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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            JADE

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm speed-walking through the office, phone glued to my ear, juggling two conversations at once. My assistant, Lisa, is hot on my heels, reminding me of the meeting that started a minute ago. On the line, Katey's teacher, Mrs. Thompson, is explaining how my daughter refused to come out for her part in the school musical.

      "She was crying, Ms. Forrester. We couldn't get her to stop."

      I heave a regretful sigh. "I'm so sorry. Tell her… tell her I'll make it up to her tonight, okay?" I say, rounding the corner to the conference room.

      "I will, Ms. Forrester, but we really need to talk about Katey's recent behavior. She's been⁠— "

      "I'm sorry, Ms. Thompson. I've got to call you back later. But, thank you for reaching out to me. I'll make it up to my daughter tonight."

      I end the call just as Lisa opens the conference room door for me.

      Inside, Mr. Hartley, my new high-profile potential client, is already seated, his expression stern. I stride in, all business. "Mr. Hartley, thank you for waiting." I reach out to shake his hand. He accepts with with a curt nod. "Now, let's discuss this estate of yours. I understand you want to list it on the market."

      He wastes no time. "I want it sold by the end of the month, Ms. Forrester. And I want at least twenty percent above market value."

      I sit, meeting his gaze head-on. "That's a tall order, sir. But I'm up for the challenge. Now, let's talk specifics."

      "That's why I'm here, isn't it?" he asks with condescension in his voice. I cringe at the tone, but do my best to listen. My mind is a hundred miles away, though.

      Katey. My beautiful daughter.

      I'm all she's got and I missed her damn school concert. How stupid can I be?

      Earlier that morning, we'd been in the kitchen as I made her lunch for the day. She was at the counter, swinging her legs, excited and pumped to start her morning routine.

      "Mom, you'll be there today, right? For the musical?"

      I'd glanced up and smiled into her gorgeous brown eyes that match my own. "Of course, sweetheart. I'd only miss it if I had no other option."

      Oh, the way her eyes had lit up...

      "Promise?"

      "Promise. Now, eat up. You need energy for your big performance."

      She'd grinned, taking a big bite of her toast.

      Now? Well, now, I’m here with this condescending, rich bozo.

      Nearing the end of our meeting, I grip his hand as he offers it to me, my smile professional, eyes steely. Business is my battlefield, and I'm armed to the teeth. But inside, a war rages. Katey's face flickers in my mind, her smile fading, eyes accusing. I missed her performance for this?

      "We'll ensure your equity pays off, sir," I tell him. "You won't be disappointed."

      "See that I'm not."

      As he exits, I glance at my phone. A reminder blinks up at me. My stomach drops. Not only did I miss her school performance, I completely fucking forgot about tonight's recital. She's been practicing piano for months now, and we've been waiting for her shining moment with anticipation. However, my dumb ass had to go and schedule a business dinner for the same time. Beach houses in Blue Key, potential gold mine. Can't miss it. Can't miss Katey's performance either. Fuck!

      I stare out at Cedar Trails, the suburban city sprawled beneath my office window. Success weighs heavy, loneliness heavier. I clench my jaw, dial the number.

      "Yeah?" A groggy voice answers. Leland Stone Walker, rock star, potential client. He’s he bassist in a band called Seventh Stone. One of my goldmines.

      "Mr. Walker, it's Jade Forrester. We need to reschedule tonight's dinner."

      Silence. Then, "You're kidding, right? I've been looking at these beach houses forever."

      "I understand, sir, but something's come up. I apologize for the inconvenience. Can we do tomorrow evening instead?"

      He sighs, irritated. "Fine. But this better not happen again."

      "It won't. I promise. I'll have my assistant call to reschedule." I hang up, heart pounding.

      I bolt from my office, purse and keys in hand. Lisa calls after me, but I don't stop. Can't stop. Katey's face flashes in my mind, her smile, her eyes. I've got to make this right.

      I hit the garage, heels clicking on concrete, and slide into my luxury sedan. The engine purrs to life. At this point, I just want to get to the performance hall in time. My personal assistant, Tracy, should be pulling up to the building any second now. I have to get a hold of her before Katey starts to wonder.

      I dial Tracy's number.

      "Hey, Jade."

      I have no problem with Tracy calling me by my first name. There are many people out there with success and status who would, but I've insisted Tracy talk to me like a friend since day one.

      "Tracy, hi," I say breathlessly. "I, uh…"

      "You forgot about the recital that starts in twenty minutes."

      I pinch my forehead. "Yeah, I guess I did. Can we keep that a secret between us?"

      "Of course, of course. Should I expect you here, or do I need to stick around and watch her perform?"

      Ouch. That one makes me wince. But I deserve it. I know damn well Tracy fills in the mom role for me when I'm too busy to do so. I can't count how many nights she's read Katey books while tucking her into bed.

