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Prologue
Mia
May
My palms were sweating, my heart racing. You would think I was about to go onstage and dance for 100,000 people.
But no, this was much, much more nerve-racking.
I wiped my hands on my jeans. The material felt oddly foreign to me. They weren’t my usual choice of clothing. From the time I was five and started my first dance class, tights and leotards became my comfort zone. Lycra was like a religious uniform for me, and any other type of clothing was pretty unacceptable. Anything taking up my time that didn’t involve music and dancing was too much of an annoyance to be bothered with.
Now, dancing was only a pipe dream.
Or at least, how I’d always seen my future and dancing intertwining.
But like my mother always did, I had a backup plan.
When I was sixteen, I tore my ACL from overuse. I didn’t even blink because I knew I would be okay. It was nothing a little surgery and some physical therapy couldn’t fix. I promised myself I would do better, not overdo the practices so much, take more days off. A little tear of the anterior cruciate ligament in my knee wasn’t going to keep me down for long.
If only it had been the one time…
No, I couldn’t think about that. Not now. It was what it was. It changed everything, but I was learning to live with it. I always had a backup plan, one I knew I would be happy with.
I just needed a little breathing room so I could follow my new dream.
That was something I wouldn’t get if I went to a local college. Hell, it wasn’t something I would get if I went to any college if my parents had their way. But it was time they started realizing I needed my space, a little time just to be normal for once in my life.
Mia Armstrong, daughter of Nik and Emmie Armstrong, the rock world’s version of a princess and one-time dance prodigy, was anything but normal. I couldn’t leave the house without a bodyguard shadowing me, crowding me in, suffocating me.
I never complained—much—about the lack of privacy, my nonexistent social life, or even the fact that I had only one best friend who wasn’t considered immediate family.
A friend I needed to create just as much space from as I did everyone else in my life now that I’d screwed that up.
My heart squeezed painfully thinking of Jordan. I messed up badly with him, and now our once-close friendship was strained. All because I’d been feeling sorry for myself after the doctors all confirmed I wouldn’t ever be able to dance professionally again.
The hair brushing across the back of my neck irritated me, and I automatically pulled it into a tight, twisted knot on top of my head as I walked into the dining room where everyone had gathered tonight at my request. I could do this. I had a plan all set out, one I believed in, one I could execute.
There was only one hitch.
My family needed to be on board with it, or all my plans would be ruined. My desperation for a taste of normal, for just a little freedom, for finally finding out who this new Mia was that didn’t include a lifetime of dancing professionally.
Momma and Daddy were sitting at their normal spots at the dining table. Daddy at the head of the table and Momma right beside him on his left. Uncle Jesse sat beside her, with Uncle Shane and Uncle Drake across from them. Jagger, my younger brother, sat closest to where I came to stand in front of them all.
Gail, our housekeeper, had already set out the snacks I’d requested, and they all had glasses of iced tea in front of them.
I set down my laptop, ready to start my presentation.
That was how desperate I was, how much I ached for them to give the thumbs-up. I wanted this just as much as I’d wanted dancing; something I once ate, slept, and breathed with my entire being.
I stood in front of them and pushed aside my nervousness, pretending this was just another audition. Only, back then, I’d always had the confidence I would end up with whatever principal part I wanted.
This…
Yeah, I wasn’t sure of the outcome of this, but I knew that whatever happened, it would be life-changing. Because if they didn’t approve of my plan, I didn’t have a Plan C.
I guess I wasn’t like my mother as much as I’d always thought. Emmie Armstrong had a hundred different contingency plans. I only had the two, and now one was obsolete.
Clearing my throat, I brought everyone’s attention to me. “Thank you for coming tonight,” I said by way of greeting. “I know you are all very busy, and it means a lot that you would take time out of your day for me.”
“Anything for you, princess,” Uncle Drake assured me, his blue-gray eyes softening on me. “Day or night, no matter what, we got you.”
“Mia, baby, what is this all about?” Momma asked, her face concerned. “You made it sound like this was life or death. Is everything okay? Did you hear from the doctor again? Do they want to do more surgery?”
A lump filled my throat, and I quickly swallowed it down. “No, Momma. Nothing like that. We’ve already exhausted all those avenues. Everyone always says the same thing. That second tear…” A shuddery breath left me, but I stiffened my spine and put on a bright smile for them. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you all about college.”
Every male at the table suddenly sat up a little straighter, including my baby brother. Their smiles dimmed, and I read the “no” already in their eyes. Unable to accept that, I turned on the projector of my laptop, and my presentation appeared on the wall behind me.
“Please don’t say anything until after you hear everything I have to say. I’ll be happy to answer any and all questions after I’m finished.”
They started to protest, their answers ready to tear out of them without even hearing my proposal.
Momma leaned forward, her hands raised, stopping any words from leaving the five males’ throats. “She’s obviously put a lot of time and thought into this. Let’s hear her out.”
I gave her a thankful smile, and the one she returned to me bathed me in love. Taking courage from her encouragement, I flipped to the first page of my presentation. I laid out the background on the university I wanted to go to. It was a small school, but not so small everyone would know everyone else. I could blend in with the crowd without being overwhelmed.
“I also have an evening job lined up, contingent on my enrollment,” I explained, and every set of eyes at the table grew huge, with the exception of my mother’s. A hint of a smile teased at her lips that she tried to keep hidden as Daddy leaned forward in his chair.
“What kind of job, Mia?”
I smiled, the one I’d learned and perfected from him. It was his stage smile, the one he used to charm tens of thousands of rock fans when he performed with the Demons. “I will be teaching the toddler-, preschool-, and kindergarten-aged kids at a small dance school just a few blocks off campus. I’ll also teach a weekly adult class.”
“Won’t that sting, sis?” Jagger asked with a frown. “Your dream is over, and you want to torture yourself by teaching others to do the one thing you no longer can?”
My breath hitched, but I didn’t lose my smile. “Actually, teaching is my new dream. And I can still dance, dummy. I just can’t perform like I used to.”
“I don’t know. It seems like that would just be a slap in the face for you on a daily basis.”
I gritted my teeth, but instead of arguing with my sibling, I focused on the others. “Maybe I should lay out my future goals. You see, I don’t just want to teach. Actually, I’d like to open my own school. All these years, I’ve been able to travel each summer and learn different techniques and styles, and I’ve loved that time so much. This has always been my backup plan. I love dancing. It’s my life. Hell, it’s part of my soul, embedded in my freaking DNA. I knew a dancing career on its own wouldn’t last long. Eventually, I would have gotten tired of performing and wanted to do something else.”
“Honey, you don’t have to go off to college to accomplish that,” Daddy argued. “Mom and I can give you the money to start it up right now. And if college is something you want, then UCLA or any other college is right here. I don’t see—”
“I don’t want your money,” I interrupted, my voice coming out harsh, surprising us both. Daddy blinked at me, hurt shining out of his pale-blue eyes. Swallowing hard, I went on. “Daddy, I don’t want your money. I don’t want a handout or to be dependent on you and Momma for anything regarding my studio. College is important to me because I want to get a business degree so I can run the school on my own.”
“But why does it have to be so far away?” he demanded, frustration wrinkling his brows.
“Because I want a little freedom.”
“You have freedom,” he said, frustration turning to confusion.
A dry laugh escaped me before I could call it back. “No, Daddy. I absolutely have no freedom. There are days when I feel so suffocated from the lack of freedom that I literally cannot breathe. I have Rodger or Marcus, or both, breathing down my neck if I so much as step out of this house.”
“You know why—”
I held up my hand, cutting him off once again. “Yes, I know why. I was there, remember?” His face paled, and I had to look away before I started crying. Remembering what happened all those years ago still had the power to make me shiver, and I knew the nightmares were just as stark for my parents. The kidnapping, finding me almost overdosed on the drug the psycho had given me to keep me quiet while I was transported, and finally, the barn I had been trapped in with two of my aunts was set on fire. My darkest memories always came back whenever I smelled smoke. “But that was thirteen years ago, Daddy. That person is gone. Why do I have to be treated like a prisoner every time I leave this house? Why am I being punished for something some psycho did?”
“Mia.” Momma’s voice was soft, drawing my eyes to her. “Sweetheart, we don’t mean to make you feel like that. It just gives us peace of mind when we aren’t around to know that you are safe. We nearly lost you—not once, but twice. You and your brother are our world. We just want to protect you.”
My throat burned from the tears aching to be set free, but I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t throw a tantrum. I was an adult now, and if I lost my cool and started screaming and demanding things they needed to give me freely, then all my plans would be lost. Sucking in a slow, deep breath, I clasped my hands together to keep them from shaking. “I know your reasons, and I understand them. But I can’t live my life like this forever, Momma. I need space and privacy. Neither of which I’ve ever been given.”
“I’m sorry, honey.”
“Stop being sorry,” I told her. “I said I understand.”
“Are you saying you want to go to college without Rodger and Marcus?” Uncle Jesse spoke up for the first time, already shaking his head. “I didn’t let Lucy go off to college without Marcus. There is no way in hell we are agreeing to let you. No way.”
I took another deep breath, praying for patience. But like my hair, I had a red-hot temper that caught fire easily. “All my life, I’ve always known who I am. The rocker’s princess, the dance prodigy. Those were my identities. I wasn’t just Mia Armstrong. Now… Now, I’m no longer the prodigy, and I feel like I’ve lost who I am. I want the chance to figure that out. I want the chance to just be normal. How am I supposed to find the new me if I’m being followed around by two guys who look like secret service?”
“No, Mia,” Daddy said, already shaking his head. “I might have been able to get on board with the school you chose, even the job, but there is no way in hell I’m going to let you go anywhere without bodyguards.”
“You’re not even giving this any extra thought. Just take a little while to think about it, Daddy,” I urged, begging him with my eyes to do this for me.
“I could think about it for a year and still come to the same decision. The answer is no, Mia.”
I lost the battle with my tears, and they started to fall. Angry at myself for being unable to control them—at being unable to control anything in my own life—I wiped them away. “You know, I’ve never hated being your daughter until right now,” I whispered.
Before he or the others could say another word, I ran from the room.
I got as far as the living room before my knee protested, and I had to limp my way up the stairs to my bedroom. I slammed the door, acting like the little girl they continued to treat me as, and fell face first onto the bed before letting the sobs overtake me.
∆∆∆
 
“Mia.”
Groggily, I lifted my head to find Momma sitting on the edge of my bed. Blinking because my eyes felt crusty and dry, I turned onto my back, realizing I’d cried myself to sleep. A quick glance at the digital clock on my side table told me I’d been sleeping for hours. The sky outside my window was pitch black, not even the moon shining through to ease the inky darkness of the night.
The lamp beside my clock was on, telling me Momma had turned it on when she’d come in. She sat there with her hand on my arm, her face pale and tense, but her eyes were full of something that was mysterious to me—but, for some reason, gave me hope.
“We should talk,” she said matter-of-factly, and I jerked into a sitting position.
“I’m sorry for what I said,” I told her, guilt creeping in for the parting shot I’d tossed at Daddy as I’d left the dining room earlier.
“If that is how you feel, then it’s probably what he and I both needed to hear,” she said quietly, but there was no mistaking the trace of sadness in her voice. It only made my guilt intensify.
“I’m still sorry.”
“Let’s not linger on that. I want to know how much all of this means to you. The school, the job…the lack of a bodyguard.” She clasped her hands in her lap, and I was suddenly presented with the businesswoman who seemed to rule the entire music world so effortlessly.
“It’s everything, Momma,” I told her earnestly. “I don’t just want this—I need it. I feel lost, like a part of me is missing, and I can’t freaking find it. Have you ever felt that way?”
She looked away from me, her eyes skimming the room as she seemed to think over my question. For a few seconds, her eyes would linger on the posters on the wall, my posters. One of me dancing as the Sugar Plum Fairy for the New York Ballet two summers before. One of me dancing front and center with the London Ballet Company when I was fifteen. She loved those two posters and had framed miniature copies on her desk at work.
“Yes,” she said after what felt like an eternity had passed, but it couldn’t have been more than a minute. “More than once, I’ve felt just like that. But that was before you came along. Before your dad and I figured out we couldn’t live without each other.”
“How upset is Daddy right now?” I asked, that lump filling my throat again.
“Don’t worry about your father right now, honey. He’s a big boy. A few angry words tossed at him when you were hurting aren’t going to kill him.” Lifting one hand, she pushed back a few strands of hair that had fallen from the knot on top of my head before cupping my face. “Listen to me, Mia. I love you more than life itself. If something ever happened to you, it would destroy me. When I nearly lost you, not once but twice, I came close to losing my mind. I did some things I’m not proud of to ensure your safety. But maybe… Maybe I took things a little too far.”
“Momma, it’s okay. I get where you were coming from. I would probably do the same if I were in your shoes. I just… It’s time to cut the strings.”
Her smile was weak, but she nodded. “Maybe it is.”
“Does that mean—”
She dropped her hand from my face and inhaled deeply. “If this means that much to you, then I will make it happen.” My heart lifted. “But there will have to be a few rules.”
The happiness in my chest evaporated, and my face fell. “What kinds of rules?”
“No Rodger and no Marcus, but I need you to check in with me every day. No excuses. If you don’t check in by a certain time every day, we’re going to have issues. Like me showing up at your dorm, making sure you are okay. And Rodger moving in to the dorm room next door.”
“I can do that,” I promised readily.
“I get to vet your roommate. If they don’t pass a background check, I get to pull some strings and find you one who does pass one.”
I nodded. “Of course.”
“You have to keep your grades up. If you fail even one class, you come home and go to a school closer to home.”
“Sure. I don’t foresee that happening, but okay.” I sat there, patiently waiting for her to give me a hundred more rules, but surprisingly, there were none. “Is that…all?”
“For now,” she said with a heavy sigh.
“But what about Daddy and the others?” I worried. “They won’t go for any of this.”
Her smile grew stronger. “Oh, honey. Haven’t you learned by now that I call all the shots around here?”
“But it’s going to cause trouble between you and Daddy.” I could already imagine them arguing about it, and my guilt returned tenfold.
“Let me worry about that. All I care about is your happiness.”
I threw my arms around her neck, hugging her so tight, neither of us could breathe for a moment. “I love you so much, Momma. This means everything to me. You don’t even know. Thank you so, so much.”
She stroked her hands down my back. “I love you too, Mia. I hope you always know there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, baby.”




Chapter 1
Mia
August
Stretching the tightness out of my shoulders, I pulled on a pair of Converse, excitement making me almost giddy despite the fact that I still had an English class to get through.
Later that evening, I would be starting my job. The first one I’d ever had. I couldn’t wait to get to Cora’s School of Performing Arts after my afternoon class and start teaching all the little kids to fall in love with dance as much as I did when I was five. That was why I wanted to start my own dance school once college was over, to see the joy and excitement on other kids’ faces when they realized dancing was everything.
“You haven’t stopped smiling since you woke up,” Lyla grumbled from where she was sitting up in her twin bed, watching something on Netflix on her iPad. “It’s way too early for that kind of enthusiasm.”
Laughing, I grabbed my little ballet slipper pillow and tossed it at her. She caught it deftly without even lifting her gaze from the screen and tossed it back. I was so surprised she was able to catch it without taking her eyes off the K-drama she was watching, I was taken off guard when the pillow hit me square in the face.
“Umph,” I grunted and carefully replaced my cute little pillow that Momma had given me when I was twelve on my bed. “It’s noon,” I reminded my roommate. “I’ve already had a morning class, and you’re just waking up.”
“I had a late night,” she said with a shrug, pushing her long, gorgeous dark hair over her shoulder. Dressed in nothing more than a huge T-shirt that looked like it had seen better days, but I’d learned my roomie couldn’t live without, and half her makeup still on from the night before, because she must have been too tired to fully take it off, she still looked freaking perfect. I’d gotten to know her a little in the last week since moving in to the dorm with her, but honestly, I still didn’t know a whole lot. She must have passed Momma’s background check, though. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be roommates. “And morning classes suuuuck.”
Snickering at her melodrama, I grabbed my bag, book, and phone. “See you later, sleepyhead.”
She gave me a little finger wave, her eyes still glued to her iPad and her obsession. I’d heard so much Korean this past week, I was pretty sure I was starting to pick up some of the language. But I had to admit her K-dramas sounded more interesting than anything I could find without subtitles. I was going to have to check them out when I got some free time.
Whenever that would be, I had no idea. Between classes, studying, work, and my physical therapy twice a week, I didn’t have a lot of time left over for much else. I liked it that way, though. It kept me from missing home and thinking about all the things I couldn’t change in my life.
Like Jordan.
My heart squeezed painfully, and not for the first time, I pulled out my phone, my thumb tracing over his name in my contact list. I wanted to call him so badly, but I knew if I did, things would be awkward for the entire conversation, just as they had been every other time I’d given in and called my best friend since the night I’d ruined everything between us.
Refusing to feel sad, I replaced my phone and quickened my steps. My class didn’t start for another thirty minutes, but the English department was on the other side of campus from my dorm, and I knew it would take at least twenty minutes for me to walk it with my damn knee slowing me down.
By the time I got to class, I still had a good ten minutes left before it started, but there were only a handful of seats left. Tucking my cap down a little more over my face, I tilted my head up just enough to check out my options.
A group of giggling girls my age was sitting midway up with an open spot between themselves and some chick who looked both bored and annoyed. She kept shooting her neighbors glares that, if they’d been looking in her direction, would have shut them up.
At the top of the class, there were two empty seats side by side, but I didn’t want to put any extra strain on my knee when I would be dancing with the little girls later.
That left the middle of the front row where there were four empty seats but would put me front and center with the professor.
Sighing, I limped over and took the first one, getting comfortable. Pulling out my mini laptop, I got everything ready for class, ignoring everyone else around me.
As the next few minutes passed, two other people took the seats beside me, leaving one empty between us. But just as the professor entered the room, one last student came in behind him, and I watched as the guy walked right toward me.
It was his slight limp that set me at ease at first, then his grim smile as he said “excuse me” in this deep voice that I instantly liked.
Pushing back my cap just a little, I let my eyes take in all of him. And damn, but there was a lot of him. I’d been around good-looking men my entire life, but this guy was in a league all his own. Especially with those dark as hell eyes and lashes that were so long, I was kind of jealous.
I couldn’t readily tell how old he was because he had an air of maturity the majority of guys my age didn’t possess. His shoulders were so wide, he bumped into me and the skinny guy on the other side of him, causing him to mutter a “sorry” to both of us. His skin was tanned from plenty of sunshine, and his arm, sleeved with black ink, looked exotic against mine on the armrest. I was so fair-skinned, I looked like a ghost most of the time, but I liked my skin tone.
Pulling his book out of his backpack, my new neighbor straightened again, but his eyes caught mine on him and his lips lifted in amusement.
“Braxton,” he introduced, offering me his hand.
“Mia,” I said, shaking his hand. His grip was strong but gentle.
“Well, Mia, I hope you know what you’re doing in this class, because I have no freaking idea.” He lifted his book. “I’m not much of a reader, and this crap is kind of intimidating to me. Give me flying bullets and IEDs any day of the week over Brontë.”
“I’m not much of a reader either,” I admitted. “But I think I’ll take my chances with Jane Eyre over the war zone, actually.”
His lips twitched with amusement. “Smart thinking.”
“What branch are you in?” We were in Northern Virginia, and it seemed as if every other person in this part of the state was in the military, but his talking about IEDs alone told me he was.
“Retired Marine,” he confirmed, losing some of his lightheartedness, and I instantly missed the way his eyes had sparkled when he was trying not to smile. I got an ache in the pit my stomach, wondering what he must have seen to put that look in his eyes.
The professor was already starting to introduce himself, cutting off any more conversation, but for some reason, I found myself touching Braxton’s arm and giving it a light squeeze. I felt him tense then relax, and we shared a genuine smile as we sat through the rest of class. Even though I’d just met him, I wanted to be his friend for some reason.
Maybe I just wanted a friend of my own too. I didn’t have many of those, so adding Braxton to the list would be nice.
It was the most boring ninety minutes of my life, but I made it through. When class was over, both Braxton and I let out a relieved breath. We still had to come back and do this again on Thursday, but at least we’d survived day one.
“I’m starving,” Braxton said as he waited for me to put my things in my bag and stand. “Want to grab a late lunch with me?”
I glanced at the time on my phone. “I wish I could, but I have to get to work. Rain check?”
His lips twitched. “I’ll hold you to it, then.” Holding the door open, he motioned me ahead of him, but when I headed for the exit, he turned left instead. “See you next time, Mia.”
I waved. “Later, Braxton.”
On my walk to work, I texted Momma to let her know how my day had been so far. She knew my schedule as well as I did, so she wished me good luck on my first day of work, told me how much she loved me, and that she was headed into a meeting with a new client.
I grimaced as I left campus, headed for Cora’s, wondering who Momma’s latest client was. She managed all the biggest names in rock, in the music world in general, but most of the time, it was like they worked for her instead of the other way around. But she was the best there was, and anyone who signed with her as their manager knew they would only move up in their career.
For the next few hours, I turned off my brain to everything but dance and teaching all the giggling little girls in their brand-new leotards and ballet slippers. It was the most fun I’d had since the second tear that had officially stopped my professional dancing career.
By the time the last little girl left, holding her daddy’s hand and waving goodbye to me over her shoulder, I was exhausted and my knee was starting to ache. But I was still smiling, and when I got back to my dorm, I was actually humming to myself.
Loud music was thumping against the walls of our room when I walked in to find Lyla tossing clothes onto her bed. Dressed in only a black bra and matching cheeky panties, her hair and makeup already done, she looked like a knockout.
“Shower and get dressed,” she instructed as she held up a dress in front of her. After a moment of considering it, she made a disgusted face and tossed it onto the growing pile already on her bed. “Wear something sexy.”
“Where are we going?” I asked, limping over to my closet to grab my shower caddy. The only thing I disliked about living in the dorm was the communal shower. I hated having to share a bathroom with thirty other chicks, the majority of whom hadn’t learned to clean up after themselves yet.
She grinned at me in the mirror hanging from the back of her side of the closet. “Somewhere fun.”




