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Harlow Sweeting was ready for bed. Her first Saturday shift as the on-call family support officer had ended a couple of hours ago. Though that hadn’t meant any reprieve for her exhaustion. In her line of work, time became fluid. Leaving the family she’d been helping just because the clock had run out wasn’t an option.

So being ready for bed had little to do with being able to curl up and close her eyes. Instead, she found herself trailing down a cold, dark street in the small hours of the night, making her way home one step at a time. 

Her profession was more of a lifestyle than a vocation. No timecard could switch off its importance. There was no getting up and walking out just because she’d completed her allotted number of hours. People’s lives were more important than clocking out.

Social service work was hard. Harlow had ventured onto the path of her current profession in high school. At a career fair, she’d discussed her interests with one of the advisor’s who’d told her that social work suited the “confluence of her needs” and was a “natural evolution of her interests.” 

Following the advisor’s suggestion, Harlow had done some research and decided it was an occupation where she could make a difference. After college, she’d joined a suburban division and stayed there until her recent move. 

No one chose social work for its simplicity. But suburbia had not been a hotbed of need. 

The last thing she wanted was a job that only required her to go through the motions. More. Harlow wanted more and had been ready to leap out of her comfort zone… no matter how big the challenge.

A challenge was exactly what she’d been ready for when she made the decision to move from the easy, less demanding suburban department to the tough inner city. Much as she’d loved her colleagues and many of her clients in her previous position, there had been nothing to sink her teeth into. In short, she’d gotten bored. Transferring to a deprived urban area and taking up a post with child and family services made sense. To her anyway, her family were less understanding.

The last thing that she wanted to do was concede that they might have been right. Harlow had thought she was ready for more. Truth was, she’d had no idea how difficult it would turn out to be. Reading about desperate scenarios in books was nothing like facing them in real life. Sometimes it felt like her heart was breaking every day.

Working with vulnerable children drove her. Protecting those who couldn’t protect themselves was a worthy cause. No matter how difficult she found witnessing or hearing about what they endured, she reminded herself that they were the ones enduring it. All Harlow had to do was listen and care, not live it every minute. Supporting the youngsters in their time of need, giving them a chance to realize their potential, was the least she could do. 

Urban kids were savvy and street smart, even more so than her. Experience showed her how important it was to be confident, even when she was horrified. Being in the field, dealing with people hands on without fear, taught her more than she could learn from textbooks. 

That didn’t mean she’d given up the book learning. Harlow was a strong believer that there was always more for everyone to learn. In addition to her day job, she was doing an online criminology degree in what little spare time she could scrape together. 

Harlow hadn’t had the time to go back to traditional college. It hadn’t helped that her parents had refused to pay for a second degree, probably because they didn’t support the first one she’d chosen. And they weren’t the only obstacle either. The man she’d been in a relationship with at the time saw her decision to study as a hobby rather than a way to challenge or better herself.

But it turned out that she didn’t need anyone’s support, just her own resolve. Her first degree allowed her to work and pay for her continued education herself. Doing it on her own meant she could be proud of the achievement no one had helped her attain. 

Completing the course online took twice as long as traditional channels. Relief had come when she entered her last year. At last, she was on the final stretch. The extra work had been worth it.

Looking back, she could see that embarking on the course had probably been a prelude to her move into the city. Her need for something more challenging and dynamic hadn’t come from nowhere. 

Although, studying was a half-measure. 

The course allowed her to read about and research dramatic, often tragic, situations full of thrills and excitement. Exactly the kind of stimulation that had been missing from her daily life.

Life had gotten harder after making the choice to move to the city. No doubt about that. Her parents hadn’t supported her breaking her engagement or making so many life changes and had vowed to cut her off. Even though they hadn’t paid her any sort of allowance for a long time, Harlow had lived in their house until moving in with her fiancé, and again after that relationship ended. 

Leaving Rupert, and the safe suburb where she’d grown up, to strike out on her own was an achievement in itself. This was the first time in her life she was doing it all on her own. She could only rely on herself, and was proud of her financial independence, which wasn’t something her sibling could boast.

Walking down the dark street in this dilapidated neighborhood, there was no one around, but Harlow couldn’t say she was sorry to be by herself. Colleagues had warned her not to walk down certain streets alone, and this was one of the ones they’d named.

Still learning her way around, Harlow hadn’t meant to come this way, but had been too tired to pay attention to the direction of her feet. Getting home was the only thing on her mind and her apartment was six blocks away. 

Much as she wasn’t paying close attention to her route, her autopilot had been smart enough to steer her away from Floyd’s, a bar that was notorious for its less than savory clientele and numerous dodgy dealings. That was at least one small mercy.

Harlow smiled. 

Her parents and sister wouldn’t be able to comprehend what her life had become. Sometimes she couldn’t comprehend it. No one in her family would be caught dead on a deserted street in the middle of a crime-ridden neighborhood well after midnight.

The odd thing was, Harlow didn’t feel fear. Empowerment was what flowed through her. She was proud of herself. Shunning her upbringing hadn’t been easy; few people would understand why she had done it. But on nights like this, when she was filled with a sense of purpose and pride, she remembered why the difficult path was so attractive.

Breathing in, she sighed into the calm of this beautiful night that was just perfect for a walk, even if the setting wasn’t serene or romantic. Losing herself in her thoughts, Harlow took stock of where she was in life and where she might want to be next. She didn’t get too far into that train of thought.

Everything that happened next, happened fast.

Crossing the mouth of an alleyway, drifting on her mental distraction, she didn’t hear the rush of footsteps that must have preceded the impact of the body that hit hers hard. 

Someone had burst out of the alley and crashed straight into her. Whoever he was, he only just managed to catch her as they went into a tumble onto the sidewalk. Somehow, he had the presence of mind to twist them in the descent so she landed on top of him.

But he didn’t pause. Flipping them over, he put her on her back and pounced onto his feet in a crouch. 

“Get him!” someone called. 

The menacing voice bounced off the walls of the narrow alley making her assailant steal a quick glance over his shoulder to check the route he’d just travelled.

Lying stunned on the pavement, Harlow couldn’t breathe or compute until somehow she noticed there was blood soaking through his shirt. “Oh my God, you’re hurt,” she said, scrambling up.

The moment she found her feet, the stranger pulled her down again just as a series of bangs reverberated from the alley. Gunshots. That sound. It could only be gunshots.

In the cocoon of his crouch, nestled between his bent legs with his body sheltering hers, Harlow couldn’t register how fast her night had become a fight to keep her life. 

“Got a weapon in that purse, Trinket?”

The bass of the deep voice shook her before she could figure out that it had come from the man bracing himself around her. “I… I… a… no.”

The click, click sound of an empty weapon came closer. “Good thing he’s out,” the voice said. “Ditch the heels and bolt.”

The stranger. Her attacker and protector. Was he telling her to run? The man was alone and possibly bleeding to death while his enemies bore down on them, and he was telling her to split? That didn’t gel with her instinctive urge to help those in need.

“You’re hurt,” she said, trying to see the blood on his shirt. The way his form was guarding hers left her in shadow and too close to see his injury. “You’re bleeding.”

“Bolt.”

Certain as he sounded, Harlow was more certain that she wouldn’t leave anyone alone in danger. “Like hell,” she said, shoving away to free herself from his shielding crouch.

Thrusting to her feet, she skirted around the stooped man, putting him behind her. It was her turn to protect him. Facing the alleyway, she prepared to confront whoever might emerge from it. The stranger could have been right about the gun being empty, but the people who faded from the darkness into her view weren’t unarmed. 

Five guys strode from the shadows, mean and impatient. They wanted something from the bleeding man who’d sunk onto his knees on the asphalt behind her.

“Move, lady, we’ve got business to finish,” one of the alley guys said.

The stranger had shifted onto his knees. Seeing the movement had made her twist her head, so she hadn’t spotted which of the men was the speaker. 

Whoever the man behind her was, he wasn’t in a good way. Harlow wanted to offer comfort, to call for help. Except, that was impossible while this threat was still looming. 

Putting thoughts of the stranger’s possible demise to the back of her mind, she steeled herself to challenge the gang. “Not a chance,” she said, raising her chin with a defiant hair flick. “You’ve hurt him already. You’ve made your point.”

“Long as he’s breathing, I’ve got a point to make.” One of the alleyway gang moved closer to spearhead his group. “I’ve got orders to end him.”

“And I’ve got a point of my own to make.”

The alleyman sneered, probably thinking about how easy it would be to move her aside. “And what’s that?”

Now she had to come up with something. “If you want to end him, you’ll have to end me too.” Maintaining her defiance, Harlow didn’t so much as blink. Strength was crucial. “And, believe me, sir, people will notice if I go missing. You do not want to screw with the people who’ll come looking for me.” This was a battle of wills and she would not lose. She would not. Tilting her head to the side, Harlow showed more determination. “Do you have orders to end me too?”

Though he did his best to disguise his concern, she could tell she’d pressed one of Alleyman’s buttons. Ignoring her hammering heart, Harlow kept her eyes locked on his. His tense lips moved in a show of frustrated aggravation. A breath later, she felt him stand down. 

“Your girl’s got your back, asshole. She won’t be around to save you next time.”

Whoever Alleyman was, he spat on the ground beside her and turned away, spinning a finger, indicating to his posse that they should head back the way they’d come. 

Harlow kept watching until the shadows had taken them again. The moment they were gone, she whirled in a descent, ending in a crouch. Examining the man who hadn’t stood since she’d left his shelter, Harlow feared his injuries could be grave.

Flopping forward, he barely managed to brace the weight of his upper body on his hands. It took him more than a few tries to lock his elbows. Scraping his palms on the asphalt, he crawled on all fours to the wall just on the inside of the alley. Wilting, he slumped against the brick and rolled on his shoulder until his back made contact with the structure. 

Rushing over, Harlow scooped a hand around the back of his head. His eyes were rolling in his skull, unable to focus. Feeling the pulse in his neck increased her concern. It was there, but it wasn’t strong or steady. 

“Oh, God,” she exhaled, letting him go to dig around in her purse that was hanging across her body, resting in her lap. “Don’t worry, I’m calling 9-1-1, I’ll get help—”

His hand shot up. The weight of it landed on her purse, pulling it down, and crushing her hand inside. His heavy eyes still weren’t focused. “No, no calls,” he grumbled, his voice weakening. “Floyd’s.”

Her lips parted in a quiet gasp. “I… I can’t go in there, it’s dangerous.”

A feeble smile touched his lips at the same time his eyes closed. “You just stood up to Hagan’s goons,” he said and coughed, his teeth gritted in a tight grimace of pain. “You can handle Floyd’s.”

There were too many thoughts to comprehend; she couldn’t focus, couldn’t make a choice. How could she get this guy who had to be at least six three up onto his feet and to a bar that was a block and a half over? Who was Hagan? Would he or Alleyman be back? 

Forgetting about the people who’d done this, she triaged the problems. No matter what, she couldn’t leave this stranger here alone, not when he was seriously hurt. The most pressing matter was his life; that had to be her only focus.

He hissed, trying to pull himself into more of a seated position. “Shh,” she said, stroking him from his face to his shoulder. “Don’t move.” 

The red stain on his tee-shirt was growing into a darker hue. Swallowing hard, Harlow moistened her lips a few times, gathering the gumption to pick the fabric up so she could see the state of what was beneath. 

The moment she did, she wished she hadn’t. 

“Fuck,” he grumbled and winced in a recoil.

Just above his hip was a gash that was still spouting new blood. “Oh my God,” she said, tugging off her scarf to scrunch it and push it hard against the wound. 

She had no idea how he’d got hurt like this, though she had an idea about who was responsible. It frustrated her that he was refusing to go to hospital and she couldn’t begin to figure out why someone would want to avoid the place that could save them. 

Despite all the unknowns, one thing was clear as day. The time for speculation and indecision was over. If she left him there, he’d die either way. 

“That good, huh?” Doing a double take, Harlow realized the stranger was reading the seriousness of the situation from her expression through his scarcely open eyes. “You’re hot, Trinket. Does a guy get a last request?”

“Not tonight, Crash,” she said, shifting closer to loop his arm up over her shoulders. “I can’t believe you’re on the brink of death and trying to put the moves on me.”

She struggled to pull him from the wall. It took a few attempts and to get more traction, she had to press his hand onto the scarf to give him responsibility for stemming his own bleeding. 

The stranger hissed again, holding the scarf against his wound. “I’m a guy with the right priorities.”

He might be able to make jokes, but she didn’t find this situation funny at all. “You’re going to be alright,” she said, putting his mischief down to the effects of blood loss. “We’re going to get you to Floyd’s. But you’re going to have to help me. I can’t do this alone.”

That made him breathe out. “Up?” he asked, bracing, despite the obvious pain behind his clenched expression. 

“Up,” she said, pleased that she’d managed to focus him. “On three.”

Getting him onto his feet was only the first obstacle. Harlow learned fast that muscle weighed a lot more than it looked. This guy was no quarterback, but his body was solid, athletic in its ability, and definitely muscular. 

His being healthy would work in his favor; he’d need all the help and luck he could muster to get out of this.

Guiding him out of the alley, they spanned the sidewalk and managed to get across the street. One step at a time, Harlow counted each as progress. This was the right block, but they still had to get to the corner and walk to the furthest end to get to Floyd’s, which, if she remembered the pictures she’d seen in her research of the neighborhood, was on the opposite corner.

The stranger’s shuffling steps were slowing. “What do I get?” he grumbled, maybe as a way to stay conscious. 

“Get for what?” she asked, spitting her hair from her mouth, trying her best to keep her legs straight though his weight was beginning to crush her. 

“Helping you out.”

“Helping me out?” she said, and realized he meant getting him to his feet and moving. “You get to live.”

He groaned. “Not good enough.”

Keeping him talking was a good idea. The uncertainty of his slowing walk was less concerning than the slurring of his speech. His head drooped, lolling on his shoulders; he wasn’t even looking where they were going. Each of his movements was blind. It seemed he trusted that she was taking him in the right direction. Though, in this state of vulnerability, he couldn’t put up much of a fight against any threat.

She’d say anything if it would keep him conscious; Harlow couldn’t do this without his help. “What is it you want, Crash? Because it doesn’t seem you’re up to the challenge of a woman like me right now.”

The faint mumble of his laugh became a grunt of pain. “Feel free to take advantage when I pass out.”

“No,” she said, pulling his arm further around her. “You’re not going to pass out, Crash. Stay with me.” All the wishing in the world didn’t prevent the inevitable. Her stranger slumped further, making her stagger to the side. “Shit, you’re heavy.”

Sweat dampened her forehead. She could feel her hair sticking to the back of her neck where it wasn’t being pulled by the leather of his jacket. 

“You…” he slurred. “I…”

Determined to traverse half the block, they got around the corner but were still the length of this full block from the bar. Supporting him was getting more difficult by the second. The weight of his body shifted. 

Blowing out the strain of his burden, Harlow struggled just to stop without falling over. “Crash,” she said because she didn’t know what else to call him. He’d crashed into her, so the moniker seemed appropriate. “I can’t… are you…”

Falling against the wall of the building next to them, he didn’t spend any time leaning and instead slid down onto the sidewalk. 

The sight of his loose body crumpling filled her with dread. It was obvious he had little control. If he was unconscious, that was it, there would be nothing else she could do.

Desperate and terrified, Harlow dropped down beside his slumped figure. With a hand on his chest, she shuffled nearer and scooped his head up. His stubble was rough on her palm, but when she relaxed her hand, his head flopped. 

His eyes were closed.

Picking up his head again, she tried to give him a shake. “Hey,” she said, slapping his cheek. 

Getting no response, she hit him again, a little harder. It was useless. He was no longer conscious. 

Unwilling to give up, she grabbed his shirt and pulled him forward, shaking him. Nothing happened. There was no sign of life. 

Snatching her blood stained scarf from the ground next to him, she pressed it to his wound.

Panic surged through her. This man was going to die right there on the concrete if she didn’t do something. “Oh, please,” she whispered, crawling closer to stroke his face. “Please. Wake up, please.”

The stranger didn’t move, didn’t respond. His pallor set fear alight within her. That spark of emotion ignited her fortitude. Harlow wouldn’t let this happen. She wouldn’t sit whimpering while he slipped away. Without fail, she’d always let fight win before she thought about giving in to fear. Resolve consolidated the mess of emotions warring within her. Action. She had to do something. She had to take action. 

Surging to her feet, she left him there and ran down the rest of the block at full speed. 

Shoving into Floyd’s, she burst into the busy room, immediately drawing the attention of all those sitting around drinking. Looking left then right, she didn’t even know who she was seeking, adrenaline drove her forward. 

The bartender was already turning toward her. Dubious concern and suspicion gathered on his face as he scanned her. She could feel thick blood drying on her hands and was sure her clothes were covered in it, but she didn’t care. 

Panting, Harlow tried to catch her breath and gather the energy to speak. “Please,” she said, beseeching the bartender. “Please help him.”

His chin rose slowly. “Him? Him who?”

“Here,” she said, taking a backward step and gesturing for him to follow. “Please, he’s outside. Help him.” In reverse, she retreated all the way to the door. Though there were more people out of their seats, and more looks of confused doubt, no one was following her. Frustration became anger. It erupted from her chest. “Get your fucking asses out here now!”

The desperation of her furious plea was enough to snap the bartender to attention. He disappeared around the corner of the bar, but reappeared at the same corner a moment later, this time on the customer side. Coming toward her with determination in his gait, two others materialized to flank him, matching the pace of his stride. 

Harlow didn’t loiter. Rushing outside, she hurried back down the sidewalk. Relief infused her when she found her patient where she’d left him. Crouching beside him, she put pressure on his wound and was stroking his face when the men from Floyd’s joined her.

The first she became aware of them was a voice cutting through the night air. “It’s Ryske,” the voice said. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the bartender on the phone. Of the two men who’d been with him, only one remained. The other had disappeared. “Definitely blue.” He lowered the microphone from his mouth. “Is he out?” She nodded. “How long?”

“Less than five minutes,” she said, feeling so protective that she twisted to prop a shoulder on the wall next to her unconscious friend. Easing Crash away from the cold concrete, she caught his deadweight and cradled his head against her chest. When she peeled her scarf from his wound, he didn’t even flinch, which scared her even more. “He’s lost a lot of blood. He wouldn’t let me call 9-1-1. I tried. I wanted to, I…” Biting her lip, it didn’t matter that she knew her sudden emotion was irrational, she couldn’t control it. Harlow didn’t even know this guy, yet grief was gripping her. “I should’ve done it, shouldn’t I? I should’ve called 9-1-1.”

The second man was about a half inch taller than the bulky bartender but was much leaner. Both were fit, leaving her to wonder if everyone in this neighborhood hit the gym. 

“No,” he said. “Definitely not. You did the right thing bringing him here. No 9-1-1… Let’s see it.”

Both men came in closer and the bartender lowered the mouthpiece of the phone again. The leaner one nodded toward her hand that was holding the scarf to the wound. Though it pained her to peel back the fabric again, Harlow wanted these men to help. Revealing the injury to the bartender and his companion, she blinked up just as they winced. The bartender turned his back to keep talking into the phone. 

Harlow held the patient close, stroking his hair away from his forehead. “You’re going to be okay, Crash. You’re going to be okay.”

The second guy hunkered down next to Crash, wearing an odd kind of smirk. “Asshole,” he mumbled and socked Crash’s knee with a light punch. “Even unconscious you snag ‘em.”

The act was peculiar. Although she couldn’t figure out why anyone would want to punch or taunt an unconscious person, it made Harlow more protective. Holding Crash close, she used her body to block as much of him as she could. Whispering words of comfort, she tried to ignore the man crouched close to them. 

Just as she was about to throw him the evil eye in hopes of getting him to back off, a car came skidding around the corner. Harlow tightened her embrace, praying this wasn’t anyone coming to finish the job they’d started. 

The bartender and the punching guy weren’t concerned when the car came to a screeching halt in front of them. They opened both doors on the passenger’s side, front and back, while the driver climbed out to come rushing over to her. Punching Guy stuck with the driver while the bartender stayed by the vehicle.

The bartender was off the phone and apparently the one in charge. “Get him up.”

The driver and Punching Guy did as they were told, jostling her aside to pick up Crash from the sidewalk. Punching Guy hooked his forearms under Crash’s arms, while the driver took his legs. 

“You have to maintain pressure,” she said, moving with them to press on the wound for as long as she could.

It pained her to back off. The driver put Crash’s legs into the backseat and ran around to open the opposite door to pull him inside. Punching Guy kept control of Crash’s upper body. Harlow couldn’t tear her eyes away. She feared what would become of the stranger once they took him. 

“Don’t worry about that, Nightingale. You’re going to be there to keep our boy going,” the bartender said, putting a heavy arm around her shoulders. 

“What?” she asked, but was given little choice. 

The bartender urged her toward the vehicle and Punching Guy stepped aside once Crash was bundled into the backseat.

“Get in the car.”

Punching Guy went around them to get in the front passenger seat while the driver leaped back in his side. 

Putting a hand on her head, the bartender pushed her down, crowding her into the back. “But I…”

Almost sitting on Crash, Harlow had to grab his head up just to stop herself from landing on him. 

“Keep him alive, Nightingale,” the bartender said, pushing her in and slamming the door. “He’s counting on you.”

The second the door was closed, the bartender hit the roof twice and the car sped off, giving her no choice but to scoop up her patient’s shoulders to lay his head in her lap. 

Harlow was no nurse, except she was sure that if the bleeding hadn’t at least slowed by now, the patient probably had no chance of making it. But for lack of anything else to do, she put pressure on the wound and looked out the window, wondering where the hell she was going and what could possibly happen next.
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They didn’t drive for long. 

Half a dozen blocks later, they took a corner on two wheels and sped to the end of the block, coming to a skidding halt at the curb. 

Adrenaline and fear kept Harlow going, but she couldn’t think clearly enough to ask questions. Another man was waiting on the sidewalk to yank open the back door the moment they stopped. Autopilot made her help the trio of men pull the unconscious man from her lap. 

Sidewalk Man jumped to action, helping them up the stoop. Harlow didn’t remember the stairwell or entering the apartment. She was still trying to figure out what was going on or how she’d found herself there when Crash was laid on a bed in a bedroom so normal that it made the moment all the more surreal. 

Sidewalk Man barked orders at the other two who were doing exactly what they were told.

Crash was stripped to the waist while Sidewalk Man, who it appeared was now in charge, went to a walk-in closet and came out with what Harlow was sure was an IV stand and a supply of blood. 

“Get his pants off,” Sidewalk Man said, shoving her aside. 

As though he’d just noticed her, he paused for half a beat to frown at her, like he was trying to figure out who she was. Harlow wasn’t sure she’d be able to tell him if he asked because this seemed so unlike her life that she wasn’t sure she was her anymore.

After that fleeting moment, he jumped back to action. The other two were pulling off Crash’s boots, while Sidewalk Man bent to stick a needle into his arm. Both hands went to her mouth in an attempt to stifle her gasp. The act was so quick it seemed barbaric. Though, as shocked as she was, Harlow did feel an element of relief when she realized the patient was getting the medical attention he needed. 

If there was any hope of Crash’s life being saved, it was going to happen in this room. 

Most of Sidewalk Man’s body was blocking her view. But from his position, it appeared like he was examining Crash’s wound. “Someone want to tell me what happened?” he asked.

The two men who’d just removed Crash’s pants shared a look with each other. When they didn’t respond, she felt obliged to say something. “I—”

“Nothing,” Punching Guy said, cutting her off with a glare. “Just a mishap. You know how it is, Bale… Can you fix him?”

“Depends. How long has he been out?” Again, no one answered. The guy they’d called Bale raised his attention first to look at the two men standing at the foot of the bed. When he got nothing from them, he twisted to pin her in his sights. “The more I know, the more I can do.”

“No more than twenty minutes,” she said, earning herself a glare from the pair who’d closed ranks. 

Bale focused on her. “Was he talking before he lost consciousness? Coherent? Oriented?”

That was difficult to answer when she didn’t know what Crash was like under normal circumstances. At a bit of a loss, she opened her mouth, searching for a response. “He… he was hitting on me.”

Punching Guy scoffed and the driver shook his head. “Sounds like Ryske.”

So Ryske was Crash? That was his name. “Do you know who stabbed him?” Bale asked. 

Noting the professional edge to his tone, it felt like maybe this was what he did for a living. Given that he had all the necessary equipment, Harlow figured he had to be some kind of doctor.

The question was a shock. “Stabbed?” she asked, having not spent time speculating on the cause of his injury. “He… was stabbed? Oh my God.”

Wobbling on her feet, she didn’t realize her lightheadedness had transferred to anything physical until someone took her arm. Lifting her focus, she found Punching Guy at her side, holding her elbow. 

“Just do your thing, Bale,” Punching Guy said, guiding her toward the bedroom door. “Noon will help with whatever you need.”

Unable to argue or fight, Harlow staggered sideways when Punching Guy opened the bedroom door and pulled her out into a darkened living room. He tugged her to the couch and left her standing between it and the coffee table while he went to check the front door was locked. 

A chill went through her. Shrugging off her daze, Harlow took stock. She was alone in an apartment with four men—well, three and a half—and all of them were strangers to her. No one knew where she was and no one would know where to look for her. 

Clutching her purse higher to her chest, she took a step backwards. “Who are you people?” she asked. “Why did he tell me not to call 9-1-1?”

In the moment, she’d been acting on instinct and impulse. It hadn’t occurred to her to ask questions. The man was bleeding out; all she’d thought about was helping him. 

With startling clarity, Punching Man’s response brought things into focus. “We’re criminals,” he said, without compunction, coming toward her. 

Trying her best to conceal the tension that began to clench her muscles, Harlow didn’t let herself recoil. The man in front of her wasn’t fazed despite offering such honesty. Neither did he hesitate to offer her a hand like providing his lifestyle choice was a standard introduction. 

“You’re—”

“They call me Maze. Noon, he’s the conscious one who drove the car. Ryske’s the unconscious one who hit on you. Dover’s the guy from behind the bar in Floyd’s. Bale’s the doc in the bedroom who’s going to fix our friend right up.”

Surprised that this Maze was being so open, she was nervous to shake his hand. Although, having been raised to be polite, she couldn’t refuse it. 

Remaining wary, she slipped her fingers into his palm. “Harlow.”

“Nice to meet you, Harlow,” he said, flashing her a smile that was just a little too suave for her liking. “You did our boy a solid tonight. That means we owe you…”

He didn’t complete the sentence, and it seemed to be a deliberate choice. She could feel it hanging thick and unfinished in the air. “I…”

“Before we get to what you want from us, you have to tell me what you know… You tell me everything and no one else.”

That statement was daunting in itself. This guy seemed to be a professional intimidator. Harlow hadn’t known that was a crime, but she was beginning to rethink that assumption. 

“No one else?” she asked. “I don’t—”

“Ryske didn’t want you calling 9-1-1 because cops ask questions. They’re suspicious of guys who show up with stab wounds.”

Sure, she imagined that they would be. This Maze had been kind enough to at least be honest about their profession, though she couldn’t say it put her mind at ease. In fact, it raised more questions. Before she could respond, there was a knock at the door. 

