You going to spend the whole night tossing guesses at me?”

“If you’d just tell me—”

“The point is, I’m here,” she said, twisting to face him. “And if you want me to help you, you have to help me.”

He crooked a brow. “Ah, that’s why you came along. You need something.”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

“And that’s what makes my life so much easier. What do you need?”

“Work,” she said because it was no big secret. “I need an income.”

“That is something I can help with. What are your skills?”

“I’m dynamite in bed,” she said, keeping her tone and expression flat.

He laughed again. It was a nice sound. For almost a month, Tulsi had been alone. Even before that, she hadn’t had a chance to relax and just have fun not since… Thoughts of him made her eyes close. She couldn’t keep doing it to herself. Tulsi couldn’t let herself live in the past. Even just thinking of him distracted her from the present. Given that she never knew who could be watching her or attempting to track her down, Tulsi couldn’t take the risk of being oblivious.

That was his word. He’d said she had a nasty habit of being oblivious. It was a habit she was trying to break. While he’d been around to be aware for her, she hadn’t needed to be. But he wasn’t around. Not anymore. He never would be again. 

“You don’t strike me as the kind of broad who needs a pimp,” he said, leaning forward to lay a forearm on the table, scrutinizing her again. “I can set you up if you do, but I can’t say I recommend it… Pimps don’t usually like women who think for themselves.”

“Good to know you’re not a complete idiot.”

Lifting her bottle to her lips, Tulsi tipped some alcohol into her mouth before drawing her eyes around to find he was smiling again. A friend. It was sad that she was so tempted by the idea. In Vegas, the other girls at Heaven had been nice. Most of them anyway. Some were more vocal than others and some weren’t fans of anyone they saw as a threat.

But being a server, Tulsi didn’t spend much time backstage, which was where the women really bonded. Then Darnell had put his hands on her and she’d been running… without a friend in sight. 

A friend would be great. But she couldn’t trust Dam, not yet. 

“I’d be happy to serve drinks,” she said. “I have some experience with that.”

“There’s no table service in here, but I know a few places that might be interested in someone of your… figure.”

“I don’t do topless.”

“Course not,” he said, smirking. “I can get you into a job that will pay your way in Betsy’s and leave you with some money at the end of the month… Places with the best tippers.”

As much as that sounded like a dream, she knew better than to accept anything that was too easy or seemed too good to be true. “In exchange for?”

“I don’t know yet,” he said. “Usual price would be something in the corporate dating world.”

“What does that mean?”

“Business men come into town, they want company… someone to show them around…”

“Didn’t we just clear that up? I’m not interested in being any kind of escort. Corporate or otherwise.”

“There are a bunch of jobs in that arena. Some women just date, some offer company for other women, some—”

“Put me down for a no,” Tulsi said, taking another drink from her bottle before putting it on the table. “If that’s all you’ve got…”

He put a hand on her leg to prevent her from sliding out of the booth. “Wait now,” he said. “Never leave after the opening offer. We’ll always be able to work something out.”

Tulsi thought of another man from her past. One who preferred to use implication than to be frank. Even though Dam hadn’t used any kind of sleazy tone, she was still suspicious.

It was on the tip of her tongue to call him out. Perhaps the sales pitch was all just some ruse, or maybe he gave women hope only to snatch it away as some kind of sick fetish. Before she could open her mouth, a shadow darkened their table. Both of them turned toward the huge guy who blocked her end of the booth. 

The stranger tossed something down onto the table. “This is a piece of shit. I want my money back!”

Dam raised a flat hand. “Calm down, Bogey. Geez, can’t you see there’s a woman present?”

“I don’t give a fuck,” the giant guy snapped. “I want my damn money! You vouched for this piece of crap. Now I have a whole fucking box of this shit that’s not worth dick.”

Impressive, it seemed the guy was trying to squeeze in as many curse words as possible. While Dam tried to calm the infuriated guy down, Tulsi turned her attention to the thing he’d thrown onto the table.

