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            ABOUT

          

        

      

    

    
      The first time I saw my landlord Jude Wayland, with his gentle brown eyes and a body built to do damage, I knew he was trouble. Sure, he has the nice guy routine mastered, but I’m not buying it. In my experience, no one does a good deed for free.

      Now that he’s seen me at my lowest, the sexy P.I with a white knight complex wants to uncover my secrets. He also has me craving more of his sizzling kisses. But I can’t give in to my feelings for him. I promised my sister that I’d raise her daughter without a man, and I won’t let her down again.

      Yet as my past catches up with me, bringing danger to our door, I’ll have to make a choice—let Jude in and betray my sister, or run, leaving behind the only man I’ve ever loved.

      

      Ruthless Protector is the fourth book in the Lawless Kings series, but each of these sexy, gritty contemporary romances can be enjoyed as a standalone.
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        Willa

      

      

      
        
        One year ago

        Ashwood Falls, Ohio

      

      

      I turned onto my sister and no-good, piece of shit, brother in-law’s, street, and my stomach sank. There was a cop car in the front of their house, lights flashing. The neighbors were all out on the street, watching the drama unfold, enjoying every damn bit of it. I pulled up behind Landon’s patrol car and climbed out, slamming the door behind me. I’d known Landon since high school; he was a good guy, was good to me. He understood the hell I was going through with my sister, how my hands were tied where my niece Tilly was concerned, and thankfully had always let me take her without involving child protection.

      Unfortunately, my niece’s distress call tonight was not the first, but it was going to be the goddamn last. Rebecca had shot up, smoked, and snorted shit up her nose for the last time. My older sister was going to rehab again and this time, she wasn’t discharging herself. She was going to leave that worthless asshole Trent for good, and I was taking Tilly, and I wasn’t giving her back until she had her life sorted out.

      A muffled yell came from the patrol car. Trent was cuffed in the back, eyes wide and glassy, face red, screaming my sister’s name. The idiot headbutted the window when he saw me.

      I flipped him off, pushed open the weather-beaten gate, and strode to the front door. It opened before I could get out my key.

      I looked up at Landon. “Just let me grab Tilly and I’ll get out of here. Tell Rebecca I’ll be back to talk to her in the morning.” No way could I deal with her tonight. I was too pissed off, and after seeing Trent, I could guess the state she was in. Attempting to have a conversation with her would be pointless. “She promised,” I said to Landon. “She promised me she was staying clean this time, that she was done with Trent…well, I’m done. I’m so goddamn done…”

      “Willa…”

      “No, Landon, I mean it this time. I’m going to…”

      “Willa…”

      “Just let me get Tilly…”

      “Willa,” he said, stronger this time, stopping me mid-tirade.

      As soon as I took a good look at him, I knew something bad had happened. Not the usual bad, like Tilly left alone, or freaking out because her parents were passed out, or they forgot to pick her up from school because they were too wasted to drive. Which was all seriously bad stuff—unforgivable—but this was worse. My hand shot out, grabbing for the door frame, my legs suddenly weak. “Tilly?”

      “She’s fine. She’s with Mrs. Jones next door.”

      Okay, Tilly was fine. She went to Mrs. Jones’ a lot. I’d told her to go there if she was ever frightened and to call me. I trusted Mrs. Jones; she’d known Rebecca and me since we were little. In fact, this had been our family home once upon a time. We’d lived here with our mom. Our dad had decided he didn’t want a family anymore, that he had better things to do. So, Mom had raised us on her own.

      I dropped my hand. “Okay, good. Let me pack Tilly a bag and take her to my place. Are you taking them both to the station? Are they being charged with anything?” I tried to move past him, but he blocked my way.

      “You can’t go in there, Willa.”

      I met his eyes and he shook his head. “What are you…what’s going on…”

      “Rebecca OD’ed.”

      My fingers dug harder into the doorframe. “Is she…”

      Landon's expression turned sympathetic. “Bob’s working on her, an ambulance is on the way.”

      I shoved him aside and tore down the hall, ignoring his startled call. I found her on her bedroom floor, skin a weird color, vomit and other shit on her face and clothes, the carpet beside her. Bob, Landon’s partner, was doing chest compressions.

      I ran over and dropped to my knees. “Goddamn it, Rebecca, wake up. Wake the hell up.”

      “Stay back,” Bob said and carried on trying to save my sister’s life.

      She suddenly took a deep, rattling breath and her hand shot out, grabbing mine in a grip so tight it hurt. She said something.

      “Don’t try and talk, Becky…don’t…”

      “Pr-promise me,” she choked out. “Tilly.”

      “You’re going to be okay, you’ll be okay…”

      She squeezed my hand tighter, nails digging into my skin. “Promise,” she said again.

      I blinked and a hot tear streaked down my face. “I promise,” I whispered.

      As soon as she had the words she wanted, her head rolled back so she was staring straight up, another rattling breath passed her lips…then nothing. I shook her. “Rebecca…Rebecca! Do something!” I screamed at Bob. “Fucking do something.”

      He reached over, placing his hand over mine. “She’s gone.”

      I yanked my hand from his. No. No, she couldn’t be gone.

      I stared down at her, waiting for another one of those rattling breaths, waiting for her to fight, to stay with me.