Chapter 2
Mia
Somewhere fun, as Lyla said, was actually on the outskirts of town. A black town car picked us up in front of the dorm and drove for twenty-plus minutes. A good half a mile before we reached our destination, however, we started seeing people parking their own vehicles and walking.
It was dark out, and even though it was a Tuesday, I could tell a lot of them were drunk as they laughed obnoxiously loudly and stumbled over the uneven road.
Beside me, Lyla was texting away, paying the driver and the crowd outside her window no attention.
The fact that my roommate had a driver pick us up should have surprised me, but I was so used to having a driver that I didn’t even think about it until we slowly eased toward what looked like a warehouse that was lit up like a beacon in the night and appeared to be everyone’s destination.
“Lyla?”
“Hmm?” she asked distractedly without lifting her gaze from her phone where she was now angrily typing away.
“Do you always have a town car on standby, or did you rent one for the night so we didn’t have to drive?”
She shrugged. “My family lives locally, so I just have to make a call and I can get my brother’s driver whenever I need him. I have a vehicle of my own at his place, but I’m not a fan of driving around town.” Another shrug before she stabbed send for the last time and then turned off her phone with an angry huff. “And I’m actually thinking maybe we should have just gone to a freaking frat party or something. I hate people.”
“Who do we hate?” She looked beyond pissed, but due to the headlights from someone’s car, I saw her eyes clearly for the first time and realized she was hurting.
“Just some guy. He’s a douchebag and totally not worth my time… Or so he keeps telling me.” She pushed her hair back from her face with one hand then reached over to give my hand a firm squeeze. “But whatever. I’m going to introduce you to my people, and we’re going to have some fun. Fuck Howler.”
“Howler?” I laughed. I’d grown up around rockers my entire life, but that name just made me giggle.
Lyla snorted. “It’s his cage name. All my brother’s friends have them, even him. None of them really goes by anything else, except one or two.”
“I get it,” I assured her, glancing out the front window at the warehouse. “What is this place?”
“This is one of many locations of the Underground,” she informed me, a wicked grin replacing her earlier sadness. “Ever been to a fight before?”
“Like MMA or boxing?” She nodded. “No. My brother has, though, but I’ve never tagged along.”
“Well, you’re about to see your first one up close and personal. The Underground is where the party is at. Fights are held on random days of the week, just depends on what is going on. And you have to be in the know to get invited. Tonight was a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing from what I’ve heard, but this fight is going to be bloody.”
The driver pulled up in front of the entrance to the Underground, and some guy in jeans and a plain black T-shirt opened Lyla’s door. She took his hand, allowing him to assist her before turning back to offer me her hand.
As I stepped out, I noticed people stopping to stare and instantly felt exposed. I wanted my ball cap back, but my roommate had forbidden me to wear it, complaining it would ruin my hair. But after only a moment, I realized it wasn’t me they were looking at.
It was Lyla.
People stopped what they were doing and instantly started whispering her name. I felt on edge, used to this kind of thing but having hoped not to experience it in my temporary new home. Lyla didn’t even seem fazed by it as she linked her arm through mine and guided me through the crowd into the building. A crowd that literally parted just for her, without the aid of bodyguards or even a hard look from the beautiful chick at my side.
In the warehouse, I saw bleachers taking up two of the walls, but no one was using them at the moment. People were all standing around the metal octagon in the middle of the huge room, and I realized most of them were exchanging money—betting on the outcome of the fight about to take place.
“Lyla!”
I felt more than heard her sigh as she turned her head and looked straight at some guy with dreadlocks. He was lean, dressed in a white wife-beater and tattered jeans. Ink took up most of his left arm but was, oddly, not part of a sleeve.
Lyla paused, letting the guy come to us.
“What is it, Downtown?” she asked, a bite to her tone.
“Judge said to let you know he is looking for you. He’s not happy with you.” He sneered at her, and she lifted a brow, her entire expression blank as she stared him down. Only a handful of seconds later, he swallowed hard and backed up a step. “So yeah, I’m just letting you know he’s looking for you.”
“Noted.” Without giving him a second look, she turned her back to him and walked away, taking me with her.
“I think I love you,” I told her with a laugh as we continued through the room. “Like, seriously, you’re a badass, and I had no clue.”
“I’m not a badass,” she denied with a roll of her eyes.
Momma was the most intimidating woman I’d ever met, but Lyla was inching her way closer to the top of that list.
“Who is this Judge guy Downtown said was looking for you?” I asked to change the subject.
She sighed heavily again. “My brother. I’ll introduce you to him later if he doesn’t piss me off between now and then.”
“And Judge is a cage name?” She nodded. “What’s his real name?”
“I would tell you, but then he’d make me kill you,” she said matter-of-factly, and honestly, I didn’t know if she was kidding or not.
Still, I laughed, not intimidated by her in the least. “Right. Judge it is, then.”
A grin teased at her full, pouty lips. Shaking her head, she stopped us right in front of a bar. Five bartenders worked behind it, exchanging cash for beers, bottled water, and glasses of wine, champagne, and an amber-colored liquor I assumed was whiskey of some kind. My family didn’t drink much, mostly out of respect for Uncle Drake, who, I’d been told, had had a bit of a problem with the bottle back before he’d married the love of his life.
Lyla stepped straight up to the bar. “Two vodka cranberries,” she told the guy and tossed him a twenty.
Without his even checking our IDs, the drinks were set in front of her, and she picked them up, offering me one. My roomie was older than me, but I knew she wasn’t twenty-one yet. This guy didn’t seem to care one way or the other, though.
I took a sip, telling myself I would make it last for a while. I’d had a beer or two at parties I’d secretly gone to with Jordan in the past, but back then, dancing was everything, and I’d been scared to mess it up in any way if I got drunk.
Drink in hand, Lyla seemed to know where to go next, so I tagged along and people-watched.
“Lyla!”
I felt her tense, but she didn’t even pause as a growly voice behind us called her name. I linked my fingers through hers, silently telling her I was there if she needed me, and we kept walking.
“Ly-la!” that same voice yelled behind us. “I’m sorry, okay?”
She lifted her free hand, flipping the guy off as she put more distance between him and us.
Curious as to what the guy looked like, I glanced over my shoulder and nearly stumbled over my feet when I recognized him. Dressed in faded jeans and vintage rock T-shirt, his dark-blond hair bordering on shaggy, with a nose that must have been broken at least once in his life but only added to the appeal of his incredibly handsome face, he was enough to make any female trip over herself. But then recognition hit me, and I pictured my last student of the day walking away, her little hand waving as she walked beside her father.
“What’s wrong with you?” Lyla asked when I stopped walking, taking in the man who was plowing over people who weren’t quick enough to get out of his way.
“I know him,” I told her, and she followed my gaze.
Her gaze locked on the human tank quickly eating up the distance between us, and she shook her head. “No, you don’t. No one knows Howler. He makes sure of that.” She lifted her drink and drained the contents in a single swallow.
“No, I mean, I met him earlier.” As he neared, I smiled in greeting. “Josie’s dad, right?”
Hearing his daughter’s name, he snapped his head around, and his gaze zeroed in on me. I knew the look was supposed to be intimidating, but it didn’t even faze me, and I amped up the wattage of my smile.
After a moment, he finally recognized me just as Lyla demanded, “How do you know Jo-Jo?”
“Josie’s in my ballet class,” I told her.
“You enrolled her in dance classes and didn’t tell me?” The hurt in Lyla’s voice was unmistakable. “I wasn’t even there for her first day, and I didn’t get any pictures.”
His nostrils flared as he exhaled, giving him a raging bull kind of look. “I didn’t enroll her in shit. Gwen called me, said she put Josie in dance classes, and told me I had to pick her up because she was getting her nails done. She just wanted a babysitter for an hour so she could do whatever Gwen does.”
“You still should have told me,” my roomie argued. “We need pictures of this kind of thing, and I know you didn’t take a single one.”
His lips twitched into the barest trace of a smile. “Wrong. I got a picture.” He lifted his phone, showing her his lock screen. It was a selfie of him and his adorable little girl dressed in her tiny, glittery pink leotard and her hair in the bun I’d put it in myself before class started.
Lyla snatched the phone from him, her eyes sparkling as she traced her index finger over Josie’s brow. “She’s so beautiful.”
“Yes, she is,” I thought I heard Howler mutter, his eyes hungrily eating up the sight of Lyla while she wasn’t aware.
Knowing I was witnessing something profoundly personal, I looked away and straight into a pair of intense, dark eyes across the room. I blinked, cutting off contact, but when I opened them again, he was still looking at me, and I couldn’t pull my gaze away this time.
Holy gods.
If he weren’t looking straight at me at that moment, I would have fanned myself. He was standing all alone, a good three feet between him and any other person surrounding him, even though I would have bet money every woman in the room was just as unable to look away from him as I was.
He stood at least six foot three, dressed in only a pair of workout shorts and nothing else, not even a pair of shoes, and his hard eight-pack was on full display for the entire warehouse to see. There was a scar on the upper part of the left side of his chest, but I couldn’t make out what had caused it from the distance that separated us.
Forcing my eyes off his amazing body, I focused on his face instead, but that didn’t alleviate my overheating problem in the least. His thick hair was a mixture of chestnut and mahogany that had a slight curl to it and was long enough that it hung to his shoulders. He had a full, well-trimmed beard, and my fingertips itched to run through it.
As I was taking my time to take in all of him, he was doing the same to me, and I could feel his gaze caressing every inch his eyes skimmed over like a physical touch. My body reacted like he was only inches in front of me, instead of the yards and yards that separated us. My heart rate picked up, and my breathing becoming shallower as his predatory eyes landed on my chest.
I was wearing jeans I’d picked up in Paris over the summer and a top of Lyla’s she said would make everyone drool over me if I wore it. It was a halter top, and I wasn’t wearing a bra. My breasts were small enough I didn’t have to wear one, but right then, I wished I were, because my nipples were rock hard and on display for this guy to see just how much he affected me.
And all he was doing was looking at me. Damn. But what would it feel like to have him actually touch me?
As if he was thinking the same thing, he sucked his bottom lip into his mouth. I felt my sex flood with need that had me pressing my thighs together in an attempt to ease the sudden throb.
“Where is Jo-Jo now?” Lyla asked, handing the phone back and thankfully pulling me out from under the spell of the beast-like man across the room.
“I got a babysitter for the night. Judge informed me I couldn’t miss tonight. I would have asked you to watch her, but you turned off your phone.” He grasped one of her belt loops and turned her around. Pulling her phone from her back pocket, he turned her phone on then handed it back to her. “Keep it on.”
“Don’t boss me around,” she snapped at him, turning it off again and returning it to her back pocket. “You don’t get to toss out commands and expect me to comply, Howler. We’re not together. Remember?”
He clenched his jaw, but he remained mute, glaring off into the distance instead of meeting her gaze. “I have to go. Stay out of trouble tonight, Lyla.” As if finally remembering me, he turned his eyes on me. “Nice meeting you…”
“Mia,” I reminded him with a grin. “It was nice to meet you too, Howler.”
“Josie really likes you. She couldn’t stop talking about you and how much she already loves dancing, all the way home.” He grimaced. “Guess I’ll let her come back next week.”
“I hope so. She’s so sweet, and I really enjoyed having her in class.”
“Guess we’ll see what happens, then.” Tipping his head to me, he shot Lyla a last heated look and walked off.
As soon as he was out of sight, Lyla grabbed my barely touched drink and swallowed it in one gulp. “Fuck, I’m going to need stronger stuff than vodka if I’m going to have to deal with him tonight.”
The bar was behind us, so with one last glance in the direction of my Beast, I tucked my arm through my friend’s and we went to get more drinks.




Chapter 3
Mia
“Oh gods,” I groaned as the two men in the metal cage pounded away on each other.
Lyla only laughed and screamed just as loud as everyone else in the warehouse.
I didn’t have an issue with professional fighting. After Lyla told me where we were going, I’d been excited to watch. When we took our places in a roped-off area near the cage and the first guy came out, I’d still been anticipating the fight.
Then my Beast came out, with people screaming his name, obviously the fan favorite of the event for the evening, and I’d lost the excitement.
Beast was going to be fighting. Letting someone pound on him while he pounded back. The thought alone of him bleeding, broken, hurting made my stomach turn, and I’d been nauseated ever since.
“Don’t cover your eyes,” Lyla yelled over the roar of the crowd so I could hear her. “He keeps looking to see if you’re looking. You’re going to distract Beast.”
I’d found that out when he came out too. “The Beast” was his name. It was fitting and explained all the Belle shirts I’d seen at least ten chicks wearing.
Dropping my hands, I focused on the cage again, and sure enough, his dark eyes were looking my way even as he was hitting his opponent in the kidneys. Blood sprayed from the other guy’s mouth. I thought his name was Chopper, but I honestly couldn’t remember much about the fighter once Beast stepped out of the locker rooms in the back.
Lyla had told me this was going to be bloody, but I didn’t realize how right she would be. Or that I would care so much.
There was a cut above Beast’s left brow, and it was bleeding uncontrollably, making his entire face red with it. Even his beard was soaked, blood mixed with sweat dripping from the ends of his facial hair.
His head snapped back when he took a punch to the face and I couldn’t help crying out, but I didn’t cover my face again. Beast’s nostrils flared, and he uppercut Chopper.
The other fighter dropped back, falling to the mat like a ton of bricks, and the place went wild while the ref began counting to ten.
I held my breath, but Beast walked over to the cage, grinning at me through the fencing. Wait, was that a dimple under his beard? The temperature in the room skyrocketed a good twenty degrees at that realization. I gulped and he winked, making the ache between my legs double. At least five feet separated me from the cage, but it might as well have been only inches the way he was looking at me, like he was going to devour me the second he touched me.
Dear gods, I needed some fresh air. No one had ever affected me like that before. Up until right then, I wasn’t even sure I had much of a libido because sex had never really been on my list of priorities. That didn’t mean I hadn’t done it before, but the one time I had, I’d messed up everything.
Looking away from Beast, my heart gave that familiar painful squeeze whenever I thought of Jordan. I missed my best friend, but I couldn’t even look him in the eye after the night everything changed between us.
“Mia!” Lyla grasped my chin, turning my head so I was looking at Beast once again.
He had a broody scowl on his face, the devilish grin from only moments before long gone, and I felt myself shiver as he stood there watching me so intensely.
“Ten!” the ref shouted, and the place was suddenly deafening with everyone screaming and clapping their hands.
Walking over to Beast, the ref lifted his arm, announcing him the winner.
Those dark eyes went from me to Lyla. He mouthed something, and she nodded before tugging on my arm. “Come on,” she shouted in my ear. “He wants you to go to the locker room.”
Part of me kept saying I should just leave, but I really wanted to hear his voice for some stupid reason. Lyla guided me through the chaos of the crowd. This time, people didn’t get out of her way as easily in the excitement they were still feeling after the fight.
As if out of thin air, Howler appeared in front of us, moving people out of our way until we reached a side door. Opening it, he stepped back, motioning us through.
The noise level was considerably dimmer once the door shut behind him, and we walked down a narrow corridor until we reached another door. Against the wall on either side stood groupies, all of them wearing Beauty and the Beast-themed shirts of various kinds.
Howler pushed the door open and walked ahead of us this time. “Lyla’s here,” he announced.
My eyes moved around the locker room, but there was only one other person, and he was sitting on a bench with a beautiful German Shepard at his feet, rubbing her back. When his dark head lifted, I couldn’t help but grin at his familiar, handsome face.
“Hi, Braxton,” I greeted, moving toward him.
“Mia,” he said with surprise, getting to his feet. Meeting me halfway, he gave me a small hug. “I didn’t expect this to be your scene.”
I glanced at my roommate. “Me either. Lyla dragged me along.”
Shaking his head, he snorted. “Yeah, she’s bad about that.”
“Hey, I’m right here,” she grumbled but gave him a hug too, her eyes going back and forth between the two of us. “You’ve been getting around a lot, Mia. How do you know Braxton?”
“We survived English together today,” I told her. “It was a real battle of trying not to fall asleep.”
“A battle I would have lost too,” Braxton said with a wink. “But Mia saved me.”
The door behind us opened, and I heard several of the groupies outside crying Beast’s name. Turning, I watched as Beast walked right past them. I noticed the cut over his eye was patched up, but the blood was still streaking his face. His gaze zeroed in on me, and I found myself stumbling back a step.
Braxton caught me around the waist, righting me. “Easy,” he murmured close to my ear.
Beast’s eyes narrowed, turning predatory just as they had in the cage earlier. I gulped, unsure what to do as the space between us disappeared and he pulled me away from Braxton. “Is your leg bothering you?” he demanded, his eyes traveling down my body to my knee.
I stiffened. My brace was under my jeans, hidden from curious eyes because I couldn’t stand to have people stare at it. “How do you know about my leg?” I demanded, trying and failing to ignore the way my body seemed to sizzle where he was touching me.
“I saw you limping earlier,” he said as he crouched and ran his hands over my knee. “Brace is secure. Just watch your step, okay?”
“Yeah, sure, Dad,” I muttered, stepping back from him and right into Braxton again.
Beast growled, literally growled, and I shivered in reaction. Ah hell, that was a sexy sound.
Laughing, Braxton steadied me again then stepped back, putting a respectable distance between the two of us.
“Beast, let me introduce you to my roommate, Mia,” Lyla said as she came up behind him, putting her hand on his back. “Mia, this is my cousin, Beast. But unlike everyone else, outside of the Underground, he goes by Barrick.” She indicated Braxton, who was now sitting on the bench again, scratching the dog’s head. “And you know Brax. Also my cousin, by the way.”
I glanced between Braxton and Beast. “Brothers?” I mused aloud, noticing the similarities.
“No,” Beast said with a grunt. “My dad and their moms were siblings.”
“Were?” I whispered, feeling a sudden pang.
“My dad died,” Beast said with a casual shrug, but I didn’t miss the way his brows pinched for a moment.
“I’m sorry,” I told him, taking a step toward him before I realized what I was doing and stopped myself.
“It was a long time ago.”
“We going to the after party at Judge’s or not?” Howler asked, taking a seat on the bench beside Braxton. The dog lifted her head at him, whined, and he showed her some love with a scratch under her chin.
“I’m out,” Braxton said. “I’m calling it a night. Sasha and I are tired.”
“Sasha’s old as fuck, man. She’s always tired.” Howler scratched her again. “Aren’t you, girl?” That earned him a whine from her as if she were actually agreeing with him.
“Lyla?” Howler tossed at her.
“It’s up to Mia. She’s the one with a nine o’clock class in the morning.” She pulled out her phone and started texting away, leaving the decision up to me.
“Well?” Beast asked, moving into my space.
I wanted to say yes and go with him, but I had to be smart about this. Who knew what went on at an Underground after party? I needed to make good decisions, or Momma was going to lose her mind and I’d be back home before I could blink.
“Sorry. I have a really busy day tomorrow.” It wasn’t a nine o’clock class I had, but an appointment with my physical therapist. I needed to be at the top of my game for that torture, or the therapist would call my mom and rat me out.
“Ah, come on,” Howler tried to tempt me. “Not even for an hour?”
“Leave her alone, man,” Beast told him. “She’s in pain.”
I blinked at him like an owl, because he was right. I’d been in pain most of the evening, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle.
“Lyla, can I take you home?” Howler asked instead. “We need to talk.”
“Nope,” she told him as she put her phone away. “We came in Judge’s car. I don’t need a ride, and we’re done talking.” Crossing to me, she linked our fingers. “Let’s get out of here, babe.”
“Brax, walk Mia to Lyla’s car,” Beast instructed as he walked toward the showers.
“I don’t need a bodyguard,” I told him, putting my hand on my hip and glaring after him.
“Braxton,” Beast barked.
Without arguing, Braxton stood and opened the locker room door for us. “Ladies,” he said with an easy grin.
Unable to help myself, I glanced over my shoulder as I walked out. Beast stood at the shower room entrance, his eyes hungrily watching me go. As I walked away, I ached to give in and stay, go with him to the party. It wasn’t smart, but just looking at him made me want to do stupid things.




Chapter 4
Mia
“Good job today, Mia,” Rita, my physical therapist, praised as I strapped my brace into place. I wanted to flip her off after the excruciating workout she’d just given my leg, but she was only doing her job.
“Yeah,” I muttered instead. “Thanks.”
“See you again Friday,” she said with a grin and walked away to deal with her next patient.
When I stood, it took me a minute to make sure my brace was exactly where it needed to be and to test out my mobility before I trusted my ability to walk. When I had faith in myself, I grabbed my bag and the econ book I would need for my class that started in an hour.
Tucking my cap down low, I walked out of the PT area and through the door that took me into the lobby. As I did, I nearly collided with a solid wall of male.
“Easy,” a voice I recognized said at the same time I muttered, “Sorry.”
Looking up, I felt a smile lift my lips when I saw Braxton. “We gotta stop meeting like this,” I told him, causing him to laugh.
“I don’t know. I kind of like keeping you on your feet.” Once he was confident I was steady, he released me and took a step back. Glancing at the door behind me, he lifted his brows. “Who’s your therapist?”
“Rita.”
He nodded. “She’s pretty good. I’ve seen her in action a few times. Mine is Randy. Now, he’s an asshole and a half.”
“The drill sergeant guy?”
“That would be him. But he’s gotten me further than my doctors thought would be possible at this time, so I can’t complain too much, right?” He patted his leg, and that was when I looked down, finally noticing he was wearing basketball shorts that showed off his legs.
I was expecting to see a brace on his leg like my own, but that wasn’t the case. Braxton was an amputee. His right leg was gone from above the knee, a prosthetic in its place.
“Right,” I agreed with him, pretending like the sight of his prosthetic didn’t break my heart.
Even after the pain of my second ACL tear, I still didn’t think that would come close to what he must have gone through losing half his leg. But I also knew it would probably make him uncomfortable if I let him see how upset I was. I liked Braxton a lot and wanted us to be friends.
“Where are you off to now?” he asked, changing the subject.
I grimaced and showed him my textbook. “More torture. Economics. Fun, fun, fun. But mandatory with my business major.”
“I’m a criminal justice major, so I wouldn’t know. But have fun with that.”
“Yeah,” I laughed. “See you tomorrow, Brax.”
“Be careful out there, Mia,” he called after me, and I waved.
I got to class with a good fifteen minutes to spare. There were plenty of seats left, but I was tired after my long walk and the morning therapy session. Choosing a seat three rows up, I sat in the middle, leaving several seats open between me and the group of girls at the end of the aisle.
My head felt sweaty, so I took off my hat and finger-combed my hair before throwing it into a ponytail. I was thirsty, and I was debating getting a bottle of water from the vending machine outside the classroom when someone dropped into the seat beside me.
“Morning,” a deep voice greeted, placing a bottle of water in front of me before uncapping his own and taking a deep swallow.
I glanced between the one thing I’d just been thinking of and the one man I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the night before.
“I know you’re thirsty, Mia,” he said before I could even think of anything to say. “Braxton texted me, saying he ran into you on your way out of physical therapy. Just drink the water and stop overanalyzing it, yeah?”
“What do I call you?” I asked as I uncapped the bottle and took a sip. “Beast or Barrick?”
“My mom calls me Charlie,” he said with a shrug. “Everyone else, including my stepdad, calls me Barrick outside the Underground. There it’s Beast. Take your pick. I’m not choosy.”
“Charlie Barrick is your full name?”
“Charles David Barrick Junior, actually. But if you call me Junior, we’re going to have problems.” He grinned, his damn dimple winking at me just beneath his beard, and I had to clench my fingers around the water bottle to keep from reaching out and stroking my fingers through it.
“Barrick it is, then,” I muttered, looking away from the temptation of that dimple.
“How’s the leg today?”
I stretched it out, trying to loosen it up a little. “It’s a pain in the ass, but I’ll live.”
“What happened, if you don’t mind my asking?”
I took another sip, trying to determine what I should tell him and leave out. Lyla knew who I was because both my parents had been with me when I first moved in to the dorm, and I had to assume her cousins would as well. But they might not know about my dance career. “I was the lead in this spring ballet thing for charity, and as I was doing a leap during rehearsal, my partner didn’t catch me correctly. I landed wrong and tore everything. It was my second tear, so I knew as soon as I took a step what happened. Only it was so much worse than the first time, and…” I swallowed hard, remembering how I’d reacted, because even then, I’d known my career was over.
“And you freaked out?”
I nodded and took another sip of water, looking anywhere but at him.
“I would have freaked too,” he said in a low voice that soothed something inside of me in an odd way. I looked back at him, and suddenly, the room felt too small, too warm as my gaze became trapped in his dark eyes. “Fuck, you’re so beautiful,” he murmured and turned his head, glaring straight ahead.
Heat filled my face. I’ve been called beautiful all my life, but it had never affected me like that before. It had never meant anything until then either, though. In the past, that one word had felt like it was just something people said in passing; there was no real power behind it. But with Barrick, there was something more in that single word.
I liked it—a lot.
“Are you a business major too?” I asked, needing to change the subject before I combusted beside him or something equally embarrassing.
“Yeah. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t even be in college, but my stepdad wants me to have a business degree so I can take over the family business one day.” His jaw clenched for a moment, and I wondered what kind of relationship he had with his stepfather. “I’m taking classes just to get him off my back.”
I wanted to ask more, but the professor walked in and promptly started class. I tried to focus on what the man who seemed to have a chip on his shoulder was saying, but it was hard to concentrate with Barrick right beside me.
His leg brushed against mine every few minutes, and whenever I would glance his way, it was always to find his eyes on me. Every move he made, every deep breath he took, I was hyperaware of it all.
Feeling his fingers skimming down my forearm, I shivered, goose bumps popping up in his wake. “Stop,” I hissed between clenched teeth.
With a wink, he stopped his fingers, but he didn’t remove his hand.
And I didn’t try to remove it for him, because I liked him touching me.
Finally—thank gods, finally—class was called to a close, and I jumped up like my seat was on fire. Shoving everything into my bag, I wanted to run out of there, but Barrick was in my way.
Slowly, he stood, his body brushing against my own until he was at his full height. “Where to now?”
“I…I’m having lunch with Lyla,” I told him. “Then another class this afternoon.”
“I’ll walk you back to your dorm, then.” Taking my bag from me, he slipped it over his shoulder. “Knowing Lyla, she isn’t even out of bed yet.”
“She’s not a morning person,” I agreed.
“She’s not much of an afternoon one either,” he said with a grin as we walked out into the warm afternoon sunshine.
As we crossed campus, he draped his arm over my shoulders. The touch was casual, something I’d done a hundred times with Jordan, yet it didn’t feel like when Jordan did it. Nothing about what I felt for Barrick was like what I’d felt for my best friend. It was exciting and scary all at the same time.
“We’re going to a bar downtown tonight,” he mentioned as we neared my dorm. “The place is called Jameson’s. Lyla knows where it is.”
“Jameson’s?” I laughed at the irony. My mom’s maiden name was Jameson, not that I would be telling her about it if I decided to go. I was pretty sure mentioning I was at a bar wouldn’t go over well with her.
“Will you come?”
I hesitated. “I have a class to teach at six, so I’ll have to see how my knee feels after that,” I hedged.
Opening the front door to the dorm, he waited for me to enter. “I want to see you tonight,” he said in that low, deep voice that made me shiver. Lowering his head, he stopped only a few inches short of brushing his nose against my own. “Come—for me.”
The air around us seemed to crackle with sexual tension, and I gulped. “I’ll think about it.”
He brushed his thumb over my cheek as he tucked a few strands of my hair behind my ear. “See you later, Mia,” he murmured in that sexy as hell voice. Stepping back, he winked, making my legs weak for a moment as he walked away.