Picking it up, she examined the leather and metal cuff. It didn’t appear expensive. Turning it over, she discovered a mechanism on the underside, attached to a piece of sheared metal. That meant there should be another piece. Sure enough, on the table there was a blade, only about an inch and a half wide. With both pieces in front of her, Tulsi realized what she was looking at. The cuff concealed a weapon… or it was supposed to. Apparently the blade had snapped right off. It wasn’t difficult to see why when she inspected it more closely.

“The solder was weak,” she said, still examining the piece. “Looks like they used a soldering iron, which isn’t right for something of this size… You’d be better with a torch… or a laser weld.”

Silence fell over the men, which brought her attention upward. Dam’s smile was slow to rise, but it glowed with appreciation. 

“There you go,” Dam said, turning back to the looming guy. “My new associate here will fix them up for you.”

Tulsi shook her head and pushed the pieces back onto the table. “Oh, no… No, I—”

“She’s modest,” Dam said, sliding along the seat to put an arm around her. “Bring them back, we’ll get them fixed for you… Free of charge.”

Bogey eyed them both, probably unsure if he could trust her or Dam, who’d provided the substandard product in the first place. 

“I’ll bring them back tomorrow… I want them back fast,” Bogey said and stomped off. 

She was still watching him when Dam smacked a kiss to her temple. “Think we found your calling.”

“No,” she said, pushing away from him to slide down the booth. “No, I can’t—”

“Sounds like you can.”

Doing anything that was remotely related to her previous business could spell disaster. But her skill for jewelry making was really the only one that she had. It would be more lucrative than serving drinks. Another plus? It could be done in private, so she wouldn’t have to worry about being recognized. Especially if Dam was doing all the face to face work.

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll get you all the kit you need,” he said. “Make me a list… Do you know how high demand is for discreet weaponry? Talk to me about this and we’ll work up a pricelist.”

“And how much of that do you pocket?”

“Twenty-five percent,” he said. She lowered her chin to set her disapproval on him. Dam laughed. “Okay, twenty.”

“Ten.”

“Let’s split the difference and call it fifteen.”

She thought about haggling more, but Dam was going to be a valuable ally. Tulsi didn’t want to risk pushing him too far.

“Fine.”

He raised his bottle. “To the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

Finally allowing herself to smile, she picked up her bottle too. She’d come out on the hunt for a job and had found one. Tulsi just hoped it wasn’t one that was going to reveal too much of her former self. If it did, termination would mean a lot more than starting over in another new city.


 

 

TWO 

 

 

A BEAUTIFUL FRIENDSHIP was right. Dam might have appeared from nowhere and made her suspicious, but Tulsi had come to rely on him. Not only had he built up her reputation and kept work rolling in, but he’d supported her acclimation to her new life. 

The day after their initial meeting, he’d revealed what was behind the curtain in Fox Den. Well-lit and quieter than the bar outside, the room had a bunch of couches and a card table set up for the men who hung out there.

In the back corner were the stairs that led up to the bedrooms Dam had spoken about. They weren’t luxury, their quality was about the same as Betsy’s, but they kept everyone together. Dam’s adopted gang was full of people with different skills and trades. Many of the newer recruits were uncertain and suspicious; those who had been around a while were more relaxed. 

Dam didn’t live at Fox Den year round. But when he came south for the winter, it was his usual haunt. As it turned out, he didn’t sleep at Betsy’s at all. His people paid for a room there when they had meetings with associates that they didn’t want to take to their base. At Betsy’s, Dam also kept an eye out for new drifters coming through who might help his cause. Hence how he’d found her.

The booth where Bogey had accosted them was an extension of the den behind the curtain. An interview space as Dam liked to call it. Somewhere they could take people to introduce them to the building without drawing them into their private space. 

After just a couple of days, Dam invited her to stay at Fox Den. The cost was about equivalent to Betsy’s and it did have an advantage over the flophouse. At Fox Den, Tulsi had access to a communal—often messy—kitchen. Given that Dam had set up her work bench in the room behind the curtain, living at the club made sense. Tulsi could work as late, or as early, as she wanted to and never had to worry about walking home alone at night.

