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Chapter One

 


Tilda Delcore pulled her jacket tighter
around her as she stepped out of the backdoor of the diner. The
temperature had dropped during her shift, and she shivered in the
cool night air. Stepping out into the alley, she adjusted her purse
that was slung over her chest and she started her walk home. Yup,
she really needed to stop pretending her jean jacket was suitable
for this kind of weather.

She’d agreed to take the late shift a month
ago, and after getting her sleep pattern in line, she found herself
enjoying it. Home by two in the morning and the tips weren’t that
bad. The only thing that was wrong was the walk home.

Six blocks felt like a long way to go in the
middle of the night. During the day, the walk was pleasant enough.
There were always people around and cars whizzing by. But at two in
the morning, it was a different picture. For most of the walk home,
until the final few blocks, she was passing through a shopping
district, dead in the middle of the night. There were no
restaurants open that late, but at least she had the glow from the
display windows that were kept on all night. She window-shopped
sometimes, fantasizing about the various high-end fashion items she
could never afford, and tried to enjoy the peace after being around
the noisy customers and loud kitchen for eight hours.

But the last two blocks were the worst. They
were residential blocks and there was no warm glow from any store
signs or windows. Her neighborhood wasn’t exactly poor, but she’d
rather not walk through it after dark. Her only other option was to
take a taxi, but it seemed ridiculous to work the late shift, only
to spend a significant portion of her tips on getting home.

No, she simply needed to toughen up a bit.
She’d lived in the city for three years and nothing bad had really
happened to her. Once she’d experienced an attempted mugging when
some young kid tried to grab her bag, but that was in the middle of
the day in a busy public park. Thankfully, the strap she always
wore pulled over her chest had held out, and after the mugger
realized it wasn’t going to break, he’d scampered off. Not exactly
CSI-level action.

Nonetheless, Tilda had to give herself the
same pep talk almost every night as she exited the safety of the
diner into the alley. The other waitress on the late shift, Kara,
was picked up by her boyfriend. He was handsome and always gave
Tilda a wink. She knew he was a harmless flirt and the envy she
felt nightly as she watched the couple walk to his car hand-in-hand
had more to do with her own loneliness than actually wanting Kara’s
boyfriend.

Hell, even when she had a boyfriend, her ex,
Toby, had never been the kind of man who worried about her. Before
Toby, there had only two other guys and they hadn’t been around
long enough to even visit her at work, let alone offer to escort
her home after a long shift.

She’d been single for too long. It wasn’t
for lack of offers. More often than not, a few times a week new
customers would ask her out or leave their number with their tip.
Her regulars knew that she wasn’t interested. At twenty-two, Tilda
knew she should be putting herself out there, but she just couldn’t
find the heart. She’d broken up with Toby a year ago. And frankly
she was glad to see the back of him. She’d pushed herself to stay
with him for as long as she could stand it, telling herself that
all relationships needed work and she was expecting too much.

Toby had been nice at first, and the sex was
all right, but after a while he stopped trying to please her and,
as long as he got off, he was happy. After a few months he started
asking to borrow money. He’d lost his job but didn’t seem to have
any interest in looking for another one. It was when she caught him
slipping money out of her wallet that she ended it. Surviving in
the city was hard enough without having to worry about her own
boyfriend stealing from her.

Ever since then, she’d been stuck in a rut.
After Toby, she’d promised herself to hold out until she felt more
than a mild attraction. She wanted gut-wrenching lust, attraction
that drove her to distraction. As lonely as she was, companionship
wasn’t enough. Passion, heat, uncontrollable urges—those were what
she was aiming for now.

The cold wind swirled around her and she let
herself wallow in the fact there was no one who would worry whether
or not she got home safely. Her dead-beat parents lived two
counties away and had barely noticed when she’d moved out of their
cramped trailer as soon as she finished high school.

The upshot was that
Tilda was finally
doing what she wanted, even if it was hard: she wasn’t living in a
trailer, relying on handouts and waiting to fall pregnant by some
guy who had a dead-end job, if any job at all. She was independent,
reliant on no one for food or shelter.

Working at the diner was tiring, but it
allowed her to live in the city, and now that she was on the late
shift, she could start thinking about maybe taking some classes at
the community college and begin building a better future for
herself. She paid her own way and her apartment was tiny but clean
and safe.

There was really nothing to complain about,
she thought as she quickly scurried past another dark alley where
she saw a few homeless people sleeping. At least she’d be in her
own bed, safe and sound within the hour.