Chapter 5
Mia
Waving to the last of my students in my Wednesday class, I pulled my phone from my bag as I headed across the street to get back to my dorm.
Seeing I already had a text from Lyla asking if I was going out and if I wanted her to pick me up, I shot her back a reply telling her I would just meet her there. I wanted to shower and change clothes before I went to Jameson’s, and she was already out.
Which only had my phone ringing two seconds after I hit send. “Are you sure?” she asked as soon as I answered. “I’m just having dinner with my brother. I can cut it short and come pick you up.”
“No, it’s fine. I need to figure my way around this town anyway,” I told her and groaned when I got a text. Taking a glance at my phone to see who it was, I quickly put it back to my ear. “I have to go. See you later.”
“Just be careful, Mia. Take a cab or something so you don’t strain your knee.”
Smiling at the concern I heard in her voice, I agreed and ended the call so I could concentrate on the text I’d just gotten.
As I looked down at the message from my best friend, my heart lifted and I had to blink back tears.
Jordan:
College sucks. I thought this was supposed to be the best years of our lives. Instead, I’m bored in class all day, then bored at these stupid frat parties I’m expected to go to. Tell me your experience is going better than my own!
Nibbling on my lip, I considered what to reply as I walked toward my dorm. We’d only texted sparingly since the night everything happened, and usually even those were tense conversations. This, however, was just like old times, and I knew I had a stupid grin on my face as I reread his message a half-dozen times.
Me:
I
have a badass roommate who I suspect is a local mob princess or something, from how people treat her. It’s kinda cool, and I’m glad to have the attention off me for once. Made a few other friends. No one can replace you, though. Classes are boring, but everything else is fun.
For the rest of my walk, we texted back and forth. I told him about my job, my classes, and even about meeting Braxton at physical therapy that morning. But for some reason, I didn’t mention Barrick to him. I wasn’t ready to talk about how he made me feel, and I knew Jordan, of all people, would see through my bullshit.
After a quick shower, I put on a little makeup and got dressed. On the cab ride to Jameson’s, I continued my earlier text conversation with Jordan. Since we’d been avoiding each other for so long, there was a lot to catch up on in both our lives.
The cab driver pulled up in front of the bar that had a huge sign over the entrance declaring it Jameson’s. People stood outside smoking and talking, all of them at least twenty-one. I pulled out my wallet, searching for the fake ID Jordan had gotten for me when we were seventeen. I wasn’t sure where he got it from, but the thing was exceptionally professional-looking.
A bouncer stood at the front door, checking IDs before letting anyone in. I offered mine, and he gave me a chin nod as he handed it back. “Barrick is at the bar,” he surprised me by saying.
Inside, the music was so loud it made the walls pulse, but I had to admit it was good. Glancing around, I took in the layout of the place. There were two floors, with the bar on the first level. There was a jukebox across from the bar, and at least twenty people were dancing in front of it. A set of stairs led up to the second floor on either side of the room, but the majority of the people upstairs were leaning over the banister as they talked, people-watching.
Or rather, person-watching.
It wasn’t hard to determine where Barrick was. There was a group of chicks surrounding him at the bar, making it impossible to see anything but his head from where I was standing. Braxton was beside him, and both of them had their backs turned to the females behind them.
I stood there watching them, feeling the icy hands of jealousy trying to claw their way into my sanity.
Obviously, the chicks had all been drinking, and as I looked on, two of them seemed to grow a pair and moved closer to Barrick. As he shifted, I saw he was wearing a black muscle shirt with a pair of jeans that hugged his ass just right.
But then the brave chick blocked my view as she cupped his ass in her hands, giving it a firm squeeze as she leaned in and licked his exposed shoulder blade.
My feet moved before my brain fully caught up, and suddenly, I was standing behind Miss Handsy. Grabbing her by the back of her hair, I jerked her around to face me just as Barrick and Braxton turned.
“Hey!” the drunk chick screeched. “What the hell?”
“How pissed would you be if some random guy came up behind you and did that?” I seethed. “You would be screaming assault. Double standards much, slut?” I pushed her away, disgusted by her. “Keep your hands and your nasty mouth to yourself.”
She turned blood red in the face, but tears filled her eyes, and she mumbled a slurred, “Sorry,” before letting her friends pull her toward the exit.
I glared after them, waiting until they were out the door before daring to look at the two guys standing behind me.
Braxton clapped his hands in approval, making me blush.
Grinning, Barrick grabbed my hand and tugged me up to the bar between him and his cousin. “What are you drinking, firecracker?”
I glanced at his bottle of beer, then Braxton’s glass of soda. The bartender walked up to us, his face weathered but his green eyes full of amusement. “Whatever she wants, it’s on the house,” he informed my friends. “Best show I’ve had in here in a hell of a long time. Whatcha want, sweetheart?”
I’d been ready to order a soda, but there was something familiar about this man that had me pausing and taking a closer look at him. “Do I know you?” I asked, confused because I was sure I’d never met him before in my life. “I feel like we’ve met before.”
He shrugged. “No, darlin’. Don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure. Name’s Eddie Jameson. What’s yours?”
“Mia.”
“What will it be, Miss Mia?” He leaned forward, a grin splitting his face, and the feeling that I knew him only grew. It was unsettling, and I backed up a step.
Feeling my sudden tension, both Barrick and Braxton moved in closer to me. But I quickly shook it off, telling myself I was being crazy, and gave Eddie a smile. “Ginger ale, please.”
The bartender set my glass in front of me and, with a wink, moved on down the bar to get someone else a drink.
“You want something harder?” Barrick asked as I took a thirsty swallow. “It’s fine if you do. I got you covered.”
I shook my head, placing the half-empty glass back on the bar top. “No, I’m good. I haven’t eaten dinner yet, so it will go straight to my head anyway.”
“You haven’t eaten?” His handsome face clouded over. “Why the hell not?”
“Because I haven’t had time,” I told him, not liking his tone. “My last class ran late, and I didn’t have time to grab something on my way to work.” I didn’t add that I’d been too excited to get to the bar to hang out with him to even think about eating after work. He didn’t need to know that—or have that kind of power over me.
“You need to eat, woman. No skipping meals.” He grabbed his bottle of beer, drained the rest of it, and then tossed down a few bills. “Brax, let’s go.”
Taking my hand, Barrick pulled me toward the exit. “I just got here,” I complained.
“And now you’re leaving.” Outside on the street, he turned left, and we walked down the street toward the parking lot. “We’re eating dinner.”
“You’re so frustrating,” I muttered as he unlocked a white Jeep Cherokee and opened the front passenger door.
“Get in, Mia. Or I’ll put you in,” he threatened.
“Maybe I don’t want to eat.” Stubbornly, I pulled my hand free from his and crossed my arms over my chest, glaring at him. But then my stomach growled long and loud, making him raise his brow at me.
Braxton laughed as he got in the back seat. “I want tacos.”
My stomach only growled again at the thought of one of my favorite foods. Sighing, I got in. “Tacos sound good, I guess.”
“Tacos it is, then,” Barrick said with a grin that was so infectious, I had one on my own face by the time he got behind the wheel and turned on the Jeep. “Take out, or eat it there?”
“Take out,” Braxton and I said at the same time, causing us both to laugh and Barrick to glare at his cousin in the rearview mirror.
“Ah, come on,” I said, pushing on his arm. “Lighten up, Barrick. I’ll eat if you smile for me so I can see your dimple again.” I batted my lashes at him. “Please? Pretty, pretty please?”
“Now, Mia, what happened to that double-standard speech you just gave that drunk girl?” Braxton reminded me with a straight face from the middle of the back seat. “If a guy asked you to smile for him, you would cry sexism.”
Barrick and I both turned around to look at him skeptically before all three of us burst out laughing. Seeing Barrick’s dimple, I poked it with my index finger and brushed it through his beard to satisfy the desire to feel it. “Hey, I’m hungry. What’s a girl have to do to get a taco around here?”
Catching my hand, he cupped his around my fingers until we were one fist and laid our joined hands on his thigh. “Coming up, firecracker.”




Chapter 6
Mia
Barrick and Braxton lived together in a single-story brick house just a few blocks from campus. While Braxton cleaned up the aftermath of our takeout boxes, Barrick gave me a tour of the place.
For two guys, they kept the house neater than my mother’s housekeeper, Gail, did our house back in Malibu.
“Four years in the Marines will teach anyone to stay clean,” Barrick commented as he opened the door to Braxton’s room and flipped on the light.
Sasha the German Shepherd lifted her head from a pillow and wagged her tail tiredly. “Hey, girl. Come meet Mia,” he called to her.
Slowly, as if her bones hurt, Sasha climbed off the bed and walked over to us. I crouched down, rubbing her under her chin. “Hello, sweet girl,” I greeted, letting her lick my cheek.
“Sasha is seventeen,” Barrick explained. “She’s been through a lot and is the best dog I’ve ever met. She’s the only one who can make Braxton smile when he’s in one of his moods.”
Giving the dog one last scratch, I straightened. “So, you were both in the Marines?” I asked as he opened the door behind him.
His bedroom.
“Yeah. It’s kind of a family thing. Both my dad and stepdad were in the Marines. I went in, and then three years later when Brax graduated high school, he followed. His mom is still pissed at me for that, not that I can blame her after what happened. He never would have signed on if I hadn’t.” He flipped on the lights and motioned me in before closing the door.
The room was perfect. Bed made, no dirty clothes on the floor. It even looked like it had been recently vacuumed. Both my brother’s and Jordan’s rooms were disasters. You couldn’t tell where the floor was because there were normally so many random things scattered across it.
I was almost afraid to touch anything for fear I would mess it up.
“What happened, exactly?” I asked, sitting carefully on the edge of his bed. “I mean, I saw his leg this morning, but I didn’t want to be rude…”
He grimaced as he dropped down beside me, his eyes stormy. “IED while he was deployed. It nearly killed him, but he had a good field medic who stayed with him until they could get him to base. From there, they had to fly him to Germany.” He scrubbed his hands over his face. “That was a year ago. He spent four months in the hospital in Germany before they sent him home.”
I touched Barrick’s back. “I can’t imagine how scary that must have been.”
“I was already out by then, but I flew to Germany to be with him. His parents tried to keep me away, said I was nothing but a bad influence and the only reason Brax was even there. But Brax is stubborn as hell. He’s going to do whatever he wants to do. It’s not like he’s some lost puppy following after me just so he has direction in his life.” I wasn’t sure if he was explaining it to me or trying to convince himself, because there was guilt shining out of his dark eyes, and I ached for both him and Braxton.
“His parents treat him like he’s helpless now, and he can’t stand it. So, he moved in with me.” He lay back and glared up at the ceiling.
Lying on my side, I propped my head up on my hand. He was quiet for a while, and I didn’t like him being lost in his head with unpleasant thoughts. Boldly, I stroked my fingers through his beard, enjoying the tickle of the well-trimmed hair against my fingertips.
In my experience, there weren’t many guys who had full beards at twenty-four, but it suited him so much.
He closed his eyes, and he pressed into my touch for a moment before covering my hand with his own. “You were a surprise, Mia,” he murmured, opening his eyes to meet my gaze. “I wasn’t expecting…” Voice trailing off, he clenched his jaw and shook his head before pressing my palm to his lips and getting to his feet.
Turning back to me, he offered his hand. “You’re too tempting like this. Come on before I lose my mind and do something we’ll both regret in the morning.”
I hesitated, staring at his hand as I remained where I was. “Who said I would regret it?”
With a curse, he dropped his hand and walked away. Reaching the door, he flipped the lock and started back toward me with that predatory look in his dark eyes. I watched him approach with my heart beating me half to death, my breaths already coming in little pants as I anticipated his first touch…
My phone ringing had us both jerking like we’d been hit with an electric shock. Grabbing it, I groaned when I saw it was Momma. “I have to take this,” I told him regretfully.
He nodded, combing his fingers through his hair frustratedly. “Maybe it’s a good thing. We don’t want to rush this. Right?”
“What is…this, anyway?” I asked, then quickly shook my head. “No. Don’t answer that. I’m not sure I want to know yet.”
He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, I lifted the phone to my ear. “Hey, Momma!”
“Hey, sweetheart.” Mom’s voice soothed some of my frayed nerves as I sat up. “I know it’s not our usual time to chat, but I’m getting ready to board a plane for Seattle, and I wanted to hear your voice.”
“What’s in Seattle?” I asked, brows lifted.
“Long story,” she said with a drawn-out sigh. “Anyway, how was your day? Physical therapy kick your ass?”
“Basically. I just had dinner with two of my new friends, though, so that’s a nice way to end the day,” I said, looking right at Barrick as I stressed the “friend” part. But I wasn’t sure if I was putting emphasis on it for his and my benefit or Momma’s.
His lips tilted up in a grin, and he finally sat back down beside me.
“I’m so glad you’re making new friends. Speaking of which, Jordan’s mother called me just the other day, saying she was worried about him. Then today, Gabriella said she didn’t think you two were getting along. Is everything okay between the two of you?”
“Yes, everything is fine with Jordan and me.” I was glad I didn’t have to lie to her about it. “Well, there was this thing, but we sorted it out and made up earlier tonight, actually.”
“So, everything is good now?”
“It’s getting there,” I assured her just as Barrick picked up my free hand and started playing with my fingers. Watching him made me smile, but his touch was distracting me. “Is Daddy going with you to Seattle?”
She made an annoyed sound. “No. Jagger has a show he’s been asked to sit in on as a judge, and you know I always want at least one of us there with him. I hate that I’m going to miss this.”
My brother was following in our father’s footsteps, and he and his best friend Cannon had already started their music career as a duo. They had an album in the works and had been promoting it like crazy.
“You’re not going alone, though, right?” I was allowed to worry about her just as much as she worried about me. It was worse for her, though. She tended to step on a lot of toes professionally as well as personally, and there were plenty of angry people in the world who would love to take a swing at her.
“Don’t worry about me, sweetheart. I have Marcus with me.” A voice in the background was announcing the boarding call for Seattle, and she groaned. “I have to go. We can talk tomorrow, and you can tell me all about these new friends of yours. Bye, I love you.”
“I love you too, Momma,” I whispered before she disconnected.
For a long moment, I just sat there, staring down at my phone while Barrick continued to play with my fingers. I missed her so much that my heart was literally throbbing.
“Who is Jordan?” he asked after a minute or so had passed.
I lifted my head, confused by the tone in his voice. “What?”
“Jordan,” he repeated. “Who is that?”
“Oh.” I shrugged. “He’s my best friend.”
“Gay?”
Heat filled my cheeks because I knew for a fact that Jordan was anything but gay. Even before our moment of insanity, he’d gotten around with half the girls in high school. “Nope. Definitely not gay.”
His hold on my fingers tightened. “But he’s your best friend?”
I lifted my brows at the hardness in his voice. “Yes. Since we were little.” I tugged on my hand, but he didn’t release me. “What? Do you have a problem with that?”
“What kind of friend is he?” he demanded, and it hit me that he was jealous.
“I’m not answering that.” Because I knew exactly what he was asking. Friends with benefits.
“Mia…” His tone held a warning, but I wasn’t even going to attempt to explain my friendship with Jordan. I shouldn’t have to. What happened between us was just that. Between us.
“It’s getting late,” I announced as I stood. “I should head back to the dorm.”
Muttering a curse, he followed me to the door. “I’ll drive you back.”
“It’s only a few blocks,” I argued. “I can walk.”
“I’m driving you,” he repeated.
“Whatever,” I grumbled and grabbed my bag off the couch in the living room where I’d left it earlier.
Braxton was still in the kitchen when we passed through it to go out the back door. “Leaving already?” he asked with a frown as he lifted his huge mug of coffee.
“Yeah,” I told him with a half smile. “It’s getting late, and I have a morning class.”
He shook his head at me in disgust. “Why would you do that to yourself?”
“Some of us like mornings.” I gave him a one-armed hug while Barrick glowered at us from the open door. “See you tomorrow.”
“I’ll bring coffee. Text me how you take yours.” Giving me a squeeze, he smirked at his cousin before stepping back. “Be careful out there, Mia.”
The drive to my dorm was short and tense. I didn’t even know why I was mad—or what right Barrick had to be mad in the first place.
As he pulled the Jeep up in front of my building, I grabbed the door handle, but before I could get the door open, he grasped my hand and tugged me around to face him. “I’m sorry,” he said with a sigh. “Don’t leave pissed at me.”
“I don’t even know what I’m pissed about, to be honest.” I stroked my fingers over his jaw, and he lowered his lashes, enjoying my touch. “Were we fighting? I don’t remember fighting.”
“We weren’t fighting. I was just being a jealous idiot.” He leaned in and brushed his lips against my forehead.
Just that light touch had the power to steal the breath from my lungs. My fingers reached out, grabbing his shirt and balling into fists around the material, needing something to hold on to because it suddenly felt like I was falling.