Dam had also become her defender. None of the Fox Den guys had overstepped the mark in the way some men from her past had, but they didn’t mind flirting with her. Any time Dam thought one of them might be getting ideas, he’d step in. It had been his suggestion that Rook, one of the other guys, teach her how to throw a knife. Apparently, her newest friend hadn’t forgotten what she’d said about putting blades in men. Rook was proficient, an expert, and he was a good teacher too.

Tulsi didn’t exactly have a lot of free time, but she enjoyed learning a new skill, so didn’t mind staying up late. It was good exercise too. She’d started to run again as well. The beach was much better than her old trudge in the gym. Even though there was a room upstairs at the club full of gym machines, Tulsi preferred to be outside. Nothing in the gym matched and she wasn’t sure any of the equipment had been bought legitimately, but it was there for them to use.

After living in Fox Den for two months, Tulsi’s time with Dam was coming close to its end. They hadn’t talked about him leaving, but it was coming. She had no idea what her reaction would be when he told her he was going. If he even told her. Dam joked about hating goodbyes and how it was dramatic to just disappear. Each day for the last couple of weeks, Tulsi had woken up dreading getting up. She feared being told that he’d slipped away in the night without saying goodbye.

Rook didn’t go anywhere, as far as she knew, so she’d have one defender if she stayed. But staying in one place for too long might not be smart. This life on the lam thing was taking its toll. Any time she relaxed and felt herself drawn closer to the people at Fox Den, she’d get a harsh slap when a thought from the past snuck through her defenses. 

That night, the club was in full swing. The bass of the music carried past the curtain as it always did, but she paid more attention to the men behind her playing cards. Tulsi’s focus was on the piece that she had to get finished. There were only a few more joins to make then she would leave it to cool. 

Thinking that she might ask Rook for a few lessons that night, she hoped to get to bed before the club closed. Dam was at the card table with the half dozen other guys who’d already gone through a keg of beer. 

“Patch,” Dam called out. “Get over here and show these guys who’s boss.”

She smiled, but kept her focus on the two pieces of metal and her weld. The magnifying glasses offered her protection and let her look at the minute pieces without straining. 

“You still owe me fifty bucks from last week,” she called out without turning around. “You better not lose my money.”

“Don’t panic. I’ll just swipe it from one of these guys after they pass out like I usually do,” Dam said. She knew enough to laugh, but one of the newbies obviously glared because Dam laughed too. “Geez, Salt, I’m kidding, man… Patch, tell him I’m kidding.”

“He’s kidding,” she said, putting down her laser. “Or he paid me to agree with him.”

Dam laughed again. “Shit, babe, you trying to get me in trouble?”

“Gotta get my kicks somehow.”

From the response at the card table, she guessed that everyone was friends again. Salt wasn’t really that touchy, usually, but he was one of the guys not completely at ease yet.

“This is a private party,” Dam said. “Back out the way you came.”

Wouldn’t be the first time that a drunk wandered past the curtain looking for a restroom or to snoop. Obviously, whoever had come in wasn’t getting the message because Dam cranked up his anger and spoke again.

“Yo, buddy, what do you want?”

“Her.”

One syllable. That was all it took to rattle her whole world. 

A thorn of sheer joy pierced her first. Just the notion that it could be true was enough to excite her endorphins. Yet, a background prickle of awareness reminded her to be cautious. The pessimism wasn’t welcome. Tulsi wanted her fantasy to come to life. She’d never let herself believe that it would and yet…

Slowly raising her attention, Tulsi caught sight of the last person she expected to see. In her dreams, in the night, her subconscious cried out for him. In the day, when she had her wits, Tulsi never let herself think of him. In fact, she’d chastise herself for being so juvenile as to expect some kind of fairytale ending. 