      But she didn’t.

      Her eyes were wide open, staring straight up. Eyes that were the same shade of green as mine, and there was nothing there. Nothing.

      Images of when we were kids flashed through my mind like a movie reel. The two of us laughing, playing, fighting. The day she gave birth to Tilly, me by her side, holding her hand. Just like I was now. We’d been best friends once, we’d been inseparable.

      Now she was gone.

      Bending low, I pressed her cool fingers to my forehead as excruciating pain flowed through me, the likes I had never felt before, searing a mark on my soul that I knew would never heal. God, I thought…I truly thought I’d get her back one day. That she’d get straightened out, off the drugs, and I’d have her back.

      I started to rock, great wracking sobs jarring my whole body.

      Her voice echoed through my mind, a promise she’d made me make the last time she was in the hospital, the last time she’d nearly OD’ed.

      “Don’t let a man fuck up your life like I did, Willa, like Mom did. I…I need you to promise me you’ll take care of Tilly if anything happens to me. Promise me you’ll raise her right. No man. You’ll look after my baby, you’ll keep her safe, and you’ll do it on your own.”

      “I promise,” I whispered, still clutching my sister’s lifeless hand. “I promise.”
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        Willa

      

      

      “Willa! Get your skinny ass over here. Jesus, woman, I’m not paying you to stand around twiddling your damned thumbs.”

      Cindy, one of the other waitresses, glanced at me over her shoulder and smirked. Bitch. She’d hated me since I walked in here six months ago. I ignored her and turned to Alf, my large, hairy, extremely rude, boss. He was scowling at me, meaty hands on his hips, flashing impressive pit stains, even for him.

      I walked over and dumped my tray on the bar. “My shift just finished, I’m taking off.”

      He scowled harder. “Why the fuck did I agree to this again?”

      I’d been finishing at ten since I started, but even I could see it wasn’t working. “I need to get home to my little girl, remember?” I needed this job. I needed things to stay as they were, but looking at Alf now, I got a feeling he was done letting me have my way.

      “Cindy has a kid, she doesn’t ask for special fucking treatment.”

      My fingers tightened around the edge of the bar. Nope. I didn’t like where this was going, not one damned bit. “You agreed to it when you hired me, Alf, remember?”

      “I’m not fucking simple. Of course I remember. You got all that pink hair, that little frame, that nice round ass. I thought you’d be good for business, now I’m not sure you’re worth the extra hassle.”

      I bit back my snarky comment. “Look, Alf…”

      “This ain’t working for me anymore, girl. Letting you leave at ten throws my roster out. I’m having trouble getting girls to cover you, and lately, we’ve ended up short a waitress.” He shook his head, his jowls wobbling with the movement. “It ain’t fair on the girls willing to do a full shift, Willa.”

      Fuck. As shitty as it was, I couldn’t lose this job. “Alf, come on…”

      “Hot as you are, I’d hate to let you go, but I need you to do a full shift or find another job.”

      “You can’t do that…please, Alf…”

      “I’ll give you this week to sort out childcare or whatever, but starting next Saturday, you’re here until closing or you’re out.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, to plead my case, but he turned his back on me and got back to filling drinks orders. Conversation over.

      What the hell am I going to do?

      Quickly making my way to the break room, I grabbed my bag, slung it over my shoulder, and left out the back way, not wanting to look at Cindy’s smug damn face again, and out to the bus stop.

      Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long.

      I rented a brownstone in Brooklyn. The place was real nice, nicer than I ever thought I could afford; well, right now, I couldn’t afford shit. But the house was way cheaper than anything else I could find in a neighborhood like that. It was the kind of place that young couples moved to when they were ready to have kids and settle down. There were also older people who had been there their whole lives. Like my neighbor, Fay. She reminded me a lot of Mrs. Jones, back in Ashwood Falls. Sweet, but also no pushover. Except Fay Esposito wasn’t some sweet, cardigan-wearing old lady. She was in her early sixties, with long wavy gray-streaked black hair, and the figure of a woman half her age. She told it like it was, but she always meant well and she loved Tilly. We’d become friends and I appreciated that friendship more than she’d ever know.

      Which is why I refused to take advantage. I paid her for her time as was only fair. What I couldn’t do, was afford to leave Tilly there overnight, four nights a week, and that’s what I’d have to do if I worked until closing. The bar closed when the customers left; some nights, that wasn’t until two or three in the morning.

      My phone buzzed in my bag, and I quickly pulled it out and checked the screen. I’d missed five calls and a text. Three calls from Fay. The rest from an unknown number.

      Shit. My heart plummeted to my feet as I hit reply. I usually kept my phone with me when I worked, but Alf had been cracking down and he’d made me leave it in the break room.

      “Is everything all right? Is Tilly hurt?” I asked as soon as Fay answered.

      “She’s fine. Tils is fine,” she said quickly. There was a pause. “But a man came by earlier. He was knocking on your door. Stayed for a long time.”

      Maybe it was Evan? Maybe he wanted to talk…maybe he’d changed his mind? I gritted my teeth. Well, too bad. I had nothing to say to that asshole. Not one damn thing. He’d made the right noises when Rebecca died, played the doting boyfriend, pretended he gave a shit, then left me as soon as soon as he realized I’d be raising Tilly.