Chapter 7
Mia
I could teach kids to dance all day and not have a moment of anxiety, but put me in a room of adult students, and I was nervous as hell.
Friday night, I stood in front of my adults-only class and channeled my mother, knowing I would need it as the youngest chick in the room.
“I don’t know what your reasons are for taking this particular class, and to be honest, I don’t want to know. The goal is to relax, have fun, and find the confidence in yourself to unleash your inner sex goddess.” I tossed my hair over my shoulder, already annoyed with it. But for this class, it was one of the props that had to be incorporated, so I couldn’t pull it into the bun I was itching to.
Cora had started a new, adults-only class and put me in charge of it—probably to see if I had the guts to do it or not.
Because this wasn’t a typical dance class.
It was a pole dancing class.
To teach women to become more confident in their bodies while getting a workout. At least that was what the flyer said when I’d seen it posted on the board in the lobby out front where parents were allowed to wait for their kids.
For the first class, there was a staggeringly good turnout. Every pole that had been set up earlier that evening was taken by women ranging in age from early twenties to late forties. Every single one of them had a different body type, and I liked seeing the diversity in the room.
Some of the older women looked shy and embarrassed, while a group of three younger women was snickering in the back corner like the mean girls I could already tell they were.
I adjusted the Lycra shorts I was wearing and the matching sports bra, wishing I could have worn the simple black leotard I normally wore for my littles’ classes.
“I want you all to relax and enjoy yourselves in here. This is a safe place, and no one…” My gaze went to the three in the back, still giggling. Each of them was dressed like Hooker Barbie, but I wasn’t going to call them out on their G-string and Band-Aid-sized tops that barely covered their nipples. I meant it when I said this was a safe place—even for them. “No one will make you feel like you don’t belong here.”
That seemed to relax the majority of the women and got the mean girls to stop giggling. For the next thirty minutes, I went over the basics, and five minutes before class was over, they were all getting comfortable with the poles.
Excusing everyone, I grabbed my bag and pulled out the sweatshirt I’d put in there before class. My SoCal constitution wasn’t used to the cooler temperatures of the late evenings in NoVa.
As I walked out of the building, I was already pulling my hair into a knot on top of my head.
A horn honking had me turning to see what was going on, only to find a town car mere feet away. The back window rolled down, and Lyla stuck her head out. “Let’s go, sexy!”
Frowning, I walked over to the car and slid in beside her. “What’s going on?” I asked as I finished securing my hair with a scrunchie.
“Underground fight tonight.” She scanned her eyes over me, shaking her head. “Maybe I should have brought you a change of clothes.”
“There’s no time to change?” I glanced down at the shorts that barely covered my ass. At least my sweatshirt covered my middle, but I felt exposed. I’d seen other people wearing less than what I had on at the Underground earlier in the week, but I wasn’t a fan of showing off this much skin.
“Nope. This one’s a little farther out of the way than the one Tuesday. As it is, we’re already going to be late.” She gave me one more appraisal and shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ll take care of it. Barrick won’t lose his mind…I hope.” The last part was muttered half under her breath.
Laughing, I shook my head. Figuring I needed to check in with my mom before I went into the Underground, I texted her the entire ride, which lasted over half an hour. Momma was still in Seattle, and she was royally pissed about it because she was missing my brother’s second day of filming as a guest judge on some music show.
As much as she worked, Momma rarely ever had missed important events in our lives. I pitied whoever was causing her to miss out on this with Jagger. No doubt she was making them wish they’d never been born.
The driver pulled up in front of a warehouse similar to the one from Tuesday night, but this one was a little bigger from the looks of it. Definitely a lot more people, that was for sure.
I wasn’t surprised when someone opened the door for us, but I was surprised to see it was Braxton. I took his hand as he assisted me out, and his dark eyes, so much like his cousin’s, scanned me from head to toe.
“Yeah, you’re right. He’s going to lose his damn mind.” Shaking his head, he glared at Lyla. “Why didn’t you think of this before you brought her?”
“Um, because I didn’t think, period. She normally wears these cute little ballet things.” She waved a hand at my bare legs. “I wasn’t expecting a sexy vixen when I picked her up.”
“What’s the big deal?” I demanded. “I have more clothes on than half the other chicks here. Yes, I feel a little exposed, but it’s fine.”
Braxton clenched his jaw. “We have to get you some jeans or a skirt, something. Barrick will kill someone.”
That only had me laughing again. “It’s none of Barrick’s business if I show up here naked. Which I’m not. I have on clothes, damn it.”
“Howler probably has some sweats in his bag,” Lyla suggested.
“His left leg is bigger than her. They would fall off her even if we tied them in knots.” Braxton blew out a frustrated breath and glanced around. “You! Come here.”
I was so used to him being laid-back and all smiles, the command in his tone made me jump slightly. But a girl in the group behind us melted away from her friends and walked over to us with a dreamy look on her face. Dressed in skinny jeans and a long, baby-doll style top, she looked cute in her outfit but not sexy.
“Hi, Braxton,” she purred as she wrapped her arms around one of his and clung to him.
“You got panties on under there?” he demanded, and the girl actually started panting.
“Yeah, baby. Why? You want to see them?”
I wanted to roll my eyes and make a gagging sound, but Braxton only shook her off his arm. “I need your jeans.” Pulling out his wallet, he produced two hundred-dollar bills. “Now.”
My eyes widened. Her jeans weren’t even worth a quarter of that by the looks of them. “What are you doing?” I hissed at him. “You can’t buy some chick’s jeans for me. That’s ridiculous.”
“Barrick will pay me back,” he excused, waving the money in the girl’s face. “We got a deal or not?”
“Um…” She glanced between Braxton and me, then straight at Lyla, who took a menacing step toward her when she didn’t answer quickly enough. “Deal,” she squeaked, snatching the money out of his hand and then kicking off her shoes long enough to take her jeans off right there.
I cringed as she got catcalls and whistles from guys standing close by. I moved to shield her, giving her some privacy, but she actually seemed to eat up the attention.
Shoving the jeans in my direction, she folded her money and tucked it into her shirt before bouncing back to her friends.
“Hurry and put them on,” Lyla ordered. “We need to get you covered. Now.”
Sighing, I toed off my street shoes and then pulled on the jeans. They were a size too big, but they would do. My two friends seemed to breathe a little easier as soon as I started zipping them up.
Bending, I pulled my Converse back on, and when I straightened, I glared at them. “Happy?”
“Immensely,” Braxton said with a nod. “Now, let’s go. The fight is about to start.”
Putting his hand on my back, he guided me through the crowd that had now begun to scream. Apparently the first fighter was already out.
“Is Barrick fighting?” I wasn’t sure I could stomach watching him fight again.
“No. He’s the ref tonight,” he answered distractedly as we moved toward a roped-off area close to the cage.
“Really? I didn’t know he did that too.”
Braxton shrugged. “Sometimes they have to get another fighter to ref if the official doesn’t feel safe in the cage.”
“And the official doesn’t with tonight’s match?”
“Definitely not,” was all he said as he lifted the rope and waited for both Lyla and me to take our places.
I looked at the metal cage, and my gaze latched on to Barrick, who was already standing there grinning at me. I waved and he winked, making my heart do this crazy little jump in my chest.
I hadn’t seen him since he’d dropped me off Wednesday night, but he’d texted me the night before and earlier in the day. He hadn’t mentioned an Underground match tonight, though, making me wonder if these fights weren’t announced until the last minute.
Dressed in tight workout shorts and a black-and-white striped referee shirt, he looked massive up there compared to the fighter behind him. The other guy was leaner, but not by much, and maybe an inch or so shorter. I barely noticed him, though, as Barrick flashed me that damn dimple, making me forget about anything but him.
“And now…” The announcer’s voice filled the entire building, stopping all chatter as every eye was suddenly on the spotlight shining on the door I assumed led to a locker room. “The man we’ve all been waiting to see pulverize tonight. Howl-errr.”
The crowd actually started howling as one, like a pack of wolves in sync with one another. Beside me, Lyla was the loudest of them all, grinning, her eyes shining with pride as Howler came out.
Wearing only a pair of workout shorts that were molded to his thighs and hips, no shirt, and his knuckles taped, he looked like some blond fighting god. His face was impassive as he walked through the parted crowd, his eyes narrowed on his opponent in the ring.
“Don’t freak out, okay?” Braxton urged close to my ear. “If you get scared or anything upsets you, let me know. I’ll get you out of here.”
I didn’t understand what could be so upsetting, but I nodded. The only reason the last fight had been so hard to watch was because it had been Barrick getting pounding on.
The cage door opened, Howler stepped inside, and it became obvious why an actual official would be worried about their safety with the two fighters currently in the ring.
Barrick grabbed Howler around the waist, holding him back when he would have attacked the other guy, who was already running his mouth. Slinging him back with force, Barrick stayed between them, putting his hands out to warn them to keep back.
“This will stay a clean fight, or I’ll beat the fuck out of you both,” he snarled at them. “Do I make myself clear?”
The two men nodded, but I wondered how long they would follow the rules.
Barely two minutes in and both fighters were bleeding. The longer the match went on, the bloodier it got, and while I was having trouble watching, Lyla couldn’t take her eyes off Howler.
The other fighter, Chains, went to sucker-punch Howler, but he ducked at the last minute. The blow landed on Barrick, and he stumbled back. I gasped when I saw his mouth was bleeding.
“He’s okay,” Braxton soothed. “Nothing he can’t handle.”
I only nodded, my eyes glued to Barrick, unable to look away as he shoved Chains back, yelling at him to keep it clean.
For the next half hour, things only escalated more and more. There was no bell to ring to announce the end of each round because there were none. I didn’t understand the rules, but it was exhausting to watch two people beat the hell out of each other.
“Howler, knock his ass out, or I’m never going to talk to you again!” Lyla shouted when the two were pounding on each other close to our side of the cage.
His dark-blond head snapped up, his eyes going straight to her like he had some radar that told him exactly where she was. Something passed over his bloodied face, and he gave a single, firm nod.
“Knock him out, or kill him?” Braxton grunted at his cousin.
She shrugged without concern. “I don’t really care one way or the other. I fucking hate Chains.”
It took another few minutes, but then Chains was on the floor of the cage, knocked out cold. Barrick rushed to check the guy, making sure he was only unconscious and not actually dead as I feared.
A count of ten and then the announcer was proclaiming Howler the winner, while Barrick held his arm in the air.
“What took you so long?” Lyla yelled toward the cage, and Howler scowled at her before grinning.
I shook my head, not understanding the two of them in the least. It was too much of a headache even to try.




Chapter 8
Mia
“Hold still so I can see it,” I grumbled as I dabbed at Barrick’s lip over dinner later.
We were sitting at some diner a few miles from the Underground with Braxton. It was just the three of us since Lyla had gone with Howler after the fight. Most likely to an after party from what I’d overheard them saying, so it was anyone’s guess when my roommate would be home later.
“It’s fine,” Barrick complained, popping a fry into his mouth and then stuffing one in mine. “My teeth just cut into it when I got hit.”
“It’s going to bruise.” I wanted to wail because his face had just started to heal after his own fight earlier in the week. The gash above his eye was closed, and he only had a single butterfly stitch over it. “Doesn’t it sting when you get that grease and salt in it?”
He rolled his eyes and pushed two more fries into his mouth. “You’re acting like I broke my jaw, firecracker. It was just a pop to the mouth.” Dipping a fry in ketchup, he touched it to my lips. “Come on. Eat for me.”
Sighing, I glared at him for all of a second before opening my mouth and biting the fry in two. Smirking, he ate the rest before picking up his burger that was brimming with veggies and condiments.
Shaking my head at him and what smelled like a really delicious cow, I stabbed a fork into my grilled chicken salad.
Across from us, Braxton was trying not to laugh as he enjoyed his own burger and fries. “What?” I groused, chewing my salad unhappily.
“You two act like you’ve been together for fifty years already. Are you sure you only just met?”
“Maybe we knew each other in a previous life,” Barrick answered, wiping his mouth.
“Maybe she ruled your world in that previous life,” his cousin countered.
Barrick’s dark eyes caught mine, his dimple barely peeking out as he nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed in a low, deep voice that made something pull deep in my gut. “Maybe she did.”
The diner suddenly felt suffocatingly hot. I picked up my water and took a long, thirsty sip in hopes of cooling myself off. What was it about the way this man looked at me that made me want to strip myself bare for him…in every way imaginable?
“Lyla’s probably not going to go back to the dorms tonight,” Braxton mentioned when the waitress brought the check, and Barrick handed over his credit card.
“Wait,” I told the woman, reaching for my purse. “Let me pay for mine.”
“Yeah, that will be no,” Barrick said, pushing the card and check into her hands. “Don’t listen to her, ma’am. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”
Lips twitching, the middle-aged waitress walked off to process his card, and he just flashed me that damn dimple again. “You didn’t pay for the jeans, and I sure as hell am not letting you pay for your own dinner.”
“I can pay my own way.”
“Of course you can, little dancer. But you’re not going to while I’m around.” He focused on his cousin, who was watching us patiently. “What was that about Lyla?”
“She’s either going to go home with Howler or back to Judge’s place. Do you think Mia will be okay at the dorm all on her own?”
“It’s a dorm. Nothing will happen to me there. Jeesh, you two act worse than my dad.” I picked up my napkin, wadded it into a ball, and tossed it at Brax’s face. He deflected it at the last second, hitting it with his hand and knocking it toward Barrick.
“Knowing Lyla, she’s liable to be there all weekend, especially if it’s Howler’s weekend with Josie,” Barrick said thoughtfully, then nodded his head decisively. “Let’s stop by the dorm and grab Mia some clothes for the weekend. She will stay with us.”
“Say what now?” I squeaked, glancing from one to the other like they’d lost their minds. “I don’t need to stay with you two. I have a perfectly good dorm room with a perfectly good bed and every other amenity I might need, thank you.”
“I’ll make you breakfast in the morning,” Braxton enticed. “Pancakes. Bacon. Eggs. Whatever else you might want.”
“No, really…” But pancakes sounded so good. I hadn’t had any in weeks, and I missed my dad’s Saturday morning special with a full breakfast he made himself since it was the housekeeper’s day off.
Barrick leaned in, touching his lips to the shell of my ear. “You can fall asleep in my arms,” he breathed before touching his tongue to my earlobe.
Goose bumps popped up on my entire body, and a delicious shiver went down my spine. Damn, he really knew how to sweeten the deal.
“I… Um…” I cleared my throat. “So, pancakes?” I said in a weak voice.
Barrick’s laugh rumbled in his chest, and Braxton grinned. I picked up my water glass, draining the rest of it in two gulps just as the waitress returned, and Barrick signed the slip before pocketing his card.
Still grinning like the devil he was, Barrick stood and offered me his hand. “Let’s go. I’ll even help you pack a bag.”
“Sweet of you,” I sassed but didn’t try to pull away when he entwined his fingers with mine and he walked me out to the Jeep.
Braxton climbed in the back as his cousin opened my door, but before I could move to get in, Barrick was touching his lips to the back of my neck. “I really want to see what all the fuss was about when you first got to the Underground tonight. Will you show me?”
All I could do was nod because I couldn’t find my voice to speak. He tapped me on my rear, urging me inside with a husky laugh at my ear. “You’re so damn beautiful. Let’s go, firecracker. Need to get you home safely.”
Back at my dorm, I made quick work of packing a few things to take to the cousins’ house for the weekend. Just pajamas, a change of clothes, and a few toiletries to get me through. They stood in the doorway watching me, and I handed over my small case before grabbing my books so I would at least get some studying done.
Barrick frowned down at the light weight of my case. “This it?”
“Yeah, why?” I slung my bag over my shoulder, made sure I had my phone charger and laptop, and then picked up my keys.
“I don’t know. Just figured girls needed more than this.”
I rolled my eyes and closed the door to my room. “I’m not most girls. I only take the necessities. Something you learn to do when you spend a good bit of your life living out of suitcases.”
“You went on tour with your pops a lot?” Braxton asked as he hit the button for the elevator.
“When I was little, they would do a tour every summer and take all of us kids. But that stopped thirteen years ago.” I pulled up my text messages, focusing on them so I didn’t have to look at either cousin. “But I was talking more about my summers in a different country, learning new styles of dance.”
Barrick’s hand touched my back, his fingers slipping under the sweatshirt and rubbing soothing circles on my bare skin, as if he knew I needed comforting. I did. Thinking of that last tour my father’s band did all those years ago was still a vivid nightmare I relived all the time.
“That must have been fun,” Braxton commented. “Where did you go that was your favorite?”
I began to relax, feeling safe with the two of them. And with Barrick’s touch calming something deep inside me, I was able to concentrate on the good things from my past rather than focusing on the scary.
“Paris,” I answered honestly. “But only because ballet is in my soul, and that was where I got to spend the most time focused on it. Plus, Paris. Do I need to say more?”
“You’re a girl, so no, I guess not. Paris is supposed to be every girl’s dream destination, right?”
“Maybe, I guess. Except my cousin Nevaeh. She would rather go to London and just disappear in all the libraries.” Any library would do with her, though. The smell of old books while she spent hours skimming through one from cover to cover was her happy place. “Speaking of which, I’ve arranged to Skype with her so she can help us with that first paper we have due for English.”
“But she’s a kid,” he said as we stepped off the elevator.
Barrick opened the front door, holding it open for me, but once I was through, two other freshmen came out behind me. They looked him over hungrily, and one of them even sucked on her lip as she glanced at him over her shoulder while she kept walking.
And he winked at her.
Jealousy hit me dead center, knocking the breath out of me for a moment. Clenching my jaw, I fell into step beside Braxton, determined not to let what just happened get the better of me.
“What do you mean ‘kid’?” I asked as we walked to the Jeep.
“She’s what? Twelve?”
“No, she’s about to turn sixteen in a few months.” And that was all I was going to tell him about her for now. I was super protective of Nevaeh.
Braxton opened my door for me, and I climbed in just as Barrick reached us and tossed my case in the back seat.
“Ready?” he asked, his jaw tense as he glanced between his cousin and me.
“What’s wrong with you?” I asked as I took my seat.
“Nothing. Not a damn thing,” he muttered, starting the Jeep.
Braxton laughed from the back seat. “You two are adorable when you’re trying to pretend you’re not jealous.”
“Who’s jealous?” I countered, clenching my hands in my lap.
“Oh, please,” Braxton said with a snort. “If you could breathe fire, those two girls who came out behind us would be nothing but ash right now. You redheads are dangerous.”
“Shut up, Brax,” I growled at him, feeling heat engulf my face.
“And this guy can’t even see straight when I so much as smile at you,” he continued, tapping Barrick on the back of the head none too gently. “Relax, dipshit. We’re friends. Right, Mia?”
“Yes, of course we are,” I assured him.
The tension seemed to leave Barrick’s shoulders, and he winked over at me as he put the Jeep in gear. “Ash, huh?”
I shrugged, refusing to admit anything verbally. “You wink at all the girls, it seems.”
“Winking is one thing, firecracker. Taking them to my house and letting them spend the night cuddled up to me is something else entirely.” Reaching over, he grasped my hand, wrapped his fingers around my fist, and placed it on his thigh. “There’s only one girl who gets that part of me, baby.”




Chapter 9
Barrick
Mia’s soft breath brushed over my neck as she snuggled against me like the bear I was. Even half asleep, I grinned, an involuntary reaction I’d had all week since the first night I met her.
She didn’t even have to be near me; I just needed to think about her—something I’d been doing a lot of—and my lips would tilt up.
I couldn’t remember the last time they had done that so effortlessly.
Sighing against me, she fisted her hand in the covers that I’d pulled over the two of us the night before. “Barrick,” she murmured so softly, I wasn’t sure if I’d heard her right or if my mind just wanted to hear it. “Barrick.”
There was no mistaking my name the second time. Or the needy little moan that went with it. My cock, already throbbing just from holding her all night, twitched against her lower stomach before I could try to stop it.
Fuck, this was a bad idea. Having her in my arms while she slept had been torture, but even now as I was trying not to come in my shorts from just cuddling her, it was worth it.
This little firecracker, with her passion for dancing and her caring heart, had surprised the hell out of me. I’d known she was coming into my life; I just wasn’t expecting to react to her the way I did. It complicated everything, but in all the best ways.
She shivered in her sleep, burrowing against me as much as she possibly could without the two of us becoming one entity. “No,” she whispered, a sob in her voice. “No, no, no.”
Lifting my head, I looked down at her in the dim early morning light. A frown was puckering her brow, her breathing becoming more and more labored with each passing second.
Realizing she was having a nightmare, I cupped her face. “Mia.” She jerked but didn’t open her eyes. “Baby, open your eyes. It’s just a dream.”
Gasping like she couldn’t catch her breath, she snapped her eyes open. Frightened green eyes shifted from right to left as she tried to remember where she was. “Barrick?” she panted.
Brushing her hair back from her beautiful face, I tried to keep my voice steady. Something in her eyes, a memory maybe, was haunting her, and it hurt me to see it. “Hey. You’re okay. I won’t let anything hurt you.”
Still breathing hard, she nodded. “I-I know.” Sitting up, she leaned back against the headboard, tucking the covers up around her. “Sorry. This happens sometimes when I sleep in a new place.”
“Want to talk about it?” I offered, hoping she would. I needed to know what was chasing her in her nightmares so I could destroy it for her.
“It’s nothing,” she brushed it off, but she closed her eyes, gulping hard.
“Baby.”
Her lashes lifted just enough to peek at me. Fingers trembling, she combed them through my beard, and the action seemed to calm her a little. “It’s not fun to remember,” she finally said after a few minutes had passed. “I was a little girl, and my head sometimes blows up what happened. Distorts it and makes it scarier.”
“No matter how big the monsters are, I will always slay them for you, firecracker,” I vowed.
That earned me a tiny smile. “I believe you could take them all on.” She traced her index finger over my dimple, and I turned my head so I could kiss her hand. “I was taken from my parents. Not once, but twice. By the same person.” She shivered again, and I pulled her back down beside me, using my body heat to warm her. “The first time, it was my own fault. I didn’t know about the person tearing up my uncle Shane’s bus. I was too young, and I probably wouldn’t have understood even if someone had told me anyway. That night, I was being a brat because I wanted to see the end of the concert. My dad’s band was closing the show, and I just wanted to watch him sing for me.”
I tucked her head into my shoulder, kissing the top of her head.
“They told me I couldn’t go. It was late, and I was already grouchy. They left me on the bus with my baby brother and the nanny. But once everyone was sleeping, I snuck off.” Her breathing came faster, and she wrapped her arms around my middle, clinging to me. “I…I didn’t get far before Helena found me. The whole time she was running with me, all I could think was how mad Momma was going to be. How sad she would be if she never saw me again, and I struggled to get back.”
“How did you get away?” I asked, my voice more choked than I realized.
“My aunt Gabs. She’s not actually my aunt, but my friend Jordan’s. But she will always be one of the family after what she did for me.” Her voice steadied for a moment as she remembered the woman. “She saw Helena take me and followed us. I really don’t remember a lot of what followed, but Aunt Gabs grabbed me and ended up getting shot for helping. She…” She gulped. “She nearly died.”
“But she’s okay now, right?” I tried to remind her.
“Yes,” she agreed. “She’s fine now. But Helena got away that night, and she took us both months later. Us and my uncle Shane’s wife. With the help of Helena’s cousin, they locked us in a barn and set it on fire.”
“This Helena bitch sounds psychotic,” I growled.
“She was. All because she thought my uncle was in love with her.”
“But why would she take you if she was after your uncle?” I asked, confused about the woman’s reasons.
“She hated my mom. To repay some sort of debt she thought my mom owed her for keeping Uncle Shane from her, Helena decided taking me away from Momma was the best revenge. That’s what I was told, anyway.” Sighing heavily, she pushed her nose into my neck, inhaling slowly. “I don’t remember a lot of the second kidnapping. I was drugged, nearly overdosed from it, they gave me so much.”
I clenched my eyes closed, realizing she could have been taken from this world long before I ever got the chance to even meet her, let alone hold her like I was right now.
“My nightmares get out of hand sometimes. Like Helena turning into a dragon, trying to set the world on fire. The smell of smoke is an actual memory, so it only makes it more real.” Her fingers traced random patterns on my bare chest, soothing herself—and me in the process. Her touch calmed something inside me that hadn’t needed calming until she brushed her fingers over me.
I kissed the top of her head. “I’ll slay any dragon you need me to, baby.”
I felt her smile against me. “I can just see my Beast taking on the nightmare dragons that chase me.”
“Your Beast?” I repeated, liking the sound of it a hell of a lot.
“I mean…” She groaned. “Hell. That’s exactly what I meant.”
“I hope so.” Kissing her forehead, I sat up on my elbow so I could look down at her. “I am your Beast. Don’t forget it.”
Mia looked up at me through her lashes. “Are you sure about that? There’s not some Beast groupie coalition that will be after my head if I get to claim you?”
“No, there probably is somewhere,” I half joked, because there were plenty of groupies who would be pissed as hell to find out I was taken. “But I think you could take them.”
Laughing, she shoved at my chest. “Not funny. I’m serious, Barrick.”
My grin disappeared, and I cupped her beautiful face. “I’ve never been more serious in my life. I want to be yours. But more than anything, I want you to be mine.”
Those big green eyes I always felt like I could happily drown in darkened. “I think I already am,” she whispered.
Skimming my nose over hers, I felt her inhale deeply. “I want you to know, not just think, firecracker.” Touching my lips to the corner of her mouth, I forced myself to keep the contact short so I didn’t scare her off. “Because I already know I’m yours.”
“Barrick—”
But the sound of my phone had her mouth snapping shut, and we both frowned at where it lay on the nightstand beside my bed. This early, it could only be one person, and I clenched my jaw to keep from cursing my stepfather’s name.
Sitting up, I snatched it, and sure enough, it was him. “Why don’t you go get some coffee while I take this, baby? Braxton is already up by now and probably has breakfast started.”
Hurt flashed in her green eyes before she could mask it, and she quickly got to her feet. Pulling on a thin robe over her pajamas, she didn’t even give me another glance as she slammed the door behind her.
Fuck.
Raking a hand through my hair, I lifted the phone to my ear. “Yeah?” I snarled at him.
“Just calling for an update,” was all he said, and not for the first time since May, I wanted to put my fist through his face.
“There’s nothing to update. Everything is quiet on my end,” I assured him between clenched teeth.
“Good. Good. That’s what I like to hear. And she still doesn’t know?”
My stomach churned, and I leaned forward, breathing deep. “No,” I muttered in a quieter voice. “She doesn’t have a clue.”