Allowing herself to think of him without regret for the first time, Tulsi absorbed the moment. The truth infused her senses. He’d come for her. Somehow, he’d freed himself from the clutches of Merchant’s men and crossed the country to get to her. It was incredible. That he’d even thought to begin such a daunting mission was flattering. That he’d battled through and somehow found her was plain miraculous.

It was unbelievable. Wreck. Her Ruin… Her next inhale caught in the back of her throat. Struck dumb, she probably could have sat there staring into his fierce feral gaze all night. 

The sound of someone cocking a gun distracted her.

“No,” Tulsi said, rising to her feet and opening a hand out to stall the men behind her. All the while, she kept her focus pinned to the man standing just inside the room.

“You know this guy?” Dam asked.

It took her a score of seconds to find her voice. “He’s my Ruin.”

Saying the words kicked her into action. Bounding away from the table, she couldn’t get around it fast enough. Tulsi rushed to her ruin and threw herself against him. 

Grabbing for her in return, he lifted her clear off the floor. “Nymph,” he breathed the word into her hair. 

It was so quiet that the others wouldn’t have heard it, but the edge of vulnerability in that single word brought tears to her eyes.

“You came for me,” she said, tightening her arms around his neck. “I never thought… How did you find me?”

Tulsi squeezed him tight. She feared ever having to let him go. Yet, she missed his eyes, the sight of his face. The memory of both had been her precious touchstone since fleeing the scene of her crime. 

She lost track of time, and guessed maybe he did too, because he didn’t reply. They just stayed there, locked in each other’s embrace, absorbing each other again. 

Clutching his shoulders, Tulsi pushed back to find his gaze, searching for an answer to her question.

Wreck put her back on her feet. “Want me to leave?” he asked, his scowl darkening.

“No!” she said. A whisper of her incredulity escaped as a laugh. “Definitely no.”

Staring into him, she still struggled to believe that he was really there in front of her. Wreck seemed content, looking down at her. There wasn’t as much wonder in his gaze as she imagined bled from hers, but he’d known this moment was on the horizon. Tulsi hadn’t believed for a second that he’d track her down. But there he was. He’d come for her.

“I’ve got a room in the city,” he said.

The obvious hint that he wanted them to be alone was no surprise or disappointment. The idea had occurred to her too.

Tulsi grinned and leaned closer. “I have a room in the building,” she said and grabbed his hand. “Come on.”

Dragging him to the other side of the room and up the narrow, walled-in staircase, Tulsi didn’t miss a beat. She pulled him along the shag pile carpet circa 1977 that was so bare in some places, the boards beneath were visible.

Shoving open her bedroom door, Tulsi got him inside and closed it fast. She could hardly believe it. Hardly believe he was there. But if this was a dream or some kind of drug induced haze or concussion, she didn’t want to wake up. Not before she got the chance to taste him again.

As Wreck surveyed her modest room, which must have been decorated around the time the shag carpet was installed, Tulsi moved in close. Picking up his hands with hers, she laced their fingers together so they were standing palm to palm.

When his intimidating stare landed on her, she couldn’t be anything except thrilled.

“We both have our hands,” she murmured. “It’s been a while, huh?”

“Nympho,” he said in a low, rumbling tone.

The mention of the pet name made her smile widen.

“I can’t believe you came for me,” she said, pushing closer to inspect the darkness in his eyes. “Did you come here for me?”

“You think it’s a coincidence I showed up?”

She relaxed and shook her head. “A dream maybe.”

He took one of his hands from hers. With curled fingers, he caressed her cheek until his digits came to rest beneath her jaw. “Always were a dreamer.”

“What happened to your rules?” she asked, in a semi teasing tone. “You said no lovey stuff.” He didn’t respond, just continued to admire her. “And I said no. You said if I did that, you’d never touch me again.”

“Never heard you.”

Her smile grew. If that was true, he’d ask when she said it or he’d deny that she had. If he intended to follow his own rules, just the admission that she’d said no should be enough to make him back off. 