      I clutched the phone tighter. “Did you get a good look at him?”

      “Brown hair, average build. Couldn’t see much else. It was dark outside.”

      Trent had brown hair as well.

      “You know who it could be?” Fay asked.

      “Maybe.”

      Silence. “You okay, honey?”

      I ignored the nervous flurry that started up in my belly. “Yeah, of course. I’m fine.”

      “I’ve got your back, you know that. Do we need to be worried about this guy?”

      I bit my lip when it started trembling. “Really, it’s fine, nothing to worry about. I’ll be home in a few minutes.”

      I disconnected and stared at the unknown number on my phone. If it was Trent, how the hell had he gotten my number, my address? The asshole wasn’t that clever. My heart was hammering as I clicked open the text. Please let it be Evan. At least he was predictable.

      You have something of mine. You want to keep her, answer your damn phone when I call tomorrow.

      I shoved my phone back in my bag and stared out the window. Trent. God, what if he’d gone next door to ask after me? What if he’d seen Tilly? What if she’d seen him? I was shaking by the time I’d walked home from the bus stop. I rushed up the stairs to Fay’s house, stumbling on the last, and going down on my knees hard. There was a burning pain as my skin scraped against concrete.

      I hissed. “Shit.” Stumbling to my feet, I ignored the sting and knocked softly, in case Tilly was asleep. She usually was when I came to pick her up.

      The door opened and Fay motioned me in silently. “She’s only been out for a few minutes.” She grabbed my arm when I started toward Tilly. “What happened to your knees, girl?”

      “It’s nothing, I tripped.”

      Her fingers curled around my mine, keeping me where I was. “Willa, honey, are you okay?”

      She was watching me closely. I was positive the woman could read minds; she always seemed to know when I was hiding something, if I was having a bad day or whatever, and called me on it. “Yeah,” I lied. “All good.”

      She frowned, lips thinning. “Willa…”

      “I promise, everything is A-okay,” I said, even as panic began to rise again.

      I turned away from Fay before she saw right through me, and I quickly went to Tilly who was asleep on the couch, and carefully scooped her up.

      Eight-year-olds weren’t light. Tilly was small for her age, but with the way my limbs were still shaking and my knees throbbed, it was sheer determination that had me moving through the living room and out the door.

      I glanced back. “Thanks, Fay.” But she wasn’t looking at me, she was looking over my shoulder, head tilted back.

      I turned and was suddenly eyes to monster-chest, staring down some impressive pecs. I gritted my teeth. I knew who it was without having to look up. The way the black t-shirt stretched over…well, everything. Every muscled inch, there was no mistaking who the torso belonged to.

      My landlord.

      Jude Wayland.

      The guy was a human bulldozer.

      I forced myself to look up and meet his eyes, because the guy owned the roof over my head and that meant I had to be polite, right? As always, as soon as I lifted my gaze I felt the impact of those gentle brown peepers staring down at me like a wallop to the sternum. My reaction annoyed the hell out of me, like it always did. Kind eyes or not, he couldn’t be trusted. No man could. Behind those eyes could lurk the mind of a sexual deviant or a serial killer. Just because he seemed nice, was kind to older ladies and desperate women with children, didn’t mean jack shit. I’d thought Evan was a super nice guy when I met him. My mom had thought the same about my Dad, and somehow Trent had convinced Rebecca he wasn’t the slimy asshole that he was. People pretended all the time to get what they wanted.

      I was never falling for that shit ever again.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I blurted. So much for being polite.

      His brows shot north.

      I felt my face heat. Shit. “I mean, I didn’t call, the water heater is working fine.” It was also nearly 11 p.m.

      “I called him,” Fay said.

      I hitched Tilly higher in my arms—that were aching by this point—and spun to her face her. “What? Why?”

      “There was some creep hanging around your place. Jude here used to be a cop.” She shrugged. “What else was I gonna do?”

      Crap. “I told you I have everything under control,” I said to her, then looked back at my landlord. “Sorry for the hassle, but your assistance isn’t required here, it never was.”

      He made a rumbling sound, not actual words, but he didn’t need them, the sound easily translated to You’re full of shit. He gave me an up and down and his eyes softened. He reached out. “Give me the kid, you look ready to collapse.”

      “I’ve got her.” I made to walk past and my shaking legs started to give out.

      Before I could go down, the behemoth beside me cursed and scooped me and Tilly up in his enormous arms and started toward my house.

      My head spun toward him so fast I probably looked like the chick from The Exorcist. “What in the actual fuck?” I hissed.

      He carried on walking. “Woman, you were about to fall over holding your kid.”

      “No, I wasn’t.” My heart was hammering in my chest, and there was a weird flippy-floppy feeling going nuts in my belly.

      “Right,” he muttered and carried on up the stairs to my front door. The brownstone was three stories high. The first floor was a separate apartment, which was currently empty, and also owned by the guy carrying me. Tilly and I had the two floors above.

      As soon as we hit the top step, he settled me back on my feet, then reached out and took Tilly from me. I stared up at him in shock. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

      “Keys,” he muttered.

      Seeing as the big bastard didn’t look to be in a hurry to go anywhere, I yanked my keys from my pocket, unlocked the door, and shoved it open. He strode in after me.

      “Where do you want her?” he asked.