It was no normal knock. The sequence of different tempoed notes formed a tune. One which obviously meant something to Maze because he reversed to the door he’d just locked and opened it without even checking who he was granting entry to. 

The bartender.

Dover. That was the name Maze had given for him. 

Dover examined her while Maze locked the door again. “Who is she?” he asked, like she wasn’t there. 

“Haven’t figured that out yet,” Maze said, moving to his cohort’s side… though “accomplice” may be a more accurate descriptor.

“Ryske gonna make it?”

“Haven’t figured that out yet either,” Maze said. “Noon’s in there.”

Dover nodded once. Both men started toward her, riveted in their focus. “You think she’s one of Hagan’s?”

Maze didn’t get the opportunity to answer because she did. “I am not Hagan’s,” she asserted, offended by the notion. “His men were the ones who did this to Ryske. If I hadn’t stepped in, they’d have finished what they started right there on the sidewalk.”       

Dover turned to look at Maze, who didn’t say anything. Rethinking why the bartender had told her that he was counting on her to keep Ryske alive, Harlow began to get the impression that had been a con to keep her around until they figured her out. 

“She fake named me,” Maze said. 

Her jaw fell. A sound of offense squeaked in the back of her throat. “I did not fake name you,” she squawked. “My name is Harlow and I’ll prove it.” 

Yanking open her purse, she rooted around and pulled out her wallet to retrieve her ID. The moment she held it up, Maze leaned forward to take it. Noticing how he took his time about scrutinizing the card, she regretted being so rash in producing it.

“IDs aren’t hard to fake,” Dover said, stepping forward to guard his associate who was less than discreet about pocketing her ID. “I’ve got a dozen of those in a drawer.”

If these two thought she was going to be a pushover, they had another thing coming. “Yeah, because I’m sure your name’s really Dover and Maze is the name his momma gave him,” she said, thrusting one hand to her hip while the other opened to them. “May I have my ID back, please?”

“Sure,” Dover said, moving to the side while Maze moved the other way, so the latter was shielded behind the former. “Just as soon as our colleague verifies your story.”

“Your…” Stunned, her hand dropped. “Crash?” She shook the moniker they wouldn’t recognize off her lips to replace it with the right one. “Ryske? You want to keep me here until Ryske can verify my story…” Incredulous was hardly enough to describe what she was feeling. “You’re not serious… he might never wake up.”

“And if he doesn’t, that’s bad for you,” Dover said.

“I haven’t told you what happened,” she said, but they didn’t seem interested in listening. “What do you think happened? Do you think I stabbed him? I didn’t even know him before tonight! I still don’t know him!”

Her plea didn’t affect either of them. They went back to talking as though she were deaf. “If she’s Hagan’s, we shouldn’t have brought her here,” Maze said into Dover’s ear.

Dover’s chin swung toward his shoulder. “I wasn’t going to leave her on the sidewalk. Ryske would be the first one to tell us to keep the variables under control.” 

Until that moment, Harlow had never considered that word to be an insult. “I am not a variable,” she said, losing grip of her patience, which, at work, she had no trouble holding onto. Outside of work, she didn’t have to worry about being professional. “I saved your friend’s life! I didn’t have to. I could’ve left him there on the sidewalk to bleed out. I could’ve called 9-1-1 and ignored him telling me not to! You guys might not like it, you might not trust me! Hell, I don’t trust any of you! But I did a good thing tonight! All of you should be on the floor kissing my damn feet! You’re the criminals! That’s your choice! I am not on trial here! I do not answer to any of you! And I will not be threatened for saving your boy’s ass!” Marching to them, she shoved Dover aside and opened her palm to Maze. “Give me my goddamn ID.”

Maze looked past her, probably at Dover, who must have nodded because Maze retrieved the ID from his pocket and handed it over. “Ryske’s always been able to pick ‘em,” he muttered. 

Ignoring what that implied, Harlow stopped short of saying that Ryske hadn’t picked her at all. The convergence of their lives meant that they’d happened to occupy the same space at the same moment in time. Neither of them had planned to crash to the sidewalk together.

Offended as she was by their treatment of her and the things they’d said as though she wasn’t there, Harlow wasn’t afraid of the oafs sharing this room with her. 

Her lack of fear had a lot to do with her philosophy on life. Harlow believed a person was in control of their own destiny and that they had to take responsibility for their own choices. Given her training and experience, she could size people up with relative accuracy. 

By their own admission, these men were criminals. Yet, no one had threatened her with violence. Other than Maze taking her out of the bedroom, no one had touched her. Whatever they were capable of, they hadn’t raised her DEFCON level. 

The bedroom door opened before another word was uttered. Bale came out pulling latex gloves off his hands. 

Dover went toward him. “What’s the word?”

“Bowel’s intact far as I can see,” Bale said, going into the kitchen to trash the gloves. “He was lucky.”

The bedroom door was open. The guy they’d referred to as Noon was filling the frame, frustrating her view of the man who’d be in the bed behind him. 

“Will he make it?” Maze asked. 

Bale got a bottle of water from the fridge and took his time about opening it to drink before answering. “He lost a lot of blood. I’ll run more in, give him some antibiotics and pray the wound isn’t infected. I’ve irrigated it, but there’s no way to know how dirty the blade was. I’ll keep him sedated tonight, let him get some rest. I can’t tell if there will be any lasting damage… unless you let me take him to the hospital.”

Dover was the first to make a noise of disapproval. “You know the rules, Bale.”

Harlow didn’t know the rules, but she didn’t care about rules. Especially ones that could end with people dying. The same feelings of protectiveness she’d had on the sidewalk welled up in her again.

Seeing her cases through to the end was something she prided herself on. Harlow didn’t abandon clients, no matter how tough things got.

“Would you like to see him, miss?” Miss. It took her a second to realize that she was the only female in the room; the only “miss” here. Her rubber-necking couldn’t have gone unnoticed. Blinking at Bale, who was coming toward her, she started to nod. After registering her response, he adjusted to move toward the bedroom again. “Get your ass out the lady’s way.”

For a second, Bale stood facing off with Noon. Eventually, the man in the doorway sidestepped, giving Bale space to go back into the bedroom. The doctor stopped and gestured for her to follow. 

While heading to the bedroom, Harlow was aware of Dover, Maze, and Noon huddling in the living room behind her. The importance of whatever they had to whisper about surpassed their concern for her and Bale being separated from them. Though given that the trio were blocking the exit, they’d know if anyone tried to sneak in or bolt. 

Forgetting the distracted posse, she focused on seeing Ryske. Laid out on the bed, peaceful, with tubes in his arm and a loose dressing just resting over the wound on his hip, this was the first time she’d seen him in full light.

Compelled to get closer, Harlow moved to the edge of the bed and sank down beside him without caring about respectable distance. Stroking his hair away from his forehead, she admired his features. Dark hair, square jaw. Even while unconscious with a grave expression on his face, there was a kind of mischief that fizzed around him. 

In the dim alleyway, she hadn’t got a good look at him. There, in Bale’s bedroom, the light from the nightstand lamp let her see that there was a bruise above his brow and another on his shoulder. 

Concern made her pale fingers open on his chest. “Was he beaten up?”

Behind her, the doctor was doing something on the dresser with supplies. “Ryske knows how to fight,” Bale said. “How to handle himself. If there was a fight, you can bet he gave as good as he got… providing that was the plan.”

That made her stop caressing the injury on Ryske’s shoulder to turn to the doctor. “The plan?”

A slight frown tensed his preoccupied brow. “I have to finish cleaning him up,” he said and nodded to the side, indicating that she should move out of his way. 

In addition to what he’d been arranging on the dresser, there were various other medical supplies laid out on the nightstand. Bale put something with them and then dragged a tub chair from the corner over to the side of the bed. Sitting down, he went to work on Ryske. 

For the first time all night, Harlow could breathe. “Are you a doctor?”

“I am,” Bale said without taking his attention from his task. 

Looking at Ryske’s wound was making her queasy, so Harlow turned away and went to the window. The blinds were closed, but she used a finger to peek through them to the quiet street below. 

“Are you a criminal too?”

He exhaled what could only be described as a laugh. “Every time I get a call from these guys.”

The insinuation that just being around Ryske and his cohorts implicated them all made her uneasy. “I should’ve called 9-1-1, shouldn’t I?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Did Ryske tell you not to?”

“He did,” she said and closed her eyes. “I don’t know what I was thinking. He was there, bleeding in front of me, telling me not to call and, I don’t know, it seemed like the right thing to do in that moment.”

Part of her work involved building trust with individuals who were suspicious of authority. She’d often kept secrets or listened to people who wanted to get things off their chest. Respecting people and their wishes, even when they contrasted with her own beliefs, meant something to her. Judgment wasn’t a part of her role, she had to be open-minded to those who did things she never would. 

Thinking that maybe her acceptance was going to cause Ryske’s downfall, she began to question whether she’d made the right choice. 

“If Ryske told you not to, then you did the right thing,” Bale said. The certainty in his voice intrigued her enough to turn. The doctor was busy with his work, so he probably didn’t notice her scrutinizing him. “Ryske knows the plan.”

Again with the plan. “What is the plan?” 

Bale shrugged. There was a smile in his voice when he next spoke. “I don’t know. I’m about as close to Ryske as anyone outside his crew can be, but he’d never think to fill me in on whatever the con is.”

This night of surprises just kept on giving. “The… con?”

As if he’d sensed her astonishment, he paused to look over his shoulder. His gloved hands hovered over the wound he seemed to be dressing. “How long have you been sleeping with him?”

Ducking forward, she forgot to blink. “What? With Ryske? I… I’m not sleeping with him.”

That seemed to heighten his curiosity. “Are you worth a lot of money?”

This conversation had gone in an odd direction that left her confused. “What does that have to do with anything?”

He’d loosened again. “Just wondering if you’re the con,” he said and went back to his work. “You weren’t the one who stabbed him, were you?”

She bit her lip instead of rolling her eyes. “No.” Though maybe if she’d gotten to know him better, she might have been tempted. The man was unconscious and managing to cause her aggravation. “What do you mean I’m the con?”

“I was exaggerating… sort of,” he said. “Ryske will do almost anything for a job, but I’m sure this is a step too far, even for him. Though it’s not the first time he’s been stabbed, so if this was for a con, he knew what he was in for… Course it wouldn’t be the first time he’s taken things too far either.”

Going to the end of the bed, she was astounded by the man lying on it, and wondered what had brought him to her. His athletic body had been pressed into her while she’d tried to coax him to Floyd’s. That’s when she’d learned Ryske was in shape. Seeing him now, wearing nothing but a pair of dark boxer-briefs, his ripped physique was more conditioned than she could have imagined. 

A black tribal tattoo arched around his uninjured hip in sharp curved claws that stretched across his defined abs. Covering half his abdomen, it stopped just beneath his ribs. Adorning the shoulder opposite his abdominal tattoo was another tribal design. This one cut across his collar bone and continued down to his elbow and forearm. Beneath the claws that extended beyond his elbow was a wide black wristband tattoo of zigzags and what looked like arrowheads. 

Her curiosity about what the ink meant peaked when Bale picked up Ryske’s wrist closest to the center of the bed, presumably to check his pulse. On the back of that forearm, extending from elbow to almost his wrist were four thick black stars. They had to stand for something. Harlow was sure of it. 

The doctor put Ryske’s arm back down and went back to his work. Not finished with her inspection, Harlow noted that just under his watch was the only piece of jewelry he seemed to be wearing. A narrow, rounded braid of black leather circled his wrist. At the front was a dark metal cylinder that seemed to be engraved.

Tipping her head, she squinted to try reading what the bracelet said. “On his wrist, what does the—”

“Carpe noctem,” he said and then translated the words. “Seize the night.” Harlow had known what carpe noctem meant, but didn’t interrupt. “That’s Ryske, and maybe explains why he’s got scars all over.” 

It seemed that the doctor had picked up on how curious she was about the patient. Though given that he was still working, she didn’t know how he could. Finishing with what he was doing, Bale reached over to curve a hand around Ryske’s leg. Rolling the patient just a little, the doctor showed her the outer side of his patient’s thigh where there was a healed scar.

“How did—” 

“That one’s a stab wound.”

Either this was Bale proving his previous point, or him trying to warn her about the man she’d saved. “A stab wound?”

Nodding, he pushed Ryske’s starred arm up to show a thin slice of a scar front to back on his ribs beneath his arm. “That was a bullet, just grazed him, but still bled bad.” Putting his arm back down, Bale began to clean up the supplies. “I’ve patched ‘em all up at one time or another.”

After putting the used and dirty things aside, he took a blood pressure cuff from his bag that was on the nightstand. 

“You’re their doctor,” she said, trying to figure this whole warped scenario out. “But if they’re criminals, why would you—”

“It’s a long story, and not one I want to tell,” he said. 

She wasn’t quickly dissuaded. “You implied you weren’t part of his crew.”

“I’m not,” he said, then breathed out. “I guess I’m peripheral. I don’t doubt that they have a lot of people who help them out. But Ryske, Dover, Noon, and Maze, they trust each other and only each other.”

“That’s the crew? The four of them?” she asked. Bale nodded, going through his checks. “And they con people? Rich people? That’s what they do?”

He stopped to look at her. “If you want to know more, you should ask Ryske.”

Quizzing the doctor was putting him in an awkward position. There was no sense of fear coming from him and he’d stood up to the crew in the living room. But Harlow had no idea how these men got the doctor to look after them. The last thing she wanted to do was endanger him in any way.

“Thanks,” she said, hoping Ryske would make it through to tell his tales, even if she wouldn’t be around to hear them. “But now that I know he’s safe, I think I should probably just go… if his buddies will let me leave.”

Wearing a smile, he returned his focus to his patient. “Don’t worry about them. No one’s being falsely imprisoned in my apartment. If they try to restrain you, I’ll call the cops myself.”

Bale seemed normal, rational, sane. In short, not like the men in the living room. It was nice to have an ally. 

With the reassurance she’d be allowed to leave, Harlow took what could be one last look at the patient. “Is he going to be okay, Doctor?”

“There’s no rush for you to cut ties. No one here will hurt you and Ryske will want to thank you. Why don’t you go home, get some rest, and come back tomorrow to check on him yourself?” The doctor was more than sane, he was warm and kind. “Some sleep wouldn’t hurt and I think you could probably do with cleaning up.”

Scanning her, his smirk grew before his attention returned to his patient. Harlow had forgotten about the blood on her clothes and on her hands. Bale was right, she should clean up, and she did need rest.

“Okay,” she said, without lying to herself that she wouldn’t be curious about Ryske. Follow up was part of her job too. Checking on a person she’d helped was engrained in her. Harlow wanted to keep on helping Ryske, despite his less than savory choices. “You’re sure that would be okay? He’ll be here?”

“The Floyd’s crew trust my medical choices,” he said. “Best case scenario, there’s no organ or brain damage from the blood loss, but Ryske will still have to heal, and finish the course of antibiotics. I’ll be keeping him here for at least two weeks.”

“Two weeks? You think you can keep him here that long?”

“I think if he goes against medical advice they’ll lose their doctor pretty fast,” he said. “I take a huge risk treating them like this. If something goes wrong, I lose my license, possibly go to jail, and have to live with the guilt for the rest of my life. They know I’ll keep doing everything I can to help them, providing they respect my professional opinion. That includes convalescence instructions. I’ve fought with them about this too many times. They know I win or I won’t be here the next time.” He flashed her a fast smile. “This is not our first rodeo, Miss…”

“Sweeting,” she said, hearing the question in his voice. “Harlow Sweeting.”

“Do you have a boyfriend waiting for you at home, Harlow Sweeting?” She shook her head. “Kids?” Again, she shook her head. “Good. Do you live alone?”

“Why does that…”

“I’m checking how wide the circle is,” he said. “I just told you that what I’m doing could get me into trouble.”

As a doctor, it was his responsibility to treat the person in front of him. Just as she’d felt it was her responsibility to support the person in front of her when Ryske had bowled her over in the street.

Decisions made on impulse weren’t always the most reasoned, or easy to explain later when someone was trying to rationalize them… like in an interrogation room.

“Your secret is safe,” she said, wondering if she could get into trouble for what she’d done too. Technically, nothing she’d done was illegal, but unethical could cause her problems in her professional role. “If mine is safe with you.”

His smile became more genuine. “Creeping around with criminals not your usual bag?”

Relaxing, she returned his ease. “Not exactly.” 

He stood up, removing his gloves. “Then I guess you’re part of their toolkit now too, just like me,” he said and came over, raising his open arm to her shoulders. “Welcome to the club. Come on, I’ll get Noon to drive you home.”

“Noon? I don’t need a ride.”

Pausing with a hand on the bedroom door handle, he smirked. “Noon does the driving… always.”
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Harlow hadn’t expected Noon to show up the following morning in spite of him saying that he would come to pick her up. But when she came around the corner from the deli that Sunday, he was there, waiting on the sidewalk. 

The previous night he’d driven her home and actually thanked her for bringing Ryske to them. She wouldn’t exactly call him warm and fuzzy, but she’d felt comfortable enough to tell him that she wanted to come and see Ryske again. That was when he’d offered to pick her up and take her back to Bale’s.

Getting into a car with him again was a much calmer experience that day and conversation on the ride over to Bale’s was civilized if inconsequential. When they arrived at the doctor’s apartment, Harlow wasn’t surprised to find Dover, Maze, and Bale in various states of tired and grumpy strewn around the living room. They’d obviously been up all night. 

Harlow won friends when she put down the tray of coffees and box of fresh pastries that she’d collected from the deli before finding Noon outside her building. 

Like a pack of desperate hyenas, the men attacked the feast. “Did Ryske wake up? How’s he doing?”

“He’s still on the IV,” Bale said, slurping coffee. “But I withdrew the sedative, so he should be waking up soon.”

Unlooping her scarf, she laid it on the back of the couch and then took off her jacket. “Can I go in?”

Bale nodded. The other three were too busy fighting over pastries to object.

Keeping her purse and a sports bag hanging across her body, Harlow went into the bedroom. Ryske was exactly where she’d left him. His general color was better, but the bruises were more developed. On the floor by the nightstand was an open trash bag filled with various used medical supplies and dirty dressings.

Taking the straps of the two bags she was wearing off over her head as she went closer, she put both on the floor and sat down in the leather tub chair that had been angled toward Ryske just in front of his IV stand. This wasn’t like any hospital she’d been in. The set up made it feel like visiting a patient, which she guessed it should because that was what she was doing.

Sliding her hand under his felt a little odd. They weren’t friends, didn’t really know each other at all. Yet, she felt a connection to him; one that told her she’d be devastated if he didn’t pull through.

Sitting beside him felt natural, even though taking physical liberties should feel awkward. In contradiction to that rational, reasonable thought about containing herself, her fingertip stretched out to graze the curve of his tattoo just above his elbow. The black ink mesmerized her, drawing her in. Turning her nail against the edge, she traced the shape of it further up his arm, over the bulk of his bicep.

She didn’t know how long she’d been sitting there, outlining the pattern on his arm with her fingernail because the hypnotic act pulled her into a trance. Ryske was clearly strong and capable. If he was smart enough to be on this side of prison walls, he had to be intelligent enough to know what he was doing.

That left her to speculate: what caused someone to choose crime as a way of life? 

Harlow was a trusting person. Many colleagues and clients had accused her of being naïve. She’d be the first to admit that her upbringing was more sheltered than most. But she was savvier than her sister and had seen more than she was given credit for. Not rushing to judgment was a point of pride for her.

On the job, she’d learned plenty about people and appearances and how they could be deceiving. Just because she accepted people didn’t mean that she believed everyone was redeemable or wanted to be saved. But choosing a life of crime had to be a sign of a deeper pathology. Was Ryske punishing himself? Did he enjoy the thrill?

No one was flat evil; that was one truth she was certain of. Blaming inherent wickedness like it was unavoidable was a cop out as far as she was concerned. People had to take ownership of their actions. She couldn’t deny that there were people who took pleasure in cruelty. Too often in her job, she met selfish people who would choose their own wants over another’s needs. 

But was anyone truly selfless? It was a truth she hadn’t yet figured out, but that didn’t stop her from trying every once in a while.

“Was I good?”

The croaking masculine voice pulled her out of her philosophical pondering. Ryske’s eyes were open to slits and were definitely fixated on her. 

Harlow’s hand fell from its exploration. “Good?”

“When I was out and you took advantage,” he said, his voice rough. 

Moving made his expression distort in discomfort. Realizing that he was trying to sit up, Harlow panicked and leaped to her feet. “No,” she said, pressing his shoulders to prevent him from rising. “Lie down, Ryske.”

Giving up the fight, he relaxed onto his back, taking the time to check out where they were. “Guess we made it to Bale’s.”

“Would you like me to get him?” she asked, shuffling backwards a half step. 

His hand shot up to grab her wrist before she could get too far. “Floyd’s,” he murmured, intent on her. “Did anyone hurt you?”

That he even thought to ask stunned her enough that she sank back down into the chair she’d left just a moment ago. “No one hurt me,” she said. He loosened like that was a relief and closed his eyes. “I had to curse at them to get them to move. You should’ve introduced yourself before you passed out, that might have helped.”

Pain and exhaustion joined the scratch in his throat. “Crash was just fine, Trinket.” 

His grip on her wrist slackened, which gave her the chance to slide her hand beneath his. Holding his palm over hers and wrapping her fingers around his thumb didn’t make her self-conscious. It should because they were strangers, yet, it felt familiar.

Taking it as a good sign that he remembered their meeting, she guessed that was an indication there was little chance of brain damage.

He cracked an eye for a second. “It’s daylight. Have you been here all night?”

“Noon took me home,” she said. “I had to get cleaned up. I came back with food a while ago. Your crew are eating in the living room… They’ll want to know you’re awake.”

“Just give it a minute, Trink,” he said with a groan that betrayed he wanted a minute to orient himself before everyone descended with questions. “Just talk. Keep talking.”

Unsure what to say, she licked her lips and ran her gaze down over his tattoos again. “You gave everyone a scare,” she said. “We didn’t know if you were going to make it. I don’t think your friends wanted to answer Bale’s questions. For a minute, I think they suspected that I’d hurt you. I don’t know, maybe they still do… Bale’s nice. He was nice to me anyway. He likes you, said you were close… At least as close as you could be to anyone outside your crew. Maze told me that you’re criminals.” Shifting closer, she clung to his hand, but a fingernail from her other hand began to move around the lines of his arm tattoo again. “He didn’t go into detail, but Bale implied there was a plan and you like to con people out of things… Guess that’s why your friends were suspicious of me. If you go around duping people, you have to accept that one day someone’s going to dupe you right back.”

The sight of his chest expanding was startling. The loud, sharp whistle that echoed from his lips a moment later gave her a jolt. His eyes weren’t open, but he tightened his grip on her hand when she tried to withdraw it. 

A moment later, the bedroom door opened and everyone from the living room poured into the room with them.

Off-kilter and braced to see what would happen next, Harlow was on the edge of her seat. Her attention flicked from the expectant men at the end of the bed to the one lying down who’d opened his eyes again, but this time their intensity was trained on his crew. 

“You fuckers talk too much,” was the first thing Ryske said. 

Bale came around the bed, forcing Ryske to let go of her when she pushed the tub chair back out of the doctor’s way. 

Grabbing a penlight, the doctor used it to test Ryske’s pupils. “What day is it?” Bale asked. 

“Fuckday,” Ryske said and had enough strength to push the doctor so hard that he stumbled. One more step and he would’ve ended up in her lap. “Get out my face. What you doing running your mouth?”

Glancing over his shoulder, Bale looked from her back to Ryske. “She said you weren’t sleeping together.”

“Not yet,” Ryske said. Cradling his injury, he pushed up into a seated position. Though he was fighting through obvious pain, no one stepped up to stop him. “We get any whisper?”

“No,” Dover said. 

Maze and Noon flanked the bartender at the end of the bed. With slow, tentative movements, Bale went about taking Ryske’s blood pressure. The patient glared at the doctor but didn’t put up a fight. 

“You deliver the package?” Maze asked.

“I did that,” Ryske said. “As per the plan, I lost ten grand to the bastard… then his slave stabbed me.”

“Ophelia?” Maze asked, ignoring the shocking thing he’d just been told.

If Harlow had heard it, the others had to have heard it too. Instead of caring about their friend and his near death experience, the crew were focused on this “plan” talk. 

“Present and correct,” Ryske said. “For a minute, I thought I’d have to go deeper, but they took the bait.” He hissed when Bale peeled back the dressing on his wound. “Maybe a little too well.”

“You played dirty?” Maze said.

“Like he expects me to.”

“The guy is desperate for any excuse to spill your blood. Violence is his first impulse whenever you give him an opening,” Dover said. “It’s amazing that you made it twelve blocks.”

“Made it more than that. I had to try losing them. Took them in circles a while. Thought it was no big deal, the knife went in smooth,” Ryske said. “Brash doesn’t know how to fight clean. Animal took pleasure in pleasing Hagan. Prick.”

Whatever Bale was doing, it made Ryske wince and push at the doctor who was trying to help him. Despite the patient’s obvious discomfort, Harlow didn’t leap to his aid. She was too busy trying to put together the pieces of what they were saying. 

“I have to check it, Ryske,” Bale said, but that didn’t quell the mood of the man on the bed. “If infection eats its way down to your dick, you won’t have anything to fuck the pretty social worker with.”

That statement stopped Ryske’s objections. While he sagged back, letting his head fall and his eyes close, she perked up. “Social worker?” she asked, gaining the attention of the men at the end of the bed. “You’re talking about me?” Rising slowly, she wasn’t sure whether to be livid or offended. “You checked up on me?”

“Turns out you didn’t fake name me,” Maze said.

It was galling that these people thought it was acceptable to investigate her without cause. When she’d come in to find them awake, she’d been touched that they cared for their friend so much. Now she learned they’d spent time trawling her past. 

“I can’t believe you assholes,” she said, leaping from her chair. She shoved Bale aside and grabbed the two bags she’d dumped onto the floor. After tossing the strap of her purse over her head, she threw the sports bag at Ryske, without caring that when it landed on him, he cursed and braced against it. “Save yourself next time, Crash.”

Ready to spin and leave them all to their insanity, she was once again stalled by Ryske grabbing her wrist. “Clear out,” he said. 

Dover, Maze, and Noon immediately turned to filter out, but Bale held back. “I still have to—”

“In a minute, doc,” Ryske said, softer this time, with less impatience and aggravation.

Bale went out after the others. Dover ducked back in to close the door. Harlow was still fizzing and couldn’t imagine what Ryske thought he could say that would appease her. 

“Coincidence doesn’t happen in our world,” he said. “We doubt anyone who occupies the same time and space as us. Serendipity is suspicious. They were looking out for me. That’s all, Trinket. They thought their friend was dying and needed to do something…. They had to do something.”

Damn. But she understood his point. Relaxing her resistance, she exhaled and turned slowly to see that although he was trying to hide it, he was still in pain. The sports bag lay beside him on the bed. She shouldn’t have thrown it at him. It could’ve really hurt him. Rage wasn’t usually part of her repertoire, but she’d been hurt by the intrusion on her privacy.

“Your friends could learn to strike up a conversation,” she said, sitting on the bed by his hip to reach across him to unzip the sports bag. 