But the man in front of her wasn’t interested in backing off. His fingers unfurled to curl around her chin. Tightening his possessive grip, he forced her head further back.

“Wreck,” she whispered. A shiver went through her just at the sound of his name. Tulsi closed her eyes as her fingers drifted downwards to curl around the buckle of his belt. “I need you… Satisfy my craving.”

“My little addict,” he murmured, sinister and satisfied. “You want it.”

“From you,” she said, arching closer. “Dreaming about you hasn’t been enough.” Tightening her hold, she retreated, pulling him deeper into the room. “I don’t have a bathroom or a vanity for you to put me on…”

Snatching her waist with a crushing grip, he spun her around to face the bed and dipped to force her head aside with his.

Digging his teeth into the side of her neck, he sealed his lips and sucked hard. The painful pinch of his mark would definitely bruise. Instead of hurt or horror, Tulsi drowned in the rushing hormones of a desire that made it almost impossible for her to stay upright.

Wreck continued to mark her as he unzipped her pants. He worked them and her underwear down from her hips.

He was going to do it; he was going to have her and Tulsi had no intention of stopping him. She raised her arms to let him remove her top. As her hair tickled her back again, he unhooked her bra. There was barely time to free her arms before he shoved her down on the bed face first.

His tee-shirt was gone by the time she rolled over, then he was bending down to unlace his boots. Soon as he stood up to toe them off, his eyes landed on hers.

They were free. Together. It was more than she could have wished for. Until he’d appeared, Tulsi scolded herself any time she thought of him. Admitting they would never see each other again was too painful a conclusion to reach over and again.

If she was going to wake up, she wanted to take advantage of every lucid second.

Parting her legs, she pointed her toe to trail it up the front of his jeans as he unfastened his belt. She got a flashback to the first time they’d shared a shower… the first time she saw him in all his naked glory.

Her lips were about to ask if he remembered when he dropped onto the bed on top of her. The weight of his incredible body smothered hers. For a second, she couldn’t breathe, then a sensation she hadn’t felt in months swamped her. Safety. Tulsi felt safe.

“You searched for me,” she murmured, coming to terms with what a task that must have been. “You found me… My Ruin.”

“Your Ruin,” he breathed the bassy words against her lips a fraction of a second before he kissed her.

Sinking into the warm bliss that enveloped her, Tulsi looped both arms around his neck, ready to take her time.

Wreck wasn’t so patient. All of a sudden, he straightened both arms to rise over her. He wasn’t taking his time to enjoy their reunion. He flipped her over, grabbed her hips and forced her onto her knees.

“Ruin—”

He yanked her back as he drove forward, impaling her hard, just like he had their first time together. All thoughts and words disappeared from her mind as her head sank down low between her straight arms that braced her weight.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Nymph,” he growled, hissing the words as he stretched her for his pleasure. “Damn.”

It was impossible not to be flattered by straining his control. Maybe he’d forgotten how good it felt to be inside her. Tulsi had remembered how incredible it felt to be with him, but even she’d lowballed the pleasure her pussy felt to be filled with his cock.

Their first time had been rough and fast. This time he withdrew and advanced at a slow pace. Either he was testing her or enjoying being in a familiar home.

“Baby,” she said, reaching around to slide her fingers over his on her hip.

The moment she began to rise, he folded himself over her to graze his teeth on her back through her hair, forcing her to bend again.

The contact kicked him into gear. He propelled himself deep into her, hitting her far inside. Tulsi gasped in a high pitched squeal of pleasure.

“Fuck,” Wreck said, fucking her faster. “Goddamn.”

After another gasp, she got into the rhythm with him. “Feel good, baby?”

“Primo pussy, Nympho…Shit, you take it good.”

“I want it bad,” she answered through panting breaths. 

“You do,” he said, slamming into her. “Fuck, my Nymph.”

He’d never claimed her before. In the haze of passion things were said that meant nothing. But she didn’t care. She wanted him to mean it and let herself believe he did. With adrenaline and lust coursing through her at lightning speeds, she could convince herself of anything.