      With Trent showing up, I didn’t want her out of my sight, so I led him upstairs to the master bedroom. “In here. Put her in my bed.” I pulled the covers back.

      He did, then stood back as I lay her down and tucked her in. When I turned around, those brown eyes weren’t soft anymore; they were sharp, intelligent, probing.

      I shooed him out of my room, like an unwelcome stray cat, and pulled the door closed behind me. The last thing I wanted was to wake Tilly, but then I doubted anything could wake her at this point. My niece slept heavily, always had.

      I planted my hands on my hips and scowled up at him. “What the fuck, man?”

      His lips twitched.

      Awesome. I was throwing off my best get-the-fuck-lost vibes and this asshole found me amusing. I went back downstairs and he followed. “You did your good deed for the day, you can leave now.”

      The smirk vanished. “Sit down.”

      My spine straightened, and I wondered if it was humanly possible to actually spit fire. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’re bleeding every-damn-where. Sit the hell down and let me take a look at your knees.”

      I glanced down. Well, shit, I must have scraped them up worse than I thought. “I can take care of it.”

      He ignored me, walked into the kitchen and opened the cupboard under the sink, pulling out the first-aid kit I stored under there. He’d obviously seen it when he unblocked the pipe a couple of months ago. He turned to face me and the determination I saw there had me taking a step back.

      He froze, and then the guy kind of slouched, like he was trying to make himself smaller, holding his hands up in front of him. All I’m-not-armed-I-surrender, or whatever.

      “Willa, I just want to take a look at your knees, that’s it.”

      Jesus, he thought I was scared of him. I didn’t want him to think that. I wasn’t scared, I just didn’t want him to touch me, for several reasons, but I also didn’t want him to think…

      “That guy that came here tonight? Is he your ex? Has he hurt you before?”

      That.

      I took a steadying breath. No, my ex was a different species of pond scum than Trent. All the shit Evan had spouted about loving me had been nothing but lies. I should have known better, but I’d obviously needed one final kick in the guts to get the message. You couldn’t trust anyone. You just…couldn’t.

      I looked over at Jude. I didn’t need this guy in my business, and I got the feeling that’s exactly what would happen if I shared anything with him. I didn’t want him sticking his nose in, making himself feel good, like some great big, muscular do-gooder.

      Trent was a low piece of shit, but I could handle him on my own. I didn’t need a man for anything, certainly not this. But I wasn’t getting rid of him—the guy was an ex-cop for Christ’s sake—and if he thought I was a battered woman in need of rescuing, he’d be all over that shit like white on rice.

      So, I relaxed my stance and forced a laugh. “Nope, to all of the above.” I shrugged and plonked down in one of the chairs at the kitchen table. “Right, let’s get this over with. If you want to play nursemaid, big guy, who am I to argue.”

      His expression didn’t change, but his eyes narrowed a little.

      “So, you’ve fixed a few scrapes before?” I said to kill the silence, to make sure he didn’t go back to questioning me.

      He dumped the first-aid kit on the kitchen table and then crouched down, his own knees cracking as he did. Even like that, the guy was huge, biceps straining the sleeves of his t-shirt, shoulders so damn wide that when he was standing in front of me, he was all I could see.

      He flicked open the lid on the first-aid kit and pulled out some antibacterial wipes. “A few.” He gently started cleaning around my grazes.

      “How’d you get these?” he asked without looking up.

      I hissed as he carefully dragged a wipe over the graze. “I tripped.”

      “You need to be more careful,” he said, then leaned in, and started blowing on my injured skin.

      Whatever I was going to say flew out of my head. His breath against my damp skin was cooling and eased the sting.

      “What are you doing?” I said, my voice a little huskier than I would have liked.

      “Blowing on your scraps.” He shrugged. “It’s supposed to help with the pain or some shit.” Then he carried on wiping and blowing.

      I stared down at him, dumbfounded. When was the last time someone looked after me? When was the last time someone cleaned up my scrapes, or bought me Tylenol when I had a migraine, or tissues when I had a cold? I couldn’t remember. Not since my mother passed away, I knew that much. Not that she’d been that kind of mother. In the end, she’d blamed us for our father leaving, so Rebecca and I had mostly taken care of ourselves.

      Suddenly, I became aware of the intimacy of it all. The quiet kitchen, the oven clock ticking softly, and the gentle way he was tending my injuries. The feel of his breath, cool where the wipes had been, and warm everywhere else.

      I wanted to pull away, but one of his massive hands had curled around the back of my knee, holding my leg still as he cleaned it with the other. His fingers were rough and sure and his skin was hot. Those cold nights in winter, when Tilly and I first moved here with barely any money or possessions, only the few things I’d been able to fit in my car—I’d made sure Tilly was warm, given her most of the blankets and quilts. Some nights, I just couldn’t get warm. I’d bet Jude Wayland was warm all over, that you wouldn’t need blankets with him wrapped around you…over you…

      “So this guy’s not your ex?” he said into the quiet.

      I jolted, my face heating, like he could see where my mind had wandered. “What?”

      “The guy, the one who came here tonight, he’s definitely not your ex?” he asked, still not looking up at me as he opened a Band-Aid.

      I bristled. “I said he wasn’t.”

      He carefully covered the first graze. “You know what he wants?”