“That’s usually my job,” he said, and surprised her by scooping his fingers through her hair at her temple to draw her attention up. “Didn’t you promise me something if I made it?”

“No,” she said, noticing the deep green of his eyes for the first time. If she hadn’t just seen him wake up, she’d wonder if he was wearing colored contacts. “You got to live, that should be enough.”

“Not enough,” he said, trailing the pad of his thumb down her cheekbone to the front of her chin. 

It was incredible to see such heat and desire in his magnetic gaze. The man had been unconscious only a matter of minutes ago. Yet, somehow, he was making her feel like they’d just come to the end of an intense date and there was only one thing he’d be capable of, and it wasn’t related to any injury. 

“Just back from the brink of death and you’re still making moves,” she said, taking his hand away from her face and shifting back to lay his hand just above his wound. “Your friends might have confidence in your abilities, but there’s only one thing you should be thinking about and that’s getting better.”

Leaning forward, his hands seemed to be en route to her waist. “Don’t worry about that, we’ll work around it.” 

All she could do was laugh and avoid his attempts to get hold of her. Pushing his hands away, she reached into the bag to pull out the sweats she’d bought that morning. “Work around a knife wound,” she said, almost shaking her head. Leaving the bed, she went toward the end to feed his feet into the pants. “Yeah, that’s hot, Ryske. Really hot.”

It seemed like a smart idea to avoid looking into those eyes while she struggled to get him into the clothes. “What happened to my sponge bath?”

This guy just didn’t let up, and it wasn’t easy to keep concealing her smile. “I want approval from the doctor before you even think about moving,” she said, deciding that being firm was the only way to handle him. “You should drink something and probably eat. You’ll need to keep your strength up.”

Ryske was intent on his flirtation. “You like it energetic, Trink?”

Any opening would only encourage him. As much as she was tempted to laugh, Harlow knew his behavior was probably a result of him being high on whatever Bale was feeding into him. 

“Yeah, that’s it,” she said. “You’re useless to me in this state.”

“Tell me how you like it, baby,” he said, letting her pull the pants over his ass and take water from the sports bag. 

Opening it, she put a straw inside and sat on the bed next to him to hold the bottle and direct the straw so he could take a drink. “Have more,” she said, hoping the liquid would help him. 

“I’ll have more if you give me something.”

He was worse than a taunting teenager. “I’ll slap you if you keep playing.”

“Playing is what I do best,” he said, sliding a hand up her leg. 

Catching his digits, she pushed them down to her knee. “You’re lucky you’re an invalid on drugs,” she said. “If you were a client, I’d be lodging a complaint.”

The deep purr of his voice was seductive in itself, but she had to ignore the tingle vibrating through her. “Let go of my hand and I promise you’ll have nothing to complain about, babydoll.”

The last thing Harlow would do was let his hands wander. Even though he was just teasing, there was something endearing about his drowsy eyes. He wanted to be himself to seduce her like he was on top form and able. But the poor guy was so tired he couldn’t even lift his head from the headboard at the back of the bed.

It wasn’t typical for her to wander into ethical gray areas; it wasn’t typical for her to be spending time with a man like Ryske either. 

Changing the subject seemed to be the best way to give both of them a break. “What happened last night?” she asked. “Will you tell me that?”

The patient wasn’t distracted. “Will you tell me what turns you on?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Answer my question and maybe I’ll answer yours.”

“I got stabbed,” he said, managing to thread his fingers through hers.

At least while they were linked, his hand wasn’t seeking anything more intimate. “I got that. Why did you get stabbed? Hagan’s men were the ones who hurt you. Who is he? Why did you want to lose ten thousand to him? Who’s Ophelia?”

His eyes closed again. “Not your competition.”

Edging further up the bed, she kept his hand, but used her other to touch the bruise on his brow. “How did you get this? Seems the guy taking ten thousand dollars from you should be enough. Why did he want a pound of flesh too?”

“Didn’t have the cash,” he said. “Lost in a card game, didn’t have the money to cash out.”

“But…” Harlow didn’t understand. “Why play if you didn’t have it to lose? Didn’t you show him the cash up front? Wasn’t it a friendly game?”

He smirked. “Friendly? Hardly. Stakes were more than cash.”

Frustrated again, Harlow couldn’t figure it out. She wanted to ask more, but felt guilty pushing so soon after his injury and while he was vulnerable. 

“I can’t figure you out, Crash,” she murmured, combing her fingers through his hair. 

His hand loosened from hers; he was slipping back into sleep. “Don’t give up trying, Trink,” he said, his whispered words slow and heavy. “My guardian angel.”

“Shh,” she said, letting her fingers drift down to touch his lips. “I’ll be here when you wake up. Get some sleep.”
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Harlow sat with Ryske for another few minutes until she was sure he was asleep. She didn’t like that he was still in a seated position because that put pressure on his wound. But she wasn’t going to try to move him herself. Doing that would cause more harm. 

Inside the sports bag, she’d packed a few essentials and added the things she’d bought before going to the deli. Most of what was inside fell into the toiletries or clothing categories. But she’d also brought a blanket. Pulling it out, she spread the soft material across his chest. Tucking it in and running her hand into his hair one last time, she was actually reluctant to leave. Forcing herself to go, she left the bed and headed out to the living room.

The guys were on the couches and chairs, arranged around the coffee table that was still strewn with the remnants of the breakfast she’d brought. 

Wearing a frown, she marched across the room to stand in front of the fireplace, and raised her hands to her hips, giving them all a dose of her disapproval. “I know you were afraid of losing him,” she said, scanning the men. “I understand that and I know you had no idea who I was or if I was a threat to him. But you had no right to go checking up on me, not without at least asking me for honesty first.”

“It’s Maze’s default to dig,” Dover said, slouching deeper into his armchair to her right. “And we had to know if you were connected to Hagan.”

“If I had been, I wouldn’t have gotten into the car outside Floyd’s,” she said. 

“Sure you would,” Noon said from the couch next to Maze opposite where she was standing. “If you were doing recon for Hagan, finding Bale would be a coup.”

“It’s a competition,” Dover said. “It’s complicated, Nightingale. You don’t understand what’s going on. We’re in deep.”

“We have to protect ourselves,” Noon said. “And while Ryske is down, it’s our job to protect him.”

Harlow understood that too. She couldn’t understand why they didn’t see that she had been protecting him as well. Maybe her reasons were different from theirs, but she hadn’t done Ryske any harm, she’d only helped.

Before she could say any of that, Maze snapped, “I don’t see why we’re groveling,” he said, suddenly sitting up straight. “She’s no threat, we know that. She is a potential target, but that’s not our problem. If she’s pissed off, she knows where the door is.”

“Ryske seems to like her,” Bale said. 

Maze just smiled. It was an ironic twist to his lips, not rooted in happiness. “And if he wants her, he’ll go get her, we all know that. I’m not going to grovel, Harlow. I am grateful that you helped our boy, and if you need a favor to even the score, you’ll find one of us in Floyd’s any time. But you don’t have to be here. If you hate us, leave. If you’re pissed, leave.”

Telling them that she didn’t like what they’d done wasn’t about hate or anger. She’d told Ryske that she would be here when he woke up and she planned to be. Maze was tense about something, and she had a feeling it wasn’t her. 

Ignoring Maze’s temper, she switched her focus to Bale. “Ryske’s asleep. I gave him some water, is that okay? He only had a sip.”

“That’s fine,” Bale said. 

Sometimes the doctor seemed to be the only sane mind present. “He’s still sitting up. I don’t want him to get hurt. Could you help me lay him down?”

“Maze will help the doc,” Dover said, nodding at his friend who hadn’t expected to be volunteered. “Go help.”

His jaw moved, but he got up and went into the bedroom with Bale not far behind him. After the door closed, Dover breathed out and raised his hands to the top of his head. 

Noon was the one to move to the front of his seat. “Ignore Maze, he’s being an asshole,” he said to her. “We do have to protect the crew, but it’s not you he’s pissed at.”

“Though he’s right,” Dover said. “You should probably go. This isn’t your life.”

Getting rid of her wasn’t going to be easy. “What isn’t my life?” she asked, walking to the chair that Bale had vacated at the opposite end of the coffee table from Dover. “I chose my career because I wanted to help people. I’m here to help.”

The way Dover and Noon looked at each other was intriguing, though she couldn’t quite figure out what it meant. Were they still suspicious of her or worried about drawing her in deeper? 

“How long have you all been friends?” she asked, trying to break the ice. 

It took a moment before anyone answered, but eventually Dover drew his eyes from Noon to her. “A long time,” he said. “A very long time.”

These men were protective of their friendships. The default seemed to be more about habit than suspicion. It had become clear that they took their cues from Ryske. As long as he was out of service, they were going to feel at a disadvantage, which would probably make them defensive. 

They’d witnessed their friend hurt, they were shook up, and for some reason, she was too. Ryske’s crew had a reason to worry, Harlow didn’t. She hadn’t known him before last night. Yet, for some reason, she felt like she too would be more grounded if Ryske would come around. It was a crazy thought; she’d never known him as himself at his full strength. 

But she was intrigued. Maybe too intrigued. Whether or not it was healthy, Harlow didn’t plan on going anywhere until her curiosity was satisfied.

 

 

Ryske’s crew kept to themselves. Most of the time when she walked into a room they were huddled together and either shut up so she wouldn’t catch a word or lowered their volume, making it clear that they didn’t want her to be part of their discussions. 

Bale was a pleasant host though. He let her help with the checks on sleeping Ryske and after popping out to the store, he gave her free rein to cook in his kitchen. It was a distraction; one she needed to clear her head. Going through the motions in the kitchen was easier than trying to figure out why it was so important to her to keep her promise to Ryske that she’d be around when he woke up. 

Harlow didn’t like to make promises. In fact, it was one of the first things she’d learned at work. Promises were easy to break and sometimes it wasn’t anyone’s fault; some things just weren’t possible. So while it was a nice idea to tell a family they’d get to stay together or to promise kids that they wouldn’t be separated from their parents, it wasn’t possible to make that happen when courts said otherwise or parents went to jail or died. 

Maybe that was why she was so determined to keep the promises that she did make. Staying for Ryske wasn’t a hardship; she had nothing but homework to do that Sunday. If time got on and she really had to, she could do some of her research on her phone.

The soup she’d made was cooling on the stove when Dover poked his head out of the bedroom to whistle at Noon and Maze, who got up to go scurrying into the bedroom. The door was closed and she was left alone in the kitchen to guess that Ryske had woken up.

Harlow was still frowning at the bedroom door a minute later when the timer went off, indicating that her cookies were ready. Taking them from the oven, she placed them on a cooling rack and then ladled some soup into a bowl. 

It wasn’t just Ryske who intrigued her. She had an odd compulsion to get to the bottom of what had happened. If these men were acting in a way designed to hurt them, it was her professional duty to help them avoid destructive behavior. 

Retrieving a spoon from the drawer, she carried the bowl of soup to the bedroom. She didn’t even care that the men bristled when she opened the door and entered to join them. 

Harlow ignored the trio and went to sit by Ryske, stirring the soup as she walked. Focusing on the food meant she didn’t have to look anyone in the eye, and it let her keep up the appearance of being relaxed and unaffected by the crew’s annoyance at her presence.

Bale wasn’t in the room. The shower was on in the adjoining bathroom, so she guessed that’s where he was. 

“You want to give us a minute, Harlow?” Dover asked. 

Scooping some soup into the spoon, she circled her lips and blew on it gently, leaning closer to Ryske. “He has to eat,” she said, offering the spoon to the patient’s lips. “Bale said it was okay.”

“I’m sure he can work a spoon,” Maze said without disguising his impatience. 

Matching the half-smile that hinted on Ryske’s lips before he opened them to accept the soup, she inched a little higher. “It’s okay, she can stay,” Ryske said, licking the soup from his lips. “That’s good, Trink.”

“Made it myself,” she said, scooping up some more and testing the temperature on her lip before offering it to his.

Crooking a brow, he showed he was impressed and accepted the food.

“She really is a regular Florence Nightingale,” Dover muttered. 

Harlow chose to ignore him and kept feeding Ryske. “I baked cookies for you too, if you’re strong enough.” The intimate mood that had been building between them was shattered when Ryske lurched forward, choking in a cough and putting a hand under his chin to catch the soup that tried to escape. Panic made her shove the soup onto the nightstand. Standing in a stoop, stroking his back, Harlow cupped a hand around his cheek. “Was it too hot? God, I’m sorry, Crash. I’m sorry.”

A blink later, he’d recovered. His chin rose. The feral look he pinned on her brought her up short. She wasn’t quite sure why he was suddenly so aware of her. 

“Clear out, guys.”

That tone was a more serious variation on the purr he’d used before falling asleep.

“Oh, geez,” she heard Maze mutter.

Glancing back, the trio were slipping out of the bedroom. Harlow was still confused about what had happened when Ryske’s fingers curled around her wrist. He drew her back down to sit on the bed. Pulling her hand across his lap, he held it down on the mattress by his uninjured hip, forcing her to lean across him. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. 

With his eyelids low, his gaze managed to be intent on something, but it wasn’t her face. With a loose hand, he swept her hair from her shoulder and leaned forward. A brief moment of discomfort made him pause to grit his teeth, but it passed and he kept moving until his breath warmed the crook of her neck.

“Cookies, huh?” he murmured a moment before pressing the heat of his mouth to her skin. 

Shock and arousal jolted her. “Ryske,” she said, planting a hand on his shoulder, but he still had her other wrist in his grip and she couldn’t get it free. “Oh my God, no. No!”

“Don’t fight, Trink,” he said, kissing her neck again. Just like before, his fingers began to slide up the inside of her knee toward the hem of her skirt. “I’m gonna make you feel so good.”

The spell of sleep had given his brazenness a boost. “No,” she said, grabbing for his hand to force it away from her leg. Leaning away as much as she could, Harlow got her neck out of the reach of his entitled mouth. “Ryske, I want to take care of you.”

His alight eyes were trailing across her body. “It’s my turn to take real good care of you, babydoll.”

“No,” she said, flattening his hand onto his chest. After what was meant to be an anchoring press, she skimmed her fingers down to his dressed wound. “You’re injured.”

That wasn’t the only reason that she was saying no to his advances but figured it should be the most relevant factor in Ryske’s decision making. “Everything works, baby. I promise. No problems.”

There was no way she believed that he actually knew that every part of himself worked after experiencing such trauma and blood loss. Not that it mattered, there was no way that she wanted to find out. 

“No,” she said, being more forceful about putting his hand to his chest when he tried to reach for her again. “God, Ryske, if this is what you’re like at half-strength, I dread to think about how vigorous you’d be if you were yourself.”

A renewed sparkle shone from him. “Is that what you need, baby? Vigorous?”

He might be talking in that purr he reserved for seduction, but her interest in being alluring wasn’t as high as his. In her attempt to dissuade him, she took on an almost schoolmarm persona and sat straighter to chastise him. 

“I need for you to eat your soup. If you finish it, I might…” She held up a straight finger. “Might let you have a cookie. But you are going to keep your hands to yourself and your mouth too, definitely your mouth. You should keep that to…” she cleared her throat. “To yourself.”

Sinking back against the pillows propped on the headboard, he smirked again. “You’re in charge, Trinket,” he said. Thinking that her resistance had exhausted him might have been premature. “But when I’m myself again, I’m gonna have you… and you’re not even going to fight it.”

He didn’t fight to keep her wrist when she took it from his grip against the mattress. After adjusting her position, Harlow picked up the soup again and began to feed him. “You’re lucky that you’re on drugs or I’d be offended by that presumption.”

Harlow had been given an excellent education, her parents had insisted on it. But she didn’t usually speak quite so properly. Maybe Ryske’s lack of compunction increased hers. She’d shake it off. She would. Once she got used to being around Ryske… if she ever got used to it. 

“You’ve got some big words there, baby,” he said. “But, I gotta tell you, other than whatever you put in that broth, I’m not on any drugs.”

It wasn’t a broth, but that wasn’t really the point. Lowering the bowl an inch, she noticed that the IV was no longer in his arm. The stand was there, but the needle was gone. 

“You’re… what about the antibiotics?”

Either he was confused or didn’t care, maybe he’d been talking about illegal drugs. Reassuring as it was to know he wasn’t an addict, Harlow hadn’t thought for a second that he was. In addition to the antibiotics, she’d guess Bale had Ryske on some kind of painkillers. Though it might not be so easy to get his hands on the narcotics without a patient to declare.

Shrugging off her question, Ryske sighed. “Bale’s the doctor,” he said, walking his fingertips onto her knee again. “You worry about playing nursemaid.”

“That hand goes any higher, and you’ll need the doctor all over again.”

“Good,” he said, accepting another spoonful. “We’re defining our boundaries. Keep telling me what works for you. How’s this?”

Sliding his hand higher, he flattened it out, until his fingertips touched the hem of her skirt. “Keep it out of my clothes and I’ll let it stay there.”

The soup was cool enough now that she didn’t have to blow. Even though Maze had probably been right that Ryske could work a spoon, Harlow kept feeding him.

After another few spoonful’s, he spoke, “Why did you choose social work?” 

“I wanted to help people. Why did you choose crime?”

“Same reason,” he said. 

His fingers bent and straightened on her leg in an almost constant caress, but he didn’t let them ascend beneath her skirt, just as she’d asked. 

With the spoon in the soup, she narrowed her eyes on him. “You chose crime to help people?”

“Yeah,” he said and smiled. “Me.”

Dragging the back of the spoon against the rim of the bowl, she scraped off the drips. “It can’t be that satisfying,” she said. “Don’t you feel guilty about hurting people for your own gain?”

“I don’t hurt people,” he said, curling his fingers around hers on the spoon to guide it to his mouth. After slurping from it, he licked the spoon. “Not the kind of people you help anyway.”

When he released his grip, she put the spoon back in the bowl, and lowered it to her lap, cradling the ceramic in her hand. “Dover said you were in competition with Hagan. What does that mean?”

Before he answered, he considered her. Rather than playing him by projecting innocence, she tried to appear as neutral as she could. 

Opening his mouth, he inhaled a deep breath, and took his time about blowing it out. “Floyd’s belonged to Dover’s father, a man we all knew, a good man… At least, good by our yardstick, maybe not by yours.”

Putting the bowl on the nightstand, she curled a leg up onto the bed to twist further toward him. Though that gave his hand access to a little more flesh, he still followed her instruction and kept it out of her skirt.

“I have no yardstick,” she said, resting her hand over his on her leg, mostly as a way to get his fingers to stay still given that they were beginning to awaken her skin. “It’s my job to be impartial. You can talk to me.”

One side of his mouth stretched. Either he thought she was cute and innocent, or wading into something she’d never be able to handle. “He died a few years ago, and when he did, Dover took over running the bar.” She nodded. “For as long as I can remember…” He paused, maybe lingering over the decision of how much to tell her. “There’s been an underground casino in the basement.”

She didn’t expect him to say that. The dark, dirty conditions of the bar she’d gone into didn’t scream glamorous casino, not even close. “Cards?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Among other things. Floyd’s has held the monopoly in the neighborhood for decades. Any upstarts who think they can take our business don’t last long.”

“Hagan wants to take it?” she said, trying to figure things out. “I don’t understand though. You said you lost money to him. You must have played at his place. Why would he let you do that if you’re on Dover’s crew? He must know you’re loyal to Floyd’s.”

Slipping his hand out from beneath hers, he curled his fingers against her jaw. “A sweet middle-class girl like you shouldn’t be in bed with a man like me.” Glancing around at the bed they were seated on, she wondered what her upbringing had to do with their association. His laugh made her attention snap back to him. “Man, those big innocent eyes are killer. Clueless or scamming, I don’t even care. I bet you’ve never met a man who wouldn’t fall to his knees for you… You ever done any grifting?”

Though he probably thought the suggestion was a compliment, it made her laugh. “Are you trying to recruit me?” She tilted her head. “Bale said you don’t let anyone new on your crew. Are you thinking of using me once and then ousting me? If you’re asking me to do what I think you’re asking me to, I think they call that pimping, and much as I appreciate the offer, I have a job, Mr. Ryske.”

“One that doesn’t allow you to reach your potential,” he said, caressing her jawline with his knuckles. “And I’d never pimp you, baby.”

Crooking a brow, she didn’t take his reassurance at face value. No one could accuse her of being naïve today. “Not until you’ve had the pleasure yourself, right?” she asked. The act of leaning closer let his hand slide a fraction higher on her leg. “It’s never going to happen, Crash.”

The curve of his index finger glided down her jaw. “No?” he asked, raising his chin to align their mouths. “I think you’d be surprised by what we’re capable of, Trinket.”

“We?” she asked. “You think your crew will help you to seduce me?”

He didn’t blink, but his eyelids were getting heavier by the moment. “Fuck them, Trink. I’m talking about us. You and me, baby… We are gonna own the world… I’ll show you… Lemme help you…”

“Last time I asked you to help me, it was to get you onto your feet, and you wanted something in return.”

Satisfaction twisted his lips. “This time, I’ll give you something,” he said, using his loose, curled fingers to try tempting her mouth closer. 

The act of licking her lips fired a glint of triumph in his eyes. Except Harlow wasn’t preparing to kiss him, she was preparing to call him out. 

“You just can’t help yourself,” she murmured. “I don’t know what’s worse, that you think I’d believe this was real or that you believe I could be desperate enough to fall for it. Do you ever switch it off?”

Though the light of victory was gone from his gaze, he didn’t come across as disappointed. Remaining where they were, in close proximity with their mouths only an inch or two apart, they both took the chance to reassess their assumptions about the other.

“Oh, shit, Ryske,” Bale’s voice came from behind them. “In my bed? Really?” Sitting back, Harlow twisted to look over her shoulder. The doctor stood just outside the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his hips, his hair wet. “I agreed to take out the IV so you could use the bathroom, not for… this.”

Unapologetic, Ryske was more amused than smug. “You gift-wrapped and hand-delivered a beautiful woman to me, doc. A man’s got to keep his skills polished.”

Yeah, and that’s what Harlow had meant when she asked if Ryske thought she’d believe the seduction was real. Being a female, in proximity to a male who obviously enjoyed them, was enough for him. Not for her. The last thing she’d ever be for any man was a practice mannequin. 

“Polish them with your fist in the shower as soon as the doctor clears you for solo bathing,” she said, rising from the bed and flattening her skirt. Going to the end of the bed, she smiled at Bale. “If the others haven’t finished them, there are cookies in the kitchen. I’m going home to finish my research.”

Bale nodded, moving closer. “You’ll let Noon drive you?”

“I will. Saves me cab fare.”

“Are you coming back tomorrow?”

“After work,” she said. “I’ll come straight from the office.”

“I’m on second shift at the hospital tomorrow, but one of the guys will be here to let you in.” Bale glanced toward the bed, but she was pleased not to have to look at the patient. “I want him off his feet for at least the next couple of days. Can you stay until about ten thirty? I should be back by then, I don’t trust the others.”

“I understand,” she said and took his hand. “Of course I’ll stay.”

“Whoa, hey, wait,” Ryske said, making them turn. The patient wasn’t so at ease anymore, he was struggling to straighten his position. “You don’t trust my guys to what? And why the fuck is she holding your hand?”

Drawing her attention away from Ryske, Harlow showed that she wasn’t afraid to ignore him. “I’ll leave my number by the phone,” she said. “Call me if you need anything. And make sure he has his IV in before you leave.”

“I will,” Bale said, switching a glare to Ryske. “If it’s gone by the time you get here, we’ll know he went against medical advice.”

She let Ryske see her smile. “Which I know you’re not allowed to do or you lose your doctor.”

Defeated, and maybe a little petulant, Ryske slumped against his pillows. “Aren’t you people supposed to help others not conspire against them?”

“For you, we make an exception,” Bale said.

Stepping forward, Harlow took Bale’s hand to guide him down so she could kiss his cheek, shocking both men. 

Bale’s smile began to slope upwards.

“Yeah, you smile, doc,” Ryske said. “Just don’t forget how much time that mouth is gonna spend wrapped around my cock in a few weeks.”

Forgetting to be offended, Harlow let herself be amused by Ryske’s audacity, maybe because it horrified Bale so much. Turning to Ryske, she kept her tongue pointed against her upper lip while she absorbed the arrogance in his gaze. 

“Never gonna happen,” she whispered just loud enough for him to hear and backed toward the door to slip out. 

Ryske was her friend; the crew he ran with would come around to being her friends too. They weren’t her usual fare of people. Although she hadn’t been in the city for long, but already she was broadening her horizons and learning it was a hell of a lot of fun.
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By Friday night, it had become routine for Harlow to head over to Bale’s after work. Usually, she went straight there. But, that night, she had taken a detour to her apartment to change her clothes before swinging by to check on the patient. 

“Hey,” she said, walking into Bale’s apartment to find him alone at the dining table with files spread out around him. “Are you okay?”

Harlow took off her jacket and hung it up by the door. Bale ran a hand through his hair. Concern drew her closer; she’d never seen him look so disheveled. Taking care of Ryske while maintaining his regular schedule had to be taking its toll.

Moving into his peripheral vision made him raise his attention from whatever he was working on. When he noticed her, and what she was wearing, he perked up. 

“Wow,” he said, his amazed eyes moving over her body. “That’s some dress.”

“Do you like it?” she asked, turning on the spot to show off the pale blush pink Bardot bodycon dress that crisscrossed over her chest. 

“Are you sure you want to go in there wearing that?” Bale asked, fixating on her legs. 

She’d stopped asking to go into the bedroom at the start of the week. Ryske had zero modesty anyway and was used to various people wandering in and out around him. Dover’s comment about the crew knowing each other a long time was accurate if their familiarity was anything to go by. They all seemed incredibly used to having each other around in close quarters.

Heading for the bedroom, Harlow had no hesitation. With her hand on the door handle, she twisted to face the doctor again, propping her arm on the door. “Why wouldn’t I be sure? It’s Ryske.”

A man she was far from scared of. “It’s Ryske. That’s exactly what I’m getting at,” Bale muttered, hunching over his work again.

Shaking her head, she left him to his task and swept into the bedroom. 

Like he’d been expecting her, Ryske started talking before he’d even looked at her. “Trink, I’ve been—whoa, fuck!” 

It wasn’t difficult to pick out the moment he’d spotted her dress. 

Slouched, facing the TV that was on the wall by the door, Ryske was quick to turn off the screen and sit up straighter. 

“Do you like it?” she asked, turning in a slow spin like she’d done for Bale. 

Like a kid at Christmas, his glee was almost palpable. “Hell, yeah,” he said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “You didn’t have to dress up for me, Trink. I’ve been ready for you all week.” Slapping his uninjured hip, he held his other hand toward her. “Come to papa, baby.”

Laughing at his enthusiasm, Harlow bent over to lift her feet and pull off her heels in turn. Once they clattered onto the floor, she crawled onto the empty side of the bed next to him. 

“I can’t stay long,” she said, propping her head on her hand when she stretched out on her side. “I have somewhere to be.”

Rolling onto his side to face her, Ryske was higher in the bed, and sort of loomed above her. Being near to him made her feel protected. That was probably why she didn’t object when he ran his fingers through the length of her hair from her temple to the ends. Letting it slip from between his digits, he draped it down her upper arm. From there, it cascaded across her back and chest. 