Chapter 10
Mia
Angrily, I texted Lyla, asking her when she was going to be back at our dorm. Not that it mattered. I was leaving this morning, regardless.
Classes had only been in session for a week, and instead of finding myself, all I’d found was a guy who seemed to like to play games with my head—and, apparently, my heart. One minute he’s talking about wanting to be together, telling me he’s mine and he hopes I know I’m his too.
The next, he’s getting a call he doesn’t want me to be around for. Which only leads me to conclude it was some girl to whom he’d already fed the whole “I’m your Beast” bullshit.
Walking into the kitchen, I found Braxton at the stove with a spatula in hand, flipping pancakes while the bacon lay freshly fried on a paper towel to drain all the excess grease. The smell of the food and strong coffee already made had a little of my hurt and anger fading, but not enough to change my mind that I was leaving.
Turning from the stove, he gave me a warm smile. “Morning, sunshine,” he greeted. “Hungry?”
“Starving,” I admitted as I snatched a crispy piece of bacon off the paper towel and stuffed it into my mouth. Groaning, I closed my eyes, savoring the flavor on my tongue.
But it made me miss my family. If I were home with Daddy right then, he would have been doing exactly what Braxton was. He’d be wearing his “I Rocked Breakfast” apron Momma had gotten him for Christmas a million years before but that he still loved. Jagger would be whining about being up too early on a Saturday but still stuffing his face full of bacon and eggs while he waited impatiently for the pancakes to be done. And Momma would be enjoying her day off while she put everything on slow-mo and sipped her coffee.
“Uh oh,” Braxton muttered, looking at me like I was more dangerous than a bomb about to explode. “What’s wrong?”
I ducked my head and poured myself a mug of coffee. “Nothing’s wrong.”
“Why don’t I believe you?” he asked in a voice so gentle, I felt tears burn my eyes.
My phone pinged with an incoming text, and I distracted myself by reading it rather than answering him.
Lyla:
Sorry I abandoned you last night. I never even should have gone to that damn party. Spent the night at my brother’s place. Will be back around noon. xo
Putting my phone back in the pocket of my robe, I took a sip of my coffee before forcing a smile for Braxton, who was watching me like I might detonate at any second. “Can I give you a hand with anything?” I offered.
“No, I’ve got this.” He flipped the pancake in the pan without taking his eyes off me. “But you can tell me what’s wrong. Did you and Barrick have a fight?”
“Nope,” I assured him, popping the “p.” “No fighting.”
“Then why do you have this look on your face that makes my chest hurt, Mia?” he demanded, getting angry that I wasn’t confiding in him. “Talk to me. Maybe I can help.”
I placed my mug on the counter and crossed my arms over my chest. “Okay, fine. Tell me something, Brax. Do all guys get off on playing games with a girl? They say one thing, then as soon as they get a call, they turn into someone else. Is that how it goes with the entire male population, or is that just Barrick?”
Dark eyes narrowed. “Who called him this early?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Some hookup, I’m sure.”
He snorted. “Yeah, doubtful. Barrick doesn’t give out his number to hookups. I think there are maybe three women in the entire world who have his number, and you’re one of them. Lyla and his mom are the other two, if you’re wondering.”
That took some of the steam out of my sails. “But why else would he not want me around when he got a call?”
“Because my stepdad is a dick, and I didn’t want you to hear us arguing,” Barrick’s deep voice answered for him, making me snap my head up as he entered the kitchen. He’d thrown on a T-shirt to go with his sweat pants and pulled his hair back into a ponytail. My mouth dried up just looking at him.
Walking over to me, he touched his lips to the center of my forehead. I twisted my hands in his T-shirt, holding on for dear life. There was something powerful in his forehead kisses that made me weak in the knees and stole my breath. “I just wanted you out of the line of fire.”
Sighing, I leaned into him, letting the rest of my hurt fade when he pushed my hair off my shoulder and kissed my neck. “All that stuff you were saying earlier? That wasn’t just…?”
“I meant it,” he vowed at my ear. “Every word.”
Realizing I’d jumped to conclusions and only hurt myself, I wrapped my arms around his waist. Pressed up against him, I could feel exactly how much I affected him, and it was just as powerful as my reaction to him whenever he was close. All he had to do was smile, flashing his wicked dimple at me, and I was turned on.
Braxton cleared his throat loudly. “Just reminding you I’m still here,” he said, amusement lacing his voice. “And breakfast is getting cold.”
Kissing my forehead one more time, Barrick picked up my mug of coffee and took a swallow. “You want eggs, baby?”
I glanced at all the food already laid out. “I’m not really an egg person. This is plenty.”
The three of us sat at the kitchen table, eating breakfast. It was only after I was clearing away the dishes, promising to wash up since Braxton had done all the cooking, that I remembered Sasha.
“Does Sasha not get free rein of the house?” I asked as I rinsed Barrick’s plate.
“She does, but she was still sleeping earlier, so I let her stay in bed,” Braxton said as he picked up the extra bacon from the counter. “I’m getting ready to take her for a walk. You two be good while I’m gone,” he called over his shoulder as he took the bacon and walked to his room.
No sooner was his cousin out the door than Barrick was wrapping his arms around me from behind, his teeth nipping at my shoulder. “Let’s finish these up and then take a shower.”
I pressed my hips back into his lower body. “Together?”
His cock flexed against me. “If you’re up for that,” he breathed at my ear. “But it’s cool if you’re not. I’m not going to rush you. We have all the time in the world.”
I turned in his arms, pressing up against him as close as I could. “Maybe I just want to see every inch of you.”
“Yeah?” That damn dimple winked at me, and it only made me wetter. “I think I can arrange that.” He cupped my ass in his hands, lifting me onto the counter, but when I thought he would kiss me—finally kiss me—he stepped back. “Sit tight. Let me clean up this mess, and then I’ll make that happen, baby.”
“I can do the dishes, Barrick. I’m not helpless.”
He started loading plates into the dishwasher. “Didn’t say you couldn’t. Just that you’re not going to.”
“But I want to help,” I grumbled.
He kissed my shoulder as he grabbed the last plate beside me. “That pout is doing things to me, Mia. Put it away.”
The pout turned into a sassy grin. “What’s it do to you?”
“It makes me want to suck on that plump bottom lip until you’re begging me to suck on your nipples,” he growled, stepping between my legs and pulling me to the edge of the counter. I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my body against his. “And that only makes me wonder how good your pussy tastes.”
My sex clenched at the mental picture he was painting, and I rocked against him. “Damn it, Barrick. That’s all I’m going to think about every time I pout now.”
“Good.”
Reluctantly, I dropped my legs. “Hurry up,” I ordered. “I really need a shower now.”
The moment he pushed the start button on the dishwasher, he lifted me off the counter and tossed me over his shoulder. Giggling, I slapped at his hard ass as he sprinted through the house to his bedroom.
Dropping me on the edge of the bed, he made quick work of my robe with his fingers before he started tugging on my pajama bottoms. I lifted my hips to help him, only to land on my back as he spread my thighs wide and dropped to his knees between them.
I didn’t have time to be embarrassed before his mouth was latching on to my clit and sucking with a firm, steady pressure that had white light flashing behind my closed lids. “Oh gods,” I moaned, thrusting my fingers into his hair, pulling half of it from his ponytail. His beard tickled against my inner thighs, making more wetness gush from me. “Don’t stop,” I pleaded.
“You taste so fucking good,” he growled against me, his tongue licking lower to taste my core. “That’s it, baby. Ride my face.”
“Barrick,” I gasped, already close to the edge. “I… I…”
“Let go, Mia,” he commanded. “Let me taste your come, baby.”
A million stars exploded inside me, and I heard myself crying out his name as my entire body shook with my release. Two minutes. That was all it took, and I was a puddle of boneless, mindless goo for him to do whatever he wanted with.
And I didn’t even care.
Breathing hard, I looked down at him. The sight of his hair brushing against my thighs, his dark eyes glued to me as he watched and licked me through the aftershocks, was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen in my life.
After kissing the insides of my thighs, he lifted his head, licking his lips, but his facial hair still glistened with my wetness. “I didn’t mean to rush that, but I really needed to taste you.”
“Nothing was rushed,” I assured him, still panting. “I loved what you did. I’ve never done…that before.”
He thrust a finger into my core, making me gasp in renewed pleasure. “But you have done other things?”
“I’ve had sex before,” I admitted. “But only once.”
Something dark passed over his face. Jealousy. “His name.”
“Not happening, Beast.”
His finger curled inside me, hitting a spot that had my inner walls clenching around him. “Did he make you come?”
“Yes,” I admitted, because I didn’t want to lie to him. “But…”
“But?” he gritted out, his finger thrusting into me harder, trying to own my body. But I was fairly sure he already had complete possession of every part of me.
“Not as good as you just did. There was no spark. No passion. It was a mistake, one I regretted as soon as it happened.” My hips started thrusting all on their own, seeking more of the pleasure Barrick was so ready to give. “He could never make me ache with just a look. Not like you do.”
Some of the darkness left his face. “He didn’t make you feel this good?” I shook my head. “He couldn’t make you come this hard?” Another shake. “You don’t want him?”
“I never did. It was right after I hurt my knee again. My dancing future as I knew was over, and I just needed…”
“To feel something other than despair?”
“Yeah,” I whispered.
Slowly, he pulled his finger from me and lifted it to his mouth, sucking my taste off his digit while his intense gaze held me captive. Grasping my hips in both his hands, he pulled me off the bed and then beneath him on the floor. Leaning over me with his weight on his forearms, he pressed his lower body into me a little at a time. Dear gods, but there was a lot of him. He was huge, and I could feel every inch of him, including the swollen, thick head of his cock.
“No one else will ever touch you, Mia. If they do, I’ll kill them. Do you understand me?”
That growly, possessive note in his voice only turned me on that much more, and I spread my thighs wider, giving him full access to every part of me. “I only want you.”
“Are you on the pill?” His fingers spread the lips of my sex again, his thumb playing with my clit.
“Since I was sixteen to regulate my periods.” Because of all the strenuous workouts I’d subjected my body to over the years for dance, my periods had been all kinds of crazy until Momma had taken me to the doctor and put me on the pill.
“I’m clean. I just had a full checkup at the doctor a few weeks ago. I haven’t been with anyone since before that.” He eased his middle finger into my opening, playing with me, making me breathless all over again. “Will you let me take you without a condom, baby? I don’t want anything coming between us. Ever.”
“D-do you do that a lot?” I asked, jealousy eating at me even as I melted on his fingers. “Not wear a condom?”
“No. I’ve never not worn one, but the idea of putting something between us kills me.” He kissed the corner of my mouth, and I tasted myself on him. “But I will if it bothers you. Whatever you want. Just say the word.”
“I don’t want anything between us either,” I confessed, my hips arching up into his touch. “I want you so much, Barrick. Please put your cock in me now.”
“Right now?” he teased, his thumb circling my clit and making me dizzy with need. “You want me to take you on the floor? Drive my cock so deep inside you, we don’t know where you end and I begin?”
“Oh gods,” I whimpered. “Please.”
“You beg so prettily, firecracker. It makes my cock throb.”
“Fuck me,” I commanded, tired of his teasing, and listening to his dirty talk only made me ache so badly I thought I was going to combust on the spot.
“Goddamn,” he groaned, kicking off his sweats. “I love the begging, but when you get all bossy like that, I can’t resist you.”
Pulling my pajama top over my head, I lay back, watching him get naked for me. He was absolute male perfection. I happily could have lain there for a lifetime just looking at him. All those muscles and sharp ridges that made my mouth water from wanting to lick every inch of his rock-hard body.
Then his cock sprang forward from his sweat pants, and I gasped. I knew it was big from having him press it against me, but his sweats must have been hiding more than I thought, because there was no way that thing was fitting inside me without splitting me in half.
“Scared?” he asked with a wicked grin.
“Terrified,” I agreed, gulping. But just looking at the angry red tip dripping stickiness made my sex clench in anticipation.
“Don’t worry, baby. We’ll fit.” Lowering himself over me, he kissed his way up my body until his lips were only a breath away. “We were made for this, Mia.”
His mouth crashed down on mine, ravishing me with his tongue and teeth, stealing my breath and all rational thought from my head. Then his head snapped up, and I whined at the loss.
“Wh-what’s wrong?”
“Not taking you the first time on the fucking floor,” he muttered. Standing, he scooped me up and placed me carefully in the middle of his bed.
As he stood there looking down at me, I felt beautiful and sexy. His dark eyes skimmed over me like a physical caress, heating my body as if he were blanketing me. I held out my hand, he took it, and I tugged him down to me.
Cradling his body between my legs, I pulled out what was left in his ponytail and stabbed my fingers through his hair. But our kiss wasn’t out of control this time. It was slow and savory, but no less powerful. I felt worshiped by his hands and mouth as we made love for the first time.
There was just the two of us, and when he eased his massive cock into me, we were no longer Barrick and Mia. We were one, and I finally felt like I’d found where I truly belonged for the first time since hurting my knee again.




Chapter 11
Mia
“Hey, yo!” Braxton yelled from the living room the next afternoon. “Your computer is getting a Skype call.”
Grabbing my mug of tea, I dashed out of the kitchen so I could answer. Nevaeh was supposed to help us with the first English paper of the semester, so I couldn’t afford to miss her call.
Braxton was sitting on the couch, Sasha’s head in his lap while he petted her lovingly. Sitting on the edge beside him, I hit connect and waited for my cousin’s gorgeous face to appear on the screen.
“Ugh, get out, Arella!” she was shouting, followed by a door slamming before she moved into view.
Rich, dark hair was pulled into a sloppy bun on top of her head. Her huge glasses that took up half her face gave her beautiful blue-gray eyes an owlish kind of look while she sucked her plump bottom lip between her teeth out of habit. She had her mother’s slightly honey-kissed complexion, and there was no mistaking that Nevaeh Stevenson was one of the most beautiful chicks I’d ever set eyes on.
“Fuck,” Braxton groaned behind me, and I turned to see if he was okay.
But his eyes were locked on the screen of my laptop, and I had to fight a grin. That punched-in-the-gut reaction was how most guys behaved when they met Nev. And then she opened her mouth, and that giant brain of hers scared them off. Her IQ tended to intimidate the male population of all ages, so I wasn’t expecting him to stay stunned for too long.
A yell in the distance had Nevaeh releasing her lip and screeching in the direction of her closed bedroom door. “I said I’m busy, you little brat. Leave me alone, or I’m telling Mom!”
“Fine!” her younger sister shouted. “But I’ll be back in two hours.”
Blowing out a frustrated breath, Nevaeh narrowed her eyes on me when I laughed. “As you can see, nothing has changed since you abandoned me for the wild East Coast.”
“You could always join me here,” I suggested, not for the first time. Even though she had yet to turn sixteen, Neveah had already graduated high school. She was scary smart, but she didn’t know what she wanted to study in college. So instead, she had been taking independent classes to test the waters of what was the best fit for her.
“Thinking about it,” she muttered, but whether it was to me or herself, I didn’t know. Then something behind me caught her attention, and her entire face turned blood red. “You didn’t tell me you had company!” she cried accusingly.
“Yes, I did. I told you my friend from English was going to be joining us so you can help us both,” I reminded her.
“Yeah, but you didn’t say it was a he, or that he was a fucking piece of Greek god perfection.” Two seconds after the words left her mouth, she realized what she’d just blurted out and covered her face in embarrassment. “Shit. I didn’t just say that out loud. Way to go, Nev. Maybe work on your filter, dumbass.”
Braxton’s soft snicker had me shooting him a look that told him to hush. This was why I was so protective of my little cousin. She had zero filter and was always embarrassing herself because of it. Everyone in our family thought it was adorable and we never made her feel bad about it, but those who didn’t know her little quirk could easily hurt her feelings without even meaning to.
His amusement dried up and he neutralized his features, but he couldn’t keep his eyes from eating up her image on the screen.
“This is where I need to remind you she’s not even sixteen yet,” I whispered, and his face lost all color.
“Christ,” he gritted out savagely, and Sasha lifted her head with a whine.
Inhaling deeply, Nevaeh finally dropped her hands. “Yeah, okay. I’m good now,” she said to herself before focusing on me once more. Her cheeks were no longer stained red, and I knew she’d already put the whole “Greek god” comment behind her. “What do you need help with?”
For the next half an hour, she walked us through writing an English paper step by step, giving us suggestions and even advice on how to outline everything to keep ourselves on track. She made it seem so simple, but honestly, before she’d dumbed it down for me, I was lost.
“Are you sure you won’t come to school out here?” I batted my lashes and pouted my bottom lip at her. “Pretty, pretty please?”
“I’ll think about it,” she said evasively. “But I do have to come to the East Coast in a few weeks. PopPop volunteered me for something I can’t get out of now, so I have to go to New York. Want to come up and spend the weekend with me?”
“Hell yes!” I laughed. “I’ll see if Lyla wants to come too.”
“Great. PopPop as a chaperone is basically no chaperone at all. So we can do whatever we want.” She propped her head on her hand, looking bored. “By the way, what do you want for your birthday?”
“That’s still a while away,” I reminded her.
“Not as far in the future as you think. Besides, I’ve got to get a head start on this present thing. You know I suck at it. So, help me out and just give me a few suggestions on what to get you.”
“Earrings are fine.” I brushed it off. “You know I’m not picky. Besides, I’d rather spend time with you than get presents.”
“Holy shit!” she cried, her eyes growing huge.
Startled by her sudden reaction, I glanced around her background, trying to figure out what was wrong with her. But her eyes were glued to something behind me. As I turned my head, my mouth went dry when I spotted Barrick walking into the living room with a towel wrapped around his waist.
“Hey, Mia. I’m seriously going to think about your suggestion to come to school out there if every damn guy is as yummy as that one and Braxton…” She clamped her mouth shut before she cursed under her breath. “I need to go before I say anything else that makes your friends think I’m a total weirdo.”
“Wait,” I called, but she was already disconnecting. Sighing, I leaned back against the couch beside Braxton. “She’s not a weirdo,” I defended. “She just has no filter because there’s so much other crap in her brain.”
“I didn’t say anything,” Braxton said, holding up his hands in surrender.
“I know, but I just needed you to understand. Nev is the sweetest, most pure-hearted person you will ever meet.” My gaze lifted to Barrick, who didn’t seem to have noticed Nevaeh had even been on my laptop only seconds before. “You just gave my cousin a small stroke.”
Grinning, he put his forearms on the back of the couch and leaned down to kiss me. “Sorry?”
“Did you enjoy your run?” I asked, straightening up the notes I’d taken during Nevaeh’s call.
“It kept me occupied while you were busy,” he said with a shrug. “What about you two? Get everything taken care of?”
“Something like that,” Braxton muttered, getting to his feet. Sasha jumped down, following him as he picked up his books. “I need a time-out.”
“You okay?” Barrick asked, his brows lifted.
“Not even a little bit,” I thought the younger cousin muttered, but I couldn’t be sure.
“Brax—”
“Relax. I’ll be fine. Just need to decompress.”
Barrick snapped his mouth shut until Braxton slammed his bedroom door shut behind him. Then he looked down at me with wide eyes. “What happened while I was gone?”
“Nothing. He was fine…” I trailed off and glanced at my laptop. “Until Nev’s call.”
He frowned, but he shook his head after a minute. “I’m sure he’s fine. It’s probably just been a long week for him.”
Standing, I picked up my laptop and bag. “I need to head back to the dorm. Lyla got back yesterday, and I feel bad for leaving her alone all weekend.” But I was kind of dreading leaving. I’d gotten comfortable at their house, and now it felt a lot like home to me. Not to mention, just thinking of spending the night away from Barrick made my heart ache.
How did I get so attached in so short a time?
“I don’t want you to go.”
Something in his voice had me pausing in the process of putting my laptop in my bag. I looked over at him, only to quickly look away. Whatever he was thinking was all over his face, which rarely happened, I’d learned over the last few days. Barrick didn’t give his emotions away easily. Sometimes I had to work to figure out what he was feeling.
But right then, I saw it perfectly.
And it matched everything that was swirling around inside me like a tornado. He didn’t want me to leave. He was going to miss me.
“If I stay, you’ll get sick of having me under your feet,” I tried to joke, but it was seriously my biggest fear. That he would get tired of having me around. Whatever was going on between us, it was white-hot and powerful. But emotions that strong had a tendency to burn out quickly.
He made an angry noise in the back of his throat and came around the couch. Wrapping his arms around my middle, he pressed his nose into my neck and inhaled deeply. “That’s the thing, firecracker,” he whispered against my ear. “I don’t think I’ll ever get sick of you being around. Right now, my chest is one big ache, just thinking of you leaving.”
“S-Sounds like a serious medical condition,” I teased breathlessly.
“Oh, it is, baby.” He sank his teeth into my shoulder, making me moan helplessly. “And it only has one cure.” He turned me in his arms, pressing himself against me.
My body began to throb. I’d lost count of the times we’d had sex the day before, as well as that morning before he’d finally let me out of bed to give me a little time to recover and study. I’d hated leaving his bed, but he’d been right that I needed a little break. My body ached in ways I didn’t know were possible, but that didn’t stop me from wanting him to the point of madness.
“What’s that?” I husked, barely an inch separating our lips.
“You never leaving me.”
I expected his voice to be full of the same need as my own. It was, but there was something else in it too. There was a seriousness to it that had my green eyes locking with his and my breath catching in my chest at the emotions I saw in their dark depths.
“Barrick…”
“Don’t go,” he commanded. “Stay tonight. And tomorrow, and the next night. And the next. Stay forever, Mia.” He pressed his forehead into mine, his hands holding on to me like he was afraid I would bolt if he didn’t.
“But Lyla,” I said weakly.
“She’s at her brother’s most of the time anyway.”
“I…I would need to get a few more changes of clothes.”
“I already picked up some more for you while I was on my run.”
A soft laugh escaped me. “You were so sure of me?”
“No,” he admitted. “I just really hoped I could talk you into staying. I called Lyla while I was out, and she let me in your dorm. I packed as much as I could fit into your suitcase.”
“Wait.” Stepping back, I held up my hands up in a time-out. “Barrick, I can’t just move in with you.”
“Why not?” he demanded, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Because we only met a week ago. Hell, not even that long yet. We barely know each other.” I started pacing, frustrated.
This was crazy. Even thinking about moving in with him this soon was mental. Yes, I liked him. I even cared about him—a lot. But living under the same roof day after day, playing house? I wasn’t ready for something like that. The whole reason I even went to college so far from home was to find myself. Living with a guy I barely knew wasn’t what I envisioned for myself.
But I’d never felt what Barrick made me feel either. This ache in my chest at the thought of going back to the dorm without him wasn’t lessening with my freak-out. It only intensified. I didn’t want to go. Hell, I was pretty sure I wanted to move in with him then and there.
Yet it wasn’t smart.
And I’d promised my mom I would make smart decisions.
“Mia, calm down.” Barrick’s voice was urgent as he caught my elbow and turned me to face him, stopping my pacing. His eyes held a wild quality I’d only seen in them when he was in the cage during his fight. “I’m sorry I freaked you out. I didn’t mean to. I…just…” Inhaling deeply, he slowly released it, trying to calm himself. “Let’s not put a name to this. Stay here with me, but don’t label it. You’re just sleeping over…indefinitely.”
Breathing heavily, I gave it some consideration, but Barrick didn’t like my silence. He cupped my face in his hands, his eyes pleading. “Don’t go.”
“Okay,” I whispered.
“Yeah?” The wildness slowly started to fade.
I nodded. “Yes. I’ll stay. I…I don’t want to leave you any more than you want me to. I’m just trying to be smart about this. My mom would freak if she knew I was even thinking of moving in with a guy I just met.”
Which was an understatement, but I didn’t want to scare him off by how far Momma would go. She would have him fully investigated through the private security firm she’d used her entire career. Charles Seller would find every last piece of dirt on Barrick and his family, and if Momma didn’t like it, she would use whatever she found to keep him out of my life.
And that would destroy me.
Which meant I couldn’t tell her about this. At least, not yet.