      “Nope.” Not a lie, though I did know it couldn’t be anything good, and I hoped like hell he was decent enough not to unsettle Tilly after how far she’d come. Who was I kidding? There wasn’t a decent bone in Trent’s body.

      “He a loan shark? You owe money?” he asked as he moved to the other knee.

      My back went straight. “What? No. I’m not that stupid.”

      He was opening another Band-Aid and I snatched it from his fingers and stuck it on myself. Every damn thing came at a cost. This guy wasn’t cleaning me up out of the kindness of his heart, he wanted to make sure I wasn’t some loser magnet that would lower the tone of the street, that some asshole wasn’t going to come here and trash his precious house because I’d pissed off the wrong person. “You done with the questions?”

      He stood and I did the same, trying not to wince when my scrapes smarted. No way was I letting the man loom over me. Not that me getting vertical made much difference since the guy was well over six feet.

      He shrugged. “You want me to be?” he said mildly, his big body held in a relaxed way, that was anything but relaxed. The man was coiled strength and sharp intelligence.

      God, his eyes went soft again and at the same time, intense. I realized suddenly, that he was asking if I needed his help. Another wallop, this time to the gut. I smothered it. As nice as it would be to dump all my worries and fears on someone else’s humongous shoulders, I knew better.

      He was protecting his interests, that’s all. He didn’t care about me or Tils, why would he? He barely knew us. I’d learned repeatedly not trust easily, especially a man, with my weaknesses, my soft underbelly, because inevitably, they used it against you, or made promises they couldn’t keep, or walked, leaving you worse off than you were to start with.

      I wouldn’t do that to myself, not again, and I wouldn’t do that to Tilly, ex-cop or not. And all that aside, I’d made a promise to my sister, that I would do this alone, and I would.

      I didn’t need this man, any man, to rescue me.

      “It’s late, I’d like you to leave,” I said, and motioned to the door.

      He stood there for a few seconds, eyeballing me, then finally reached back and pulled something from his back pocket and dropped it on the table. His eyes came back to mine. “You ever get worried about anything, here’s my number.”

      “I already have your number,” I bit out, sharper than I intended, just wanting him gone.

      “This is my work number.” He placed the tip of one long, thick finger on it and slid it toward me. “Sometimes I can’t be reached on my cell. Call here, they’ll know how to get hold of me if it’s urgent.”

      “I don’t need it,” I said, sliding it back toward him, my pulse speeding up and my hands getting sweaty for some weird reason.

      “Keep it anyway.” Then with that, he turned and strode across my kitchen, down the hall, and out the door, pulling it shut softly behind him.

      Before I knew I was going to do it, I was rushing to the dark living room and peering out the lace curtains, watching as he swung a long leg over his Harley and fired it to life. He eased out onto the street and a few seconds later, he was gone.

      I made my way back to the kitchen, and annoyingly, unable to control my curiosity, picked up the plain white card with black writing printed on it.

      The King Agency was in bold. I scanned the rest. Jude Wayland, P.I.

      He was a private investigator.

      I had no idea. If the guy wanted to know my story, I doubted he’d have any trouble finding out. But why would he? He had no grounds to go ferreting through my shitty background. I’d been nothing but a model tenant since I moved in. One late night douchebag banging on my door shouldn’t spark his curiosity over me and Tilly that much.

      I hoped not anyway. If he found out my brother-in-law was an ex-con and a known dealer and user, our number would be up and we’d be out of here. We’d lose this sweet apartment, I had no doubt.

      As I got ready for bed, I did my best to push my burly, nosey, graze-tending landlord from my mind, and after making sure the house was locked up tight and the security system was activated, I climbed into bed beside Tilly, snuggling in close to her.

      This was all I needed.

      Tilly and me.

      I didn’t need anybody else, and neither did she.

      Unfortunately, my subconscious had other ideas.

      I dreamed of cold nights, strong arms, and hot, rough skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Willa

      

      

      Tilly whimpered, her small hands cradling her head, tears rolling down her cheeks.

      I placed a cool washcloth on her forehead, feeling so damn helpless. “I’ll be right back, baby,” I said to her and walked out to the hallway, pulling my phone from my back pocket.

      My boss had kids. Surely he’d understand why I couldn’t come in tonight? I hit Alf’s number and waited. Right now, my only hope was somehow tugging on those paternal heartstrings I knew he had to have hidden under the gruff exterior, and getting the guy to sympathize with my current predicament. If not?

      I was seriously screwed.

      “Why are you calling me and not here serving fucking drinks?” Alf growled into the phone.

      “Alf, look, I have a situation here and I’m not going to make it in tonight.”

      “You better be shitting me, girl. It’s your first night doing a full shift.”

      Shit. “I promise it won’t happen again, but Tilly’s sick,” I lied, and we both knew it. My niece suffered from migraines like my me and my sister both did…or had. They’d started not long after Tilly turned seven. They could be scary, especially for a little kid. This was only the third one she’d had, so unfortunately not the first time I’d called in needing time off, but Tilly needed me. “Please, Alf…”

      “Willa, shit, girl….” He was quiet a few seconds, then, “Look, I like you, you’re a good waitress, but I don’t see good things in our future. You’ve got a sick kid to take care of and I need reliable staff. Sorry, honey, but I need to let you go.”