A few blocks from home, she noticed the
construction site across the street was lit up and a team of
workers, distinctive in their hi-vis yellow vests were milling
around. The lot had been empty for months, and in the past week
she’d noted the scaffolding being erected during the day. She was
surprised to see that a night crew was working on it, but it made
sense. It was a busy area during the day and they would have to be
working around the steady flow of people and cars, most likely
making it difficult to access the site safely. She paused and
watched the men. Construction work was hard, and she wondered how
much harder it was on a night shift.

A whistle broke her out of her daze and she
realized that a few of the men had stopped to look at her. Now that
they had her attention, a steady stream of catcalls commenced.

“Hey pretty thing, like what you see? Why
don’t you come over here and get a closer look.”

“You look pretty cold. I’ve got something
right here that can warm you up.”

One of them grabbed his crotch and
suggestively thrust his hips in her direction. Thank God she was on
the opposite side of the street. But it was a small street and they
were close enough to see the blush that spread across her face.

“Oh, look you’ve embarrassed her, Rick. And
you haven’t even whipped it out yet. Why don’t you give her a real
show? Come on over, sweetcheeks. We won’t bite.”

Wrapping her arms around her waist, Tilda
turned to walk away. It was harmless banter. They wouldn’t really
touch her. Would they? She glanced over her shoulder and her eyes
widened as she saw two of them men crossing the street toward
her.

“Come on, don’t run away. You can keep us
company.”

Tilda turned forward and sped up. Part of
her wanted to run, but she knew that if they wanted to catch her,
they easily could. She just needed to keep her head down and keep
walking. There was no point panicking when they were just looking
to get a rise out of her.

A third voice joined the two that were
quickly gaining ground on her, but instead of joining their crude
quips, it was injected with anger and violence toward her pursuers.
“Shut the fuck up, Gerry, and leave her alone.”

She stopped and spun around. The new man,
wearing the same fluorescent vest as the rest, now stood between
her and the two men. His back was to her, but by his size and bulk
she knew there was no way his two smaller peers were getting past
him if he didn’t want them to.

“Come on, Ryan. We’re just having a bit of
fun. Don’t be such a hardass. Get out of the way.”

“I said shut up. Turn around get back to
work. You’re not even on break yet. You can try and get your prick
wet when you’re not on the clock.”

“Jesus Christ, fine. She’s not worth it.”
The two men grumbled and turned to walk back to the site, but not
before one of them stuck his tongue out between two forked fingers,
wiggling it suggestively at her. Nice, real nice.

The third man finally turned around and
raised his eyebrows at her. “What are you doing still standing
there? I thought you’d be long gone.”

Tilda stared at the man in front of her.
After a year of not even a hint of attraction to the opposite sex,
she now felt a tingle spreading through her stomach.

He was gorgeous, but rough. His hair was cut
short to his scalp, almost shaved, and the tip of a tattoo was just
visible on the side of his neck. He was tall, much taller than she
was, but that wasn’t saying much. He was easily over six feet. It
was his piercing blue eyes that hit her deep inside.

“Um… I … Thank you.” She swallowed, annoyed
at her sudden shyness.

“No problem.” He was frowning at her and she
knew she should turn around and continue walking home, but she
couldn’t. Not yet.


Chapter Two

 


Ryan stared at the small woman in front of
him. She was tiny. At least a foot shorter, and although he
couldn’t get a good look at her with her jacket wrapped around her,
the waitress uniform showed off just enough of her legs that he
could tell she was petite but still curvy. And now she was watching
him like a deer in the headlights. It didn’t help that her big,
brown eyes were open wide and she looked like a lost, little
doe.

Ryan got along with the guys on his team
most of the time, but Gerry and his sidekick, Rick, were always
hassling women walking past the site. Ryan knew better than to
intervene, but when they’d started going after the young waitress
who’d stopped to look at the site, he couldn’t help but step in. He
didn’t think they would have hurt her, but he wasn’t one hundred
percent sure, and there was something about her that made him want
to help her.

She still wasn’t walking away, as if she
were waiting for him to say something else.

“You shouldn’t be walking through this
neighborhood this late at night.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I have to. I
work at Jimmy’s Diner on the late shift.”

“You can’t catch a ride or get someone to
walk you home? Your boyfriend doesn’t mind you putting yourself in
danger?” As much as he
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