She couldn’t take her focus from him as he watched her hair fall. “Date?” he murmured, capturing a loose section of her locks. She shook her head. “Good, ‘cause I’d hate to have to come out of hiding just to kill a guy for wanting you… You are too beautiful.” Bowing closer, he breathed in the scent of her hair. “You always smell so expensive.”

“I’m more than you can afford.”

“As you like to remind me,” he said.

Putting a hand to his shoulder, she eased him onto his back. Teasing was fine. Flirting was the norm. But she had to be in charge of boundaries because Ryske didn’t have any.

Checking on him was supposed to be the purpose of the visit. “How have you been today?”

He groaned. “I’m so sick of being in this bed. Bale won’t even let me go on the fucking treadmill.”

Being glued to one place was driving him nuts. Every day, she witnessed his frustration level ratchet up a notch. Like a tiger pacing in a cage, he was ready to take a swipe at anyone who looked at him the wrong way. Anyone except her. There was no way he’d ever take a swipe at her.

Reassuring him, letting him vent his irritation, was her role. “He was letting you do weights,” she said, swaying across him to tug his waistband from his hip to check his dressing. “Do you want me to change your dressing?”

Bale had showed her how to do it. Ryske seemed to prefer her doing it for some reason, probably for the variety. The doctor spent a lot of time poking around at his patient; Ryske had less patience with him.

“Not in that pretty dress,” he said, stroking her hair again. “But if you want to take it off…”

Flipping her hair so she could look up the length of his torso at him, her chin was just above the line of his sweatpants. She wasn’t surprised when he winked at her. The mischief of his eyes complemented his smirk. 

“I can change your dressing without getting my dress dirty.”

His mind didn’t seem to be on the practical. A moment passed. Each second grew more charged than the last. 

Eventually, he exhaled a long breath. “Goddamn, I’ve never met a woman so good at teasing me,” he said through his gritted teeth. 

“I don’t tease you,” she said. That wasn’t the first time he’d accused her of doing it though. Passing the blame onto her seemed to be his way of justifying what happened when there was an awakening in his pants. Planting a hand on the bed by his wound, she pushed up to reach for the pillow he wasn’t using from the head of the bed and slapped it onto his lap. “And we’ve talked about that.”

Sitting up, she curled her legs at her side and supported her upper body on one straight arm. 

“You encourage my blood flow better than anyone else,” Ryske said, sliding down on the bed and slipping a hand to the back of his head. “One day you’ll let me show you.”

His ease and assurance were, in a lot of ways, admirable. “I have never known a man as confident as you,” she said, almost in awe of him. “I’ve known arrogant guys, met plenty of them through work or my family. You’re so… easy about it.”

His fingertips drifted up her locked arm. “Trinket, for you, I’ll always be easy,” he said, picking her loose hand from the bed to put it onto his abs. “Do that thing you do with my tats and your nails.”

Skootching closer, she lay down on her side again, curling her elbow beneath her head for support. With her other hand, she traced the outline of his tattoo over his hip to his abs and his ribs, taking her time, moving her nail slowly. He groaned again. Although a smile warmed her lips, she didn’t look up; she was too comfortable to move. 

“You don’t know how good that feels,” he said. “Can’t wait ‘til it’s your mouth.”

“You will never feel my mouth on your body, Crash,” she said, but kept drawing around the tattoo with her nail. 

For whatever reason, it soothed him to feel her fingernails move on his skin. 

“You said never about lying in bed with me and you fell asleep there last night.”

She had. 

Earlier in the week, when she’d asserted she would never lie in bed beside him, Harlow hadn’t realized they’d be watching movies and hanging out as much as they had. Each day this week had been dedicated to Ryske and his crew and been spent in this apartment. 

Harlow had done her homework on the floor on Monday night, while the crew shouted at some sports thing on the TV. Tuesday, she’d spent some time talking with Ryske, telling him about her work and education, including the course she was close to completing. Whether he was or not, it felt like he’d been listening; she got the impression he was interested. Although, he was a sort of a conman, so that was an important tool of his trade. 

On Wednesday, she’d been happy to chill and watch movies with him. To do that, it had just been easier to lie on the bed with him. Although she was overt in her efforts to leave obvious space between them, at some point during that movie night any illusion of distance or decorum had been erased. Harlow couldn’t remember how. 

After putting on an action movie the previous night, she’d fallen asleep. It had been a long week and the toil had caught up with her. Didn’t help that the movie wasn’t all that good either. 

Her blossoming trust in Ryske had proved to be founded. Although she’d woken up with a start next to him, her clothes were still in place and undisturbed; he’d kept his hands to himself. 

With her nails dancing across his skin, Harlow wasn’t returning the favor. “What does the one on your wrist mean?” she asked.

Trailing her fingernail up, down, and around on his abdomen, she paused at the waistband of his sweatpants to reverse course.

“If you want to see how far the one you’re playing with goes,” he murmured. “Take my pants off.”

The claws of the tattoo did extend to his thigh. “I’ve seen you without your pants,” she said. Keeping her hand on the outside of his sweats, she slipped a hand beneath the pillow that was still over his lap to trace the area of the scar on his thigh that Bale had shown her. “How did you get the scar?”

“Messed with the wrong girl.”

“A woman did it to you?”

“Her protector,” he said, letting his fingers tangle in her hair while her nail returned to tracing his abdominal tattoo. “You sounded surprised. Do you think women can’t wield a weapon? Soon as I’m out this prison, I’m buying you a piece. You shouldn’t be walking around in neighborhoods like mine without a weapon.”

A smile curved her lips, though she tried to keep it to herself. “Maze promised if I needed help, I could track him down in Floyd’s. Besides, I wasn’t the one who wound up with a knife in my gut. That was you… I did pretty well in your neighborhood. I go to work in your neighborhood every day.”

“After that day is over, it becomes a playground for men like me.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” she said on a half-laugh. “You’re not dangerous.”

In a snap, his hand shot out to grab her wrist. Yanking her upward with his bruising grip, he forced her body onto his. The sudden move had taken Harlow so by surprise that adrenaline streamed into her system, firing up her heart. There was no time to react; her gaze landed on his and her mind blanked. 

Strewn across him, her chest on his ribs, it once again felt as though their mouths were seeking each other out. They were being drawn together by an invisible magnet she struggled to resist.

Easing her higher, his strength made short work of narrowing the space between their mouths. “I am dangerous, Trinket,” he murmured. “More dangerous than you know. And I’m in your arsenal now. Me and my crew.”

If it had been his intention to scare her, he’d failed. That didn’t mean her baser instincts weren’t firing. Choosing to resist, she acted like she wasn’t aware of the thud of his heart rocking her ribcage.

Just the taste of his breath was enough to intoxicate her. “Where are the guys tonight?” she asked.

Smirking, he tightened his hold on her wrist, making her lips open further. Harlow had never been with a man who’d physically hurt her. Ryske was doing it now, though not in anger; he was a man overwhelmed by the moment. That pain he was causing, that niggling sensation in her wrist, she was surprised to find… she liked it.

He didn’t answer her question. “Conversation’s a diversion,” he said, watching her lips as he licked his own. “You’re still fighting it. Stop fighting, Trink.”

One solid tug on her wrist would bring their mouths together. He tried to do it, to pull her higher, but she resisted. Feeling the pull of his strength working in opposition to hers did something to her gut. More than that it warmed her, tormenting her hormones and sending a buzz of need down through to her core. It wasn’t right that he turned her on, or that she liked his insistent strength and that twist of pain. But there was no denying it. At some point in the week, she had admitted to herself that her intrigue had become attraction, irrational though it was.

“You’re injured.”

“My mouth’s just fine.”

If Harlow let him kiss her, if she kissed him, she wouldn’t be able to control what came next. Before being forced to make a choice between surrendering or resisting, there was a knock at the apartment’s front door in the room beyond, which she supposed Bale would answer.

“Guess that’s your crew.”

Harlow didn’t knock when she arrived at Bale’s apartment anymore. As far as she’d seen, Ryske’s crew didn’t either. In all the time she’d spent there, she’d never seen the doctor have another visitor. If the crew were knocking, she supposed Bale must have locked the door, or maybe she’d done it by mistake, which would be why one of the guys would have to knock to get in. 

Ryske must have thought the same thing. “They won’t interrupt us,” he said, keeping her wrist locked in his fist while sliding his other hand down her spine to cup her ass. 

Trying not to notice how his large, entitled, capable hand squeezed her closer with an almost territorial grip, Harlow kept talking. “Noon promised to bring me Kung Pao chicken. I didn’t want to drink on an empty stomach.”

“Hitting the town to have yourself some fun?” he asked, squeezing her harder with both hands. “I won’t let another man have you.”

To win this battle, she had to be strong… stronger than him. Ryske was more practiced, but Harlow knew how to be stubborn. “I told you, it’s not a date. It’s drinks with colleagues,” she said, thinking about how long she’d been lying on him, putting so much of her weight on his body. Sure, she was draped against his uninjured side, but being under her couldn’t be comfortable for him. “Let me go, Crash. I don’t want to hurt you.”

His brows rose in amused surprise. “Is that a threat, Trink?”

Taking control, he flipped her onto her back. The sudden move made her gasp, but when the weight of his body settled on hers, it stunned her into silence. The pillow on his lap was still between them, which she guessed frustrated him. A kiss would’ve been one thing. It wasn’t like there was a chance of them doing anything else, not with… 

Recalling what had brought Ryske to this bed in the first place, Harlow yelped. “Ryske, your wound! It’s healing so well…”

The noise of a scuffle came from beyond the bedroom. Though his eyes didn’t leave hers, she knew that Ryske had heard it too. Maybe staying put was his way of trying not to scare her.

The bang that followed erased any hope of staying calm.

Harlow thought she’d seen Ryske move fast; that was nothing to what happened next. Shoved aside and flipped over so she was face down on the bed, Harlow didn’t have time to do more than turn her head before Ryske pounced across his side of the bed to drop onto the floor in a crouch. 

A nightstand drawer opened. A moment later, Ryske spun toward the door, still hunkered down, checking the clip of a gun she’d never seen before.

“Ryske,” she hissed.

“Get in the bathroom. Lock the door. Stay in there until I come for you.”

“No,” she said, bouncing onto her knees on the bed.

Making himself a bigger target, he surged to his feet, the gun firm in both hands. “Harlow—”

The bedroom door opened. In a single leap, Ryske put his body between her and the door, while extending the gun to aim at whoever was entering.

When they registered Bale was the person coming in, Ryske lowered the gun, though he kept it in his grip.

“What’s going on?” Ryske demanded of their host.

There was a frantic air about the doctor who was wide-eyed. “I guess they know you’re here,” Bale said. “Two guys came to the door. They asked for you. I told them I had no idea what they were talking about. One pulled a gun, it went off in the struggle—”

“Is anyone hurt?” Harlow asked.

Ryske didn’t flinch while Bale’s wild eyes went from Ryske to her and over his shoulder toward the living room. Clearly, he wasn’t a fan of this kind of excitement.

“No,” he said. “They ran off. But if the neighbors heard, the cops will be on their way.”

“If they know where I am, they’re onto you, doc,” Ryske said, stooping to grab the sports bag she’d brought him on Sunday from under the bed. “You can’t stay here.”

It had taken Ryske no time at all to make a plan and jump to action. Harlow was still reeling; Bale too. 

“I would say I can stay with a friend from the hospital,” Bale said. “But I don’t know how I’ll explain my patient.”

“Watch your own ass, I’ll worry about mine,” Ryske said, sticking the gun in the bag. Other things from the nightstand followed. 

Giving him a medical problem focused the doctor’s mind. “I told you two weeks under medical supervision,” Bale said, moving deeper into the room. “It’s been less than one.”

“Adapt, doc,” Ryske said. “You’ve gotta be willing to bend the rules when lives are at stake. Know who said that?”

Bale wasn’t buying it and just narrowed his unimpressed focus. “Probably you, asshole. Don’t feed me your crap like I’m one of your marks. Stop believing your own bullshit. It’s bad for your health.”

Sidelining their sniping, Harlow scrambled over the bed. Stopping high on her knees, she leaned over the bag and scooped her hands under Ryske’s jaw, forcing him to look at her. The depth of concentration and concern in his focus startled her. It shouldn’t have given how serious this situation was. But, for a second, he didn’t look like the Ryske she’d come to know. 

That said, Harlow didn’t feel like herself either. But she was so used to Ryske being happy, laidback, mischievous… Ryske. With him, she felt safe. With this stern Ryske, she got a new respect for the gravity of the situation.

“Crash,” she whispered, pulling his head up when he tried to look to the bag again. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Trink, we don’t got time for—”

“Yes, we do,” Bale said, rushing across to the closet to begin pulling out medical supplies. “You have to change the dressing at least once a day, Nightingale. Twice would be better. Keep an eye on the wound, watch for redness, swelling, pain, fever.”

The doctor was on a mission, and it was one that daunted her. “Wait. Me?” Harlow asked. “You want me to care for him?”

Bale turned to dump a bag on the bed to zip it up. “Yes, you,” he said. “You’re the only one I trust to look after his medical needs. Do you remember what I said?”

If anything happened to Ryske, Bale’s ass was on the line. Hers too. “I remember.”

Taking that as acceptance of his request, Bale nodded once. “I’ve put antibiotics in there, instructions are on the label.” He picked up the bag of medical supplies to thrust it toward her. When she didn’t take it, he shook it. “You’re running out of time, Har. You have to go.”

The cops would be here any minute. Ryske pulled on a tee-shirt and then tossed the strap of the sports bag over his head to arrange it across his body.

The sight of that strap cutting across his torso and the possible weight in it prompted her to take action. “No,” she said, snatching the medical bag from Bale then spinning around to yank the sports bag off over Ryske’s head, using the height of the bed to give her reach. 

Clambering off the furniture to stand at Ryske’s side, she arranged both bags across her body, adjusting the straps as she did. “Trink, what are you—”

“I’m carrying these,” she asserted. 

The decision was non-negotiable. 

While they stared each other out, the doctor came around the bed, pausing only to grab up her shoes. “You guys have got to move,” Bale said, thrusting her shoes at Ryske then herding the couple toward the door.

Difficult as it might be to explain the gunshot to the cops, it would be harder to explain the busted criminal in his bed. Harlow didn’t want to explain her presence either, especially when she was just beginning to build up relationships with the law enforcement officers she came across through her work.

Harlow was in front as they crossed the living room. Ryske seized her hand just as she grabbed her jacket from the hook by the door to tuck it over the sports bag. Taking her shoes from Ryske, she put them on in a flash.

“Call me if you need anything, Nightingale,” Bale said and kissed her cheek just before Ryske pulled her out into the hallway and to the stairwell.

They got to the street. Harlow tried to step out to hail a cab, but Ryske didn’t let her stop and instead kept on dragging her down the block.

“Crash,” she objected, trying without success to tug her hand out of his. “You’ll tear your wound. We need a cab!”

“Not outside Bale’s,” he said, intent to keep striding on. “We don’t leave an evidence trail.”

If the cops asked questions, if Bale said something to make them suspicious, catching a cab right outside his apartment could implicate them or at least betray their presence.

A block later, Ryske stepped into the street and raised a hand to hail a cab. One stopped almost immediately and he pushed her into the back. Harlow took off the bags, dumping them on the furthest seat, so she could settle in the middle. Ryske got in after her. The moment he closed the door, she started to peel back the waistband of his pants to check that he hadn’t damaged his wound.

Ryske slid down in the seat to give her better access and spouted her address for the driver. Giving him a passing glance, Harlow let him know she’d registered that he knew something about her she’d never told him. But, in fairness, she was sort of used to that by now.

“Do you think he’ll be okay?” she asked, struggling to see beyond his dressing in the dim illumination offered in the back of the cab. She didn’t want to take off the dressing all the way until they got inside.

“The doc will be fine. You got a phone?”

Her phone was in her jacket pocket. It had been dumped with the bags. After rooting around for a few seconds, she pulled out the device and handed it over to him. “Here.”

As he began to dial, she retrieved a hooded sweatshirt from the sports bag and fed his arms into it. Gallivanting around the city in nothing but a tee-shirt and sweats wouldn’t be good for him. He was wearing sneakers too, though she had no idea where they’d come from. Under the bed? By the door? She had been too swept up in getting herself together to notice him slipping his bare feet into them.

“Flip,” Ryske said into the phone. “Yep… It’s black… Yep… I’ve got her.” She paused in zipping him up, wondering if he was talking about her. He winked. “Tomorrow. I’ve got a debt to pay tonight.”

He hung up and slid the phone into his pocket before putting an arm around her. Instead of settling against him like he tried to get her to do, she picked up his arm and guided it away from her shoulders. 

Although their positions were inverted, having his arm over her shoulders in that way reminded her too much of the night they’d met. That wasn’t a memory that she liked to relive.

Clasping his hand in both of hers, she held it in her lap. 

He kissed the top of her head and didn’t force the issue. He linked his fingers through hers and held her hand while they rode the rest of the way in silence.
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After getting out of the cab, Ryske put his arm around her again. Instead of shrugging it off, Harlow took his forearm in both hands and pulled it further around her body, nestling it between her breasts. It wasn’t like he’d be explicit about asking for support; all she could do was assume that he needed it. 

Guiding him up the stairs and into her apartment, she worried about why he was being quiet, fearing he could be in pain. Turned out, she was worrying for nothing because he was full of confidence from the moment they stepped over her threshold.

Ryske boosted her forward out of his way so he could close the front door and plucked the keys right out of her hand. Forging ahead, flicking on lights as he went like he’d made himself at home there a dozen times, he checked the kitchen and closet. Having no idea what he was looking for, Harlow stayed by the door, just watching him, waiting for his curiosity to be satisfied. 

Once he was done with his inspection, Ryske came over and linked their fingers. The man had purpose, she couldn’t deny that. His grip was sure and strong as he pulled her past the breakfast bar and into the living room. Much to her relief, he ignored her messy corner desk, and kept on going to stop by the open arch that led to her bedroom. 

Well, what had been her bedroom. She’d have to give it up to the patient who’d been thrust upon her. Caring for Ryske for the remainder of his recuperation was a huge responsibility that she hadn’t expected to shoulder.

Ryske scanned the living room, but she didn’t let him loiter. He’d been on his feet for too long already. Squeezing his hand tighter, she swiped aside the beaded curtain of transparent crystal beads that covered the arch to lead him to the bed. Pushing him down, she wanted him to rest. 

Ryske didn’t interpret her actions that way. “Love a woman who knows what she wants.”

Her sense of humor was dormant. Adrenaline was still too potent in her bloodstream for her to relax enough to joke. This might be run of the mill for him, but Harlow needed some time to calm down and get herself together. 

“Good, then you won’t mind stripping for me,” she said, sitting on the end of the bed to check what supplies Bale had packed into the med bag. 

“I’ve been waiting all week for you to ask, Trink,” he said, kicking off his sneakers and wasting no time stripping to the waist. 

All week, he’d proved time and again that he had no modesty. The moment his tee-shirt hit the floor, he raised his hips to drive his thumbs into the waistband of his pants. 

As soon as she saw his thumbs disappearing into the elastic, Harlow stopped rifling to hold up both hands. “Ah, that’s enough. I can see your wound from here.”

With a sly smile, he tilted his head. “But, Trink, I’ve got so much more to show you.”

Already she was beginning to feel more at ease. “So much more, I don’t have to see,” she said, leaving her seat to turn on the lamp by the bed. “Lie down.”

He leaped onto the bed and locked his fingers behind his head. Kneeling on the floor next to the bed, she carefully edged the waistbands of his pants and underwear down just enough to give her space to work. Being as gentle as she could, Harlow began to pick off his dressing. 

“I think this is the first time we’ve been all alone,” he said. “We’ve got the whole place to ourselves, Trinket.”

Keeping her concentration on inspecting his wound, she couldn’t be as chilled. It was on her to keep this man alive; Bale was trusting her. “Just because I haven’t called the cops on you yet, doesn’t mean I won’t,” she said, peering closer. The wound was one problem, but his constant flirting and cajoling would have to be monitored and handled too. “Bale put a couple of syringes in that bag. Don’t know what’s in them, but I’m sure one of them will subdue you.”

In Bale’s apartment, with the gun, Ryske had been a serious, almost menacing guy. The man in her bed was the relaxed, teasing Ryske she’d hung out with all week. 

“Wow, baby, you surprise me,” he said, breathing out and closing his eyes as a smile curved his lips. “Was that an offer to get high with me? I had no idea you were the type. Let’s do it.”

“I do not want to get high with you,” she said, not satisfied that the dressing she’d started to take off was clean enough to put back on. Ripping it off fast, she got a shot of pleasure when he tensed in a recoil that proved he hadn’t been expecting the action. “What drugs do you do, Ryske?”

He didn’t answer her and seemed to have moved onto something else in his mind. “You know what I love?” he asked, settling against her pillows again, satisfaction written all over his face. “I love it when you use that sexy stern tone on me. Tell me off, Trink. Damn, it gets me hard.”

So not really something else. Sex. That was where Ryske’s mind seemed most comfortable. 

Just the threat of him getting aroused was enough to make her rise and bow over him. She meant to show him that she wasn’t to be messed with, but he took the opportunity to stroke her ass. Telling him off was exactly what he’d told her to do. Instead, she reached past him to retrieve a pillow from the opposite side of the bed and thrust it onto his lap.

“I really don’t want to be acquainted with that part of you,” she warned.

Walking to the end of the bed, she dug around the med bag for more gauze and tape. The wound was red, but was still sealed, so she hoped that was a good sign. 

“Why are you so afraid of it?”

She kept sorting the supplies, putting things in places where she knew she’d be able to find them in a hurry. “Of what?”

“Sex.”

She stopped sorting to look at him. For once, it didn’t sound like he was teasing, but that only made her more suspicious. “I’m not afraid of sex.”

“Sure you are,” he said.

Seeing him slip his hand beneath the pillow on his lap made her swallow hard. Whether it was inside or outside his pants, he was definitely making contact with… himself. 

“Can you not do that while I’m in the room, please?”

Intrigue eclipsed his usual smirk. “Maybe it’s my dick you’re afraid of.”

“I am not afraid of it,” she said. 

Raising his brows like he didn’t believe her, he flipped the pillow off his lap and showed that not only was his hand inside his pants, but he was holding the imposing member tenting his sweats. “No?”

Rolling her eyes toward the ceiling, she tipped up her chin. “Oh, God.”

“Definitely afraid.”

Glaring at him, she might be getting used to his triumphant leer, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t resent it. “Your penis doesn’t have special powers.”

“You don’t know that.”

“What do you think I’m afraid of exactly?” she asked, going back over to kneel by the bed, taking her wares with her, and ignoring whatever was going on beyond her work area. “I’ve had sex before. I’ve seen dicks. Plenty of them.”

“Yeah? How many?” 

Pausing with the tape extended, she blinked at him. “What?”

Whether it was genuine or not, his expression didn’t seem to be mocking. “You brought it up, so tell me… How many have you seen, Trink?” She couldn’t even make her lips part. “Guess with porn that’s a tough one to answer. Better to tell me how many you’ve gotten to grips with.”

It took effort on her part to blank her expression, and she wasn’t sure she succeeded. “You want to know how many penises I’ve touched?” He nodded. After a second of silence, the corner of his mouth twitched. He quickly flattened it again, but the brief crack in his mask was enough to snap her from her discombobulation. “You’re mocking me.” Picking up her scissors, she clutched them tight. “You think that’s a smart thing to do to the woman in charge of your care.”

“You saved me from a stab wound last week, no reason you wouldn’t this week.”

Except if she was the one who inflicted it. “Last week, I didn’t know you. This week, I do,” she said, but turned her scissors to cut the tape. “I don’t doubt that I have less sexual experience than you. I also don’t doubt there are rabbits with less experience than you, given how sex seems to be on your mind twenty-four seven.”

“Not twenty-four seven,” he said, locking his fingers behind his head again. “I don’t think about it when I’m with my crew.”

“Lucky for them,” she said, affixing his clean dressing. “Maybe you should initiate me, so I can be saved the trouble.”

He laughed. “It’s trouble for you to hear that a guy’s attracted to you?”

“It’s trouble for me to hear you’re attracted to me,” she said, tipping her head to admire her work, hoping it was good enough. “Especially since I don’t believe it.”

“I’m not going to lie and say I can’t lie. But why would I—”

“It’s some weird Florence Nightingale thing,” she said, gathering up her supplies and trashing the used dressing. “Just like Dover says. You think you’re attracted to me because I was there at the right moment and because I’m the only woman you’ve seen all week. You don’t really want to be with me.”

“Let me be the judge of what I want.”

Breathing out a laugh, she tossed what she hadn’t used back into the med bag and sat on the bed by his feet. “What I should really have said is that you and I have different definitions of what being with someone means. You believe in casual sex.”

“It’s not my religion,” he said, pushing his fists into the mattress to sit up straighter. “But, yeah, I think it exists.”

She shrugged and zipped up the bag. “I’m not a casual sex kind of woman… I’m not afraid of your penis, and I am attracted to you. But I’m smart enough to know what kind of man you are and I know we want different things.”

“Want? If you’re attracted to me, you and me want exactly the same damn thing. But if you’re talking about a future…” he said, a snicker in his voice. “Baby, you should be happy I have no plans for you beyond this bed and your body. The only thing I plan beyond the moment is the con. If I haven’t made plans for you that means you’re not on my professional agenda.”

Trying to subdue what would probably be a condescending smile, she licked her lips. “And that is exactly how I know we’re incompatible. I want to be on the agenda of the man I’m sleeping with. I don’t want him to trip and fall into bed with me just because I’m around and then forget me the minute I’m out of his sight.”

“You want a relationship? Baby, we’ve known each other a week, and I’m not the type of guy to—”

“You’re not my type of guy,” she said, making eye contact. “Isn’t that the point we agree on? You want an easy, fun girl to be casual with. I sleep with men I see a future with. I’m not frivolous and fun, Crash. I’m a serious professional.”

For the first time, she saw a glimmer of offense on his face. It made him appear petulant; it was almost cute. If a man with the physique and demeanor of a tough guy could ever be considered cute. 

“I’m a professional,” he grumbled.

A professional law-breaker, yes. “But what are you serious about?” she asked. “Other than whatever scheme you have going on.”

“Okay, so I’m not your white picket fence guy, but I can be the ride of your life.”

His wink made her laugh. “That’s some claim when you’ve no idea who I’ve ridden before.”

“I know you’ve never ridden me.”

She leaned toward him, lowering her volume. “And I never will, Crash.”

Ryske wasn’t dissuaded. If anything, whenever she asserted her opposition, he only grew more assured. “Baby, you are gonna taste so sweet.”

“Do you think I’m some sort of prize or is it just the challenge you crave? You’ve been laid up all week when what you want is to be out on the street, running your con. I’m here, that’s why you want me. As soon as Bale’s clock runs out, you’ll forget that I exist.”

For a breath, it seemed like he was going to say something. But when his eyes moved toward her covered window, she knew that she was on the money. It was ridiculous to be stung by the silent confirmation that she was right, especially when she simultaneously appreciated him not bullshitting her with pick-up lines or platitudes. 