      My hand shot out and I grabbed for the door frame, as all my hopes shredded and fluttered to the floor, setting themselves alight. “You can’t be serious, I promise I won’t…”

      “You can’t promise shit, girl, and that’s the problem. Come by when you can and I’ll have your final check waiting.” Then he disconnected.

      What the hell was I going to do? I was living week to week as it was, even with cheap rent. I’d made piss all at the bar, which meant I’d managed to save exactly nothing. Tilly whimpered again from the living room and I rushed back down to her. I’d made her a bed on the couch because listening to the TV on low gave her something to focus on besides the pain. “It’s okay, Tils, I’m here.”

      She sniffed. “It hurts.”

      “I know.” Tears stung the backs of my eyes. With my funds the way they were, I couldn’t afford health insurance, so filling the prescription I got when I took her to the emergency room the first time she had, one wasn’t an option. My niece was suffering, and I couldn’t do a thing about it. I was failing her and failing Rebecca. All I could give her was Ibuprofen or Tylenol, and it barely took the edge off for her.

      “I feel sick,” she said suddenly.

      I grabbed for the bowl just in time. Maybe the Tylenol would work better if she could keep it down. Her small frame shuddered as she threw up, more tears running down her face. I held back her long, thick brown hair and rubbed her back until she finally collapsed back.

      “I’ll be right back.” I rushed to the bathroom, cleaned out the bowl and rinsed two washcloths under cold water, and rushed back. I wiped her face and hands with one then folded the second and replaced the one on her forehead. “Try and sleep, honey. I promise you’ll feel much better when you wake up.”

      Her lower lip quivered. “You promise?”

      My heart broke, just crumbled into a million pieces. “I promise,” I whispered, trying to keep my own tears from my voice.

      After that, I curled up on the sofa with her, making sure to flip the washcloth every so often, so she always had the cool side, until she finally drifted off.

      I made sure to keep my body perfectly still, so as not to wake her, but my mind was in a frenzy; so much to figure out. Without my tips, the check I got from Alf wouldn’t cover my rent and it was due tomorrow. Tilly needed medicine, and she needed it now. I’d been grocery shopping a couple days ago, so we had food for another few days if we were careful.

      Christ. What was I going to do?

      The text I received from Trent a week ago jumped to the front of my mind. He’d called like he said he would. His bitter voice had made my skin crawl.

      “I need money and you’re going to give it to me.”

      If I didn’t come up with some cash for him, he’d make things difficult for me and Tilly. He still had rights. I was Tilly’s guardian, but as her father, he could request visitation, or God, try to take her away from me.

      The bastard had decided using his own daughter to get what he wanted was something he was more than okay with. He hadn’t even asked how she was. How she was coping after losing her mother and father all at once. Nothing.

      I hated him.

      I hated him with everything in me. The man was like a disease, infecting everything he touched. He didn’t care about Tilly and he hadn’t cared about Rebecca. Not really. He’d taken from my sister, until she was nothing but an empty shell, then he’d sucked the life right out of her.

      I wanted him gone, I just had to figure out a way to make that happen.

      How are you going to get out of this mess?

      First, and most urgent, was making sure we kept the roof over our heads. This house had an excellent security system. This was the safest place for my niece. I slid off the couch carefully and walked as soundlessly as I could to the kitchen. I needed to talk to my landlord. It had been a week since he’d shown up here, carried Tilly to bed, and cleaned up my scrapes. The last thing I wanted was to talk to him again so soon. Besides some water heater issues I’d had when I first moved in, I’d hardly seen him. I preferred it that way. The guy asked too many questions.

      Pulling my phone from the back pocket of my jeans, I ignored the weird flutter I got just from looking at his name, gritted my teeth, and hit the call button.

      It went straight to voicemail.

      I hated leaving messages, loathed it, and almost always screwed them up and said something utterly ridiculous. This was too important to screw up. Ending the call, I rummaged around in my purse and pulled his business card from my wallet. I didn’t want to leave this another night. He was expecting his rent money tomorrow. If I didn’t tell him it’d be late, he might come back to the house, and I wanted to avoid any more face time with that man if I could.

      Quickly tapping out the number on the card, before I chickened out, I put my phone to my ear. It rang a few times, then a woman’s voice greeted me. “The King Agency, Lulu speaking.”

      “Um hi…yeah, I was wondering if I could speak to Jude Wayland, please?” My butterflies intensified, flapping their tiny fucking wings against my ribs.

      “He’s out of the office right now, can I give him a message?”

      I didn’t really have any other choice, so I rattled off my name and number, and asked her to get him to call me back.

      “Willa?” the woman said, repeating my name, like she somehow knew me, or knew of me.

      “Yeah,” I said, sharper than I’d intended.

      “Right, okay,” the woman said urgently. “You hang tight, I’ll see what I can do. Give me five.” Then she hung up.

      I pulled the phone from my ear and stared down at it. What the hell was that? I shoved my phone back in my pocket and went back to the living room to check on Tilly. She was still asleep.

      God, my life, it was nothing like I’d planned, didn’t resemble anything I’d imagined for myself. Before Rebecca had died, I’d worked at a salon cutting hair. I was good at it, too. It was something I’d wanted to do since I was a little kid. I’d assumed marriage to Eric was next for me, maybe my own salon one day. I tucked my pink hair behind my ear. It was all I had left of that old life, and once the boxes of dye I’d bought on sale months ago ran out, that would be gone, too.