“Shit! Oh, fuck, Wreck,” Tulsi exclaimed, heaving in a breath. “Oh, I fucking missed you.”

Bruising her hips in his strong, capable grip he tugged her back. “I’m right fucking here.”

She slid her hand down her side. Wreck surprised her by anticipating what she needed. Smacking her hand away from her body, like it almost offended him that anyone else should touch her, Wreck took power of her.

Coiling his arm around her body, he kept working his cock in and out of her as he toyed with her clit.

“You remember who’s in control,” he growled, bowing over her again. “Right here.”

The pressure on her clit pushed her into a powerful orgasm that tightened each of her muscles. She didn’t breathe for half a minute, not until a desperate need to inhale engulfed her. Opening her mouth wide, Tulsi drew in as much oxygen as her lungs could hold and liberated a long scream.

The echoing sound of her climax came just moments before Wreck’s growl that signaled his release.

She hadn’t had time to catch her breath before Wreck let her go. He didn’t lie down or even sit in her eye line. So although her heart was still pounding like a freight train riding down the tracks at top speed, she turned over and flopped onto her back.

Her lover was sitting at the end of the bed with his back to her. She wriggled down the mattress and pressed the sole of her foot to his spine.

Breathing out, Tulsi basked in her ecstasy. “Baby?” she said, but got no response. “There’s so much I have to tell you.”

Seeing Wreck again wasn’t just a shock to her carnal self, it was a shock to her emotional self. To the very stability of her existence. Tulsi was no longer a stranger to herself. The identity that she had left behind in Merchant’s blood wasn’t a myth anymore. Wreck knew her. They knew each other. A part of her ex-self was alive again. Not scared and confused, she could hold onto her bond with Wreck. No matter what anyone knew about her or what secrets she kept, the truth of her being would always exist in her ruin.

“You trust me.”

His words were so flat they were almost monotone. Tulsi wasn’t sure if he was stating fact or asking for confirmation. Wreck didn’t turn to look at her, so she got no clue from his expression. 

“I’ve been staying here a while,” she said, choosing just to absorb his words rather than react to them. “I make a little money rigging accessories with weapons… I’m good at it…” When he said nothing, she worried about where his mind was. “I’m sorry I left the way I did. I know you must be mad about—”

“I’m not mad,” he said, twisting around to lay a hand on the bed to meet her eye. “Not at you.”

Tulsi didn’t quite know what that meant. He flipped over and ascended the bed to lie on his side next to her.

“We can make money here,” she said, stroking the back of her fingers up and down his chest. “Not a bunch, but at least it’s safe… Dam probably won’t be around much longer. We could go with him when he leaves, if you want to.”

“Where’s he going?”

Pushing one of his legs beneath hers, Wreck trapped her between his strong thighs. Once he had her secure, he rolled onto his back, putting her on top of him. The position reminded her of the first night they’d slept together.

“Don’t know where he goes,” she said, brushing her lips left and right on his torso. “He travels around, widens his network… I’m sure he’d take us along with him.”

Wreck put a hand on her head to push it down against his body. “You trust him?”

“He looked out for me… I would never have found this place without him.”

“What’d it cost you?”

Rising, Tulsi crawled up his body. His hand slid through her hair and down her back. She kissed him. 

Keeping her eyes closed after she parted from him, Tulsi whispered, “I choose you.” Opening her eyes, she sought his. “Do you remember the first night I said that to you? I was as sure then as I am now. I will always choose you, Wreck.” He didn’t react, but that just reminded her how much she loved the intensity of his gaze. “Thank you.”

“For?”

“Coming for me,” she breathed out and sank down to tuck her head beneath his chin. “I missed you… My Ruin.”

Every muscle relaxed. Just being near him was incredible. She was safe. For the first time since she’d last slept in his arms, Tulsi finally felt safe.