      "No, Tracy, I'll be there. I'm on my way now."

      We end the conversation with dull pleasantries just as I'm peeling out of the garage. Cars honk at me. I don't care.

      Tossing the phone onto the passenger seat, I turn onto a potholed street, my car jostling. Rundown buildings loom, their graffiti-covered walls stark against the setting sun. A group of guys huddled on a corner stare as I pass. One spits, another sneers. I grip the wheel tighter, eyes forward. Not today, not now.

      My phone buzzes. Lisa, my secretary. I ignore it and swerve around a stalled truck. A woman yells, shakes her fist. I mouth an apology, keep going. Nothing matters but getting to Katey.

      The car lurches. Once, twice. I grip the wheel, willing the sedan to keep moving.

      No, no, no. What the fuck is happening?

      It sputters, then dies.

      I coast to the curb, heart pounding. "No, no, no." I turn the key. Nothing. Just the click of an engine that won't turn over.

      I hit the steering wheel, curse under my breath.

      I'm stranded, alone on a deserted street. I glance around, see nothing but boarded windows and empty sidewalks. Panic rises, but I push it down.

      I twist the key again, muttering a prayer under my breath. The engine sputters, coughs, then falls silent. I slam my palm against the steering wheel, frustration boiling over. "Not now, you piece of shit!"

      I glance at the clock on the dash. Fifteen minutes until the recital starts. Fifteen minutes to get there, find parking, and slip into a seat before she walks on stage. It's impossible. I'm going to miss it. Again.

      Tears prick my eyes, but I blink them back. I can't fall apart. Not here, not now. I have to figure this out.

      The rumble of motorcycles approaching snaps me out of my spiraling thoughts. I tense, heart pounding as a group of bikers pulls up alongside me, idling at the red light. Their engines growl, vibrating through my car. I stare straight ahead, hands gripping the wheel, praying they'll just move on.

      Please, just move on…

      But I sense eyes on me. A prickling awareness that raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Against my better judgment, I glance to my left.

      The biker closest to my window meets my gaze. Piercing blue eyes, chiseled jaw, dark hair tousled by the wind. He's younger than I expected, maybe late twenties, early thirties. And way too good-looking to be running with this crowd.

      Our eyes lock, and a flutter stirs in my stomach. Unexpected, unwanted. I tear my gaze away. What the hell is wrong with me?

      The light turns green. The bikes roar to life, peeling away from the intersection.

      All except one. The blue-eyed biker lingers, his gaze still on me. I swallow hard, refusing to look at him. That is, until he makes a motion for his compadres to go ahead without him, then motions for me to roll down my window.

      Fuck.

      I heave a sigh and crack it just enough that he can lean his bike sideways and talk over the rumble of his engine.

      "Car trouble?" His voice is deep and smooth.

      I hesitate, then nod. "It just died on me."

      "Pop the hood. Let me take a look."

      Every instinct screams at me to say no, to lock the doors and wait for help. But something in his eyes, in the way he looks at me, makes me pause. Makes me want to trust him.

      Before I can second-guess myself, I pull the hood release. He parks his bike alongside the curb ahead of me and dismounts, all fluid grace and coiled strength. I watch his solid figure approach my popped hood. Then, he obscures my view when he lifts the hood and props it up. All I can see of him now is his shirt stretching across broad shoulders.

      I have no idea if this guy will get my car going, but one thing is for sure: he's getting me going right this very moment.

      Good god…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            RYKER

          

        

      

    

    
      I stride into The Pit, my mind still swirling with thoughts of that classy real estate agent I helped earlier. Damn, she was fine—all curves and luscious lips. We only talked for a few minutes after I swapped out her spark plugs, but I learned she's some hotshot property queen. Dabbles in real estate to the point that she's driving a damn Volvo. That's pretty fucking cool, if I'm honest. I don't often talk to women of that caliber.

      Ashe, our prez, cracks wise as I enter. "Yo Ryker, you get that snooty lady's digits or what?"

      I force a chuckle and shake my head, wishing I'd had the balls to ask for her number. It just didn't feel right at the time, though.

      But even as Ashe cracks his joke, I can tell something's off. I clock the grim faces around the room.

      Ashe's expression turns stone cold serious again as his smile fades. "We need to pow wow, brother. Club's future is on the line."

      I don't like the sound of that. My gut clenches as I take a seat at the long table, the one reserved for high-level meets like this.

      "We got served with an eviction notice," Ashe continues.

      I lean forward. "Eviction? Avery's owned this property outright since before I was born."

      "I ain't that old, dickhead," Avery cracks with a side eye, arms crossed over his chest. A few of the guys chuckle to ease the tension.

      "No, not The Pit. Avery's property is fine. I'm talkin' about Kitty Corner."