      A salon was out of the question now, but I had Tilly, and being everything she needed was all that mattered.

      I shook my head, shoving the useless memories out of my mind, and headed to the kitchen, taking the opportunity to get a light dinner started, just in case she was hungry when she woke.

      I’d started taking vegetables out of the fridge when my phone vibrated. I quickly checked it.

      Landlord flashed on the screen.

      Okay, that was quick. “Hello…um, Jude.”

      “Talk to me,” he bit out.

      He sounded impatient and kind of angry. Shit, great timing, Willa.

      I cleared my throat. “Right…well, this month’s rent, it’s um…” Spit it out. “It’s going to be a little late.”

      Silence.

      Shit, he wasn’t happy.

      “Jude…I mean, Mr. Wayland…”

      He growled, a full-on, from the throat, animal growl. The man wasn’t just not happy, he was pissed. Oh God, he was going to kick us out. What the hell would I do, where would we go? What would I…

      “That’s why you called my office?” he said in a low, rough way that lifted the hair on the back of my neck.

      A little shiver slid through me at that roughness, a shiver that was not at all bad, despite the direction the conversation was going. “Well…yes.”

      “Fuck,” he said even lower. “You didn’t think to just leave a message on my cell?”

      “Ummm,” I said, seriously starting to think I’d made some kind of mistake.

      “Woman, I told you to call that number if you were worried about something; that something being an asshole banging on your fucking door. I’m working a kidnapping case right now, so yeah, I’m a little busy to talk about your rent,” he clipped out.

      “A kidnapping case?”

      “Christ,” he muttered.

      I heard another voice, low as well, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      “Got to go.” Then he ended the call.

      Oh shit. I’d messed up. Badly. My surly landlord was working a freaking kidnapping case, and I’d pulled him away from it to talk about my rent. How the hell was I supposed to know? He said to call if I was worried about anything. Yes, but I assumed that meant other things…like late rent. I cringed, even as another shiver fired through me. His job was obviously dangerous. Did he have a gun? Did he beat the shit out of bad guys and rescue people in danger? It was easy to imagine Jude doing all of those things.

      I cursed. He was definitely going to kick us out now, there was no doubt in my mind. Only a week ago, he’d been called because of Trent showing up, and now this.

      Tilly cried out, so I did my best to shove it all aside and rushed back to my niece.
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        * * *

      

      It was ten o’clock, Tilly had gone back to sleep, and I’d just checked on her.

      She was in my bed, so I could keep an eye on her during the night. She seemed a lot better, but she liked to be close to me when she was unwell.

      I needed a cup of tea. My nerves were shot and tea had always been my mother’s solution to everything. Unfortunately, tea wouldn’t do jack shit to help my current situation.

      I was coming down the stairs when there was a knock at the front door.

      I froze.

      Was Trent back? No way could I deal with him tonight.

      “It’s me,” a deep voice said, muffled through the door. “Jude.”

      The lights were on in the living room, and the TV was going. No point in pretending I was already in bed. As much as I wanted to, there was no ignoring him. Crap.

      I walked to the door, straightened my spine, planted a hand on my hip, and yanked the door open. “It’s a little late for an inspection, don’t you think, Mr. Landlord?”

      His brown eyes took me in and a muscle in his jaw jumped. “Attitude? That’s what you’re going with?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Woman, I’ve had a prick of a day. I’m not in the mood to take shit from you.”

      Um, what now?

      His eyes moved over me again and that muscle jumped for the second time.

      I glanced down at myself. I was wearing white shorts and a black ribbed tank top. Nothing special, definitely not sexy. I looked back up and his eyes were on my tits, which I also didn’t get. I barely had tits. I had a handful at most, well, for an average man. Jude's big hands would swallow my modest B-cups and…

      Stop. Why are you thinking about your landlord’s hands on your tits?

      “Why are you here?” I bit out. My default was to get defensive. Stupid, especially in this situation, but I had impulse control issues around this guy apparently.

      His brows rose. “Seriously?”

      Seriously, I needed to rein it waaaay back. I needed this man to not kick me out and he was right, I was giving him attitude. But dammit, I was freaking the hell out.

      “Okay, look, about calling your work…”

      I trailed off, hoping he’d throw me some kind of lifeline here, so I didn’t have to grovel, but his expression did not change. Those brown eyes stayed locked on mine, waiting for me to spit out the rest of what I had to say. Awesome.

      “Right, well, I misunderstood what you meant and I guess I was worrying about not being able to make rent. And I…” I gritted my teeth and forced the words I need to say forward. It was hard; I hated apologizing, especially to a man. I hated being beholden to anyone…any man, for anything. “I ah, I made a bad call. I’m sorry, okay,” I rushed out.

      His expression did not change for several seconds, then a wicked glint brightened those brown peepers.

      “That looked like it hurt,” he said.

      I ignored how highly attractive that made him look and pushed on. I needed to make him understand. We couldn’t lose this house. “I know this is not ideal. But I’ll find another job, and I’ll make up the rent. Like I said, I freaked. I thought you might get pissed when your money wasn’t there tomorrow. I thought you might…it’s just, Tilly and I can’t lose this house.”