Chapter 12
Mia
The next few weeks, I was able to set a routine in all aspects of my new life. Classes got easier to deal with, especially with Barrick in my econ class and Braxton in my English.
Outside of school was fun. Whether we were going out to Jameson’s, dinner, the Underground—or my favorite, just staying home and watching TV together on the couch—I enjoyed every minute with Barrick, Braxton, and Lyla. Even though I’d been sleeping over with Barrick “indefinitely,” as we were calling this, Lyla and I were still close and met for lunch or got ready to go out together all the time. We were becoming closer than I could have hoped, and I didn’t know how I ever would have survived being away from my family without her to keep me steady.
It was even easier to fall into a routine at work. My littles made that so simple, and I fell in love with teaching them. It made me excited to start my own school later on. And while my adult class was my least favorite, I still enjoyed it.
“Great job, princesses,” I praised the girls as I went around helping some of them stretch correctly.
Stopping behind Josie, I frowned as I watched her. Normally, she was my top student, and I used her for examples to show the others who were struggling with the correct way to do something. Tonight, she seemed sluggish, like she didn’t feel well. She moved stiffly, like every muscle ached, and each time I looked her way, I thought I caught her fighting tears.
In the few weeks I’d been her teacher, I’d noticed that when Howler dropped her off, she was all smiles and bounced around like she had all the energy in the world. But the one other time her mother had dropped her off, she’d seemed sad, and I’d felt uneasy when Gwen had picked her up.
There was a look in Josie’s eyes that night that had left me feeling so unsettled, I’d called my own mom.
“What’s wrong, baby girl?” Momma had asked as soon as she’d heard my voice.
“Momma…” I started, then hesitated. She’d never kept it a secret from Jagger or me that she’d been abused when she was a little girl. Her mother had been a drug addict who eventually overdosed, and Momma had become Uncle Jesse’s ward. But before that life-changing event, she had suffered unimaginable things that made me cry every time I thought about it.
“Mia, is everything okay?” she’d demanded, sounding out of sorts. “You’re worrying me.”
“How can you tell when someone is being abused?” I finally asked.
There was a long pause on her end as I stood inside the dance studio, waiting on Barrick to pick me up. I could have easily walked it, but he’d thrown a big stink when I’d tried to the first time, and I’d given in, letting him drive me to and from…well, everywhere.
“I’ll ask you again, Mia Nicole. What is wrong?”
Sighing, I told her about my gut reaction to Josie and Gwen, and she’d gone silent all over again. Then she listed off all the signs I should watch for, which I’d done the following week. But Howler had been the one to bring and then pick up his daughter that night, and I hadn’t seen anything that even suggested something was wrong with Josie.
Josie started to stretch her arm over her head, and I stood there watching. When she lifted her hand, I gasped and dropped to my knees beside her. When I gently grasped her wrist, she tried to lower it quickly, her face turning white as a ghost, but I refused to let her hide what I’d just seen.
Bruises under her arm near her armpit. Finger-sized bruises that looked fresh and painful.
Because of my gasp, the other littles stopped what they were doing to watch us, and pink filled Josie’s cheeks. Not wanting to embarrass her, I stood and clasped her hand in mine, giving her and then the others a bright smile. “All right, little princesses. Josie and I are going to step outside for a moment. Keep stretching.”
Keeping my smile in place, I opened the door and stepped through with Josie at my side. Thankfully, the door was glass, so I could watch the others while I spoke privately with her.
“I-I fell down at the park today,” Josie quickly supplied before I could even ask her what had happened.
“Sweetheart, I can tell the difference between bruises caused by a fall and those from someone who hurt you on purpose.” Crouching down so I was at her height killed my knee, but I needed to be on her level. “And I think maybe these on your arm aren’t the only ones. Where else do you hurt, Josie?”
Her bottom lip trembled, and she shook her head. “N-Nowhere. I’m fine. I j-just fell.”
I lowered my lashes, hiding the tears that blurred my vision. But I couldn’t let her see them. “All right, Josie. Go back in and continue stretching.”
She practically ran away from me, and it broke my heart. But I couldn’t let this go. My instinct was to call Howler and tell him, but I didn’t know his number. Which left only one other option.
I quickly grabbed my phone out of my bag in the locker room and rushed back so I could watch the littles through the door as I hit Lyla’s number.
“I’m at the gym,” Lyla said, out of breath when she answered. “Can I call you back? I’m about to show this cousin of mine just who is boss.”
“I need to tell you something,” I confessed, and there was suddenly tension on the other end of our connection. “It’s about Josie.”
“What about her?” she half shouted. I knew she was close with Howler’s daughter, so I could only imagine the explosion this was going to cause.
“Josie was acting off. You know how bubbly she is, and she’s always ready to be my star. But tonight, she’s been acting like she’s sore and stiff. I just… There are bruises under her arm that look like fingerprints and I think she might have them other places, but she keeps saying she fell at the park. But, Lyla, these aren’t the kinds of bruises from a fall off the jungle gym.”
“I’m on my way,” she said without hesitation, her voice ice-cold. “Braxton, call Howler. I have to go. Tell him to get to Josie’s dance class.”
“What’s—” But I didn’t hear the rest of what Braxton was asking because she’d already hung up.
Clutching my phone in my hands, I glanced back inside the classroom. Josie stood in front of the wall of mirrors, stretching out like the others were, but she still wasn’t moving like she normally would.
There were still thirty minutes left of class, and I needed to teach. But tonight, I couldn’t concentrate. Instead, we had fun, dancing to some of my favorite songs while I showed them some of the other dance styles I’d learned on my summers traveling abroad.
The girls loved it, including Josie, and by the time Lyla stormed into the class fifteen minutes later, she was all smiles.
“Lyla!” Josie squealed and jumped into the other woman’s arms. “Did you come to pick me up?” she asked, and the spark of hope in her eyes broke my heart all over again.
Lyla held her close, kissing the top of Josie’s head as she inhaled deeply. “I’m never going to let you out of my sight again,” she vowed to Josie.
“Really?” The little girl’s head fell back, a beaming smile on her beautiful little face. She looked so much like Howler with her dark-blond hair, and the feminine version of his features gave her an almost angelic appeal. “You promise?”
“Pinkie swear,” Lyla said, her voice choked as she offered the little girl her finger.
Howler’s entrance had the other littles scurrying to the other side of the classroom, and I quickly put myself between him and them. This class was my final one of the day and I was the last teacher in the building, but I knew I was going to have to tell Mrs. Cora what had happened. I’d already texted her before I’d come back in that I thought one of my students was being abused at home, but I’d told her I was handling the situation with the other parent to make sure the little girl was safe.
Barely a minute passed before the door to my classroom opened again, this time to give Barrick entrance. He was in workout clothes and sweat soaked through his shirt, but it was his eyes that worried me.
They were wild and dangerous, and I wouldn’t have wanted to be the person who got in the way of whatever he was searching for.
Which was me.
He wrapped his arms around me in the next second, making my students giggle. “Are you okay?” I nodded against his chest, trying to breathe because he was cutting off my air supply from holding on to me so tightly. “Braxton called me and said something was going on and that Howler was on his way. I didn’t know what was happening. I was scared something had happened to you.”
Across the room, Howler was waiting impatiently for Lyla to hand over his daughter, but she was refusing.
“Barrick,” I gasped out. “I need to get the girls out of here before Howler blows up.”
His hold instantly eased, and he nodded. I turned to my other students. “Who wants cookies?” I offered.
“Me! Me! Me!” They chorused. Laughing, I rushed them out of the classroom with Barrick’s help and down to the staff lounge. There was a whole pantry of snacks, and I pulled out a package of cookies, making a mental note to replace them as I handed each girl two Oreos.
While they sat on the floor eating their snack, Barrick pulled me off to the side. Some of the wildness had eased from his dark eyes, but not all of it. “What’s going on? Did something happen to Josie?”
“She has bruises under her arm,” I confided. “They looked like fingerprints. I think she’s being abused.”
“Not by Howler,” he rushed to defend. “He’s a good dad, Mia. He would never—”
I held up my hand, stopping him. “I didn’t suspect Howler. I think it’s Gwen.”
“Motherfuck,” he whispered fiercely. “That selfish bitch.”
“Barrick,” I chided when the girls looked over at us with wide eyes.
He quickly smoothed out his facial features and put on that smile that always melted my panties. “Sorry, sweethearts. Grown-up talk over here.”
Soon, the other parents started showing up to take their daughters home, and I stood in the lobby with them so they didn’t intrude on what was going on in the classroom. When we’d passed by on our way to the lobby, I’d noticed Lyla had Josie’s leotard pulled down her back and was running her fingers over the little girl’s lower back.
Just as the last student was walking out the door with her mother, Gwen walked in. She looked unsteady on her feet, and I caught the smell of booze in the air. Her eyes went past me and straight to Barrick, and she stopped in her tracks.
Down the hall, the door to the classroom opened, and Lyla came charging out, telling me she must have been listening for Gwen’s arrival.
Seeing my friend coming, the other woman took a step back before smirking at her. “If it isn’t the little puppy who’s always chasing after my man. What’s wrong, Lyla? Mad again that Howler won’t touch you? Or is it that he knocked me up when he was supposed to be in love with you?”
One second Gwen was running her mouth, the next she was on the floor and Lyla was beating her face in. “You disgusting excuse for a human being,” she raged as blood flew from Gwen’s mouth. “How could you hurt something so precious? How could you touch that baby with anything but love?”
It happened so fast, I didn’t have time to react, but Barrick was plenty fast enough. He wrapped his arms around me and swung me up into his arms, carrying me away from the bloodbath Lyla was creating right there in the lobby.
“Wait!” I yelled as he carried me toward his Jeep. “Lyla might kill her. We need to stop her.”
“First rule of Lyla. You get in her way, you get bloody. I’m not that brave, baby.” He placed me in the front passenger seat then shut the door. Walking around to the driver’s side, he jumped in and started the vehicle. “We’re going to go pick up Braxton, and then we can come back and clean up the mess.”
“But what about Josie?” I whispered, worried for the little girl I’d come to care about. “What if she sees…that?”
“Howler won’t let that happen,” he assured me confidently.
“But…”
“Gwen has everything she’s getting right now coming to her,” Barrick said as he drove in the direction of the gym. “Don’t feel sorry for her.”
“I don’t,” I rushed to tell him. “I just don’t want Lyla to get in trouble.”
His laugh was hard. “Don’t bother. Lyla can handle anything. Including if Gwen wants to press charges. If she’s able to talk when Lyla gets finished with her skanky ass.”
“O-kay,” I muttered as he pulled up in front of the gym. A few seconds later, Braxton walked out, his gym bag slung over his shoulder. When he saw me in the front seat, his shoulders relaxed noticeably, until he got in the back and Barrick told him we had to go clean up the blood.
“The fuck you mean, blood?” he demanded, leaning forward.
“Lyla was beating Gwen’s ass when we left,” his cousin informed him as he drove back to the dance studio.
“Good. That bitch had it coming.”
When we walked back into the studio, there was no sign of Lyla, but there were two guys in suits picking Gwen up off the floor. She was bloody, already bruising, and I felt a keen sense of justice for Josie.
I stepped into her space, and she gulped when she saw me. “That pain you’re feeling, that fear coursing through your veins and making you tremble right now, I’m sure that is nothing to how Josie felt when you put those bruises on her.”
“I-I didn’t,” she sobbed out the denial.
“Then you let someone else do it, and that’s just as bad. You’re pathetic. I hope you never get the chance to see that sweet little girl again.”
“Get her out of here,” Barrick commanded of the two suits, who gave a curt nod and half dragged, half carried Gwen out of the studio.
The bathroom door off to the side of the lobby opened, and Lyla came out, drying her hands on a paper towel. Her dark hair was a tangled mess, and both hands had cuts and dark red bruises already forming on her knuckles.
“I’m going home with Howler,” she told me as she tossed the paper towel in the trash. “Could you go back to the dorm and pack me a few things? I don’t know how long I’ll be there, but I’m not leaving Jo-Jo right now.”
“Yes, of course,” I assured her. “Whatever you need.”
Her eyes drifted around the lobby, her lips grimacing. “Sorry about the mess,” she said, waving a hand at the blood spatters on the floor. “Judge’s people will clean it up after they deal with Gwen.”
“Um, how exactly are they going to deal with her?” Not that I really cared what they did to her, but I didn’t want to have the cops suddenly show up at my door asking awkward questions if Gwen’s body washed up in some river.
Her lips twitched for a second before she shook her head. “Sweet, innocent little Mia. Don’t worry. They just took her to the hospital and will cover the bill.”
“Aren’t you worried she will call the cops?”
“Nope.”
“But—”
“Mia,” she said with a heavy exhale. “There is a reason my brother’s cage name is Judge. Just take it at that and let this go. Gwen won’t ever show her face around here again. Because if she does, I’ll fucking kill her.”
I couldn’t help shivering, because I believed her. If Gwen were smart, she would pack up and leave.
Howler came out of the classroom down the hall with Josie in his arms, her sleeping head on his shoulder. As he walked up to me, his free arm shot out, and he pulled me against him in a tight hug.
“Thank you,” he said gruffly.
A growl-like noise came from directly behind me, and I knew without looking it was Barrick. Howler dropped his arm, and I stepped back, my concerned eyes on Josie. “How is she?”
“She’s scared. Thought I would be mad at her. Like any of this is her fault.” Shaking his head in disgust, he readjusted his daughter so she was more comfortable. “Out of everyone in this shitshow, she’s the only innocent one.”
“Truth,” Lyla muttered half under her breath.
“We will drop your things off to you,” Barrick told his cousin, grasping my hand.
“Yeah, thanks. I’ll make sure this place is locked up and taken care of.”
“You need any help?” Braxton asked her, but she shook her head.
“Thanks. I’ll call you.” She hugged him, then me. “I probably won’t go with you to New York Friday night. I’m sorry.”
“No, no. It’s fine. I completely understand. Josie is much more important.” I hugged her tightly then let Barrick pull me out the door.
“You’re not going to New York alone,” my boyfriend informed me as he opened the passenger-side door for me.
“Don’t start,” I told him as I got in.
His possessive alpha-ness was sexy most of the time. It made me feel like maybe he cared more than either of us had said yet. But sometimes it got out of hand and he started bossing me around like he had the right. Or worse, like he was my dad. And that was when we argued.
“I mean it, Mia.” He stood there with the door open, his eyes narrowed on me.
“So just come with me,” I said exasperatedly. It’s not like I wanted to go without him anyway.
When we were apart, even for a few hours, I felt off. I craved him beside me, which scared the hell out of me. I didn’t want to feel like that with anyone. It gave them too much power over me, and I wanted to be the only one who wielded it.
Yet, at the same time, I liked it. Maybe even loved it.
Just like I was sure I was in love with him.
“I can’t,” he muttered. Jaw clenching, he glared off into the night.
“You don’t have a fight, so what’s the problem?” I asked, miffed. I knew he had plans for Friday night, because I’d asked him to come with me more than once already. But he hadn’t told me what they were.
“I have a meeting,” he said evasively.
“With the CIA?” I snarked, and his lips twitched.
“Funny.” Leaning in, he kissed my forehead. He knew it would normally shut me up because his forehead kisses always took my breath away. But I was too upset to let him distract me.
“I’m serious. You’re acting so mysterious about whatever it is you’re doing, and it’s starting to make me wonder what the hell you’re really up to.”
“I’ll go with her,” Braxton quickly offered from the back seat, trying to put a stop to the argument that was about to blow up. “Who wouldn’t want to go on a private jet with some rock legend and two hot girls?”
“Yeah,” I muttered, clasping my hands together in my lap and looking straight ahead out the windshield. “Who could possibly turn that down?”
Barrick, that was who.
Nevaeh and her grandfather were going to be stopping to pick me up on their way to New York City. Cole Steel, the biggest legend the rock world had ever seen, was hosting me and any friends I wanted to bring with his eldest granddaughter for the entire weekend.
And apparently, my boyfriend had better things to do.




Chapter 13
Barrick
There was already a huge private jet waiting on the tarmac when security waved me forward. Driving up almost to the steps of the massive thing, I glanced over at Mia, who’d been quiet the entire drive.
She was pissed at me.
I was pissed at me too, but there was nothing I could do about that. Not yet. And if I didn’t want to lose her—which I fucking didn’t—I couldn’t tell her a damn thing about this meeting I was going to after I put her on that jet.
“Will you at least tell me if it’s dangerous or not?” she finally whispered.
Unbuckling my seat belt and hers, I grabbed her and pulled her onto my lap. Her ass hit the steering wheel as she straddled me, and like it always did whenever she touched me in any way, my body instantly responded. Those big green eyes I loved more than life filled with hunger, and it took everything inside me not to unfasten my jeans and tear her leggings away so I could sink balls deep into her tight heat.
“It’s not dangerous, I swear. This is just a meeting. If it weren’t important, I would be walking on to that plane with you right now. I hate that we’re going to be away from each other until Sunday. It’s killing me. But I have to do this.”
For a single heartbeat, her chin trembled and my sanity began to claw at the inside of my skull. But then her face cleared, and she nodded. “Just be careful.” Reaching for the door handle, she opened it and climbed out.
From the back seat, Braxton took that as his cue, and he got out with her. Opening the rear, he pulled out both their cases, and I hit the steering wheel. I owed Braxton a hell of a lot, especially for covering for me this weekend so Mia wouldn’t miss out on her time with her cousin and she wouldn’t be around for this meeting.
If she got so much as a hint of what this meeting was really about, she would leave me. I wouldn’t let that happen, though.
Falling in love with Mia wasn’t part of the plan. I was risking a hell of a lot because of it, but I was in too deep to care what the client said at this point. There was no fucking way I was letting her go, and I didn’t care who I had to take on to make sure I didn’t lose her.
Mia started toward the stairs, but I couldn’t let her leave without one more kiss. Jumping out, I jogged after her. “Firecracker,” I called and she turned.
Seeing the pain in those big eyes of hers, I nearly fell to my knees at her feet. Instead, I wrapped my arms around her tiny waist and lifted her up until our mouths melded together.
She kissed me back hungrily, her fingers thrusting into my hair as my tongue took possession of her mouth. I tried to put everything I felt for her into that kiss, silently promising her all the things I knew I could never speak aloud.
When I drew back enough to let her breathe, I pressed my forehead to hers. “Have fun. Don’t do anything reckless. Listen to Braxton. And most important…” I breathed in deeply, taking her scent inside me. “Miss me.”
“Idiot,” she muttered with a laugh, shaking her head at me. “I already miss you.”
“Mia!”
She squealed and jumped out of my arms. “I gotta go. See you Sunday!” she called as she ran up the stairs and threw her arms around the beautiful girl standing at the top waiting for her.
Laughing, they hugged like they hadn’t seen each other in years. “About time you got here!” Nevaeh Stevenson scolded with a grin.
“Hey, hooch. I had to work.” Linking her arm through her cousin’s, Mia paused at the door and blew me a kiss before entering the jet.
Braxton was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. Both cases still in his hands, he had his eyes glued to where both girls had just disappeared. I walked over to him. “Thanks for this,” I told him for the hundredth time since he’d offered to go with Mia to New York. “I owe you one.”
“Yeah, you fucking do,” he snarled, turning on me like a caged animal. “This shit is getting old. I’m tired of lying and hiding everything from her. Deal with it so we don’t have to sneak around.”
I scrubbed my hands over my beard. “I’m trying. I really fucked up. But I swear to you, Brax. I’m trying to make it right.”
“Apparently not hard enough, or you wouldn’t have to disappoint her this weekend.”
“I’ll make it up to her,” I assured him.
I waited until he was up the stairs and inside the jet before walking back to my Jeep. As I drove away, I couldn’t help looking back in the rearview mirror, and I tightened my hands around the wheel.
I would make this up to her. This, and all the other shit I was keeping from her, I’d make it right.
Somehow.
∆∆∆
 