      The name makes me furrow my brow. One of our strip clubs in town, the Kitty Corner, has been a source of decent revenue since it was opened a year ago. It's where we transitioned from our gun-running days into legit business. Losing it would be a major blow, especially to Ashe. He's the one who pushed us to go straight in the first place.

      "Evicted, how?" Avery wants to know. He seems to be just as out of the loop as I am, which is saying a lot.

      Ashe says, "We've fallen behind on rent. There's not enough business that comes through."

      I lean forward, mind racing. "Let's fight this legally. Challenge the eviction."

      Ashe shakes his head, jaw clenched tight. "With what money? What connections? We're not exactly high society."

      An idea strikes me. I look Ashe dead in the eye. "What about Samantha? She could⁠—"

      "No," Ashe cuts me off, voice firm as steel. "I've said it once, and I'll say it again. Sam isn't involved in club business. That's her call, and we're gonna respect it. 'Sides, she's a criminal defense attorney. Whole different ballgame."

      Ever since Ashe married a criminal defense attorney, we've all kinda wondered how we could utilize that connection. But Ashe remains firm: his wife is not involved with the club.

      The room erupts into heated debate. Everyone's throwing out suggestions, each more desperate than the last.

      Avery pipes up. "Maybe it's time we find a new hustle. Something with less overhead, fewer employees to pay."

      Razor chimes in, "Or we could just cut the girls' pay, let 'em live on tips."

      Brandon shoots him a withering glare. "Ain't happening, Razor. Those girls deserve a living wage, same as you."

      Razor throws up his hands defensively but keeps his trap shut.

      I rub my temples, trying to think through the noise. There's gotta be a solution we're not seeing. Some angle we haven't played yet.

      The room erupts into a cacophony of arguments and half-baked ideas. I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to think through the noise. Then it hits me like a bolt of lightning. That high-powered real estate agent I helped earlier—maybe she could lend a hand.

      I raise my voice above the din. "Hey, what about that real estate lady I met today? The one with the busted Volvo?"

      Avery cracks a grin. "Is that supposed to help the club or help you get your cock wet?"

      The guys bust out laughing, the tension in the room easing a notch. I lean into the joke, shrugging. "Maybe both."

      Ashe holds up a hand, silencing the chuckles. "Hold up. You think this woman could actually help us out?"

      I nod. "She's some hotshot property queen. Deals with high-end clients all the time. If anyone can find us a new spot for Kitty Corner, it's her. Maybe a place we can own ourselves instead of paying rent."

      The room falls silent as they mull it over. Desperation hangs heavy in the air.

      Avery breaks the silence. "Shit, it's worth a shot. If she can land us a new location, we could scale down on dancers to save some money, charge more for drinks and all that. I'll crunch the numbers tonight, see if it's doable."

      Ashe fixes me with a hard stare. "Alright, Ryker. You're on point. Contact this woman, see if she's willing to play ball."

      I nod, already dreading the task ahead.

      As the meeting wraps, the guys rib me with a few more jokes about getting into the woman's expensive pants. I brush it off, insisting that's the last thing on my mind.

      But deep down, I know if she gave me even a hint of interest, I'd be powerless to resist. The memory of her citrusy scent and luscious curves haunts me as I ride home.

      That night, I toss and turn, my dreams filled with flashes of her face. I wake with a newfound determination. I have to see her again, even if it's just for business.

      The next day, I track down her real estate firm's address. I park my bike out front, steeling myself before pushing through the glass doors. The pristine lobby makes me feel like a bull in a china shop, all rough edges and leather.

      I approach the receptionist, trying to ignore the way she eyes me like I'm something she scraped off her shoe. "I'm, uh… I'm looking for a sexy real estate agent. She's curvy. Brown skin? Jet black hair? Looks like she could twist a man's stomach in knots?"

      The receptionist stares at me, open-mouthed.

      "Does… does anyone here fit that description?"

      The woman's eyes roam my body, drinking me in like I'm a tall glass of water and she's been lost in the desert for days. Her gaze lingers on my tattooed arms, my broad chest, before finally meeting my eyes again. She swallows hard, her cheeks flushing pink.

      "Um, Ms. Forrester is in a meeting right now," she stammers, her voice breathy. "But I can show you to the conference room where you can wait."

      I nod, flashing her a grin that makes her blush deepen. "Lead the way, darlin'."

      She scurries out from behind the desk, her high heels clicking on the marble floor as she guides me down a hallway lined with frosted glass doors. We stop outside one of them, and she gestures for me to enter.

      "I'll let Ms. Forrester know you're here as soon as her meeting concludes," she promises, her eyes still roaming my body like she can't quite believe I'm real.

      "Much obliged," I drawl, giving her a wink before stepping into the conference room.

      The space is all sleek lines and modern furniture, a far cry from the dive bars and smoky clubhouses I'm used to. I pace the room, my boots thudding against the plush carpet, trying to calm the nerves buzzing in my gut.
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