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Chapter One

 


Rylan Simmons stood when he saw his friend
and college roommate walk across the restaurant toward him. He
couldn’t help but smile at the small woman who bounced at his side.
This was the first time he would meet Darian’s little, Larkin, and
from what he could tell already, Darian had his hands full.

He stood and held out his hand to shake
Darian’s. “It’s great to see you.”

Darian grinned. “It’s been too damn long.”
He wrapped his arm around the woman. “This is my Larkin I’ve told
you about.”

Rylan shook her tiny hand. “It’s nice to
meet you finally. Your daddy talks about you all the time.”

Larkin grinned. “He told me about you, too.
He said you two used to get in trouble in college.”

Rylan smirked at Darian. “Did he also tell
you he caused most of it?”

Larkin giggled and looked up at Darian.
“Now, you can’t get mad at me.”

Darian grinned down at her. “Oh, pet, that’s
not the way it works.”

Rylan chuckled as they bickered back and
forth. He’d never seen his friend this playful or happy, and he was
glad he’d found Larkin.

“Do you both want to sit?” Rylan asked,
interrupting them.

Larkin and Darian laughed and sat very close
to each other on the other side of the table. He looked up when the
waitress stood by them.

“Hello, my name is Faith. Can I get you
anything to drink?”

Rylan thought she was a pretty little thing,
and he could tell she was extremely nervous because her hands
trembled. He wanted to put her at ease. “Hi, Faith. I’ll take
coffee and water.”

She bit down on her lip as she wrote
something down on paper. He watched her as she took the others’
orders. He could see her shake and wondered why. His gaze followed
her as she made her way across the room.

Darian chuckled, getting his attention.

He grinned. “Sorry. I don’t like that she
was shaking.”

Darian’s brows snapped together. “I didn’t
notice.”

“Do you want me to talk to her, Daddy?”

Darian laid his arm on the back of Larkin’s
seat. “Not yet. We’ll keep our eyes on her.”

“Tell me how business is going,” Rylan
said.

“Good. My partners and I have branched out,
brought in more partners,” Darian said.

“I want to hear more of that.”

“I wish you’d think about coming to
Arkansas.”

Rylan shook his head. “Not until my mom is
dead.”

“How can you stand to be around her?” Darian
asked.

“I feel obligated because she’s family.”

Darian nodded. “I understand that. You’ve
always been a guy who took his obligations seriously.”

“Because of my father.”

“He was a great man,” Darian said. “I
respected his views on about everything. He was a lot like my own
father.”

“Yes. He’s the one who taught me about
looking out for women and children and that the world would be a
better place if we have more chivalry and kindness and not as much
bullying.”

“I could never understand why your father
married your mother. They were so different.”

“My father told me it was an arranged
marriage. It definitely wasn’t a happy one. That’s why my father
put most of his time and money into charities. It made him happy
when he was looking out for the underdog.” Rylan smiled. He missed
him so much but felt blessed to have had him as a father for as
long as he did. “Besides, I’m used to Denver.”

“It’s very big,” Larkin commented.

Rylan nodded and then paused when the
waitress came back.

Faith set the tray on the edge of the table
and slowly put the glasses and cups in front of the three before
she straightened. “Are you ready to order?”

“Oh, gosh, I haven’t even looked,” Larkin
exclaimed. “Do you have a special?”

“Yes. Salmon with risotto and
asparagus.”

Larkin made gagging sounds, and Faith
grinned. “I don’t like that kind of food either.”

“Are the cheeseburgers good here?” Darian
asked.

Faith nodded. “I like them.”

“Then bring Larkin a burger with fries, and
I’ll take the special,” Darian said.

Rylan handed her the menu. “I’ll take it,
too.”

He didn’t like that Faith avoided looking at
him in the eyes. She seemed to be scared of men for some
reason.

“I’ll be back with your meals shortly.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

Faith’s gaze darted to his before she
scurried away.

“Daddy, what’s she afraid of?”

“I don’t know, pet.”

“Can I ask her when she comes back?”

“No, you’ll embarrass her. Rylan and I will
keep our eyes on her.”

Larkin nodded and took a drink of her
pop.

Rylan watched as the waitress took care of
her tables. There was one table that bothered him. When he saw the
way the men treated her, he was furious.

He and Darian continued to talk about
business as they waited for their meals.

“Here you go,” Faith said.

Rylan looked up as she set a plate down in
front of him. “Thank you. This looks delicious.”

She paused and glanced at him. “I’ll tell
the chef you said so. Is there anything else I can get you right
now?”

The three at the table shook their
heads.

“All right, I’ll check back with you in a
bit. Enjoy your meal.”


Chapter Two

 


They ate in silence for a moment.

Rylan pointed to Larkin’s plate. “That looks
better than what I’m having.”

She pushed her plate his way. “Do you want
to share?”

He grinned. “No, but thank you.” He looked
at Darian. “You’ve got a sweet girl here.”

“I think so. Most of the time.”

Rylan chuckled when she gasped in
outrage.

“Daddy, I can’t believe you said that.”

Darian cupped her chin. “Are there times
when you do things you know you’re not supposed to?”

Her bottom lip came out in a pout.
“Maybe.”

Darian snorted.

Out of the corner of his eye, Rylan saw the
waitress stop at the table of men. She had a tray of food she was
dispensing when one of the men reached out and grabbed her ass.