Ryske was a dynamic guy, always ready to move, whether it was for a con or onto the next mark. His lifestyle intrigued the immature part of her which was excited by danger. In spite of that, Harlow was smart enough to recognize that letting herself be seduced by the novelty of him would lead to heartache and humiliation in the long run.

He hadn’t said anything else, so she decided to give him some space. “I have to call and let my colleagues know I won’t be joining them. Get some rest.”

Harlow stowed the med bag in her closet, then headed for the dark living room again. “You gonna join me, Trink?”

The guy never switched it off. Keeping her smirk to herself, she didn’t slow. “You’re an invalid, Crash. I need a man who can go all night and not break a sweat.” Sweeping the crystal ball curtain aside, she tossed a sultry look over her shoulder. “If I said yes to you, you’d be too busy drooling and bleeding all over the place to satisfy me.”

She kept on going out of the room, but he called after her. “Come back in here and say that to my face, babydoll!”

Harlow hadn’t intended for Ryske to ever be in her apartment. Now, somehow, he was semi-naked in her bed probably still sporting a semi. 

While exerting little effort, the man had a way of diverting the course of her life. Astounding as it was, Harlow wasn’t really complaining. 

Whenever Crash was around, life wasn’t boring, anything could happen. Thinking fast, accepting a challenge, was exhilarating. Thrilled by the twists and turns, this wasn’t life like Harlow knew it, but it was every day for Ryske. 

As soon as the patient had completed Bale’s ordered recuperation time, he’d go back to his vibrant life and she’d return to the stresses and strains of social work. Normal, boring life, helping people who often didn’t want to help themselves. That was her life; the only one she knew.
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Having Ryske as a permanent feature in her apartment meant taking on more than just entertaining and feeding a single patient. It didn’t mean having one roommate, it meant suddenly having four of them.

Every day when Harlow came home from work, Ryske’s crew were dotted around her place. Usually, in her bedroom or living room, making plans or messing around. They filled her fridge with half-eaten takeout, left wet towels in her bathroom, and never cleaned up after themselves. 

Odd thing was, it didn’t make her angry. She actually liked the energy of the abode when it was filled with the Floyd’s crew. 

Growing up in her starched parents’ house, there was never as much joy and camaraderie as she felt when the crew were lounging around in her apartment. Not even during joyous or festive times when there was more activity.

Having four men around full-time was a steep learning curve. Ryske was Ryske. And she was learning more about each of the others. Maze was the most discerning, and from what she could figure, the one with the most in terms of a formal education. Dover was a jack-of-all-trades, skilled in a variety of practicalities. Responsible and smart, he was aware, yet discreet.

Noon was like the little brother of the group. The one the others liked to pick on, but in a light-hearted way. He often spoke before thinking, which gave the guys plenty of opportunities to josh him.

Entering her apartment after work that Friday, a week after Ryske had arrived, Harlow heard the TV and the murmur of masculine friendship and laughter. The quartet loved to clown around. As serious as they could be, especially if they had an audience, they could be such big kids in private.

Hanging up her things by the door, she slipped her laptop from her bag and crossed to the living room, pausing by the first armchair. “Maze, my computer crashed again,” she said.

Harlow didn’t expect the multi-tasking pro to look at her and he didn’t disappoint. Maze just lifted a hand to take the machine from her without ever moving his attention from the TV. When her hands were free, Noon took one to guide her over his straight legs that were resting on her coffee table. Kissing Dover’s cheek signaled her final greeting. 

After that, Harlow dropped to her knees in front of Ryske who was seated at the end of the couch. The other three guys in the room all whooped. Ryske didn’t react to them. With his eyes on the TV, he did as she’d trained him to do every time she got home and slid his hips to the front of the seat to let her lift his shirt and peel back the waistband of his pants. 

Checking the dressing was her priority. By now, it was just there to stop the wound being aggravated by his clothes. Bale had told her it was okay to take it off. She might have neglected to tell Ryske that yet.

“You’ve got her trained,” Maze said, though he was half-lost in her computer, while still catching glimpses at the TV. “She goes out to work all day, earning the bacon, and comes straight home to blow you.”

“If that’s what she was doing down there, you guys wouldn’t be here when she came home from work,” Ryske said, stroking her hair. “She does look damn good down there though, right?” Drawing her eyes from the dressing, she let him register her displeasure before going back to her task. “Did you have a good day, dear?”

Tearing off his dressing in one swift move, she enjoyed startling him. “Let’s keep this off tonight.”

“Guess that’s an answer,” Ryske said. 

Twisting around, she didn’t bother to get up, just slumped on the floor between Ryske’s feet to stare at the TV. Noon pushed a box of Chinese food down the coffee table and she grabbed it, using the chopsticks that were in it to eat the delicious chicken inside. 

Ryske’s fingers tangled in her hair, stroking through it. Her body was tired, but not as exhausted as her mind. With the food box in her hand, she chewed the chicken and let her head fall against the inside of Ryske’s knee. 

In her exhausted hand, the food box sank to the floor by her hip. “Still not the best I’ve ever had,” she murmured.

“I’ll keep trying, Nightingale,” Noon said, making her smile. 

Noon had promised her the best Chinese food she’d ever tasted. So far, he hadn’t managed it. But he was tenacious, she had to acknowledge that he wasn’t giving up easy.

Harlow sighed. Ryske’s hand stopped in her hair. “You need me and the guys to go kick someone’s ass, baby?” he asked. “You’re not yourself tonight. If someone upset you—”

“I’m tired,” she said and stifled a yawn with the back of her hand. 

“Take a nap.”

“There are four men in my apartment and there’s no lock on my bedroom door.”

“Babe, there’s no door,” Dover said and the men snickered. 

Harlow’s eyes closed. “Exactly,” she said, thinking this was a nice cozy nook that she could get comfortable in. 

“Your virtue’s safe,” Maze muttered. 

Noon laughed. “Yeah, we’ve all jerked off today.”

She wasn’t sure how he knew that, but figured it had been part of some odd conversation they must have had while she’d been at work. “Do you think I’m worried about you thugs violating me? Hardly. I won’t sleep for the commotion of you people making a mess, teasing each other over nothing, and apparently conversing about your masturbation habits.”

Ryske’s fingers sank deeper into her hair to curl around the side of her neck. That meant he was leaning forward, but she couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes to chastise him. “The guys are clearing out in a minute. Go lay down. I’ll wake you up in a while for that college assignment you were talking about.”

Another sigh. “I’m supposed to be looking after you.”

“There’s less than forty-eight hours left on the clock, Trink,” he said. “You’ve done your duty by me.”

“Not a minute before Bale says I have,” she said. “I had lunch with him today. He was explicit. You don’t get out of here until at least Sunday… He’s coming over to check on you in the afternoon.”

“If you’re going to be spending another two nights with me, you better keep your energy levels up,” Ryske said, strengthening his grip until his tangled fingers were digging into her neck. 

The security of his firm grasp stimulated the simmering heat that had become a familiar sensation in her gut whenever he was around. “Tighter,” she groaned before she realized the word had slipped out. 

It wasn’t until he complied that Harlow figured out what she’d done. Tightening his grip sent a searing pulse of awareness shimmering from his fingers through her torso to her clit… and he’d done it at her request. 

Her eyes snapped open. Though she tried to level out her breathing, Harlow was achingly conscious of the faux pas she’d just made. All week, even in the rare moments they were alone, she’d fought hard against her growing need for him. It wasn’t easy, especially given how obvious he made his want for her, but she’d been strong. 

Except what she’d just done revealed too much of herself. It would let Ryske peek beneath the surface and get a glimpse of what he kept telling her, but she kept trying to ignore: they were electric together. 

Harlow didn’t know what Ryske had told his crew about their relationship. While she knew they didn’t sleep together and that they hadn’t even kissed, she guessed Ryske had implied there was something going on because his crew always talked as if it was a done deal. 

Hoping to maintain her dignity, she straightened up. “I will go and lie down,” she said, pulling his hand away and tossing the Chinese food box to the table while getting to her feet. “Excuse me.”

She’d have preferred to hear the guys jeering Ryske about her instead of the hushed whispers that proceeded the crystals falling back into place after she entered her bedroom. When the crew huddled and whispered, something serious was being discussed.

Harlow did not want to be something serious. If they mocked her or her association with Ryske, it was one big joke. She could handle the humiliation of that. What she couldn’t take was the embarrassment of the truth; her feelings for Ryske were more than sexual.

She cared about him, and his friends. 

In a few days, this extraordinary chapter of her life would be closed forever. Coming to terms with that had been playing on her mind, but there was nothing she could do about it. It would be over for her.

 

 

When slipping beneath her covers, Harlow had expected to find her scent intermingled with Ryske’s. She’d become accustomed to it. Though it made no sense, it was a comfort. Sharing the bed while not sharing the bed was how their routine had settled.

Each night, she’d go to bed early, but set her alarm for around midnight or one AM. After the alarm went off, she’d wake, kick out whoever of the crew were loitering, and put Ryske to bed before finishing her night’s sleep on the couch. 

On that night, she hadn’t set an alarm because Ryske had told her that he’d wake her. The point hadn’t been to sleep for long, but somehow, when she next became aware of reality, Harlow’s internal clock betrayed that she’d been sleeping for a while.

Something moved her head, so her eyes opened a fraction. Being still half in the fog of slumber, all she registered was darkness. There hadn’t been an alarm… what had woken her?

If Ryske was trying to wake her, he wasn’t being direct about it. Rolling her head to the side to blink up into the shadows of the room, it took a few seconds to identify Ryske’s outline next to the bed. His arm was outstretched, taking the pillow she wasn’t using from the other side of the mattress. 

The pillow he’d touched was overlapping the one under her head, which must have been the movement she’d felt. He hadn’t intended to wake her. 

“Crash,” she murmured on a slow blink.

The back of his fingers drifted down her temple. “Go to sleep, baby,” he whispered. 

Catching his hand as it was about to ebb, she unfurled his fingers to press his palm to her cheek. Her eyes closed. “Crash.”

“Mm,” he said like he was figuring something out. “I like tired Trinket.”

In a warm and snuggly mood, she let him go. “Lie down.” 

Her eyes didn’t open; the proximity of cozy slumber was too pleasant to resist. The mattress moved and the heat of his body neared hers. Instinct helped her to lift his arm to hook it around her shoulders. Skootching closer to nestle against him, Harlow rested her head on the front of his shoulder. 

Under the covers while he was on top of them, she didn’t let the full length of her body make contact with his. But a thrum of satisfaction at the contact they did have helped her to relax. 

“I definitely like tired Trinket.”

His wound was on this side of his body and she didn’t want to aggravate it. “Am I hurting you?” she asked, wriggling just a little closer. 

“Yep,” he said. “I think you should kiss it better.”

Her lips curled, but it was about ten seconds before she brought herself to speak. “Don’t push your luck.” They lay together for a minute or two. “Are the guys gone?”

“Couple of hours ago,” he said, his fingers trailing up and down her arm. “I didn’t want to disturb you. If I’d known this was waiting for me, I’d have come through sooner.”

Despite promising to wake her, he’d let her sleep. Harlow was too tired to scold him; she could do her college work tomorrow. It would just mean canceling her mani-pedi. 

Another minute passed and her thoughts coasted. “In two days you’re going to be gone from my life,” she murmured. “Do you think I’ll ever see you again?”

“If you want to,” he said. “You know how to find me anytime you need me.”

“Need?”

“Or want,” he said with a thread of confusion in his voice. “Trink, baby, do you want something now?”

His hand started to edge aside the covers, apparently intending to slip beneath them.

What she wanted, she couldn’t let herself have. “Tell me about your family.”

His hand stopped. “What?”

Opening her hand on his torso, she felt his heartbeat. “I want to know something about where you come from. I want more than the player, more than the grifter. I want to know something about the man who’s been in my bed all week.” This truth made her eyes open. But she didn’t dare move her head, not when tension was moving through him. This was a make or break moment. “Trust me, Ryske… I don’t even know if that’s your real name.”

A charged minute of silence passed. She held her breath, waiting to see how he’d react to her probing. “It’s my real name.”

“And your parents, what are they like? Do you still see them?”

“No,” he said. “My dad was a drunk, violent fucker. My mom was a whore, not a hooker, a serial cheater. One day she fucked off with some rich cunt, left me with the prick. Only saw her once since then. I didn’t even recognize her.”

Others might be shocked to hear of a mother abandoning her child. For Harlow, who saw it happen almost every day at work, it was no surprise. Didn’t make the idea of a young Ryske handling his aggressive father any more appetizing.

“She didn’t take you with her?”

He scoffed. “No chance. There was some satisfaction in finding out the cunt was playing her. He wasn’t rich, not even close. Least she was smart enough not to come back with her tail between her legs.”

“And your dad?”

“Soon as I was old enough to hit back, he kicked me out… Stayed with Floyd after that.”

Twisting to tip her head back, Harlow risked making eye contact. “Dover’s dad?”

He nodded. “I didn’t mind slinging cards or drinks, not when his roof was safer to be under than anything I’d ever had at home. Turned out I was the best kid in the state with a deck… Even though I’d win every time I played, I could always convince bastards to play and give up their cash. That’s when I learned about the con… that I was good at it. Dover and I had guys from the high school in Floyd’s basement first during school lunchbreaks, then kids started cutting to come over and the place was full dawn to dusk. We sold beer and took the rich kids cash teaching them blackjack. We had a full op running and were making more in daylight than Floyd was making in the dark.”

Propping her fist between his shoulder and her chin, she found herself fascinated. “And Noon? Maze?”

“Noon taught me everything I know about stealing and chopping cars. We built a career in swiping keys and picking pockets. We met when he tried dipping my jacket.” A glance of nostalgia crossed his face. “Not knowing I was as crooked as him, he tried to talk me out of calling the cops when I caught him. I made him a deal, we’d cut the deck, high card got the wallet… there was more than a thousand bucks in there.”

In the pause that followed, her anticipation rose. “What happened? Who won?”

“Both of us. As we were about to cut, the prep school let out. I knew I could take those kids. So I told Noon to watch, he took my lead and we cleaned up in three-card Monte. Ended up doubling my money and splitting the pot with him. Never looked back. On the street, we were a double act. He’d do his thing taking car after car, I’d keep owners distracted, divert the cops, whatever was needed.”

She had no trouble imagining Ryske using his charisma to distract and facilitate Noon’s work. The man could talk his way out of anything. Awe-inspired and humbled, she was incredulous and impressed. 

Whether or not someone agreed with Ryske’s tactics, no one could doubt his skill. “You could charm the panties from a queen, couldn’t you?”

“Doesn’t seem to be working with you,” he said, offering a wink. A second went by and his teasing became something more solemn. “Don’t know what it is about you, Trinket. I know what you want to hear, but I… I can’t play my game with you. I always know what people want to hear; that’s the key to grifting. You tell people what they want to hear.”

“What do I want to hear?”

He watched her tongue slide across her lips, curling his fingers around her arm again to pull her closer. “You want promises… Indiscriminate compliments make you feel good, they flatter you, but they don’t seduce you. Reliability seduces you. You want a guy who’ll be there for you every minute. A guy who won’t do stupid things and take crazy risks… I can make you promises and convince you I’m exactly who you want me to be. I could do that. I could talk you into it, make those promises and convince you to give me exactly what I want.”

Digging her elbow into the pillow by his head to pull herself higher, she looked deeper. “Then why don’t you?”

“I wouldn’t mean it,” he said, caressing her cheek. “I wouldn’t be able to keep my promises.”

“And that bothers you?”

His lips curved in a resigned, not joyful, smile. “Not with anyone but you.”

Unsure if Ryske was doing exactly what he was claiming not to be doing, Harlow did feel drawn to him. 

Honesty seduced her. If she could be sure this was genuine, that he was telling the truth, and showing her this vulnerability, she might let it work and surrender. 

But Ryske had admitted how good he was at what he did, and he had promised to have her. If she gave in, and let him take her all the way, she could be walking into a savvy grifter’s carefully constructed plot, and it wasn’t like she could claim he hadn’t warned her what he was capable of.
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Just being in her bed with Ryske went against what Harlow had been asserting since the night they’d met. But he had wormed his way into her affections. As much as she wanted to believe him, Harlow wouldn’t be naïve. 

Ryske was no romantic hero. It would be her own fault if she was dumb enough to cross this street without looking both ways.

Touching his brow with a fingertip, she wondered if anyone truly got inside this man’s head. “How many women have you made fall in love with you, Crash?”

“Love?” he asked and shrugged, finger-combing her hair to the back of her shoulder, though it fluttered down onto his bare chest again the moment it left his digits. “I don’t know. But I’ve hurt more than I’d be proud to admit.”

Stroking her fingernail through his eyebrow, Harlow concentrated how the hairs moved rather than his gaze beneath. “My father owns an investment firm,” she said. “Sweeting Securities.”

“I know,” he said, curling his fingers around the side of her neck.

“He’s not a one percenter, but he has access to a lot of money.”

A twitch in his eyelid made her gaze drop to his. “What are you trying to tell me, baby? You want me to run a con on your dad? You got beef there?”

“I’m saying you could,” she said, slithering down his body to use her fingernail on the lines of his shoulder tattoo that stretched across his pec. Whenever she traced his tattoos, his voice got heavier, and his focus wavered. “I could get you in.”

But if she thought she was manipulating him or going to get him to admit to something he meant to keep secret, she’d underestimated just how shrewd he was.

Catching her off guard again, he threw his arms around her and flipped her onto her back. The covers tangled between them, but there was no pillow for protection this time. 

“Trink, I know what you’re thinking… what you think this is. But if you saw the con coming, I wouldn’t be doing it right.”

So he recognized what her attempt to tempt him was. Yes, it was a test. Harlow didn’t want him to steal from her father and she sure didn’t want to be party to it. Finding out if Ryske was for real, if his choice to be here was personal or professional, was her goal. But he was wise to it.

Hearing his assurances did make her feel better. There was no point trying to trick him if he was just going to see through it. “How do you do it?” she asked. “How do you decide where to… you know?”

“You’ve heard of means, motive, and opportunity, right?” She nodded. “I know you have because I’ve read it in your textbooks.”

While she was at work, he had access to everything in her apartment. She hadn’t thought that meant reading her college work, but it didn’t upset her that he had. It was just lying there on her desk after all, it wasn’t confidential. 

The warm weight of his body was calming… and intimate. “You always have the means. You’re skilled and capable. That can’t define what you choose.”

“No, but the other two do. Sometimes a situation presents itself and we have to deal with it, like this Hagan bullshit. Other times, we get a tip and find our way in. We’re always listening for opportunity. Sometimes we have to create it.” 

For him, it was simple. For her, it was riveting. “And how do you do that? Why do you do that?”

“Well, that’s motive, sweetheart. If I need the money, I have the motive, and that’s when I go looking for opportunity.”

“That’s when you go looking for a mark,” she said, captivated and intrigued. “How do you pick a mark?”

If he sensed the depth of her interest, he didn’t mock it. “I have my own triangle for that,” he said and pressed a fingertip into her as he counted off the three points. “Means, weakness, and karma. Means: does the potential mark have the ability to sacrifice something I need while absorbing the hit? I won’t leave anyone destitute.” That surprised her. Harlow’s expression must have changed to betray her emotion because he added clarification. “Doesn’t mean what I do doesn’t cause the mark problems. Usually does. Sometimes they lose a lot. Destitute to me isn’t the same thing as it is to them.” 

Coming from the streets and living his life surrounded by poverty, Ryske understood what real need was. By going after the rich, who’d probably care more about embarrassment than losing money, their marks would be able to absorb the financial hit of whatever was stolen from them. 

The Floyd’s crew didn’t wipe people out, which was what she took from what Ryske was saying. It was smart; maybe not so selfless. Hitting any one person too hard would bring unwanted attention to them, both from potential future marks and law enforcement. 

“I suppose the weakness is how you get what you want,” she said. “Is there a weakness you can exploit to get in or extract what you need?” Wearing a smile, he nodded once. “But karma.” Harlow narrowed her eyes and gave a quick, shallow head shake to show her confusion. “I don’t—”

“Do they have it coming,” he said. “Every couple of years or so we do one big job; something that takes serious planning and a long con. There’s nothing more satisfying than giving some sick, rich bastard a taste of his own medicine.”

“Like a regular Robin Hood.”

“Nah, I don’t give it away,” he said. “Though, I guess you could think of me and my crew as poor and needy…”

“If you’re poor it’s because you spend so much on takeout and beer,” she said, opening her hands around the curve of his shoulders. “I have never known a group of men in better shape, yet you all eat so terribly.”

“I eat well when you cook for me,” he said. 

“Something I won’t be doing anymore in a couple of days,” she said, feeling a pang of sorrow. “You will take care of yourself, won’t you, Crash?”

“Always have.”

Maybe because he’d never had parents or family to look out for him; his crew were his surrogate family. “I’m worried about this Hagan mess. His men are looking for you. Bale can’t go back to his apartment. He said today that he thinks Hagan’s men are following him, probably looking for you…”

“Probably,” Ryske said. It dumbfounded her that he was so casual about the potential danger waiting on the streets preparing for the next time he showed his face. “Hagan’s had a guy in Floyd’s for the last couple of weeks.”

Though her body tensed, her jaw loosened. “You know that? Why wouldn’t Dover kick him out?”

“Because while he’s keeping an eye on us, we’re keeping an eye on him.” His smile didn’t make her feel better. “Don’t worry, Trink. Soon as I run out Bale’s clock, I’ll deal with it.”

“That’s what worries me, Ryske. Hagan’s men favor weapons. Did you forget getting stabbed and shot at a couple of weeks ago? They brought a gun to Bale’s too. They’re serious men; don’t screw around with them. You’ll get hurt again.”

Swagger warmed his expression. “You worried about me, baby?” he asked, but she wasn’t messing around. “I won’t get hurt. I have my crew behind me. This is war, baby. You’ve got to be willing to take a few licks.”

Being stabbed was not a lick to her. Fearing for his safety, she wanted them to stop being stubborn and just make things better. No competition was worth losing their lives. 

“Maybe if you just pay Hagan back the money,” she said. “I know it’s a lot. I can help. I could ask—”

“I could come up with ten grand if I had to… if I wanted to. Losing the money was the plan.”

Bale had told her Ryske would do anything for the job. Hearing that in action scared her. “Was getting stabbed part of the plan?”

“Just a slight detour.”

He was so glib that she was offended. “If it means so little to you, why did I bother to save your life?”

“It never hurts to let your enemy stew,” he said, trying to trail his fingertips into her hair, but she swatted his hand away. Seizing her wrist, he pinned it to the bed and bowed lower. “Tighter?”

The reminder of her slip up earlier became less embarrassing when his fingers strengthened. Need took humiliation’s place as it began to pulse through her. A squeak left her lips. His feral look of knowing was pure smug satisfaction. 

“Ryske,” she gasped when the pain of his grip grew, enhancing her arousal.

“What is it that fascinates you about criminals, scholar?” The question surprised her. “That’s right, Trink, I read your essay. Their motivation. The excitement. The thrill… You don’t get it. Least you didn’t. Not until you met my crew. You want to know if I’m conning you? Well, I want to know if I’m just an academic exercise.”

It hadn’t even occurred to her that getting close to him and his friends was anything other than altruism. Not at first anyway. “No! Ryske, I wouldn’t—”

“Why didn’t you call the cops?” he asked, not soft and safe anymore. 

For the first time, she realized he had questions of his own. About her. Questions about who she was. Not simple facts like names and dates, but on the inside, in those deep recesses of her that she’d never revealed.

The growl in his voice and glare in his eye made her more aware of her vulnerable position beneath him, trapped by his strength. Yet, in spite of the adrenaline coursing through her, she didn’t feel fear. She felt just about every other emotion there was. But not fear. 

“You told me not to,” was as much of a response as she could muster while entranced by him.

“You didn’t give a fuck about me. I was bleeding out. I could’ve died on that street, but you risked your freedom by following my instructions… Was that it? The risk? Does taking risks excite you, baby? More than a good little girl like you wants to admit, right?”

This was too much. Too close. Too intimate. In bed with him. In the dead of night. 

Grabbing her last thread of resistance, Harlow swallowed and tried to push him away, but he was too strong. “Stop it, Ryske,” she protested. “Why are you doing this?”

“You like it tight?” Another squeak came from her throat when he squeezed her wrist so tight that she was sure he was close to crushing bones. “I like it tight too, baby… and I bet you can deliver.”

Suddenly, he pounced to his knees. Harlow froze. Ryske yanked the blankets from between their bodies and thrust them out of the way. 

“Ryske,” she said, panting. “Ryske, what are you doing?” 

Her nightgown was next to be pushed aside. He parted her legs with one rough hand while the other kept its conquering hold on her wrist. “For two weeks you’ve been hiding behind the excuse of my injury… tonight I show you that excuse is bullshit. I’m capable, baby. So damn capable you’ll forget how to breathe.”

She wasn’t sure that she could remember now. This was happening so fast. From sleep, to conversation, to… he dropped down over her. Against her inner thigh, she could feel his hand slip into his sweats, either to take them off or free himself. 

Harlow was still trying to catch her breath and couldn’t figure out what to do. “Crash,” she said, and he paused for long enough to look her in the eye. Trying to distinguish his need from his determination, she slid a hand to his cheek to stroke him. “Make me a promise. Say it and mean it.”

Could he do it? Harlow knew he could say it. He was a conman capable of saying anything. If he said it, would she be able to tell if he meant it? She could pretend to believe it whether she did or not and let herself give in to him.

But she wouldn’t. 

Harlow had been strong for the last two weeks. Desirable as he was, this man wouldn’t be able to give her what she wanted. Sure, a short-term fling would light up her world and, he was right, it would be the thrill of her life. But she wouldn’t give him her heart, not for nothing. 

Though he seemed to be searching her, she couldn’t tell what he was looking for. She needed something from him, but he needed something back. Until she knew what it was, there was no chance that she could give it to him.

A light on the nightstand beyond her shoulder drew his eye. A moment later, the sound of her phone ringing pierced the air. 

Ryske surged up to snag the phone from the nightstand and answered it. Using the camera rather than the mouthpiece showed it was a FaceTime call. “What?” he snapped. 

“Need you, man.”

Harlow recognized Noon’s voice and took the phone to turn it to her. Ryske came down to lie beside her so they could both see the screen. 

“You’re not getting him,” she said, guessing that Noon was in a dark corner of Floyd’s from the noise and what was going on around him. 

She couldn’t see many details, and didn’t know the bar that well since she’d only been there once. But their underground dealings were at their busiest on a Friday night. She’d overheard the crew talking about it earlier in the week and figured that was probably why the guys had snuck away from her apartment without her coaxing them out.

Something like pride and relief crossed Noon’s face; he didn’t look as relaxed as he usually did. “I know interrupting Ryske when he’s getting laid is like a cardinal sin, but this is no joke.”

Trying her best not to be outraged, Harlow was about to tell Noon she was referring to Bale’s medical advice, not the bed that he’d be able to see they were sharing. Noon flipped the camera before she could speak. It took her a minute to figure out what she was supposed to be seeing through the shadows of the smoky place, but when she picked out the features of Alleyman, she gasped. 

Ryske must have figured it out in the same second that she did. “On my way,” he said and disconnected the call. 