I drove into Georgetown and pulled up outside the Ritz-Carlton with barely five minutes to spare before my meeting was supposed to start. Driving Mia and Braxton to the airport had eaten up a lot of my time that evening, but there was no way in hell I wasn’t seeing my girl off personally.
Tossing the keys to the valet, I jogged in and went straight to the elevators. Punching the button for the top floor, I waited impatiently for the doors to close on me and the other six people in the metal box.
When the doors finally opened for the penthouse suite, I straightened my black button-up and hit the doorbell. Seconds later, a bald man who was just as tall as I was, dressed in faded old jeans and a Demon’s Wings T-shirt, opened the door.
Jesse Thornton thrust his hand forward. “You’re Seller’s stepson?”
Gritting my teeth, I nodded. “That’s me. Nice to meet you, Mr. Thornton.”
“Call me Jesse.” Grinning, he stepped back, waving me in. “Come meet the rest of my brothers.”
Walking into the living room of the suite, I saw three other men sitting around watching ESPN. I took a second to assess them. The two on the couch I knew were biological brothers, Drake and Shane Stevenson. They looked so much alike, even with Drake’s long, dark hair and Shane’s buzzed short, that they could have been mistaken for twins at first glance.
Drake was Nevaeh’s father, but he also had three other daughters and a son with his wife, Lana. Shane was married to the owner and editor of one of the biggest magazines in five countries, Harper Stevenson, and had a daughter and a son.
The man sitting in a chair across from the other two stood, pulling my attention straight to him, and I forced myself not to tense. He was the reason I was there.
It was because of him I was keeping so much shit from the woman I loved.
Nik Armstrong stepped forward, holding out his hand. “Charles Barrick?”
I nodded, shaking his hand. “Mr. Armstrong.”
“How is she?” were the next words out of his mouth.
“She’s good, sir. I just put her on Mr. Steel’s jet to New York with your niece, and she seemed excited to see her cousin.”
“You have someone with her?” He motioned for me to sit. “Cole is a good guy, don’t get me wrong. But he’s old as fuck and lets the girls get away with shit that will get them into trouble.”
I took the other couch and sat forward, giving him my full attention. “My cousin is an operative too. He’s with them, and I assure you neither will be let out of his sight the entire weekend.”
Armstrong nodded. “Good, good.”
“The bigger concern we have,” Thornton said as he sat on the other end of the same couch I sat on, “is that Mia doesn’t suspect anything.”
“She doesn’t. Between me and my cousins, we have eyes on her all hours of the day and night.”
“The other cousin, that’s the roommate?” Shane asked with raised brows.
“Yes, sir. Lyla is one of the best. I would trust her with my life. She and Mia have become fairly close over the past weeks.” And she hated lying to Mia about her role in all this shit just as much as Braxton did. Just as fucking much as I did.
“Just out of curiosity, how exactly are you staying so close to Mia without her suspecting anything?” Drake asked, his blue-gray eyes drilling into me.
I clenched my jaw but looked Mia’s father straight in the eye. “Seller told me none of you were opposed to me getting close to her. I assumed that meant you didn’t object to me dating her.”
My stepdad had also told me Mia’s mom knew nothing about what these four had come to him to ask. He wasn’t even charging them for it, even though I was still getting paid. Apparently, he still felt guilty after Mia got kidnapped not once, but twice while on his watch.
I wondered how Mia’s mom would react to finding out her husband and brothers went behind her back. Mia said her mother was a hothead, and I could easily imagine it if it was anything like how pissy Mia got at times. To me, that was adorable when it came to her, but I’d heard horror stories about Emmie Armstrong making grown men cry.
Armstrong blew out a heavy sigh, but he nodded his confirmation. “If she’s happy dating you, then no, I’m not against it. All I want is to ensure she’s safe.”
Some of the tension began to leave my muscles, and without looking away from the man, I told him the truth. “I want you to know, this isn’t about the job for me. In the beginning, I took it because Seller left me no choice. From the time I found out about the assignment until the day I met Mia, I hated my stepfather for putting this off on me. But the second I met your daughter, everything changed for me. I love her, sir.”
“Of course you do,” he said with a laugh, not even the least bit surprised. “It’s hard not to love that girl.”
“No, sir. You don’t understand. I’m in love with her.”
That had the laugh drying up, and his face tensed for all of a second before he blew out a heavy sigh. “You were honest with me. Now I’m going to be honest with you, son.” As he leaned forward, the look on his face changed to something darker. “I went to Seller for help because Mia’s mom was going to let her have her way no matter what I said or did. But Seller had his own motives for choosing you. He could have picked anyone. He has staff younger than you, who could have blended in and never made themselves known. Yet he picked you. Why was that?”
I gritted my teeth, but I shrugged. “Because he’s a bastard who wanted to make my life a living hell?”
“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “Because after we talked, we decided this was the best fit for both of you. I know my daughter, and whether you want to admit it or not, Seller knows you. We suspected the two of you would hit it off, and even if you didn’t, there was always that cousin of yours—Braxton? Yeah, I’ve seen pictures of him too. He would have been my second choice after you.”
“Choice for what?” I demanded, pissed at the idea of Mia with my cousin. I knew there was nothing between them. They acted like brother and sister so much, it was hilarious. But more than that, Mia was good for Braxton. He hadn’t had nearly as many mood swings since she’d come into our lives, and when he did, they didn’t last long. Brax smiled more these days, laughed so much it was like the old times, before he’d lost his leg.
“Look, I know Mia is technically an adult now, but I can’t sleep at night thinking of her out in the world all by herself. Anything could happen to her. Fucking anything. And it drives me crazy just imagining all those things. I nearly lost her, son. Twice. No father should ever have to face that kind of loss, and I can’t let that happen again. She needs someone in her life who can and will take care of her like I have all these years. Someone capable of handling her sassiness. And yes, at times, her pure bitchiness. I think that is you, Barrick.” His clear blue eyes bored into me, trying to see beneath the surface and straight into my soul. “I’ve hoped, at least.”




Chapter 14
Mia
Cole Steel could have been sixty—he wasn’t, but he could have passed for it—or he could have been ninety. I wasn’t really sure how old he was, but it was somewhere in between. I doubted anyone really knew his age, even him half the time.
Even at his age, he was a good-looking man. A silver fox, as Momma had called him plenty of times. Women of every age acted like they wanted to hump his leg, and many of them did if given the chance. It was sick and pathetic the way they clawed and begged and cried whenever a horde of chicks saw him.
One such horde was waiting outside the hotel when the limo pulled up in front of it. Cole had two members of his own security to help us through the pack of wild beasts, holding the crowd back. Braxton was on edge until we made it into the hotel, but it wasn’t until we got up to the huge presidential suite that he finally started to relax.
“I’ve got a party I need to get to, pretty girl,” Cole told Nevaeh not two minutes after we got settled. “Order room service. Order a movie. Do whatever you want, but do not leave this suite.”
Nevaeh blinked up at him behind her huge glasses. “Okay, PopPop,” she said with a smile. “Have fun. Will we see you for breakfast?”
“Probably not,” he said with a shudder. Mornings were not Cole’s thing. “You three be good if you go sight-seeing. Take security with you, or your mom will skin me alive. And your dad will hold me down while she does it. We’ll leave for the event tomorrow night at six.”
“Okay. Goodnight.”
“Night, pretty girl.” He kissed the top of her head, hugged me, then threw a salute at Braxton on his way out the door.
As soon as the door was closed behind him, Nevaeh had the phone in her hand. “What do you two want to eat? I was thinking pizza, steak, burgers, and every dessert on the menu.”
“Yes, please!” I laughed as I flopped down on the couch beside Braxton.
“Brax, what do you want on your pizza?” Nevaeh asked.
“Whatever. I’m not picky.” He was playing with his phone, not even looking at her, something he hadn’t done much of since we’d gotten on the plane back in Virginia.
It was like it was impossible for him to look right at her, and I found it beyond weird. He normally met a person’s gaze every time he spoke to them, giving them his full attention. Yet when he did that to Nev, he reacted as if he were in physical pain.
I loved Braxton, but if he hurt Nevaeh’s feelings, I was going to kick his ass.
“Pickles and anchovies, it is, then,” she said tartly, standing there eyeballing him like she wanted to stab him in the throat with a fork.
His head snapped up, and she wasn’t quick enough to hide what she was thinking. Pink filled her cheeks, but she didn’t look away from him. Instead, she just smirked when his jaw dropped, and then he laughed.
“Okay, I’m sorry,” he said as he tossed his phone onto the couch between us. “I will eat anything on my pizza with the exception of pickles and anchovies. Anything else, please.”
While she ordered us enough food to feed an army, I grabbed my phone. I’d sent Barrick a message when we’d landed, along with one to my mom and another to my dad.
I still hadn’t gotten a reply from Barrick about my earlier message assuring him we’d landed and were on our way to the hotel. I hadn’t heard from Daddy either, but Momma had replied almost immediately, telling me to have a good time with Nevaeh.
I felt a little bad about this trip since Daddy was in Georgetown with the other Demons to promote their new album that was about to come out, but he’d told me not to worry about it. Which made me wonder if I was going to see him soon anyway with my birthday coming up.
Momma was back in California with Jagger, who was doing some young celebrity cameo on a popular kids’ show. He was really eating up his new fame from his and Cannon Cage’s music career. Not that I could blame him. I’d eaten up my own fame in the dance world when I was at the top. I hadn’t let it go to my head, though. Momma would have thrown a fit if I’d done that.
Me:
Hope your meeting went well. About to eat my weight in room service food. Brax is being weird with Nev. Just FYI…I might punch him in the balls if he doesn’t start acting like himself. Miss you. xo
The message went unread, and I tossed my phone aside, disgusted with myself for caring that he wasn’t watching his phone as anxiously as I was just to have some kind of contact with him.
Hanging up the phone, Nevaeh walked over to the minifridge and grabbed us each a drink since it was already stocked. As she sat down beside me, her phone rang and she made a face, but her eyes lit up with love. “It’s Daddy,” she muttered. “He can’t go ten minutes without checking in.”
I snatched the phone out of her hand and answered it with a grin. “Hey!” I greeted Uncle Drake. “I kinda miss you.”
His deep chuckle was music to my ears. “I kinda miss you too, kid. How was your flight?”
“Cole snored the whole way from Virginia. I told him he should see a doctor about it, but he said his snoring helps keep his voice hoarse.” I rolled my eyes.
“Yeah, Angel says the same thing whenever he falls asleep on our couch. What’s my girl doing? You two getting into trouble?”
“Not yet. Figured we would hold off until tomorrow on that kind of fun. Right now, we’re about to pig out on room service food. What about you? Causing trouble with my dad? Uncle Shane climbing the walls yet because Harper isn’t there?”
“Getting there,” he said tiredly. “I’m ready for this weekend to be over, myself.”
I heard voices in the background, and my heart ached from missing my family. They were low, but I could pick out Uncle Jesse’s voice, then Uncle Shane’s laugh. Daddy’s followed…
Then one more.
One that had the small hairs on my body standing to attention because I knew that laugh. It was one I would recognize anywhere.
But it didn’t make sense. Why would Barrick be with my dad and uncles?
Breathing in slowly, I asked my uncle to hold on a second. Before he could comment, I hit the mute button and looked straight at Braxton. “Who is Barrick’s meeting with?”
He shrugged. “No clue.”
“Liar,” I whispered and jumped to my feet so I could glare down at him. “What the fuck is going on?”
A vein began to pulse in his neck, but other than that, he gave no outward sign that he was upset. That vein, though, that was plenty enough for me to know that something was definitely going on.
“Mia, I don’t know. He didn’t tell me anything about his meeting.”
“Yeah, right,” I said with a roll of my eyes. But I wasn’t in the mood to be lied to. Unmuting the call, I hit the speakerphone. “Uncle Drake?” I greeted in a sugary-sweet voice.
“Everything all right?” he asked, sounding concerned. “Nev okay?”
“I’m good, Daddy,” she assured her father from where she was still sitting on the couch, but she was watching me with trepidation in her blue-gray eyes and a frown puckering her brow.
“I texted my dad earlier. Could you tell him we made it okay? We have to go now, but Nev will call you tomorrow.” I already had my own phone in hand once again, pulling up my mother’s contact information.
“O-kay,” he said, his tone never changing. “Love you, girls.”
“Love you, Daddy,” Neveah called.
“Love you,” I muttered and tossed the phone in her direction after disconnecting.
“What’s going on?” my cousin demanded.
I crossed to where Braxton was sitting and snatched his phone from his hand before he could even blink. I didn’t want to look at it, but I didn’t want him trying to call Barrick either. Not until I knew what was going on, damn it.
“Mia,” he started, his entire body tensing. “Just calm down. I don’t know what’s going through your head right now, but—”
“But nothing. Just be quiet for a second.” I started pacing as I hit connect on my phone’s screen.
“Hey, baby girl!” Momma greeted cheerfully.
“Why the fuck is my boyfriend meeting with Daddy and the uncles?” I demanded.
There was a short, surprised pause on her end, followed by, “Okay, excuse you. I don’t appreciate your tone or you cursing at me, young lady. And second, what boyfriend?”
Shit, I’d forgotten I hadn’t told her about Barrick. I’d been keeping quiet about our relationship because I didn’t want her to go diving into his background and trying to break us up if she didn’t like what she found.
“Hey, Momma, um…guess what? I kind of have a boyfriend. His name is Barrick—Charles Barrick, to be specific.”
“What?” she whispered, sounding winded.
“Ugh, that doesn’t even matter right now. I just heard him in the background when Uncle Drake called. He couldn’t come to New York with me this weekend because he supposedly had a meeting. Why is he meeting with Daddy?”
“Mia…calm your ass down and think for a minute here. If I didn’t know about you having a gods damn boyfriend, why would your father?” she snapped, and I knew she was in full-on firedragon mode.
She was right.
“Why would he know…?” I repeated, feeling just as out of breath as she’d been earlier.
“You stay where you are. Don’t move. I mean it. I’m going to do some digging and will call you back. Probably from the plane.”
“Momma, what’s going on?” I asked, my voice sounding weak, and I suddenly felt like a scared, brokenhearted little girl.
“I honestly don’t know, Mia. But trust me, I’m about to find out. Barrick, you said his name is? Why does that sound so familiar?” she muttered to herself before the line went silent, and I realized she’d hung up on me.
“Fuck,” I heard Braxton groan and turned my confused gaze on him. “I told him.”
“Told him what?” Neveah demanded. “What in the actual hell is going on? What did I miss?”
“Barrick was there,” I told her in a choked voice. “I heard his laugh.”
“Where? With my dad?” I nodded, and her eyes widened. “But I thought I was the only one who knew you even have a boyfriend.”
“You are…were. Whatever. They obviously know. Why else would he be having a ‘meeting’ with them?” I clutched my phone to my chest with one hand and clenched the other around Braxton’s phone.
Only for the damn thing to vibrate with an incoming text.
Looking down at it, I felt my knees go weak.
Barrick: Meeting going better than expected. Mission is over. We don’t have to pretend anymore.
“Pretend,” I breathed, my eyes glued to that last sentence.
We don’t have to pretend anymore.
Twin tears fell from my eyes before I could blink them back as I looked at Braxton. “Pretend to what?”
“Mia…” Blowing out a frustrated exhale, he lifted his hands in a pleading gesture. “It’s not what it seems.”
“What isn’t? What was he—you—” I shut my mouth and squeezed my eyes closed, trying to gain control of myself. “What were you pretending, Brax?”
“No way, asshole,” Nevaeh suddenly snarled. I snapped my eyes open to find her on his lap, holding him down with her weight as she straddled his legs and pressed him down into the couch, keeping him from standing. “Answer her.”
Braxton’s throat bobbed for a second until his head dropped back onto the couch and he closed his eyes. “I’ll explain everything. Just get off me. Please, kitten.”
His voice was so quiet and strained, I barely heard him. After only a small hesitation, Nevaeh got up, but she didn’t move away. She stood over him, her eyes narrowed like I’d seen her mother do many times over the years right before she struck out with her razor-sharp tongue.
“Barrick isn’t who you think he is,” Braxton said after a moment.
I wanted to scream and shout, “Then who the fuck is he?”, but my phone rang, and I answered it before he could go on.
“Mia?” Momma sounded out of breath, and then I heard Jagger grumbling in the background and a door slamming. “Listen to me. I need you to know, I knew nothing about this. Do you hear me? I knew nothing.”
“Didn’t know about what?” I whimpered.
“Charles Seller’s stepson is Charles Barrick Junior.” I blinked. Her security expert? That Seller? But she didn’t give me the chance to ask. “Charles Barrick Senior was Seller’s best friend and business partner. The son is supposed to inherit everything once Seller retires.”
“Wh-what?” I knew she was giving me answers, but they weren’t making sense to me.
“I don’t know what’s been going on, but I can guess. Gods, I should have questioned it when Nik stopped pouting about my letting you go to college without bodyguards. But I was just glad not to be arguing about it anymore, so I didn’t look too hard at it at the time.”
“Momma, please,” I told her as I wiped my wet eyes with the back of my hand while still clutching Braxton’s phone. “My head is all over the place, and I don’t know which way is up right now. Please dumb it down for me.”
“Barrick works for his stepfather as a security operative, learning the company inside out until he eventually takes over the business. My guess is that your dad hired this guy to be your security at college without either of us knowing.”
“The mission is over,” I breathed, my gaze locking with Braxton’s tortured one, and I felt physically sick. “They don’t have to pretend anymore.”
It made complete sense now.
“Mia?” Momma’s voice sounded strained, and I realized she’d been speaking but I hadn’t heard a word of what she’d said. “Mia!”
“I-I’m here.”
“I chartered a jet. I’ll be in New York before the sun comes up. Just stay there at the hotel with Cole and don’t go anywhere.”
“Cole went out.”
“Of course he did,” she groused. “Who is there with you, then?”
“Nev and Braxton.”
“And that would be?”
“B-Barrick’s cousin.”
“Put him on the phone,” she commanded, and even though I was hurting, I suddenly felt sorry for the guy I thought was my friend.
But was he, though?
I didn’t know anymore.
I didn’t know anything.
Crossing to him, I held out the phone. “She wants to speak to you.”
Sighing heavily, he took the phone and cautiously lifted it to his ear. “Hello? Mrs. Armstrong?”
His jaw clenched, and I knew whatever she was saying to him wasn’t pretty, but she kept her voice quiet so I wasn’t able to overhear any of the one-sided conversation.
“Yes, ma’am. I understand. No, ma’am. I won’t let anyone in or out of the suite until you arrive. No.” He sighed again. “I knew, but I didn’t agree with it. This was just supposed to be another job for me and Lyla…”
“Lyla, too?” I clenched my eyes closed, my heart taking another direct hit.
“Yes, ma’am. I’ll take care of her.” Braxton continued to speak to Momma.
I felt a gentle arm come around my shoulders, and all I wanted was to curl into a ball and let Nevaeh hold me until my mom got there. But I couldn’t let myself fall apart.
“I’m going to take a shower,” I announced as I opened my eyes. I suddenly felt dirty, tainted.
“Mia,” Braxton started, but I held up my hands and shook my head.
“Save it. I don’t want to hear your version of the truth any longer. Knowing what I know now, I don’t trust you to be honest anyway.”




Chapter 15
Mia
My phone was going off when I walked out of the en suite with my hair dripping and a towel wrapped around my body. Glancing at where I’d tossed both Braxton’s and my phone on my way to the shower, I saw it was my dad.
Angrily, I turned away from the sight of the picture of the two of us on the beach in front of my parents’ house back in Malibu. The man I thought could do no wrong had betrayed me in a way I never thought he was capable of.
I still didn’t know the details, but there was no other explanation for why Barrick would be with him and my uncles when they shouldn’t have even known I was dating the heir apparent to the most successful security firm in the country.
Feeling exhausted, I fell back onto the bed, not caring that my hair was still soaked and would get the bed wet. Glaring up at the ceiling, I went back through every interaction I’d ever had with Braxton and Lyla, not allowing myself to even think about Barrick. I wasn’t sure I could handle that just yet.
Nothing they’d ever said or done even hinted that they weren’t anything but my friends. Or maybe I’d just been too blind to what real friendship looked like because all I had was Jordan to compare it to.
Gasping, I sat up and reached for my phone. Ignoring the texts already on the screen, I unlocked it and pulled up Jordan’s name, then hit connect.
“Sup, buttercup,” he greeted with a drunken laugh.
“Are you seriously drunk again?” I demanded, annoyed. Ever since he’d started becoming more active in his fraternity, he’d been drinking more and more. I knew it was because he was so bored, but I was beginning to worry about him.
“Getting there,” he agreed with a laugh, but when a sob escaped me, he sobered instantly. “What’s wrong?”
“I’ve been stupid,” I confessed, knowing he wouldn’t judge me.
“I don’t believe that. Tell me what happened, and we can figure this out. I’m sure whatever it is, I can help you fix it.”
Rubbing at the throb that was starting to echo in my skull, I told him what little I knew. “I don’t know what to think right now. Momma’s on her way, and she’s pissed. I’m pissed too, but… But my heart hurts s-so m-much, Jordan.”
“Do you want me to come out there?” he asked quietly. That quietness told me plenty. He was angry, but he didn’t want to scare me.
“N-no. You have too much going on with school and everything.” I scrubbed at my eyes. I figured after all the crying I’d done in the shower, I wouldn’t have any tears left, but they wouldn’t freaking stop. “Momma is on her way. I…I just…”
“Mia, I’m here for you whenever you need me. You’re my best friend. That doesn’t stop just because there’s an entire country separating us.”
“I-I know. And the same goes if you need me,” I promised him. “Are…you doing okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” But his sigh told me differently.
“Jor, you’ve been drinking so much lately. Every time I’ve called, you’ve been drunk. You’re drunk now.”
“Actually, I’m thinking of dropping out of college and going to Italy for a while,” he confessed, and I could almost picture a weight lifting from his shoulders. “After this semester, I’m going to tell my parents I want to take a little time off.”
“Is it that bad?”
“It’s not that it’s bad. It’s just not for me right now. I want to work, find out what I’m really good at, and then go from there. This taking classes just to be taking them with no real path in sight isn’t what I want.”
I was thankful to have his problems to focus on so I didn’t have to think about my own for a moment. “College isn’t for everyone. My parents didn’t even want me to go. I think they just wanted me to live off the trust fund they established for me and play around. Neither of them went to college, and look how successfully they turned out.”
“Yeah, but I just know my dad is going to throw a fit over all of this. He’s a hard-ass, Mia. He’s not going to be on board with me doing this.”
“Go to your mom first,” I suggested. Alexis, his mother, loved Jordan more than life. He was her miracle because the accident that had left her nearly unable to walk had almost completely robbed her of the chance to have a baby. Then when she did get pregnant, her doctors told her repeatedly she would never make it to full term. “She will back you no matter what you decide. She and Aunt Gabs would do anything for you.”
“I know,” he muttered.
“But please, promise me you’ll slow down with the drinking. I’m worried about you. You’re probably my only real friend other than Nevaeh right now, so I kind of need you to not kill yourself from drinking all the alcohol,” I tried to tease.
“I’ll stop, I promise.”
A beep told me I was getting an incoming call. Looking down, I saw Barrick’s face on my screen. Hitting decline, I replaced the phone to my ear.
“Who was that?”
“The man who deserves an Academy Award for the role he’s been playing in my life,” I told him, unable to keep the bite out of my tone.
“Want me to kick his ass?” Jordan offered.
The idea held some appeal, but I’d seen Barrick dominate in the cage too many times to want my best friend to even risk it. “No. I just want him to go away.”
“Just say the word, and I can make that happen. I have family in Sicily who have family in New York, who would be all too happy to do me a favor.” That had a small laugh bubbling up, and when the weak sound escaped, he let out a relieved exhale. “There she is. That’s the girl I love and adore. I knew she couldn’t be too far away, no matter how down she is.”
A light tap on the door had my laugh dying before it could really get started. “Yeah?” I called out.
The door opened, and Nevaeh poked her head in. “The food just got here. Are you hungry? I’ll bring you something if you don’t want to be around the a-hole extraordinaire out here.”
Was it really less than an hour ago I’d felt like I was starving? It seemed like days since I’d heard Barrick laughing in the background when Uncle Drake called. But now, I felt like I would vomit if I even smelled food.
“No. I really just want to be alone right now,” I told her. “I’m sorry for abandoning you out there with him, but could you make sure he doesn’t bother me?”
She gave me a grim smile. “Don’t worry about it. I got this covered. You just do what you have to do until Aunt Emmie gets here.”
“Thanks, Nev,” I whispered.
The door closed behind her, and I replaced the phone to my ear. “I’m going to get off here. I just got out of the shower, and my hair is still dripping all over the place.”
“You’ve been sitting there naked this whole time? Nice.”
Rolling my eyes, I stood up. “Shut up, stupid. I have to go.”
“Yeah, yeah. Okay. Call me tomorrow. I want a minute-by-minute rundown of what happens once your mom gets there. That should be entertaining. I love Emmie, but she scares the hell out of me.”
I walked into the en suite and frowned at my reflection when I noticed how pale I was and my bloodshot eyes. All the crying had made my eyes swell, and I looked washed out. “Jordan.”
“Yeah, love?”
“I really miss you.”
“I miss you too, Mia.”
∆∆∆
 