Startled, Faith shook and lost control of
the tray, and it crashed to the ground. The men yelled, and she
started crying.

“That prick. I hope the manager throws their
asses out,” Rylan said with a growl. His anger grew when the
manager yelled at Faith. Rylan stood. “I’ll be right back.” He
walked over to the group. “Sir, it’s not her fault. I saw this
dickhead grab her ass.”

The manager looked at the man and then back
at Rylan.

“I can’t see Mr. Bowman doing something like
that. Besides, this woman is beyond clumsy.”

“I don’t give a fuck who the man is.”

“He’s a well-known lawyer in town,” the
manager told him.

“Like I said, I don’t care. I saw what
happened.”

Rylan glanced at Darian as he came to stand
beside him. “I saw the same thing.”

“I’m sure you mean well, but she’s not a
good fit for my restaurant. She’s been here a short time and has
already broken several dishes.”

“You’re going to fire her because of this
prick?” Rylan asked.

“Hey, who the fuck are you?” Mr. Bowman
asked.

“I’m Rylan Simmons of the Simmons
Corporation.” He enjoyed it when all the men recognized him and
paled.

“Be as it may,” the manager said. “This was
going to be her last day.”

“Hey,” Rylan yelled at Faith when she cried
out, turned, and ran off.

Rylan scowled at the men. “This is fucked
up, and I certainly won’t be eating here again. I’ll tell my
friends not to eat here either. You just lost a lot of business
because of that asshole.”

“But … wait…” the manager said.

Rylan ignored him, turned, and walked back
to their table. He was pleased when Darian threw some bills down
and helped Larkin to her feet.

“I can’t believe what happened. Those men
were so mean,” Larkin said and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

“They’re assholes,” Darian said. “Let’s get
out of here.”

Rylan threw some money down and walked
behind them as they exited the restaurant.

“I wish we had grabbed the girl before she
took off,” Darian said.

“Hold on. I’m going to get her information
from someone,” Rylan said. He walked out a few minutes later,
frustrated. “They either won’t give out the information, or they
don’t have any. All the hostesses could tell me was Faith started
working here a few days ago, and far as they know, she’s on her own
and hasn’t made friends.”

“Let me make a call,” Darian said.

Rylan squeezed the back of his neck. Jesus,
the poor girl had no one, and it broke his heart. That was the type
of person his father would have helped.

Rylan looked around. “Where’s Larkin?”

Darian stuck his phone in his pocket and
scowled as they looked around. “She knows better than this,” he
grumbled.

Rylan followed Darian as they walked down
the sidewalk. He caught a flash of color out of the corner of his
eyes and looked down the alley. “I see her.”

Both men headed that way to find Larkin and
Faith sitting on a wooden crate, crying together and holding hands.
Both girls’ faces were red from crying.

“Pet, don’t you ever walk off like that
again,” Darian said.

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I saw her, and I had to
talk to her.”

“I understand that, but next time, tell
me.”

Larkin nodded.

Rylan squatted down by Faith. “I’m sorry you
got fired.”

Faith sniff and nodded. “It’s okay. They’re
assholes.”

Rylan bit back a chuckle. “Young ladies
should not be cursing.”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s good I’m
not a lady then.”

Larkin snorted and pressed her hand against
her mouth, but Rylan could still hear the giggles she tried to
hide.

Darian pulled Larkin up and put his arm
around her waist.

Rylan grinned. “What are you going to do
now?”

Faith shrugged.

“I asked you a question, Faith.”

She sniffed again. “That doesn’t mean I have
to answer it.”

“Oh, Daddy, she sounds like a brat. She’s
going to get spanked,” Larkin whispered to Darian.

“Where are you going from here?” Rylan asked
again.

“Home.”

She tried to stand, but Rylan reached out
and put his hand on her arm to keep her in place.

“Not yet. Now tell me what your plans are.”
He caught the flash of desperation in her eyes before she blocked
it, and he knew she needed some kind of help.

She shrugged.

He sighed. “I’m asking because I can get you
a job in my building if you need one.”

Her eyes widened. “Where is that?”

“It’s just eight blocks away.”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“You can’t, really.”

“He’s a good guy,” Larkin said. “My daddy
trusts him.”

Her brows puckered. “Daddy? But…”

“It’s a long story,” Larkin told her.

“I want you to come to my office.” Rylan
handed her his card. “Tell them I sent you. I want you there
tomorrow at eight sharp. Can you do that?”

“This is for real?”

“Yes, baby.”

She still looked suspicious. “What would I
be doing?” Faith asked.

“I’m not sure yet. Do you know how to use a
computer?”

“Yes.”

“Good. We’ll figure it out.”

“Why are you doing this for me?” Faith
asked.

“Because I think you got a shitty deal, and
I wanted to help you.” He stood and then helped her to her feet.
“Let’s get you home.”

The four walked back toward the street.

She froze. “Listen, I don’t think it would
be smart to show you where I live. It’s only a few blocks from
here.”

Rylan studied her face. He had a
gut-wrenching feeling that if he let her go right now, he’d never
see her again.

“You promise to come to the office
tomorrow?”

He watched as she studied his card then
nodded. “Yes.”

He cupped her chin in the palm of his hand.
“Don’t waste this opportunity, Faith.”

“I won’t.”

“Good. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Rylan watched
her walk off and almost snatched her back. He hoped and prayed he
was doing the right thing, letting her walk off without more
information. He’d know for sure in the morning.
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