Leaping from the bed, it took him just a few seconds to snatch up the clothes he’d discarded on the floor. Dressing as he strode from the bedroom, Ryske wasn’t thinking about anything except being where his crew needed him to be.

Snapping out of her shock, Harlow followed in his footsteps, scrambling from the bed and dashing out of the room. “Ryske!” 

He was at the end of the breakfast bar, using it as support to step into his boots. “Save it, Trink.”

Glad that he had to bend and tie his boots, she used the delay to hurry across the room and put herself in front of him. “I don’t… I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“The wound is sealed. You said it yourself,” he said, straightening up. “The dressing is off. I’ll square things with Bale.”

He tried to go past her, but she got in his way, splaying both hands on his chest. “Crash, I…” Panic and fear were making her tremble. Harlow didn’t know what to say or how to get what she wanted, that was Ryske’s forte, not hers. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Touching her chin with a gentle caress, he didn’t lose any of his determination. “Only one thing stops me walking out that door.”

“One thing?” she asked, but her flash of hope was dashed when he curled a digit under the strap of her nightgown to draw it down her arm.

He’d stay if she offered her body to him.

Tilting his head, he began to descend. Before his mouth could make contact with hers, she turned her face away. 

He didn’t argue or mock, just accepted that he had his answer and let his hand fall. “Take it easy, Trinket.”

This time when he skirted around her, she didn’t block his path. His friends needed him; that was all he cared about. Even if she’d offered him her body, he hadn’t promised to stay away from danger. The sad truth was, there would always be danger. 

Providing his friends weren’t injured by Alleyman, they’d forgive Ryske for not showing up if he could declare he’d been busy screwing her. Or maybe he’d known she’d refuse, so the ultimatum was moot. There would be nothing stopping him from having sex with her and splitting the second they were done anyway. 

Even if he didn’t, there would be more danger, maybe new danger, tomorrow, and the next day, and the next. Every risk lined up just waiting to bring peril to Ryske. 

Hearing him leave broke her heart. 

After two weeks recuperating from being stabbed, Ryske wasn’t at peak fitness. He’d been taking it easy, not working out or training. But her concern was about more than the level of ability. 

If Alleyman was at Floyd’s for Ryske, or even if he wasn’t, and he just saw him walking in, he could do what he’d promised to in that alley and finish what he started. Ryske could be stabbed again, or shot, and though he’d be surrounded by his crew, that wouldn’t guarantee he’d be okay.

What boiled the acid eating her guts was that she’d never know. Harlow might never know what became of any of them.

Slumping back against the end of the breakfast bar, she struggled to hold herself up. As the adrenaline began to subside, she wrapped her arms around herself, guarding against the chill it left in its wake. Life without Ryske had happened as suddenly as he’d crashed into her life. 

He was gone.

He wouldn’t be back. There would be no point in him coming back to her apartment after showing his face in Floyd’s again. Knowing he was practiced in what he did was all she could hang her hopes on. He’d be okay. She was probably panicking for nothing. His crew would see him safe.

Alone and feeling sorry for herself, being in the city had never felt so isolating. Harlow was free to go back to her life as it had been before. Life in the fast lane was over.
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The first week that followed Ryske’s departure was odd.

Harlow had been living alone in her apartment for a couple of months before meeting Ryske, so it shouldn’t be weird to be there by herself. But, for some reason, without him and his crew around taking up space, the place seemed to echo.

During the second and third week, she tried to adjust, telling herself on a regular basis that she had to move on. A month after he’d told her to take it easy and slipped out into the night, she was beginning to feel like herself again. 

Though Harlow still found herself thinking of Ryske when she shouldn’t. Every time her mind wandered it ended up landing on him. On his inability to pick up after himself or make a bed. On his love of Szechuan and greasy blue burgers. On his smirk. His scent. His long showers, broad fingers… his strong grip.

Cajoling her mind away from her former houseguest and back to the moment, Harlow glanced around at the family services bullpen she’d been working in for two and a half months.

Seated outside her supervisor’s office, she was waiting for her boss, Gina, to get back, so they could do an urgent review of one of her current cases. The file on her lap contained the details she’d need for the meeting. In the meantime, all she could do was sit there and scan the busy space that was bustling with the colleagues she’d been trying to bond with since she got there.

Harlow sought a friend, but came up short. In ten weeks, she hadn’t met a single person who wanted more than a professional relationship. Considering herself friendly, she didn’t understand why it was so hard to connect with people.

Sometimes she got distracted and blinkered in work. Maybe that made a bad impression on her peers. That focus should make a better impression on Gina. Though it didn’t seem to. Despite being productive and efficient and thorough, Harlow doubted that her boss could pick her out of a line-up. 

Gina came around the corner and stormed down the perimeter of the room with a look on her face like she was ready to take on the world. That certainty and determination was enviable. Gina was a hard woman, tough, maybe a little cynical, but she got the job done. Harlow admired how, despite coming from a difficult background, Gina stayed in the trenches to help the kind of people she’d grown up with even though the job was thankless and never ending. 

Leaping to her feet when Gina passed, Harlow stayed close and followed the woman into the office, holding her file in one hand. 

“Felipe Soto,” Gina said, dropping into her seat and pulling herself in at the desk. “I just got off the phone with the detective in charge. They’ve still got nothing. Our relationship with the police department is currency.”

Putting pressure on the already stretched police department wouldn’t win her team any friends. “I know,” Harlow said, feeling a little like a kid in front of the principal. 

“You saw the kid the day he disappeared. His dad goes to jail and then the kid vanishes. The cops thought it was payback. Pablo Soto has enemies; he’s not an easy guy to warm up to.” Felipe’s father was a nasty piece of work. Harlow had never met him, reading the file was enough to bring her to that conclusion. “You said you got a sense of something else.”

Though there was a chair right beside her, she hadn’t been invited to sit, so Harlow just stood there, clutching her file. “I did. I… I told the police. Felipe spoke about his responsibility to his mom. How he wanted to look after her.”

“You know Clyde was working with him for a while, that he helped keep him away from the gangs in that neighborhood.” Gina laid her forearms on the desk and gave Harlow something of a condescending look. “I know you’re not from the city and some of the things you’ve seen have probably shocked your little suburban eyes.”

“I—”

“You’re still in your probationary period and losing a high-risk kid puts you on the watch list, you know?” That didn’t sound like a threat, but Harlow did get the sense that her boss wasn’t confident in her newest employee’s abilities. “We’ve worked with you a lot, everyone in this department has.”

Was that a complaint? Was Gina telling Harlow she was a burden or about to fire her ass?

“I appreciate everything you’ve done, I—”

“It’s Friday night; everyone gets together for a drink on a Friday.” Harlow had never quite made it to one of the weekly gatherings and got a sense she’d been judged for that too. “I want you to spend some time with Clyde. Talk to him. While our relationships with official agencies, like the cops, are important, it’s just as important that we cultivate relationships on the ground, in the neighborhood. Means when things like this happen, we can reach out to our own network. You know how it is, or you should… sometimes folks will say things to people who aren’t cops, people like us.”

“I know.”

As soon as she’d gotten the message that Felipe had been reported missing, Harlow had gone to see his mom, Martina. The cops were already there and after finishing with Martina, they’d taken a statement from Harlow too. Given that she had been working with the boy, she’d been on their list of people to talk to. Doing it at the Soto’s apartment just saved them from tracking her down at the social work office. 

Harlow had suggested hitting the street to look for him herself. Both the detective in charge and Gina had told her not to.

Seemed that advice was about to change. “Tomorrow, if there’s been no news, we’re going to go by the neighborhood, see if we can get anyone to talk. You won’t be able to do much, but Clyde and I will introduce you around. It will help you to see how things work on the street. A day or two of following leads will be good for you. Part of our job involves playing detective sometimes. This is not your cushy little suburban office.”

So that was why Gina didn’t like her? Harlow came from an affluent home and a safe neighborhood. She’d expected it would take time to gain respect, but was at a greater disadvantage if no one would give her the chance to do that. 

Gina was biased, it didn’t take a genius to see that. In their few encounters, Clyde had always been nice to her. Maybe some of his ease would rub off on the boss if they spent the next couple of days working together. If not, this was going to be the weekend from hell.

 

 

Harlow wasn’t disappointed, but only because she’d been right. 

The weekend wasn’t off to a great start. Standing on a cold street corner, she tried shuffling her feet and rubbing her arms to heat herself up. The last thing she wanted was to be accused of complaining, so she tried to be subtle about combatting her discomfort. 

Clyde was an interesting man. She’d spoken to him before but had never spent much time in his company. Last night, during their drinks with colleagues, Harlow had little choice except to bond with him. All through the Friday night, Gina had kept steering Harlow back to him, reminding her of Clyde’s experience on the streets. 

There hadn’t been any word on Felipe overnight. Given that, Harlow had agreed to meet with Clyde and Gina that Saturday evening, on their own time, to canvass the neighborhood, asking questions about the youngster.

They’d learned that most everyone knew a neighborhood kid had been reported missing to the cops, but that only seemed to make the community more wary about answering questions.

Harlow hadn’t done a lot of talking; she’d done a lot of listening. It turned out that Felipe’s mother, Martina, had called the cops to report him missing, but had then tried to retract the report for some reason. People in the Soto apartment building had nice things to say about Felipe, and fewer nice things to say about some of the other kids who they seemed to think it was necessary to talk about. 

As for pinpointing Felipe’s whereabouts, they’d had no luck.

After trying every apartment in the Soto’s building, and managing to speak with someone in maybe two thirds of the residences, they’d moved on to other buildings on the block. Without any leads there, the next thing was to try some of Felipe’s hang outs. 

Someone Gina knew had walked past them on the opposite side of the street. Thinking she was more likely to get somewhere on her own, Gina had told Harlow and Clyde to wait while she went across to see if the woman knew anything useful. 

Gina had been over there for at least three minutes. Whatever the woman was talking about, she was animated. Maybe rather than having something vital to say, the woman just over-exaggerated her movement to keep warm. Harlow figured she couldn’t be the only one who was cold.

“Would you like my jacket?”

Clyde’s question took her attention away from Gina who was still chatting on the other side of the street. “Your… no, thank you… Then you’ll be cold.”

“I’m trying to be a gentleman over here,” he said and when he smiled, she did too. He nodded toward Gina. “Do you think she’s getting anywhere?

“I hope so,” she said, though wasn’t optimistic given how they’d struck out consistently over the last four hours. 

Pushing back the cuff of her jacket, Harlow checked her watch. It was closer to five hours since she’d met Clyde and Gina out here. Five hours of wandering without hope, feigning enthusiasm, asking questions and facing nothing but resistance.

As Harlow was righting her cuff, Gina bid her contact farewell and checked for traffic as she crossed the street. There were no cars in sight. For some reason, Noon popped into her mind. She wondered if people around here kept their cars parked somewhere else just in case he chose to swipe them. 

“Anything?” Clyde asked when Gina reached them. 

Gina shook her head and started down the street in a stroll. Harlow and Clyde fell into step on either side of her. Harlow had never seen Gina walk so slowly, usually she was in a rush to get from A to B. If her boss was sauntering, Harlow guessed either she was thinking about their next move or coming up short.

“It’s after midnight,” Gina said. “We can’t knock on anymore doors.”

“Probably not a good idea to keep walking the streets either,” Clyde said. “It’s dangerous around here after dark. We’ve been pushing our luck.”

It didn’t seem so scary when they were in lit buildings, talking to people. It didn’t feel so late either. Not until she thought about the young teen who could be out there somewhere scared and alone.

Still, Harlow agreed with Gina’s assessment that it was too late to go knocking on people’s doors. “So is that it?” she asked. “Time to go home?”

“Time to give up,” Gina said with a thread of judgment.

Despite her efforts, Harlow hadn’t won over her boss.

“There’s one place we haven’t tried,” Clyde said, slowing when they reached the corner. 

He didn’t elaborate with words, but nodded across the intersection to the diagonal corner of the crossroads.

Gina laughed. Harlow turned to see where he was talking about. Floyd’s. Her reaction was immediate, but somehow, she managed to internalize it. They’d come at it from the opposite side, so she hadn’t recognized where they were.

This was the neighborhood where her department did most of their work. She’d known Floyd’s was close by but had been so preoccupied with her concern for Felipe that she hadn’t grasped they were about to come upon it.

Her heart began to race. Standing there, on that open corner, she was exposed. Any member of Ryske’s crew could come out at any second and see her loitering.

Since Ryske had left her apartment, she hadn’t heard a peep from him or his friends. Still, all of them invaded her thoughts at different, sometimes inconvenient, times. Concern for their welfare made Harlow go so far as to check obits and scan the internet for stories about tragedy in this neighborhood. Each time she didn’t find the name of anyone she knew, she’d been relieved. Though, that didn’t really mean anything. There were no guarantees. 

No amount of reading could give her assurances about their safety. Without talking to them, Harlow couldn’t be sure that Ryske, or his crew, was even alive. Anything could have happened on Ryske’s return to Floyd’s. A confrontation with Alleyman could have ensued and maybe one of them had ended up with more than a scar.

In the nights, lying in her bed, where Ryske had slept so many times, she wished she knew more about the man… and where he called home. Without knowing anything about his regular life, his life that didn’t include her, Harlow couldn’t picture him anywhere but in her bed or Bale’s—both places she’d slept with him.

As far as she was aware, he was alive. That was what she told herself anyway. Letting her mind run wild with other possibilities would drive her insane. Coming to terms with the fact that she’d never see him again had been harder than convincing herself that Ryske was still breathing, still out in the world… somewhere. 

Having gone out of her way to avoid walking by Floyd’s over the last month, Harlow didn’t expect to be looking at it again that night. Before Ryske, she’d been afraid of the place that her colleagues told her was dangerous. Since meeting the crew who called the bar home, her motivation for avoiding it wasn’t about fear… not for her safety anyway.

“That place is full of adults,” Gina said. “Criminals. The dregs of the neighborhood. Why would they know where a kid was hiding? Why would they care?”

“You know why,” Clyde said. “A lot of gang members graduate up into more organized crime, which means those criminals have links to the kids that run errands for them. Felipe talked about wanting to look out for his mom, to provide for her. Martina Soto said if Felipe’s father ever went to prison again, she’d never take him back. So now Felipe thinks of himself as the man of the house.”

That had pretty much been what Harlow had told the police. The notion of a kid feeling responsible for a family saddened her. Clyde seemed more accepting, but that just left her incredulous. 

Resigned and pained in equal measure, Harlow didn’t like Felipe’s vision of the future. “He’s thirteen,” she said. 

Both Clyde and Gina gave her looks containing varying degrees of sympathy and pity. They thought of her as naïve. Maybe she was. Their reactions drove Harlow to raise her chin in defiance. Her opinion was that no thirteen year-old should have to shoulder adult responsibilities, not those equivalent to supporting a whole household. Wavering or shrinking wouldn’t win her respect. She had something to prove in this city, not only to her clients, but her colleagues as well.

“Doesn’t matter how old he is,” Gina said. “He’s not been showing up to school, and if he wants to earn money, there are plenty of ways he can do that around here.”

“Illegal ways,” Clyde said. “And if someone wants to earn a quick buck or work a long con, there’s only one place around here for that.” 

He and Gina turned their sights to Floyd’s. Harlow couldn’t work out if Clyde was waiting for Gina’s go ahead, or if Gina was even considering going inside. But Harlow was about done standing out here in the cold. Dithering wasn’t making progress. She didn’t want to go home without knowing she’d done everything she could to find Felipe. The kid could be in serious trouble.

All night she’d been sidelined as an observer and hadn’t been allowed to lead conversations or even ask questions. Taking a secondary position, deferring to others, was part of what she’d wanted to get away from both in her personal and professional lives in the suburbs.

In the city, she had promised herself to be proactive. To take control. To pursue her own path. 

“I’ll go,” Harlow said and took a step toward the curb.

Gina caught her arm. “Whoa, no. No way. You don’t know what you’re walking into in there.”

Oh, but she did. Much as she’d vowed never to force herself into Ryske’s life, Maze had said he owed her one and this was about a kid’s life. Someone in Floyd’s could have an answer that would help Felipe. 

Gina had told her to cultivate relationships in the neighborhood. Harlow would never gain anyone’s respect if she kept being afraid of offending others. 

Ryske’s crew might not be like any friends she’d had in the past, but during the two weeks of Ryske’s recuperation, they’d become the closest thing she’d had for a long time.

“Typically only men hang out in Floyd’s,” Clyde said. “Any women are fair game or connected to a man. So, yeah, uh… either you’re a girlfriend or a hooker.”

“I’ll be fine,” Harlow said, peeling Gina’s fingers from her arm. “Beats standing out here in the cold.”

“They’ll tear you apart,” Gina said. 

Clyde at least had the decency to look worried as opposed to Gina who just appeared skeptical. “Anything could happen to you in a place like that. It’s not safe.”

Harlow smiled. “It was your idea, Clyde,” she said. Her colleagues weren’t moved. She sighed. “Look, I’ll go in and if I’m not back in a half hour, come and find me.”

Asking the Floyd’s guys about Felipe was meant to help the youngster. Harlow wasn’t prepared to advertise her connection to them for fear her boss would assume she could just go in and ask for favors all the time. 

Having connections was one thing, exploiting them was another. 

For the sake of the kids who she might need to support in the future, Harlow had to be careful about asking for help and ensure she didn’t do it too often.

Clyde bowed forward in shocked opposition. “A half hour? How about we wait ten minutes?”

“It will take me that long to find the bar,” she said, omitting the fact that she actually knew something about the layout of Floyd’s. “And another ten to fend off whichever drunk hits on me before I get any chance to talk to someone who might be able to help.”

“Twenty minutes,” Gina said, taking a step back. “I think this is a bad idea.”

That didn’t take a rocket scientist. Gina may have been hoping Harlow would chicken out or fall on her face. Didn’t matter, Harlow wasn’t going to lose her determination.


 

 

10

 

 

Turning away from her colleagues, Harlow checked four ways for traffic and headed to the bar, trying not to think about the adjoining street where Ryske had slithered down the wall and passed out. The last time, her first time, in Floyd’s was something of a blur, even though it hadn’t been that long ago. 

Wiping her mind, prioritizing focus, this wasn’t the time to be reliving the traumatic memory of that night. She had to get her poker face on.

Harlow had never played poker, but when she walked through the corner doors of Floyd’s and paused to let her eyes adjust, she thought she did an okay job of keeping her expression blank. It wasn’t easy. Dozens of eyes scrutinized her. The place was packed. Music played on the jukebox, loud, but not as loud as the conversation filling the room. 

The wooden furniture was painted black, just like the floor. There was wood paneling up half the walls that matched the color of the bar, which, although it was chipped and scratched, was still glossed enough to have a dull shine. Opening a hand on it when she got there, Harlow made a mental note to compliment Dover for taking care of it. 

None of the stools matched, but neither did any of the tables and chairs. If what she’d heard about Floyd’s was accurate, there were fights in there almost every night. Replacing individual items probably made more sense than refitting the whole establishment every time a table was cracked or a chair smashed. 

The first man she noticed behind the bar wasn’t one she recognized. Vigilance prickled the back of her neck. Coming in under the assumption that Ryske’s crew would be around might have been a mistake. If they weren’t, she was a chicken who’d just wandered into a packed foxhole and from the looks of it, these foxes were hungry.

Lingering for a moment before taking a seat, Harlow was reconsidering whether or not this was a good idea. Just then, a familiar face walked around the curve of the bar. Dover. He didn’t immediately notice her, he was too busy frowning at his patrons, probably wondering what had them so fascinated. 

Relieved that her bold move hadn’t been a bust, Harlow took the opportunity to slide onto a stool, acting like she hadn’t doubted her decision to come for a moment. 

A second familiar face came around the corner; this one on her side of the bar rather than behind it. Noon. Harlow didn’t focus on him. Instead, she looked past the unfamiliar bartender who was heading toward her, and fixated on Dover whose attention was drifting her way. 

Dover was almost upon her by the time he noticed she was there. Seeing him smile was encouraging. The unknown bartender asked if she wanted a drink, but she ignored him. Dover did too. 

“It’s about time you came home, babe,” Dover said, nodding his worker-bee out of the way. The guy did a double take, but did as told and scurried off. “I should dock your allowance, Nightingale.”

Not only a smile, but a tease too. That was big praise and such a relief. “Does that make you my daddy?” she asked, broadening the curve of her lips.

The man sliding onto the stool by hers paused halfway on and off. “Uh, I don’t think I was supposed to hear that,” Noon said. 

Slipping a familiar hand onto his thigh, a friendly pat completed their reunion.

“Why?” Dover asked. “You afraid to admit that makes you her stunted little brother?”

There was no more than a couple of years between the men, but Noon was a lot less mature and more impulsive than business owner Dover.

Heading them off before they could descend further into playing, Harlow was aware of her clock and put both forearms on the bar to bring herself closer to it. “Am I allowed to be in here?”

Dover put both hands on the bar. “Any guy who doesn’t remember your performance the last time you were here, is probably just impressed that you had the balls to walk in at all. You won’t get into any trouble, babe.”

“Yeah,” Noon said, swigging from the beer bottle he must have brought with him. “Chick like you classes up the joint.”

“Which is probably exactly what your clientele doesn’t want,” she said and raised a shoulder in apology. “No offense.”

Dover laughed. “You think I confuse this place for a fancy Manhattan wine bar? Forget about it, Nightingale. We got what we like and we like what we got.” She loved that philosophy. “What do you wanna drink?”

She shook her head. “I shouldn’t. I just came in for—”

“He’s not here,” Noon said, turning to Dover. “We could buzz Maze, but—”

“I’m not looking for Ryske,” she said. Whatever their assumptions about the why, Harlow didn’t insult the men’s intelligence by pretending she didn’t know who they’d assumed she was looking for. Seeing their expectation made her cringe. “Maze is the one I want to talk to actually.”

“Your computer broken?” Noon asked, puffing up a little. “I’m okay with electronics.”

Dover scoffed. “Yeah, if that were true, what would we need Maze for? Oh wait, I forgot, you’re an asshole. Always handy to have one of those around.”

The way they beat up on Noon was always in good fun. In secret, the crew adored him. But her maternal side was always stirred when the others poked at him, even in spite of Noon being older than her. 

“I don’t think you’re an asshole,” she said, picking up Noon’s arm to put it around her. “I think you’re adorable.”

“Yeah, see, I’m adorable,” Noon said, pulling her closer while making a face at Dover. She didn’t see it, but Dover repaid Noon in kind.

“Puppies are adorable,” Dover said. “She thinks you’re a pathetic slobbering mutt who’s not smart enough to know where to piss… Hmm, guess she does know you.” 

Ignoring Dover, Harlow put her head on Noon’s shoulder. “I was thinking about you earlier,” she said.

“No kidding?” Noon said. “You want to come upstairs with me, Nightingale?”

Dover blanked his face. “No women allowed upstairs. And you do know Ryske would kill you dead if you tried it, right?” he asked Noon. “With his bare hands, you’d just be dead.”

Ryske had told her what was under Floyd’s floor, not what was above. “What’s upstairs?” she asked, curious about why women weren’t allowed and why Ryske would have a problem with Noon taking her there. 

“Among other things: beds.”

Harlow could only laugh. She didn’t believe for a second that Noon would ever make a move on her. 

“I wasn’t thinking that,” Noon said. “Thought I could order the lady some Chinese food. Wait with her for Maze.”

Dover wasn’t buying it. “Yeah, and liquor her up.”

“I really can’t stay to get drunk,” she said and checked her watch. “Or at all really… will Maze be around tomorrow?”

“He’ll be around tonight,” Dover said. “Just doing a recce. He should be back any minute.”

A recce? Reconnaissance? Harlow wasn’t going to ask. At least wherever they were, Ryske and Maze were together. Should help if anyone thought to stab one of them. 

“Is this a computer specific problem?” Noon asked.

“No,” she said. “He just always said to me that he’d feel better when his debt was paid.” Appealing to them both, she ensured to make eye contact. “I never considered what happened with Ryske a debt, you know that. But I need help and—”

“If one of us has a debt to you, we’re all on the hook for it,” Dover said, bending down to rest both forearms on the bar. Noon got closer too. Harlow realized she was enveloped in the covert huddle of Ryske’s crew. Well, half of them anyway. She was in the coveted and privileged huddle. In it. “Why don’t you fill us in?”

She didn’t have a lot of time, her colleagues could walk in any second. If she went out there to say she got nothing and set nothing in motion, Harlow would lose respect not gain it. Though surviving in Floyd’s should score her some points… in theory.

She took a deep breath. “I—”

“Wait,” Dover said and turned around to duck down. 

When he got back up, he was pouring chilled white wine into a glass. 

Smiling, Harlow accepted the drink and took a sip. “How much wine do you serve in here?” she said, licking her lips and nodding in approval. “It’s good.”

“Got it just for you. We knew you’d be back…” Wow, she was stunned. Not only that he’d ordered something for the bar for her, but that they’d had faith. In the time since she’d last seen Ryske, Harlow had assumed the crew had forgotten about her. Apparently they hadn’t. “Tell us your story, Nightingale,” Dover said, leaning close again. 

Getting over her surprise, Harlow was quick about filling them in. Knowing that there wasn’t much time, she gave them the cliff notes version. 

“So basically…” she said, having brought them up to speed. “I need to know if this kid is in trouble. No, let me rephrase. I know he’s in trouble, I just need to know how deep.”

Neither man spoke, but she recognized the solemn expression they exchanged. “You came to the right place,” Dover said. 

Hope made her sit up straighter. “You know where he is?”

Noon shook his head. “No, but we will within twenty-four hours.”

Dover was confident too. “We’ll come to yours with what we find. It’s safer.”

Alarm struck her. “I thought you said I was safe here.”

“Here you’re golden,” Dover said. “Especially with us around.”

Noon leaned in to bump his shoulder on hers. “And at least one of us is always around Floyd’s.”

“But getting here isn’t as safe,” Dover explained. “You know what this neighborhood is like more than most outsiders.”

After what she’d gone through with Ryske. The acknowledgment that she had some experience was the most respectful thing anyone had said to her that month. Funny that the criminals should be kinder than the non-criminals. 

Now that she was in Floyd’s, Harlow was enjoying herself. Just spending a few minutes with Dover and Noon had been more fun than a whole night with her work colleagues. It made her realize that she didn’t want this to be the last time she was ever there.

“I don’t mind visiting,” Harlow said. 

“You haven’t visited until now,” Noon said. “What took you so long, Nightingale?”

Dover cleared his throat and she caught him shaking his head. “You sure you don’t want us to come to you?” he asked when he noticed her peering at him. 

Still curious, she just shook her head. “I want to visit… Unless you think someone will have a problem with me being here?”

The look he tried to disguise was telling, but didn’t reveal enough for her to figure it out. “No. No one will have a problem,” Dover said. “I guess the way you keep looking at that watch, you have somewhere you need to be. You want Noon to give you a ride?”

“I have colleagues waiting outside.”

Noon hit his chest. “Oh, I’m wounded.”

But he was smiling, so she smiled along and drained her glass before slipping off her stool. “What do I owe you for the wine?”

Leaning over the bar, Dover touched his cheek. “Lay one on me and we’re square.”