 

 

THREE

 

 

IT COULDN’T HAVE BEEN much after that thought Tulsi fell asleep. She did remember some sleepy middle of the night sex, which was probably why she woke up wearing such a broad smile. Her smile faltered at the discovery she was alone in her bed. Quick to jump up and seek any sign he was still around, she relaxed a little when she noticed his belt on the floor. 

The accessory was hardly a guarantee, but Tulsi picked it up after putting on her robe, and kept hold of it as she departed the bedroom. The hallway got light from the window at the very end. But it was the sound of the radio in the kitchen that attracted her attention.

Dam was the only one in there when she rounded the space where the door should be. 

“Morning,” she said, twisting to check the time.

“That all?” Dam asked, leaving the counter with his coffee to sit at the round table in the corner by the threshold.

Wearing a frown, she peeked at him as she retrieved a mug to pour her own coffee from the pot. “All?”

“You know how long I knew Foxy before he trusted me to vouch for his lodgers?”

Tulsi licked her lips and sipped the coffee. “Uh… no. I never asked.”

She joined him at the table. 

Dam swept his cup around as he propped his elbows on the table to lean toward her. “Hint: it wasn’t two months.”

Foxy was the nickname of the guy who owned the building. The club was his main interest, though he dabbled in some illegitimate ventures too. Profits from those ventures could easily be cleaned through the club. That was what Dam told her anyway. She and Foxy weren’t exactly close.

Tulsi exhaled a laugh. “What are you talking about, Dam?”

He eyed the belt in her other hand that was resting on the table. “Your booty call.”

“Where is he?”

The question better have an answer she liked or else she’d sound like a moron for even asking it.

“Shower,” Dam said.

It was tough to restrain her smile and sigh of relief. “He’s not a booty call,” she said, drinking more of her coffee.

Dam locked his attention on her and waited. After a few seconds of silence, he prompted her. “You’ve gotta give me more than that if you’re thinking about asking him to stick around.”

Tulsi shook her head. “I’m not sure he wants to.” 

His brows rose and he sank back in his chair. “Well, Patch, you still got some surprises in you… Dragging guys to bed hasn’t been your bag… Fact, you’ve been all about keeping them at bay.”

On a half shrug, she hid her mouth behind her mug. “We have history.”

“No shit,” he said, almost laughing. “Guys and me could hear you scream over the sound of the club.”

It wasn’t so easy to hide the smile that Dam’s revelation inspired. “If it wasn’t for him, we would never have met.”

“I’ll be sure to thank the guy,” he said. “If he plans to talk to any of us anytime soon… Kinda a rude fucker.”

Pushing her lips to the side, Tulsi knew it wouldn’t be right to laugh, but her smile just wouldn’t go away. “I can’t argue that,” she said when she trusted herself to speak. Dam wasn’t amused and wasn’t doing a thing to hide it. “Look, Dam, I…” Reaching across the table, she opened her hand. It took him a moment to lean forward and slide his over it. “If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t be anywhere. Yeah, he’s… unique, but he’s mine.” 

Dam blinked in surprise. “Yours?”

“He wouldn’t have come all this way if he didn’t want to patch things up.”

Her friend’s head began to bob. “He the guy you were running from?”

She shook her head. “No… He’s the guy I abandoned when I had to run… I murdered a guy… A guy with connections.”

That was more than she’d ever confessed to Dam. Sure, there were times he got close with his guesses. But it wasn’t exactly a difficult thing to figure out when she was so against sexual advances.

“And your booty call knows about that?” She nodded. “If you two are so coupled up, how come he didn’t run with you?”

Thinking about it for a second, Tulsi couldn’t come up with any vague way to explain it. “It’s complicated.”

“Ain’t it always,” he said and slouched in his chair again. “Patch, you gotta be careful.”

“I don’t,” she said, picking up her cup. “Not with him.”

Dam frowned again. “You don’t? What the hell, babe. Have I taught you nothing? Always watch your six. Always.”

“That’s my job.”