      He was silent a beat. “You thought I’d what?”

      The sound of his voice registered and I looked at him, properly. He was serious and intense again. Jesus, I sucked at this. “Well, I thought you might…” Shit.

      “Go on,” he said, in a voice that was deceptively calm.

      “I’m not very good at this,” I said, because I obviously wasn’t, and somehow, I managed to hit every one of his hot buttons.

      One of his arms went up and he gripped the door frame above his head. His bicep bulged. It was massive. The thing was probably the size of one of my thighs.

      “You thought I was the kind of asshole who’d kick a woman and kid out on the street?” he said. “Is that what you thought?”

      Yep, I was screwing this up, big time. I opened my mouth, closed it.

      “Nothing to say for once?”

      “I thought that might be for the best,” I said.

      “You’re not wrong,” he rumbled. “You want to talk about what’s going on?”

      “Nope.”

      He stared at me for several long seconds, like he was trying to see inside my head, or I’d suddenly break and spill the beans. When I didn’t, he said, “I’m not going to kick you out, Willa.”

      I crossed my arms, suddenly feeling vulnerable, and hating the sympathetic look now on his face. “I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.”

      More silence, those soulful brown eyes now assessing me. “Look, maybe we can work something else out?”

      I blinked, in shock, which didn’t last long and was quickly followed by eye-gouging rage. “I’m not sleeping with you in exchange for rent, you fucking perv.”

      He jerked back, his entire body kind of convulsing, like I’d kneed him directly in the balls.

      I pointed at him. “You have some goddamn nerve…”

      “Christ,” he muttered, then leaned in a little. “I don’t know how you made that insane leap, but sweetheart, I’m not so hard up I need to blackmail women for sex.”

      Heat hit my face instantly. Shit. “So you…you weren’t…”

      “That’s some crappy opinion you have of me.” He crossed his arms over his wide chest.

      I really didn’t think I could make this whole thing any worse. “Sorry.”

      The way he was looking at me, I couldn’t decide if he wanted to throttle me or laugh his ass off. He definitely looked frustrated.

      “Sure, you are.” He shook his head and drew in what I could only assume was a calming breath. “Look, let’s start again, yeah? I’m sorry I acted like a dick when I called earlier. I can get like that when I’m worried, but I’m not the guy you think I am. What I was actually going to say was, maybe you could keep an eye on Fay. She’s tough and independent, but she’s getting older and I don’t like that she’s on her own. Keep her company from time to time, and we’ll call it even until you’re back on your feet.”

      He’d been worried, about us?

      I shoved that aside as quickly as it entered my head, choosing to ignore that part completely.

      As far as Fay was concerned, she’d draw and quarter the man for even suggesting she was getting older and needed some kind of keeper. Fay was more active and social than I was. Also, Fay was a friend, my only friend, so I was doing that already. I was pretty damned sure Jude knew this. He definitely knew she looked after Tilly. He’d seen me there more than once, which meant…well, honestly, I had no idea what it meant. But I didn’t like it.

      I didn’t like charity, and yeah, as far as I was concerned, this would mean I owed him. I so wasn’t on board for that, not one bit, but what choice did I have? Tilly needed a safe place to live and until I found another job, he had me over a barrel.

      That thought was accompanied by an extremely graphic mental image.

      I shoved it out of my head as soon as it popped in. My face got hotter. But not over the “Adults Only” visuals. Humiliation scalded every inch of my skin and I couldn’t hold his eyes. My mother had struggled raising us on her own; we’d had nothing growing up, but we always had a decent place to live, and she sure as hell had never had to take charity, or beg her landlord not to throw her and her kids out. “Thanks, that’s…yeah, that’s really cool of you, but I’ll pay you back what I owe.”

      “Up to you,” he said. “But there’s no rush.”

      I didn’t know what to say, and the silence stretched out between us.

      “Right, I need to go, got work to do,” he said finally.

      I glanced up and for the first time that night, I took him in properly. He was wearing black cargo style pants, and a dark tee. He had ink on one of his forearms, script, but from this angle, I couldn’t read what it said. He also had one of those bulletproof vests you see on action movies, strapped to his monster chest, and a holster at his hip that I guessed was for a gun. It was empty now, and I assumed that was for my benefit.

      The man was impressive, there was no denying it. And hot. So freaking hot. Nothing like Evan. Evan had only been a couple inches taller than me. Yeah, muscular, but not the kind of bulky muscle that Jude had; more angular, a skinny guy who went to the gym.

      Stop it, Willa.

      I needed to stop thinking about Jude like that.

      I motioned at him, a head to toe, encompassing all he had on. “The kidnapping case?”

      He shoved his fingers through his hair. “Yeah.”

      He looked frustrated all over again, and tired.

      “Willa,” Tilly moaned.

      “I’m coming, Tils.” I looked back at Jude. “I have to…” Tilly cried out sharply, there was a thump, then she started to really cry. I turned and ran, leaving Jude standing at the door.

      I rushed upstairs to the bedroom. She’d accidentally knocked over her glass of water, grabbing for the bowl I’d put by the bed. “You promised when I woke I’d feel better, you promised,” she sobbed, then pulled the
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