Noon steadied her as she boosted up to kiss Dover’s cheek. Despite having done it plenty before, it made her blush to kiss him in front of this many witnesses. Since Noon had been as kind, she was compelled to offer him a cheek-kiss too. 

“Thank you both. This means so much to me. You have no idea.”

“Our debt will never be repaid with favors like this. You saved Ryske’s life. Show your face any time.” 

Backing away from the bar, Harlow was pleased to have accomplished something and done it without coming across as a crazy stalker. It was a relief that Ryske hadn’t been around; she hadn’t needed to embarrass herself by looking like she’d used an excuse to see him again. 

Except, Harlow would be back tomorrow and had no idea what that would bring.
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Walking into Floyd’s the previous night had been nerve-wracking. But it had been impulse, there had been no time to overthink it. Since leaving, she’d had time to obsess about what might happen when she returned.

Last night, Harlow had slipped out of Floyd’s and gotten back to Gina and Clyde without having to face Ryske. But she wouldn’t be so lucky on night two. Ryske would have spoken to his crew and learned that she’d been around. Dover would have filled him in and told him that she was coming back.

Although she’d received a warm welcome from Dover and Noon on her impromptu visit, Harlow feared the hospitality she received on the second night might not be so warm. 

If Ryske was there, it was because he wanted to see her, and she wouldn’t be able to avoid him. If he wasn’t there… It was difficult to decide which would be worse, being forced to face him or learning he had no interest in seeing her ever again. 

Gina and Clyde had been surprised to learn that not only had she come out alive and unharmed, but that she was going back to receive an update on Felipe. Her confidence in her contacts was unwavering; they’d come up with the goods.

It had been fun to see Gina incredulous, though Harlow tried to be magnanimous. Clyde was more dubious about her trusting whoever she’d spoken to. That made sense given he didn’t know she had a previous relationship with the crew.

Gathering her wits, Harlow ran down her stoop, thinking about getting to Floyd’s and what might happen if she did make it there alive.

The blast of a car horn startled her to a halt.

There by the curb was Noon hanging out the window of what looked like a Pontiac. “Looking for a date, Sugar?”

Broadening her smile, her stress level dropped. She went over to skirt the car to get in on the passenger side. “You didn’t have to come pick me up.”

He blended into traffic. “I was cruising anyway,” he said, though she didn’t know whether or not to believe him.

Pulling on her seatbelt, Harlow checked out the dash. “This is a nice car.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought too,” he said. “When I walked by and saw the rims, I had to have it.”

She’d been going to ask about the dealership he’d got it from and the cost, but her mouth closed before the words came out. Ryske had been clear about Noon’s hobby. Bale had told her Noon did all the driving and always had. 

It was possible that this car didn’t belong to the man driving it. If she asked, did that make her party to the crime even though she hadn’t been there when he committed it?

“Maze was sorry he missed you last night,” Noon said, before she could decide whether or not to ask about the ownership of the vehicle. 

Her train of thought changed suddenly; he’d omitted a name she might have expected to hear. “Maze was?”

There wasn’t quite a smirk on his face, but there was definitely something on his mind. “Your family are rich, right?”

“Middle-class,” she said. “We’re not the Rockefellers.”

He coughed out a laugh. “Maybe if you were Ryske would get his thumb out his ass.”

Speculation about her and Ryske’s relationship might have been expected while she was in their lives, but it had been a month since she had been. Obviously, it was still on Noon’s mind. 

Given that she hadn’t seen Ryske for so long, she was out of the loop. Noon would’ve seen his friend, probably that day, so his opinion on her worthiness was likely to be more accurate than anything she thought. 

Her mood soured. “You’re saying I’m not rich enough for him?”

Glancing to her in a sudden panic, he checked the road, then looked at her again. “What? No! I… I didn’t mean that. Shit, that would be something, wouldn’t it?” His smile was awkward. “There were times growing up he and me couldn’t afford to eat for a week. He’s no prince.”

Her curiosity was almost suspicion. “I thought he stayed with Floyd and Dover… didn’t you stay with them?”

That she knew anything about Ryske’s past seemed to surprise the driver, enough that he tossed her another look, this one more astonished than panicked. “Ryske told you that?”

“He told me a lot,” she said, allowing a knowing smirk to warm her lips. “Like how a little game of three-card-Monte brought the two of you together.”

Laughing, he relaxed and stretched a loose hand to the back of her headrest while tossing her another look. “Maybe it’s not as lost as we thought,” he said. “Sure, yeah, we stayed with Floyd a lot. Sometimes we got restless, you know? We were kids, no responsibilities, and sometimes flush. So we’d take off on what we called ‘Wild Adventures.’ At some point, we’d run out of money, and out of luck. We’d be stranded in a random shithole in some crappy corner of the planet. Didn’t matter how desperate I thought our situation was, Ryske always had a plan, always had a way out.”

Thinking about what Ryske had said to her the night he left her apartment, Harlow straightened the line of her skirt on her thigh. “Let me guess,” she said. “It involved a con.”

A few seconds went by. “Is that the problem?” he asked, his hand sliding away from her seat to return to the wheel. “You snap about not being rich enough for him; maybe he’s not righteous enough for you… I get it, he’s not good enough. You think he’s not good enough for you… You don’t want a guy who’s damaged goods.”

Although there was anger in his voice, she didn’t feel the need to backtrack. In fact, in an attempt not to exacerbate the situation, she tried to conceal her kneejerk smile by turning towards her side window to hide it. Apparently, she wasn’t quick enough because Noon made a sound of disgust. 

His quick judgment made her angry and erased her smile. “That’s it, Noon, yeah, he’s not good enough for me. That’s why I took him in and looked after him for a whole week,” she said. “I think he’s evil and demented and completely beneath me.” Bouncing around to face him, a surge of infuriation enflamed her. “The bastard walked out of my apartment without so much as a thanks for the memories. You called and then he was gone. Just gone. All of you were. Do you think that if I thought you were damaged or inferior that I would have let you take up residence in my home? I didn’t cut ties with you. All of you abandoned me!”

“Night—”

“Spending time with Ryske, getting to know him, it was the most… enlivening time of my life. He never made me feel judged, something my family specialize in, and he never asked for anything I wasn’t capable of giving.”

Capable, though not always willing. Harlow could have slept with him; it was within her ability to yield. She’d just chosen not to. 

“Was sex all you wanted?”

“Sex was all he wanted,” she said, losing some of her gusto and angling her body toward the hood while taking her attention back to the side window. 

It seemed ridiculous to confess that they’d never had sex. They hadn’t, but maybe Ryske hadn’t told his crew that. With how Noon was talking, she guessed Ryske hadn’t said much to his crew about them. It sounded like there had been some speculation on their part though. Confirming or denying anything wasn’t her place. They were Ryske’s people. What they knew was his call.

Saying less felt more normal than revealing anything that might contradict Ryske. Maybe she was covering for him, but could admit to herself that there was a corner of her psyche that liked the idea of being a grifter’s girl. That was another reason she didn’t correct Noon. 

“Is that what he said?” Noon asked. “That he just wanted to be casual?”

“He didn’t have to say it,” she said, ready to cut off this line of questioning. “I want to be your friend. Yours, Maze’s, Dover’s and yes, even Ryske’s too. Bale said I was part of your toolbox, and I’m fine with that. I understand the trust and dedication you have to each other. I admire it. But… I’m never going to be special to him.”

Just saying it out loud was difficult. It was insane that Ryske could hurt her when he wasn’t even present. He’d been nothing but honest. It wasn’t his fault that she’d got more invested than him. Yet, there she was, trying not to squirm in her chair or reveal just how deep that truth cut her. 

His lack of response revealed that she hadn’t been completely successful. There was no double take or glib retort, Noon kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead. 

“I’m sorry, Nightingale,” he said. “I had no idea… Maybe he is damaged.”

“Damaged goods is what my ex called me when I told him I wouldn’t give up work to play the dutiful wife. My mom went insane when she found out I’d told him before the wedding. Really nuts. She’d advised me not to. She wanted me to trap him into being with me, I guess. It wasn’t malicious, she was never as explicit as that. Rupert was a good man. Maybe she thought I’d change my mind about working, I don’t know.”

“I… I don’t know what to say.”

She inhaled through her nose, becoming reflective. “Maybe I am too independent for my own good… I did value Ryske’s honesty, I did. I’m just not casual about relationships,” she said. “Not because I have some righteous sense of virtue or because I want every man I care about to fall in love with me. The truth is, I still haven’t figured out what I want from the rest of my life. Ryske isn’t damaged, at least, if he is, it doesn’t change what he means to me. But that’s not why we’re not… I don’t know what he told you guys about us, but…” Expanding was just going to take her further down the rabbit hole. She had to stop rambling. “All he wanted was something casual, and I’m sorry, but that’s not who I am.”

They drove past a gang on a corner and closed in on Floyd’s. Noon pulled in around the back and she twisted to reach for the door handle. 

Noon caught her hand to hold her back. “Dover told me to tell you something.”

“Okay,” she said, dubious of what it might be. “About Felipe?”

“No.” 

The drive had been nice, but now that she thought about it, she should’ve just asked Noon for the update and then she wouldn’t have had to come near the bar at all. “Noon, what did he say?”

“Go with it.”

That might have been supposed to mean something to her, except she didn’t follow. “I don’t understand. What do you mean? Go with what?”

“In Floyd’s, tonight, any time you’re back, any time you’re here…” Giving him some time to figure himself out, she stayed quiet. Eventually, he sighed. “Just always be careful what you say outside the crew, you know? Even if something doesn’t make sense to you, never question or contradict, just go with it.”

Putting a hand over his, she smiled. “Don’t worry about that, Noon. If you think I’m going to blow one of your schemes, I’m not. I’d be surprised if I ever have reason to be in Floyd’s again after tonight… unless another one of my kids goes missing.”

His face set in a scowl. “I thought you said you wanted to be our friend.”

She touched his cheek. “I do,” she said. “And if you want to show up with Chinese food, my door is open any time. But I can’t force myself onto Ryske. I don’t want it to get weird, and it will if he thinks I’m stalking him.” 

Telling a guy that she didn’t do casual and then showing up everywhere he hung out might give him the wrong idea. Ryske intrigued her and it would’ve been fun to explore what had been between them if she was a few years younger, or pre-Rupert. But her ego couldn’t take another bruising.

“He’s been in a bad mood for the last month,” Noon said, fidgeting like maybe he wasn’t sure he should be saying anything.

“He was stabbed,” she said. “Has Bale been keeping an eye on him?”

“Bale’s out of town.”

The way he said that and then let her go made Harlow think there was more to the story, but she didn’t ask. Noon got out of the car and came around to open her door. It wasn’t an act of chivalry, she got the sense he just didn’t want to be alone with her anymore. Maybe he feared getting into trouble for telling her something that was possibly a secret. 

But if she covered for Ryske, she’d cover for Noon too.

Linking their hands, he led her toward the alley that would take them to the street and the corner entrance. “I’d think you guys would have a secret back door for your underground gamers.”

Pausing, he turned to examine her. “Shit, Ryske doesn’t usually talk so much, even when he’s high. What were you pumping into him?” He laughed. “No, wait, I don’t want to know.”
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Rounding the building, they were seconds away from disappearing through the corner doors to go into Floyd’s when she noticed a lone figure loitering by the curb about ten feet away. Probably registering movement, the man turned to them.

Harlow’s eyes met the loiterer’s. Recognizing him, she stopped. “Clyde?”

At her side, Noon grew taller and more rigid while tightening his grip on her hand. “You know this schmuck?”

“He’s not a schmuck, he’s my colleague,” she said and stepped around Noon. Instead of letting her go, he tugged her to him. Disguising her bounce back, Harlow put a hand to Noon’s chest. “Clyde, what are you doing here?”

“This is how you got your information?” Clyde asked, frowning at Noon. “Your boyfriend comes here?”

“Yeah, he does,” Noon said, too confrontational for her liking. “You better fucking remember that, asshole.”

Noon yanked her behind him. Terrified that he was going to hurt the astonished Clyde, she grabbed for his arm with both hands. “Noon, stop it,” she said, stepping in so close that she was almost talking against his arm. Clyde’s scrutiny of the familiar act made her lean back to address her colleague. “Are you here for a reason?”

 “I didn’t want you going in there alone,” Clyde said, his words stunted with wonder. “I wanted to be here in case you needed backup.”

“She doesn’t need backup. We’re her backup. Floyd’s is her home.”

“Stop getting defensive,” she said, tugging on Noon’s arm. Clyde’s scrutiny intensified when Noon slid an arm around her shoulders. “Why don’t you come inside and have a drink, Clyde? You’re here anyway.”

If Dover said she was welcome, then her friends should be as well. Sure, she and Clyde were hardly bosom buddies… she didn’t even know his last name… or, come to think of it, his first, maybe Clyde was his last name. 

“He’s not drinking with us,” Noon grumbled. 

“Stop your BS,” she said, lacing her fingers through his. Gesturing at Clyde, she encouraged him to join them, but kept talking to Noon. “He’s my friend, don’t be rude.”

As they went inside, she noted that Floyd’s wasn’t quite as busy as it had been the previous night, though most of the tables were occupied. The lights and the volume of the music were lower, giving the place a more intimate feel. 

It was odd that she should think of a place she’d once feared as cozy. The probing eyes, tattoos and muscles of patrons didn’t intimidate her anymore. Neither did the scent of beer and body odor surprise her. 

Given the right mood, she could imagine a time when she’d feel comfortable there. If she wasn’t waiting for Ryske’s reaction to her invading his life that was.

All that considered, Harlow kept her head, and played it smart. Fixing her eyes on the bar, she thought of how children were instructed not to look aggressive dogs square in the eye in case they thought they were being challenged. Harlow didn’t fear for her own safety; Noon was at her side. But she wasn’t stupid enough to give off any hostile vibes. It was impossible to know who was watching and who might hold a grudge.

After Harlow took a stool at the bar, Clyde slid onto one beside her. “I can’t believe you know these people,” her colleague hissed. 

Noon ran a hand down the back of her hair and kept going. He disappeared around the corner but reappeared on the other side of the bar a minute later. Without asking anything, he produced a glass of wine for her like Dover had last night. The growl on his face betrayed how he begrudged tossing a beer in Clyde’s direction. 

“I’m going to look for the guys,” Noon said. “Wait here. Don’t move.”

Scanning the bottles lined up on shelves at the back of the bar, Harlow wished she’d insisted on a tour last night. If she had asked to be shown around, maybe she’d have some idea of where to run if things went south. 

Seconds ago, when they’d come inside, she’d been thinking of how safe she was there. But watching Noon disappear around the curve of the bar chilled her. Suddenly, she was without protection.

In her peripheral vision, she saw Clyde’s head was bobbing in a nod. “These are the people you came to for help last night,” he said, fixated on completely the wrong thing.

They were alone in what could be an unfriendly place. Clyde should be focused on the potential danger, not his shock of her connection to the notorious establishment. Figuring maybe it was different for guys, and that Clyde was confident he could handle himself in a fight, Harlow told herself not to worry about him. She hadn’t promised him protection and he hadn’t asked for it. 

“Yes, they are.”

“And you couldn’t have just told us that?” he asked. “You couldn’t have been honest and said, ‘Hey, you know what? My boyfriend hangs out in Floyd’s, I’ll be perfectly safe.’ Why not just tell us about Mr. Friendly? I can really tell what you see in him.”

Blowing out a breath, she hated judgment, but passive aggressive was even less attractive. “The man you just met is not my boyfriend. But he does know people who may be able to help us track down Felipe, which is the point, right? We’re doing this to find a teenager who could be lost or up to God knows what.”

“I could’ve helped you,” he said and laid a hand over hers on the bar. “You didn’t have to get yourself mixed up with the people in here to do your job. When did you meet him? Was it after Felipe went missing? Let me guess, you tried to go looking on your own without telling anyone, before you came out last night with me and Gina, didn’t you?”

Thinking she was some sort of crusader was giving her more credit than she was due. “Clyde,” Harlow said, shaking her head. 

He continued before she had a chance to finish. “What did they ask you to do?” 

Picking up her hand, he took it to his lap. Just the act of putting her hand in such a personal place seemed intimate, so much so that it startled her into looking down, though the shadow of the bar made it too dark to see anything.

“I don’t think—”

“I’ve seen you around the office, read some of your notes. I know you. I’m not sure you’re ready for a neighborhood like this. These guys will eat you up and spit you out if you’re not careful.” The cool caress of his damp fingers moved from his beer bottle onto her cheek. “You can’t let them take advantage of you.”

Blinking up into his soft eyes, that were almost pitying, she knew he thought her to be naïve, probably verging into stupid. In his narrative, she would deserve anything she got for wandering into a dangerous place like this and demanding answers.

“Clyde, I—”

Harlow wasn’t sure what she’d been about to say, and she never got the chance to find out. Her words were cut off when her colleague was suddenly yanked from his stool. Before she could even think to leap from hers, the harsh thwack of a fist smacking into flesh echoed through the air. 

Clyde flew back into her view. Spinning around, he flopped over the bar, smacking his head against it, then slithered to the floor. 

Fear and confusion pumped through her, fueled by a surge of adrenaline. Whipping around so fast that her neck cracked, Harlow expected to find an out of control drunk or maybe a strung out sociopath.

Instead, she saw a tall, broad, and terrifying Ryske. 

With his fists balled and his arms tensed, she could see his shoulders rising and falling as he inhaled and exhaled, deep, furious breaths. All his focus was on Clyde; she wasn’t sure he was even aware of her. 

“Get up,” Ryske hissed, beginning to advance again. 

Anyone within spitting distance scrambled away, pushing aside tables and knocking over chairs in their haste to get out of Ryske’s periphery.

Rushing to intercept him, Harlow threw all of her body weight against him. “No,” she said, slapping her hands to his chest. “No! Crash, stop!”

Clyde was still cowering on the floor. If he was smart, he’d stay there. 

“Out of the way, Trink,” Ryske growled. 

With one arm, he managed to sweep her aside like she weighed nothing, clearing his path to Clyde.

Harlow was still finding her footing when she spotted Dover coming in with Maze just behind him. “Dover!”

Her exclamation made him and Maze jump to attention. Knowing his own place, Dover had noticed there was something going on, but hadn’t zoned in on it until she called out. 

With moist palms pressed to her upper chest, all Harlow could do was watch with wide eyes. Dover and Maze rushed over and fought with Ryske to pull him away from Clyde who had his arms up protecting his face, fearful of Ryske’s next punch. 

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” Dover screamed, shoving Ryske back. 

Maze pinned his confused anger on her. “What the fuck were you doing? Blowing the guy?”

Ignoring Maze, she went to crouch at Clyde’s side. “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to coax his arms down from blocking his head. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t fucking touch him, Trink,” Ryske spat with visceral fury. 

Crash didn’t have the monopoly on rage. Tossing her hair over her shoulder to look back at him, she saw Dover and Maze still fighting to hold their friend back. Surging to her feet, Harlow marched over, glad that Dover was still holding onto the manic Ryske, not because she was afraid of him, but because Clyde didn’t deserve another hit. He hadn’t deserved the first one.

“How dare you treat my friend this way!” 

Dover struggled against Ryske’s strength but managed a glance at her. “What happened? What the fuck did—”

“Your buddy came from nowhere and smacked my friend in the face for no reason!”

Surprise made Dover relax enough that Ryske almost got past him. The bartender managed to strengthen his grip again just in time to catch his friend. Maze rushed in to back him up. Harlow didn’t think that Ryske was really fuming enough to force his way past his friends. It seemed like he was trying to reinforce his point by blustering and making it difficult for them to keep him still. 

Maze hadn’t lost his confusion, if anything, it grew. “I have never seen you throw the first punch,” he said and glanced to Dover who gave Ryske a shake.

“Who is he, man?” Dover asked. “What happened?”

“I told you what happened,” she said and shoved Maze aside to sock Ryske’s shoulder. “How do you like it, asshole?”

Ryske’s agitation narrowed into laser precise focus that zoned in on her. His hand shot up to grab her by the throat. His grip was sure. Not tight enough to restrict her breathing or hurt her. Enough to possess her. To claim and own her.

Fixated on each other, their shallow breathing sank into sync. She stilled, like an animal playing dead.

“Whoa, hey,” Maze said.

Dover tried to grab Ryske’s hand away from her, but the first move Harlow made was to brush him aside. 

Still transfixed on the other, Harlow was sure she and Ryske made quite the spectacle, or she would think that if she could focus on anything other than the intensity of his gaze. Ryske walked her backward, anyone in their path scrambled. He didn’t stop until her back hit the bar. 

“When I told you I won’t let any other man have you, I meant it. So either you brought him here to get my attention, which you have, or you want me to take him out, which I will… Which is it?”

“Neither,” she said, not taking her eyes from his while seeking his loose hand. Threading their fingers together, she had hopes of calming him. “I didn’t bring him, Noon brought me. Clyde was waiting for me outside, he’s my colleague.”

His attention dropped to the floor at their side where Clyde was still cowering. “A stalker? Is that right?” he asked. “You lured him to the right place.”

With a finger on his jaw, she brought his attention to her. “Not a stalker, Crash, a friend,” she said. “Will you please be reasonable?”

Ryske didn’t answer. If he wanted to beat on Clyde, he could. That he wasn’t taking that chance showed they’d made progress. She hoped. They would stay in this face-off all night unless someone broke it. So Harlow pushed Ryske back, demanding enough space that she could bend over to pull Clyde to his feet. 

Clyde cleared his throat a few times, wary of those around him, and what he’d just endured. “Your, uh… boyfriend, I guess?”

There was no time to respond. 

“What the fuck happened in here?” Noon’s voice exploded behind her. “I was gone five fucking minutes.”

“You thought it was smart to let guys hit on her at the bar?” Maze asked, stepping up behind Clyde to pick up a stool and sit down. “Least we know who can’t keep her safe now. You need a fucking sitter of your own, Noon. Use your damn head.”
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The music started again. People began to pick up furniture and shuffle back to their previous positions. Harlow tried to take a step toward Clyde, but Ryske’s arm snaked around her waist to jolt her back against his chest with such power he forced the air out of her lungs.

“Maybe you should go,” she said to Clyde, pushing at Ryske’s locked arm that held her fast. “As you can see, I’m completely safe here.”

“I’m not sure about that,” Clyde muttered. 

Something like a growl sounded above her head. Twisting to peek up, she wasn’t surprised to see Ryske’s distaste pinned on Clyde. Too short to make a dent in his view, the top of her head only just reached his chin. 

Though she knew she should be more concerned about controlling him, enchantment was never far away when Ryske was close by. 

“I’m so used to seeing you lying down that I forgot how tall you are,” she murmured.

His arm tightened around her waist. Her initial resentment for his uninvited embrace was turning into something more primal. “So used to seeing him lying down,” Clyde said, reminding her that she wasn’t actually alone with Ryske. “That tells me all I need to know about your relationship with him. You’re lovers.”

Ryske used the way his arm was coiled around her middle to slide her body behind his back. With a deft move, he’d pulled her one way, side-stepped, and then just slotted her in at his back. Before she’d even realized he’d inverted their positions, Ryske was standing up to Clyde again. “And what the fuck does her pussy mean to you?”

“Crash,” she said, wrapping her arms around his torso, fearing he could fly for Clyde again at any moment. She wouldn’t be able to hold him back on her own, so again, she looked to Dover for support. “Did you get any word on Felipe? If you tell me what you know, Clyde and I can get out of here.”

“You’re going nowhere with this jerkoff,” Ryske said, glowering at Clyde.

“Let’s everybody calm the fuck down,” Dover said and came closer to lay a hand on her shoulder.

Leaping around to swipe it away, Ryske sent a shockwave through their group. Getting defensive with his crew was unheard of. He’d seen his guys kiss her and touch her; he’d never been possessive of her with them.

For some reason, he was so on edge that instinct had made him strike one of his own. 

“Okay, someone needs a timeout,” Maze said, leaving his stool to go around everyone. “ ‘Scuse me, Nightingale.” 

He eased her aside and grabbed Ryske’s shoulders from behind. Instead of just going with his friend, Ryske yanked himself free of Maze’s grasp. “I’m not leaving Trink out here unprotected.”

“Your trinket will be fine out here,” Maze said, putting an arm around Ryske to grip his opposite shoulder tight. “Anyone touches her and we’ll introduce his insides to the outside.”

The thread of warning in Maze’s voice was ominous. As it was supposed to be. Maze was showing solidarity with Ryske. Letting Clyde know he wasn’t off the hook. If Ryske went over the edge and threw all in to take down Clyde, Harlow would bet that the Floyd’s crew would leap in too. Even if they didn’t agree with him, they had a ‘one in, all in’ kind of strategy.

Getting Ryske out of the bar would diffuse some of the tension, which she needed if she wanted any answers. But if he didn’t choose to walk out with his friend, she had no idea how far he’d go in resisting his crew.

Dover came to her side. “We’ll keep her safe, man.”

Moving around the bartender, she got close to Ryske. “Crash,” she murmured, picking up his hand and pressing it to her upper chest. “Go with Maze… please, baby.”

She’d never called him that before or referred to him as her boyfriend like Clyde had. Their discussions to date had only included her assertions that she wouldn’t ever be intimate with him. 

Yet, something about her words or her proximity did the job. “You don’t leave these premises without my word.”

Nodding, she wanted to find out what had happened to Felipe, and would worry about that before trying to settle the tormented grifter. Sliding his hand higher, he curled his fingers around her throat to squeeze her tighter than he had before.

Of their own volition, her lips parted in a pout. Being in his hold felt so damn good. “Tighter, Crash,” she whispered.

Strengthening his grip, he pulled her to him. Holding her body to his, their mouths hung just an inch apart. “Tease me, Trink.” 

Teetering on her tiptoes, she was at his mercy. Yet, somehow, she had all the power. “Later,” she said, slipping her fingers beneath the hem of his tee-shirt to graze her nails over the area of his abdominal tattoo. “Later.”

Maze pulled Ryske from her. Harlow didn’t dare break eye contact. Staring into Crash seemed to distract him from Clyde’s presence. Back in his right mind, at least for that minute, Ryske let Maze draw him away. In the shadow at the end of the bar, the men disappeared. 

At her back, Dover was the one to inhale and blow out a breath that ruffled her hair. “Shit, babe, you make him lose his fucking mind.”

“Does he have one to lose?” Clyde piped up. “I’ve never seen a more unreasonable man.”

Whipping around almost in unison, Harlow was alarmed by the glare Dover set on Clyde. “That’s what happens when you move in on another guy’s girl.”

Harlow hadn’t seen Ryske for a month. They’d never had sex. Never kissed. But his crew believed they were together in some way. And no wonder when Ryske had adopted the role of jealous lover. 

As far as she was concerned, after he’d walked out of her apartment, he’d never thought about her again. Showing up at Floyd’s had not been her plan. For the sake of Felipe, Harlow had been willing to take the risk even if it meant Ryske assuming she was using the kid as an excuse to see him. 

In a flash, Ryske had changed her mind about him having ideas of unwelcome advances. After what had just happened, Harlow was thinking they’d need to have a conversation about who he was to her and who he wasn’t allowed to punch on her behalf. 

In the car in the way over, she’d just been telling Noon that she wouldn’t be coming back because if she did, Ryske might believe she was stalking him. Then, as soon as Crash had seen her, he’d had a crazy irrational reaction like he might be a little unhinged himself.