Wreck’s voice made Tulsi smile, she tucked her chin lower and hid behind her coffee mug. He didn’t give her much time to enjoy the tingles his presence caused. Sweeping her hair into a fist, he twisted it once and again, forcing her head back. 

“Good morning, my Ruin.”

“Ready to go?”

The fact that she was in her robe drinking coffee sort of suggested that no, she wasn’t ready to go anywhere. But Tulsi didn’t have time to say anything because Dam spoke up.

“Listen, dude, I’m sure you’ve got a great sob story. But Sienna is going nowhere.”

Still looking at him upside down, Tulsi smiled when Wreck’s critical gaze descended to her. “Sienna?”

Shoving her cup onto the table, Wreck’s hand loosened from her hair when Tulsi leaped from her chair. 

She hooked his belt around the back of his neck and used it to pull him down. 

Taking another shot at their greeting, she kissed him. “Good morning, my Ruin.”

He let her kiss him again, but the judgment in his glare stayed potent. “We’re going. Grab your shit.”

Tulsi took her time about slipping his belt through its loops. Wrapping her arms around him, she pulled herself close and managed to stay that near as she finished sliding the leather through denim. 

“She’s got a life here, jerkoff. A life, a job, friends.”

That Dam and Wreck couldn’t get along would be a stumbling block. Tulsi owed both of them so much. 

“Way I hear it, you’re gonna be on the road soon.”

“Maybe,” Dam said. “Maybe not. That’s my business.”

“And this babe is mine,” Wreck said, slinging an arm around her shoulders to hold her against his body. “You don’t gotta worry about her anymore.”

“Funny ‘cause that’s been my job for the last couple of months. Guess you couldn’t hack it for her.”

Wreck tensed, so Tulsi immediately pressed both hands to his torso and twisted to look over her shoulder at Dam. “You two shouldn’t waste your time pissing each other off. I’m the only one allowed to do that.” When Dam laid a glare on her, she smiled. Showing him and then turning it up to her lover who was scowling, Tulsi was pleased to have broken their focus from each other. “I vouch for both of you… That means neither of you can hurt the other without breaking my word, and neither of you want to do that.”

Maybe they did, but she was going to show her faith in both of them and hope that was enough to keep them from killing each other. Easing back, Tulsi took her time about fastening Wreck’s belt. Once she was done, she stepped back and pulled out the chair she’d vacated to offer it to her lover.

“What do I tell Foxy?” Dam asked.

Wreck sat and picked up her coffee to down the rest of the liquid. Tulsi took it from him and went to the coffee pot to refill it.

“Depends if we’re staying,” Tulsi said, glancing at Wreck. “Are we staying?”

“No.”

“Okay,” she said. “I guess Foxy doesn’t have to worry about it.”

“And your outstanding orders?” Dam asked. 

Tulsi took the fresh coffee to Wreck. 

Propping a hand on the back of his chair and the other on her hip, she sighed. “Good point.” She slid her hand from the chair onto Wreck’s shoulder. “I have orders to finish.”

“Give ‘em their money back,” Wreck said, putting the cup down and twisting to hook an arm around her waist to pull her onto his lap.

“And that does shit for her rep,” Dam said. “Sienna’s actually respected around here.”

“He’s right,” she said, scooping her hands under Wreck’s when they started trying to find her thighs beneath the edges of her robe. “Dam has a rep too. If it wasn’t for his word, I wouldn’t have got anywhere down here.”

“What do you need?” Wreck asked. 

“A day,” she said in the direction of her shoulder. “Maybe two.”

“He can’t stay here,” Dam said. “I’m sorry, Patch. He’s a stranger.”

“So was I. You took a risk on me.”

“If you stepped out of line, me or the guys could’ve taken you out in a snap.”

Wreck was a different ballgame altogether. The threat level around her was low. Most of the guys would be able to break her if they had to. After seeing her work with Rook, they understood she was capable of defending herself. But since moving in, she’d built up trust with the Fox Den gang.
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