“Night,” Noon said and it took her a second to realize he was talking to her, shortening her nickname from Nightingale. “Come and finish your drink.”

Holding up her topped off wine, Noon gave her an opening that she welcomed to get things back to a state of normality. She slid onto her stool and took the glass he offered. 

“You better be driving me home tonight,” she said, sipping the wine. 

Harlow didn’t even have a car and hadn’t driven here, so it was silly to imply that she’d be stranded without Noon’s help. Her apartment wasn’t that far either. If she had to walk it, she could. If that wasn’t an option, she could use a cab… if one would come here to pick her up. 

“Are you going home tonight?” Noon asked. 

The implication wasn’t ambiguous. If she didn’t go home… The alternative was Ryske’s bed. With the way he’d reacted to Clyde, he’d made it obvious that offer was still on the table. 

Taking another drink, she didn’t realize her mind was drifting, but became swept up in what it was to be near to Ryske again… how his grip had felt on her neck… his skin under her nails.

Harlow shivered. 

“Yo!”

The exclamation startled her into turning around. Dover, Clyde, and Noon were all looking at her. With her fingertips stroking her throat and the likelihood of a blush in her cheeks, she doubted it took them long to figure out who she’d been thinking about.

“How long have you been with him?” Clyde asked.

The obvious judgment in his voice was a surprise to her. His profession was the same as hers; they were trained to be neutral or at least to exhibit objectivity. Taking her eyes from Dover to Noon, the pair didn’t seem prepared to bail her out of the conversation. 

Projecting her request for them to divert the discussion, she blinked her eyes back to Dover. That was when Noon spoke. “You seem very interested in our girl,” he said. “Why do you care who she’s fucking?”

Apparently, she hadn’t conveyed the message. Noon was taking on Ryske’s mantle while all she wanted was some peace. “No one cares who I’m fucking,” she said and focused on Dover, taking control of the conversation herself. “What did you find out about Felipe?”

“We came through.”

Relief. “Good. I knew you would,” she said, and leaned closer, expecting him to elaborate. 

Rather than give her more words, Dover took her hand and led her from her stool.

Snatching for her wine glass, she tried to take a gulp before he took her too far from it. “Bring the wine, babe.”

Not one to refuse, given that she was enjoying the buzz of the alcohol now that the adrenaline was wearing off, Harlow held the glass to her chest and let Dover take her past the other patrons. Winding through the tables, ignoring the faces monitoring their progress, she smiled when the song changed to a tune she loved. 

Pulling herself closer to Dover, Harlow was safe in his shadow mouthing the words to the song when they got to the end of the bar. Dover took a right to head down a passageway.

To the immediate right was the open entry to behind the bar, another door on the solid wall further down wasn’t marked. To the left was the men’s room with the powder room next along. It was the door at the head of the passageway, perpendicular to the ladies’ room that they seemed to be heading for. 

Dover opened the door and led her through. Harlow held her breath, wondering what would be inside. 

In the opposite corner was a curtain covering a gap in the wall. Thick and red, it was nothing like her crystal beads. The light was low. It originated from the TV on a unit against the back wall. Couches were arranged around a coffee table in front of it. This seemed to be some kind of den.

There was another door to the right, but when her eyes caught on the sight of a figure sitting up straighter on the couch, she was intrigued enough to move closer. Letting her eyes adjust, Harlow registered a mop of dark, possibly black hair atop the head of someone watching the TV. This was none of Ryske’s crew; it wasn’t even a man.

“Felipe?” she asked, hurrying around the couch to see more of the kid’s profile. 

He turned and grinned when he saw her. “Miss Sweeting,” he said and held up the remote control. “Man, you have some cool friends.”

“I have some…” Shock made her look from the exuberant teen to Dover who was still by the door. “What the… how did you?”

“Yeah, we found the kid,” he said, heading for the couch and giving the kid a shove so he had space to sit down. “Turn that off.” 

Felipe did as told and turned off the TV. “Yes, sir.”

Dover turned on a lamp. Harlow was relieved and surprised and taken aback. “Felipe, your mom—”

“We took him to his mom tonight,” Dover said. “She was damn relieved to see him.”

“Embarrassed me,” Felipe mumbled, slouching against the back of the couch. “She was crying and everything.”

“That’s because you scared her,” Harlow said, propping herself on the arm of the couch, facing him. “You scared us all. What were you thinking running off like you did?”

“I wanted to take care of my mom,” Felipe said. “I’m the man of the house. Last time my dad went to jail, Mr. Clyde said I had to be strong, to man up and stay with my mom until my dad got back. But, this time, my mom said she’s not taking him back, no way. So we can’t afford to wait. I needed to earn some money.”

It might be useful to have Clyde there for support. But Dover hadn’t invited her colleague to join them. This was a private space, not part of the public bar. Noon hadn’t come with them either. Under other circumstances, she might assume he was working the bar, but she speculated to herself that he might have been tasked with keeping Clyde under watch. 

Clyde was a grown man and shouldn’t be in physical danger with Noon. Felipe was the problem right in front of her. She decided to deal with him and then worry about Clyde. As long as Maze kept Ryske away from her colleague, he should be fine.

“But, Felipe, where were you? I don’t understand what—”

“Let’s not get into that,” Dover said, with a quick shake of his head. “We talked to his momma, and she’s gonna call off the dogs tomorrow.”

Nice as it was that the crew had calmed Felipe’s mom, it wasn’t enough just to flash the kid around for a night, and then let him vanish again. 

This kid needed a long-term care plan and ongoing support. “Felipe, you have to go to school. I know you think that it’s your responsibility to earn money for your mom, but—”

“He’s going to go to school,” Dover said. “It’s one of the rules.” 

At a loss, Harlow didn’t want to stutter again, but found herself confused. “The… rules?”

“He goes to school, does his homework, and respects his mom. If he does all that, we’ll let him come over here and make a few bucks. Weekends, he’ll do errands, chores, fix up the furniture, whatever we say.”

Felipe was eager. More than eager. “Yes, sir, Mr. Dover, sir,” he said and nodded. “Whatever you say.”

“Good, kid. Now scram. Go ask Noon to take you home to your momma. Tell him to take the chump with him.”

Felipe surged to his feet, but faltered. “The… the who?”

“He’ll know,” Dover said and lifted his hips to take out his wallet. Thumbing out a few bills, he stuffed them into the kid’s hand. “Be back tomorrow on time. On time or the gravy train will be gone, you get it?” 

Felipe nodded. “I should speak to Mr. Ryske before I—”

“Mr. Ryske is busy,” Dover said. “I’ll tell him you left. Now get out.”

Felipe offered her another smile before dashing out of the room to head for the bar. 

For a few seconds, Harlow just sat stunned by what had happened. “I can’t believe you—”

“I didn’t. Ryske did,” Dover said, standing up. “Soon as him and Maze heard you’d been in and what was wrong, he hit the streets. He found the kid, brought him back, cleaned him up…”

“Where was he?”

“Exactly where you didn’t want him to be,” Dover said. 

Harlow had feared Felipe had been taken in by a gang who’d exploit him or sell him on to one of the organized crime syndicates who specialized in much more depraved dealings. That Dover didn’t go into details was either to spare her or Felipe. Whichever it was, she was glad Dover hadn’t discussed it in front of the youngster.

“You rescued him.”

Dover closed one eye in a sort of subdued wince. “Ryske won’t like that description, but… yeah, I guess… The kid is right, he’ll need to earn money. His aunt’s pregnant and just moved in with them. The three of them have no one else.”

This was a different world. The kids in her old suburban division wouldn’t be thinking about supporting two women and a baby, but Harlow had left that world behind. 

Gratitude and wonder filled her. “So you gave him a job here,” she said, sliding off the arm of the couch to sit on the seat. “Shit, Dover, I don’t know what to say.”

“It’s no picnic here. We won’t let him serve or work out on the floor when we’re open. There’s plenty of other stuff to keep him busy… But, babe, if the gangs want him it’ll be hard to keep them away. They’ll offer more money and more excitement… something he’ll want more of as he gets older and sees his friends allying themselves with that shit.”

Smiling, she raised a fist to her temple for support, propping her elbow on the backrest. “You don’t think your little posse is a gang?”

Dover wasn’t moved. “We don’t go around shooting people because they wear colors different to ours.”

Recalling how she’d gotten involved with this bunch erased her smile. “No, they just stab you and leave you for dead.”

“That’s not exactly an everyday thing,” he said with a loose half-shrug. 

Opening the hand that had been in a fist on her temple, she rested her palm on the top of the couch and let it slide down. The lives of Ryske and his crew were dangerous, she’d always respected that, understood it. At least as much as someone on the outside looking in could appreciate it. 

They’d helped her, maybe saved a kid. A lot had been on her mind over the last month. Something in this moment made her want to share.

“I’ve been worried about him for a month,” she said. “I had no idea if he was dead or alive.”

They’d been discussing Felipe. But when she made eye contact with Dover, she could see that he understood she’d moved on to talk about someone else. 

“You could’ve come over.”

Shaking her head, she let out a sigh. “If he wants her, he’ll go get her… that’s what Maze said the night we met.”

Clarity crossed Dover’s features. “You’ve been waiting for him to come to you.”

Had she? Harlow didn’t know. Putting words to all the thoughts she’d had over the last month was near impossible because they’d been so conflicting and had pulled her every which way.

Squinting at the back of the couch, she stroked it again, and shook her head. “No, no, I… I know it would never work between us. I wouldn’t have anything to offer him… He didn’t really want me anyway. I was just… there.” Confusion and exasperation were making her words run away from her. “That’s what I said at the time, and I was right… I shouldn’t even be thinking about him like this.”

Behind her, from the edge of the room, a deep masculine voice interrupted. “Like what?”

Twisting fast, she saw Ryske standing alone in front of the red curtain. 

Dover stood up, straightening his jeans. “I’ve got a bar to run, clean up after yourselves.”
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Righting her position on the couch to put her feet flat on the floor, Harlow listened to Dover depart the room and close the door. Now they were alone. Alone. Being by herself with Ryske had not been part of the plan. Nothing ever went to plan where he was concerned. 

Go with it. That’s what Noon had said. Though this may not have been exactly what he meant, she went with it, even in spite of her nerves sparking and fizzing with a vengeance. 

Ryske began to cross toward her. Spreading her hands on her thighs, Harlow flattened her skirt and kept her eyes on the low coffee table a couple of feet from her knees.

She expected him to go past her, to take a seat on the couch where Dover had been. Instead, he stopped in front of the arm she’d been perched on a few minutes ago and offered a flat hand.

“Come upstairs with me.”

Noon had invited her upstairs; Dover had told her what was up there: beds.

Tipping her head back, Harlow tried to decipher if the beds were what he was suggesting. In bed with Ryske again, she’d never thought… It would never stop at watching movies or fingernails on tattoos.

It may have been a month since she’d seen him, but she straight away recognized the purr of seduction in his voice and the heavy drowsiness in his eyes was unmistakable. 

He was thinking about sex. He was always thinking about sex. 

“Nothing has changed,” she said, stemming his seduction before it reached full steam.

Resisting his persistence might not be so easy with him at full health. Harlow had to hold on to the reasons she’d refused before. No matter how much she wanted to begin a torrid affair, or how much he claimed to want her, nothing had changed since they’d decided not to be together a month ago.

Like it was enough, he contradicted her. “You’re here, Trink.”

Just sharing the same air wasn’t enough, Harlow had told him that already. “Yeah, I am,” she said and stood up. “I came here to help a kid and you…”

“Gave him a chance,” he said. “The kid is good, we won’t corrupt him.”

“I appreciate that.” 

A smug kind of teasing grin rose on his loose lips. “I’m using him to impress you. Grateful enough to lose your panties?”

“Crash,” she exhaled, shaking her head. He didn’t let her retreat or scold; he moved closer, so close that she could feel the beat of his heart. Being strong was easier when there was some illusion of space between them. Any thread of strength left her voice. “Don’t, Crash.”

“I’m teasing, Trink,” he murmured. “I’m teasing you.” Which only lessened her resolve. Vulnerability made her chin dip, but he caught it on a single-digit caress. “I have nothing for you.”

Her heart screamed, caught between desperation and melancholy. Somehow, her hands found their way onto his chest. “I don’t know what that means.”

His arms began to settle around her. “Promises. The future. Plans. All those things that mean something to you… I have nothing to give.”

“I know,” she said, filled with the urge to reassure him. Smiling made it easier to relax. Harlow just couldn’t be near this man without being happy. “You are exactly what you’re supposed to be, exactly who you are. I don’t want that man to change… It would break my heart if you changed.”

Her ease wasn’t contagious. Tension thrummed through him. She read it in the mixture of pain and hunger on his face. “If I don’t, I’ll never taste you.”

Oh, he knew how to provoke her heart and her hormones. A coil of need swirled in her belly like a whirlpool growing in an ever-lengthening string, circling down and down until it anchored itself between her legs. 

“I want to be your plaything,” she confessed. “But you’ll only break my heart.”

“I know.”

Another shot of honesty. If it wasn’t enough that just being near to him, feeling him, smelling him, touching him, got her hot and made her lose her senses. He also insisted on giving the most arousing thing a man could give: the truth.

“I don’t want to break you, any part of you, but… I can’t get you out of me. You’re in my blood,” he said and peered deeper into her eyes as his arms fell from around her. “How did you do this to me, Trink?”

His arms bulged, telling her that he was balling frustrated fists at his sides. While she couldn’t take her gaze away from his, she could offer comfort by dropping her hands from his chest to curl them over his fists, urging them to relax so he could lace their fingers together. 

“Shh, Crash,” she soothed. “We have this… this way we make each other feel. It’s not going anywhere.”

“That’s the goddamn problem,” he snapped, yanking his hands free of hers. Turning his back on her, he stalked toward the curtain, stopping a couple of feet from it. “Shit, Trink, I knew I wanted you… but when I saw you out there tonight, and that guy, with his hands on you…” His hands fisted again, but that was nothing to the way he grinded his teeth in a show of hatred and rage. “If I’d had a gun, I’d have put a bullet in him.”

“Don’t say things like that!” Marching over, she went around him, making him look at her. “You are not going to commit any crimes for me.” His scowl deepened. “Not for me, Crash.” She shook her head. “No.”

Snatching her arms, he forced her body against his. “You want to know what I learned tonight?”

Licking her lips, she tried to control her anxiety. Controlling her need was harder. The two warred within her. Only the former stopped her from giving into the latter. “What?” 

Bowing lower while pulling her higher, he hissed the truth in her face. “There’s no damn thing you couldn’t drive me to.”

Rushing her backwards, he slammed her to the wall and lunged down, aiming for her mouth. 

Grabbing for his shoulders, Harlow fought to hold him back. “I’m scared.”

His brow strengthened. “Of me?”

“This won’t end with a kiss,” she panted, frantic and desperate.

“No,” he said, catching her wrists to squeeze them in his possessive grip, urging them to the wall on either side of her head. “But it’s gonna start with one.”

He was a fool if he didn’t know this had started six weeks ago. Even while he’d been bleeding to death, she’d felt the spark between them. Controlling this was on her. Only her. He’d live in abandon if she let him. But she couldn’t let him.

Shaking her head, Harlow turned her face down so he couldn’t reach her mouth. “I can’t, Crash. I just… I can’t…”

In frustration, he let her go and punched the wall above her head, making her jump. The power of his infuriation pulsated through him, heating the air around them.

Shoving away from her, he strode to the couch then spun, opening his arms. “What the fuck do you want, Trink? What the fuck can a guy like me give you? You want a promise? Why the fuck would you want to tie yourself to a guy like me? You should be begging for a promise that I won’t fall for you, a promise that I won’t force you to be with me. You should want the promise of here and now. The promise that we have no future.”

“Why?” she demanded, pushing off the wall.

“Because I’m a crook!”

“That’s one thing about you, Crash, and it was never the thing that meant the most to me.”

“What was it then, huh?” he asked without disguising his skepticism. 

“You opened your eyes, you looked at me…” Slowing her breathing, she calmed herself as she tiptoed toward him, finding her control. “You wanted to know if I’d been hurt… You didn’t ask about yourself, didn’t ask if you were going to be okay or what damage had been done to you or even for the doctor… You asked about me.”

No one had ever cared about her like that. Ryske had given her honesty and it had revealed so much of him to her. 

“Didn’t I ask if the sex was good first?”

Pressing her lips together, she nudged him. “Crash,” she chastised in a whisper. 

Since he’d walked out on her a month ago, she hadn’t been able to make sense of her feelings or her thoughts about him. But staring into him now, Harlow felt grounded, anchored, and suddenly, it all made sense. 

Putting aside the teasing, he became more serious. “You think I care,” he muttered.

“I know you care,” she said, looping her arms around his neck. Being near to him, touching him, was a pleasure she wanted to take advantage of, even if she couldn’t go as far as she wanted to. “And, yes, you’re a crook. You’re a conman and a liar.” She smiled. “But you don’t lie to me.”

Though he rested both hands on her waist, he raised his chin to look down his nose at her. “I should. Maybe if I did, I’d have had you naked by now.”

“Maybe,” she said. “If naked was all you wanted from me, you would’ve lied. Just like you said before. You’d have told me what I wanted to hear, and you know what, Crash? I’d have lapped it up because it would’ve given me the excuse I needed to let this happen. But you didn’t, because you don’t only want me naked, you want my respect. You want my heart.”

A quirk of amusement followed. “Sure of yourself, aren’t you, Little Trinket?”

Harlow had to laugh. He didn’t deny it. He couldn’t. He’d told her that he couldn’t lie to her. Maybe he hadn’t realized the reason that he felt that way, but he had figured out that she was different. He’d confessed that he couldn’t make her promises because it bothered him he wouldn’t be able to keep them. 

“Do you think that this would be done if we’d had sex already?” she asked. “Would you be over me if I’d just given in?”

“Maybe,” he said. “Want to try it and see?”

Warmed by confidence, she slid her hand from the back of his neck to rest it on his chest. “Be careful,” she purred, pouting up at him. “Don’t forget, I like having your attention. If getting naked with you will take that away, I’ll never do it.”

But Ryske didn’t scare easy. Wearing a smirk, he cupped her breast and squeezed, his gaze measuring hers, judging how she felt about having his hands on her. Harlow didn’t shrink. He felt good. Amazing. But she couldn’t let him know that. Any hint that she wanted more would encourage him to strain her already stretched resolve. 

“You want my attention,” he murmured, seduction seeping from his every pore. “You want promises. You are a demanding woman, Trink.”

“Only of you,” she said, leaning in. “I’ll demand and demand and demand… Still want to screw me?”

“Screw you, yes. Make you promises, no.”

Pushing her breast into his caressing hand, his growl of appreciation valued her being bold. It hadn’t taken her long to lose her anxiety. 

A month apart might have made her wary at first, but losing herself with him when they were alone had always been simple. Their days away from each other faded to nothing. 

“Then I guess we’re at an impasse,” she said and tried to turn away. 

Ryske snatched her arm and hauled her back. “You’re not gonna walk away so easy, Trink.”

Pulling her arm from his grip, she was happy to counter his vehemence. “Like you walked away from me? A month, Crash. You left me swinging in the wind for a month… Were you ever coming back?”

“No,” he said. Given his line of work, being so honest probably wasn’t normal procedure for him, especially with women. With her, for some reason, it was automatic. “I thought of you.” He drove his fingers through his hair. “Shit, Trink, you can tease me even from way across town.”

She hadn’t done anything to tease him, and she’d never asked him to leave her forever. Walking away from her had been his choice. If he wanted to blame her, he could. But she wasn’t going to apologize for his insanity… even if she was the cause of it. 

“Did you dream of me, Sailor?” she teased, walking her fingers up his chest. 

“I dreamed of quieting that smart mouth,” he said, leaning down. “Of tying you to my bed and keeping you locked up for two weeks.”

Harlow hadn’t locked him up, and she hadn’t tied him to anything. Bale’s rules had made him feel like a prisoner, he’d told her as much in the past. “Maybe you should stab me.”

One side of his mouth rose higher than the other; the light in his eye became sinister. “If that’s an invitation, I’m gonna take it.” Seeing her confusion made him grab his groin to explain. “I’ve got something real special I wanna drive deep into you.”

“Oh, Crash,” she muttered. “That’s just crude.”

Again, she tried to turn away. This time when he grabbed her upper arm to haul her back, he cupped the back of her head too. Before she could catch her breath, he wrenched her to the tips of her toes and sealed his mouth over hers. 

Harlow had told herself not to kiss him, not to give him any encouragement until he could give her something more than sex in return. 

That ideal evaporated when he plunged his tongue into her mouth and bonded them in the way she’d been resisting for weeks. The warmth of his mouth was luxury like she’d never known it. Security circled her, pulling her to him, attaching her essence to his like her sanity depended on him too. 

If she’d been able to hold onto a thought beyond the incredible texture of his lips owning hers, she may have regretted being glib about how she tormented him. After this, she’d never be sure of her lucidity without him at her side to keep her grounded. 

She’d never given credence to the helplessness of addiction. Harlow was strong-willed and had spent her life arguing with her mother because she wouldn’t conform for the sake of it. If she had an opinion that differed from someone else’s, she had no problem voicing it. 

That fortitude served her; it combined with her overwhelming desire to drive her on and encourage her in everything she did… which at that moment seemed to be this man. 

Grasping for the hem of his tee-shirt, Harlow wasted no time in pulling it off over his head. While Ryske was still freeing his arm from the fabric, she thrust him back, knocking him off his feet. Ryske landed on the couch. Before he could think about catching his breath, she climbed onto his lap to straddle him and ran her fingertips down the center of his bare torso. 

Avoiding his mouth was supposed to prevent this. His breaking of that seal shattered her resolve. They’d crossed the line and he didn’t seem sorry. Driving his hands into her hair, he pulled her mouth back to his and consumed her with his desire. 

Habit made her fear for his wound but reminding herself that it had been healing for six weeks, it shouldn’t be painful anymore. His kiss didn’t slow or drift, so she made herself forget about any vulnerability and let herself trust the strength and capability of the man owning her. 

“I figured it might be time to—”

The sound of a male voice made her break the kiss. Planting her hands on Ryske’s chest, Harlow pushed away, blinking the daze of desire from her eyes. Looking over the back of the couch, she found that Noon was just inside the room. 

“Fuck off, Noon,” Ryske said, without sparing his friend a glance because he was too busy trying to coil his arms around her. 

The sight of another person made her remember herself. Looking at Ryske, the reality of what they’d just been doing became all too clear. 

There was no solace in being right. Harlow had known that if she let herself kiss him, or be kissed by him, that her body would take over and instinct would make it impossible to resist going all the way.
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“Shit,” Noon murmured. “I, uh… didn’t mean to…”

Taking the interruption as an opportunity to regain her senses, Harlow clambered off Ryske’s lap, running one hand through her hair and the other over her hip. 

“Oh, come on!” Ryske groaned, trying to catch her legs, but she pushed his hands away. “Come back, baby.”

“No, I… I have to get going.”

Noon pointed over his shoulder. “I can fuck off. I didn’t know you guys were screwing around in here. I—”

“No,” she said, pulling her top down over her stomach. Ryske had explored more than she’d realized; the fabric had been bunched under her bra. “Can you give me a ride home?” 

“I’ll give you a ride,” Ryske said, touching the inside of her knee.

Swatting at his hand, she didn’t make contact. “No, thank you,” she said, crossing one leg over the other to side step away from him. “Noon does all the driving.”

Heading for Noon who was still by the door carrying an awkward air, Harlow tried not to show just how grateful she was to him for interrupting what would only have ended one way. 

Grabbing Noon’s hand, she took him out of the room and through the bar, the same way Dover had brought her. Harlow didn’t slow down when she got to the other side of the bar, even when she noticed Dover frowning at the view of her dragging Noon along behind her. 

The bartender probably expected if she was going to be stealing any man out of Floyd’s, it wouldn’t be this one. But she wasn’t going to hang around to explain herself. That would give Ryske time to put on his shirt and chase after them… and she wasn’t all that sure she had an explanation anyway… not a believable one.

Bursting out onto the street, Harlow was determined to get home as quickly as she could. “What’s going on?” Noon asked, lolloping along with his hand linked in hers. 

It occurred to her that there was one man she’d forgotten to worry about. Stopping, she whirled around to point back the way they’d come. “Clyde?”

“Stayed with the Soto’s,” Noon said. 

Whether or not Clyde had volunteered to go with Felipe or to stay with him, he’d be able to call a cab from the Soto’s meaning he was safe, which was a step up from what he’d been at Floyd’s. She’d have a lot of explaining to do when she got to work the following day, not only to Clyde for Ryske’s behavior, but to Gina about Felipe. But that was a problem she’d worry about in the morning.

Returning to her previous determination, Harlow clung to Noon’s hand, using it to pull him into the alley at the rear of Floyd’s where they’d parked the car. 

There seemed to be no urgency to Noon’s movements; his dawdling was driving her nuts. “Can we get going?” she asked, glancing at the building beside them. 

The closest window was making her nervous. The ones further along that were fogged and emanating some light would be the restrooms, but the one closest to the street was darker. That was the window next to the TV unit in the den… where she and Ryske had…


OEBPS/images/image-1.png
SCARLETT FINN





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
& I
AlUNE

TT FINN :

Sﬂl\RLETT FINN

SCARLETT FINN






OEBPS/images/image.png
60 NOVELS
GOWITHIT
GOITALONE
GUALLDUI
GOALLI

GO FULLCRECLE

HIDLR SITK
KISS CHASE

WRECK & RUIN
RUIN HE
RUIN ik

THE BRANDED
SERIES
BRAMED
SCARRED
WARKED

FORBIDDEN
PREQUEL DUET
AL OALY,
ONIY YOURS

Also by Scarlett Finn

10 DIE FOR.
T0DIF FOR TRUTH
T0 DIE DR HONCR
70 DIE FOR VIRTUE
T0DIE FOR DUTY
O DIE FOR LOVE

LOVE AGAINST THE 0DDS
STANDALONE COLLECTION
SHEFT SEAS
HEIR'S BFFAIR
RESCUD
WALSTRO'S MUSE
GETTING TRICKY
T-ARTEEN
BEUEMBLR V1.
RELUCTANT SUSPICION
XVRACTOR

NOTHING Tt
NOTHING 10 HIDE
0°HING 13 L0SE

HUIHING [U DECLARE
N0 HING TS
HOTHING T0 SAY
HOTHING T2 34N
HOTHING T0 Y0U
KOTANG TOTHS,

THE FORBIDDEN NOVELS
FURBILLER DES RE
FORBIDDEN WhNT
FORBIODEN W'SH
FORBIDIEN NEED

KINDRED SERIES
RAVEN
SHALLOW
CUCKIU
SHIFT
FHLCOY
TN

THE EXPLICIT SERIES
DXPLCITINSTALCTION
EXPLICHT DETAIL
EXPLICT HEUCRY

ISTAKE DUET
TEKE HE HOT
SLEIGHT WISTAKE.

RISQUE & HARROW
INTERTAIRED
TAKE A RISK
FIGHTING FATE
RISKITA |
FICHIING BACK
GAME OF UK

LOSI & FOUND
L0ST
FOUND