It was nearly dawn before I heard my mother’s voice coming from the living area.
Jumping up out of bed, I was across the room and out the door in a matter of seconds.
After getting off the phone with Jordan, I had dried my hair and pulled it up into its usual knot on top of my head before tossing on a pair of pajama pants and a hoodie. Then I’d climbed into bed and channel-surfed for the rest of the night in hopes of trying to find something to keep my mind off Barrick and my dad.
Momma stood in the middle of the living room, her long red hair pulled back into a messy ponytail as she glared at Braxton, who stood in front of her with his shoulders squared and his hands at his sides. He was motionless, eyes straight ahead like the Marine he was, with a blank face as she gave him a dispassionate once-over.
Behind her stood both bodyguards who had been a part of my life since I was five years old. Marcus had been my cousin Lucy’s bodyguard up until a few years before, but as soon as she no longer needed him, Momma had brought him in to work as part of my security detail and her own at times.
Both men stood over six feet tall, their hair short, their faces impassive as they eyeballed Braxton like he was a threat. The irony of it was, both bodyguards came from Seller’s Security.
Which had me wondering if Seller had changed the name of the company when Barrick Senior died and if it would change again once my Barrick took over.
Then my heart made a painful squeeze in my chest that had my breath catching. He wasn’t my Barrick. It was all just pretend on his part, as he’d told Braxton with his stupid text message.
“Hey, sis,” Jagger greeted from the couch where he had his feet propped up, eating a slice of leftover pizza. “You weren’t in New York ten minutes, and you caused so much trouble, Ma needed to fly out to take care of it?” He grinned conspiratorially at me. “Nice. Couldn’t have done better myself.”
“Jagger,” Momma said warningly.
He lost the grin immediately and stuffed his mouth with another bite of cold pizza.
Momma and I just looked at each other for the longest time until I couldn’t stand the silence in the room anymore. “Momma, I’m sorry.”
“Mia, I’m sorry,” she said at the same time, causing us both to laugh, and tears filled both our eyes.
I didn’t know who moved first, but suddenly her arms were around me, and mine were holding on to her like she was my lifeline. Because she was. This woman was my everything and I didn’t know how I’d gotten so lucky to have her as my mother, but I was thankful for her every damn day.
“You have absolutely nothing to be sorry about,” she told me fiercely as she took a small step back so she could see my face.
“But I’ve done nothing but cause trouble since I asked to go to college in Virginia. I never should have—”
The words dried up in my throat when she gave me a look to keep my mouth shut. “It wouldn’t have mattered if you’d wanted to go to college back home or Virginia or the gods damned moon. It would have happened regardless of where you went to school.” Her gaze shot to Braxton. “Wouldn’t it?”
“Yes, ma’am, it would have,” he admitted, his gaze still trained straight ahead.
“Wh-what?” I whispered.
“It’s time for answers, Mia.” Momma took my hand and guided me over to the couch. I sat down beside my brother, and he wrapped his arm around my shoulders, tucking me against him. Like he was the older sibling and he was protecting me from all the truths that were about to flood the room.
“Lance Corporal Collins,” Momma addressed Braxton. “Would you please be so kind as to join us for a cup of coffee? And while we’re at it, I would be extra grateful if you would tell us every motherfucking thing you know.”




Chapter 16
Mia
I thought Nevaeh was in bed sleeping, but when she came out of the kitchen with a tray full of coffee, cream, and sugar, I was happy to see her.
Setting the tray on the coffee table, she took the open spot on the couch on the other side of me. Like my brother, she wrapped her arms around me, surrounding me with love.
Momma motioned for Braxton to sit on the chair while she sat her tiny ass on the edge of the coffee table and picked up a saucer and mug. She didn’t add cream or sugar as she crossed her legs and smiled sweetly at one of the three people I’d thought I could trust just as much as the rest of my family.
But apparently, I couldn’t even trust my family. My own damn father and uncles had played me, and they’d done it very, very well.
“How do you take your coffee, Lance Corporal?”
“Black please, ma’am,” he said in that detached voice that gave him a robotic quality. I hated it. I wanted the smiling, sometimes goofy, always lovable Braxton back.
Part of me wanted to hit rewind and never to have answered Nevaeh’s phone when her dad called. Then I wouldn’t have heard Barrick’s laugh in the background, and I wouldn’t feel like my heart was shriveling up and dying in my chest a little more with each passing second.
Momma passed him a saucer, and he tossed the coffee back like a shot before handing it back to her. I clenched my hands together in my lap, not liking that he’d just hurt himself with scalding-hot coffee.
Gods, if I couldn’t turn off what I felt for Braxton, who was only my friend, how would I ever turn off what I felt for Barrick, whom I’d foolishly given my heart to?
Momma dropped her phone on the coffee table facedown after replacing the saucer on the tray. Leaning forward, she rested her elbows on her knees and spread her hands. “You seem like a nice boy, Braxton. I haven’t heard anything about you from my daughter, though, considering how I am at times, I can’t really blame her. But I did make a few calls and found out quite a bit about you and your cousins while I was on the plane all night. You’ve never been in trouble with the law, were on your way up in ranks before the accident that cost you your leg, and even though you’re the youngest security operative on Seller’s payroll, you’re also one of the best. Maybe not as good as Rodger and Marcus over there, but still pretty damn good. If I’d had a say in any of this, I would have picked you and Mr. Barrick and the lovely Lyla as well.”
He stayed quiet, not even blinking to acknowledge her compliment.
“You were just doing your job, protecting Mia on orders from Seller and your cousin. You kept my daughter safe these past couple months, and I’m grateful for that. I don’t blame you for deceiving her, but I would like to understand it a little better.”
Jaw clenched, he sat there staring straight ahead, and I knew he wouldn’t answer her no matter how cordial or ferocious she was. His loyalty was to Barrick, and he wouldn’t break it for her.
“Brax,” I choked out, and he flinched. Slowly, as if he were fighting every instinct he had, he turned his head, and our gazes locked. “Please. I want to know.”
His stoic mask began to disappear, and he blew out a frustrated breath before nodding. “Okay, Mia. But…I never meant to hurt you.”
“I believe you.” And oddly enough, I did.
“Barrick came to me back in May, told me he had a new job to work for his stepdad. Someone had called in a favor, and we had to babysit whom he described as an overprivileged, rich princess. But that was before any of us knew you. The first time I saw you in English that day, I knew he’d gotten it wrong, and I told him so.” He clenched his hands into fists but continued to hold my gaze. “When he told me where we would be going, it was only a coincidence that it was our hometown. The last time we did a job like this, we went to—”
“Wait,” I wheezed out the word, my heart stopping. “You’ve done this before?”
He exhaled heavily. “I’ve only done it with Barrick one other time. Lyla has been doing it a little longer. He’s the go-to guy on Seller’s staff for jobs like this. Give the parents some peace of mind while their wild child spreads their wings a little with Barrick there to keep them safe, disguised as their temporary boyfriend.”
In my heart, I’d hoped that this was the first time Barrick had done this kind of thing. I hadn’t completely fallen apart because I’d been holding on to the possibility that he really did care about me and it wasn’t just about the job my father hired him for.
But clearly, I was wrong, and he gave his all when it came to his work.
Gods, how many other chicks had he made fall for him while pretending he cared just as deeply? How many had he slept with?
“Mia.” Momma’s voice snapped me out of my head. “Deep breath.”
I sucked in a breath, realizing I’d been holding it. “Keep going.”
“There’s not much more to tell. We’ve had eyes on you all semester. You’ve been easy to keep safe, because there haven’t been any threats to protect you from. Not that Barrick could be told that. Mia, this is different from any other job for him. He cares about you. Please, don’t think he doesn’t. When he thought something happened to you the other night, he nearly lost his mind.”
“What the hell happened the other night?” Momma exploded, her green eyes wild.
“One of my students was being abused by her mother. We had a confrontation with the woman at the studio the other night,” I explained, giving her the edited version. “I was never in any danger.”
“She’s right, ma’am,” Braxton confirmed. “Mia was never once in any danger. In fact, this entire semester, she’s been safe and responsible. She doesn’t put herself in positions that could get her into trouble.”
“Oh, so it’s only when she’s around this one and Jordan that she gets herself into trouble, then,” Momma said with a twist of her lips as she nodded toward Nevaeh. “Nev, I knew you were just like your mother,” she teased, and my cousin stuck out her tongue at her, making her laugh for a moment before Momma sobered.
Standing, she wiped her hands down the front of her jeans. “You kids get some sleep. I need to make some phone calls. Then…” Her green eyes hardened. “Then I will deal with the Demons and Mr. Barrick.”
∆∆∆
 
While everyone else went to bed, I stayed on the couch. I felt bone-tired, but my damn head wouldn’t shut up, so I knew I wouldn’t get any sleep even if I did go back to my room. Jagger took my room, while Momma went to take a shower in Nevaeh’s, and both bodyguards took the only extra room left.
Tucking my legs under me, I grabbed one of the plush throw pillows and hugged it to my chest. When I’d hurt my knee for the second time, I’d hurt not just physically, but mentally and emotionally as well.
But this pain I was feeling…
It was worse than the physical pain I’d experienced from that devastating ACL tear. It was worse than the heartbreak I’d felt when the doctors all told me I would never dance professionally again.
All my life, I was so focused on dance that I never gave love and relationships a second thought. Being with someone took too much time and effort and was too big of a distraction from the most important aspect of my life. Dancing.
Barrick was my first boyfriend.
My first love.
And, I’d thought, my last.
Everything inside me screamed in agony. Because, in truth, Barrick was my nothing. He had only been pretending to want and care about me. He was merely doing his job.
A job my father hired him for.
And that was a double direct stab to the heart. Daddy had set me up to fail.
“Mia?”
I jerked at the sound of Braxton’s voice. Scrubbing my hands over my damp cheeks, I glanced his way to find him standing only a few feet away. His dark eyes were full of pain and torment, making me want to hug and slap him all at the same time.
“What is it?” I asked in a voice that seemed perpetually choked now, dropping my eyes back to the pillow I was clutching to my chest because it hurt to look at him.
“What are you going to do now?”
The hesitancy in his voice had me looking at him again. “I don’t understand the question.”
Sitting on the coffee table in front of me much like my mother had earlier, he leaned forward. “I mean, are you breaking up with Barrick? Will you move back to the dorm? Or will you…go home?”
“I’m not going home. I have responsibilities with school and work. Just because you dickheads were playing games with me doesn’t mean I’m going to pack up and run away with my tail tucked between my legs all the way back to California to lick my wounds.”
His shoulders seemed to relax a little, but not completely. “And you and Barrick?”
That forced a dry laugh from my throat. “There is no Barrick as far as I’m concerned.”
“Mia, just think about this for a second. Don’t do anything because you’re pissed right now. Barrick…” He rubbed his hands down his face and muttered a curse under his breath. “I’ve never seen him as happy as he’s been with you. You bring out something in him that wasn’t there before. Something I think died when he buried his dad.”
“Brax, stop,” I ordered, my tone hardening. “Nothing about how Barrick was with me was ever real. Everything I thought he felt for me, that was just pretend. If you were ever my friend—and seriously, at this point, I have my doubts—then please shut up about your damn cousin.”
“Of course I’m your friend!” he exploded. “You’re the only one I have. Meeting you, getting to know you, and living with you… Fuck, you make everything better, Mia. You don’t even know.”
“I thought I knew,” I told him sadly, a fresh wave of tears burning my eyes. “Now I don’t know anything where you and Barrick are concerned.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“There is nothing you can do, Brax. I don’t trust you.”
“Mia,” he started, his eyes shining with emotions I didn’t want to put names to when I was hurting so damn bad.
“You should get some sleep,” I interrupted before he could break my heart more than it already was. “I don’t know what my mom is planning, but you can bet you will want to be clearheaded when it happens.”
“I couldn’t sleep even if I wanted to,” he muttered.
“Same,” I said with a nod. “But I know how you are when you don’t get enough sleep. No one wants to be around grumpy Brax. You might scare Nevaeh.”
“I don’t think much scares her,” he said with the smallest trace of a smile before it fell away.
“You would be surprised.”
He blew out a long sigh. “She left her phone lying around a few times,” he said and I tensed. “I could have snatched it up and called Barrick and told him what is going on. But I didn’t.”
“Wow, a single moment of loyalty in a month worth of betrayal. Thanks for that,” I bit out.
“Mia, you have my complete and total loyalty. You always have,” he tried to assure me.
“Don’t spin your truths around in your head and come up with a different version of reality,” I snapped. “If you ever had any loyalty to me, you never would have let me fall for your cousin when you knew he was only playing a part.”
“He wasn’t playing this time. I swear to you, it wasn’t like that this time. Call him. Give him a chance to explain himself,” Braxton urged vehemently.
“I’d rather see his face when he realizes the game is over.” Pushing back the few strands of hair that had fallen into my face from my knot, I tightened my arms around the pillow. “Go to bed, Brax. I’m not very good company right now.”




Chapter 17
Barrick
With a groan, I turned over in bed, automatically reaching for Mia.
Feeling nothing but an empty bed, I barely lifted my lids to glance around. “Babe?” The room was empty…and not mine. For a second, I couldn’t remember where I was, and then realization hit me.
Meeting Mia’s father and uncles the night before. Confessing my feelings for her to the man, and then Nik Armstrong dropping a bomb on me. That he, and apparently my asshole stepfather as well, had wanted us to end up together. The two of us falling in love was their goal. Whatever Seller’s motives were for wanting me to be with Mia, I didn’t know, but Armstrong wanted his daughter to be with a man he knew would always protect her.
That man was me.
He would always be me.
After that tense conversation, I was suddenly welcomed into the Demon family. The four men treated me like I was one of their own, and for the first time since my dad died, I felt like I was part of a family.
After my dad died so suddenly, my mother married Seller just six months later. I didn’t know if it was because she felt like she needed a man in her life, or if she’d suddenly fallen for her husband’s best friend, or if maybe they’d been carrying on an affair long before Dad passed. Whatever the reason, I’d started hating the man who had been like an uncle to me.
From the time I was born, Seller and Barrick Senior were attached at the hip, it seemed. Everyone called them by their last names to avoid confusion because they were both Charles. When Dad died, Seller changed. Once he was my stepfather, I was no longer his buddy. Instead, he constantly made me feel like nothing I did was good enough. Everything I did was criticized, every move I made second-guessed. The man was constantly pissed at me, if for no other reason than simply existing.
Mom said it was because he didn’t know how to be a father, and he didn’t want to screw it up. His best friend had trusted him to turn me into a man my father would be proud of, and he just wanted to make sure he did the best job he could to accomplish that.
Maybe that was it.
Or maybe he just wanted me out of the way so he could have my mom all to himself.
Whatever it was, I didn’t waste any time enlisting in the Marines once I was eighteen so I could get away from them both. Home didn’t feel like home anymore, and even if Seller was trying to be the best substitute father he could be, he completely missed the mark.
Yet the night before, with Mia’s father and uncles, I felt like I was surrounded by men who weren’t critiquing every move I made and actually respected me. They treated me like a long-lost son, joked and laughed with me, and simply made me feel comfortable being around them.
The five of us talked until the early hours of the morning. By the time I looked at my phone to see if Mia had called, it was to realize the battery had died. Armstrong encouraged me to stay in their suite since they had an extra bedroom, and I’d fallen asleep while charging my phone.
Reaching for my phone, I saw the time and bit back a curse. It was after one in the afternoon. I never slept that late. Even when I was out all night, I was awake before seven so I could have breakfast with Mia.
Swiping my thumb over the phone’s screen, I called Mia. But it barely rang before I was sent to voice mail. Frowning, I hung up and tried again, only to get the same result. If her phone were off, I would have gone straight to voice mail without the ring, which meant Mia had sent me there on purpose.
Fuck, maybe she was pissed at me.
I thought we’d made up when I’d dropped her off at the airport, but maybe she was mad that I hadn’t texted her back the night before.
Pulling up my texts to see if she’d sent any more after the one telling me she missed me, I realized she hadn’t. The last text activity I had was the one I’d sent to Braxton telling him he could relax because we didn’t have to do this shit anymore.
I was no longer working behind Mia’s back. I’d officially quit this damn job, and I wasn’t letting her go.
Barrick:
Are you mad at me, firecracker?
Instantly, the message was read, but no reply came.
“Yup,” I muttered to myself as I sat up and scrubbed my fingers through my beard. “She’s pissed.”
Sitting up, I grabbed my shirt that I’d tossed aside when I’d gotten into bed the night before and pulled it over my head before reaching for my jeans. Maybe I could drive up to New York and meet her for dinner. That should get me out of the doghouse.
Deciding to go home to shower and change, I opened my door and was walking toward the living area when I heard voices.
“…not answering her phone,” Armstrong was saying. “And I can’t get Rodger or Marcus to answer theirs either.”
“Don’t sweat it,” Thornton told him as I entered the dining room where they were sitting eating a buffet-style breakfast. “She’s probably just busy.”
“Unless she had an emergency, she shouldn’t be, though. She would have called me if there was an emergency.” Armstrong stabbed his fingers through his hair in agitation. “And you just said Layla told you Emmie’s SUV isn’t in the driveway and she didn’t see it come home last night after Jagger’s taping when that stupid show was finished.”
“Have you tried Jagger’s phone?” Shane asked before stuffing his mouth with a huge bite of pancakes and eggs.
“His is off, so I can’t even check the GPS on it.” Armstrong caught sight of me, his blue eyes looking wild. “Did you speak to Mia yet? She’s not picking up when I call her, and she won’t respond to my texts.”
“No. I think she’s pissed at me.” I took a seat at the table with them, and Drake pushed the orange juice in my direction while Thornton waved at the buffet behind him with his fork. I shook my head, not sure I could eat much anyway. I hated when Mia was mad at me. “I take it your wife isn’t speaking to you either?”
“Yeah,” he muttered, the muscles in his jaw clenching and unclenching.
A phone going off had us both tensing until Drake picked his up. “Hey, Angel,” he greeted, his voice softening to a tone I hadn’t heard from him the night before. The light in his eyes at the sound of his wife’s voice dimmed, however, as he listened to her.
“What the fuck do you mean, Nevaeh isn’t answering her phone?” he exploded. “Where the hell is Cole?”
“What are the odds of everyone not answering being a coincidence?” Shane mused as he sipped his coffee.
I pushed back my chair and stood. “Slim. I’m driving up to check on Mia now. I’ll let you know about Nevaeh when I see her.”
Drake nodded his thanks as he continued to listen to whatever his wife was saying.
Armstrong walked with me to the door. “I have a bad feeling, man. Call me as soon as you see Mia.”
Assuring him I would, I opened the door, only to nearly trip with my next step when I realized someone was standing in the doorway already. Behind me, Armstrong uttered a vicious curse while I met first one set of green eyes then another.
The air felt like it was sucked from my lungs with a vacuum, and I felt my knees go weak at the look in Mia’s eyes. They were as cold as ice, emotionless. I wanted to grab her, pull her into my arms, and beg her to give me one of those soul-stealing smiles I couldn’t live without. Yet I felt rooted to the spot, unable to move, unable to breathe.
Behind the mother and daughter duo stood a teenager who looked a hell of a lot like Armstrong, and Braxton, who looked like pure hell.
That couldn’t be good.
“Why the fuck haven’t you answered your phone?” Armstrong demanded, going on the offensive.
“We were in the air,” Mia’s mother replied, her voice an eerie combination of fire and ice that had me shivering while sweat beaded and rolled down my back all of a sudden. “Cole was kind enough to lend me his jet when he got in from partying all night.”
“Em, baby doll,” Armstrong began. “I can explain.”
“Good. Because that’s what your daughter and I came here for.” She took a step forward, and on instinct, I took two back, more afraid of this woman for some reason than anything or anyone I’d ever come face-to-face with.
“Mia,” I got out in a voice hoarse with emotion. “This really isn’t what you think.”
Those eyes that normally sparkled like the clearest emeralds were cloudy now. They went from me to her father, pausing on him for a moment, before shooting right back to me. “What do you imagine I’m thinking right now, Barrick?”
“I…” My throat tightened to the point I couldn’t speak. Closing my mouth, I tried to put everything I felt for her into my eyes, praying she would see how much I loved her.
Footsteps sounded behind me seconds before a loud curse came from Thornton. “Emmie.”
Walking around me and her husband, Emmie marched through the suite. Moments later, Shane yelped, and then Drake was saying a hasty goodbye to his wife.
Armstrong let out a defeated exhale. “We should sit down.”
“Yes, please,” Mia murmured.
He stepped forward to put his arm around her, but she jerked backward to avoid his touch. She moved so fast, her knee protested, and she would have fallen if Braxton and her brother hadn’t steadied her. Chin trembling, she glared at her father. “Don’t,” she told him in a brittle voice.
His face tightened with pain, but he nodded. “I understand, baby girl—”
“No, Daddy. You truly do not understand anything right now.” Shrugging off Braxton’s and Jagger’s hold, she walked between us, doing her best to avoid contact with anyone.
Feeling helpless, I followed her into the living room where her mother and two of her uncles already were. Emmie released the hold she had on Shane’s ear and turned to face the rest of us as we entered the room. Hands on her hips, icy fire in her eyes, she waited until we were all seated before she moved.
“Let’s recap, shall we? Just so everyone is on the same page.” Folding her hands in front of her, she started pacing. Just like Mia did when she was trying to figure out a problem. I would have thought it was adorable if I weren’t fucking terrified I was about to lose everything I loved.
“Mia asked to go away to college to find herself. Without bodyguards.”
“And I said no,” Armstrong interrupted. “We all said no.”
“I didn’t say no,” she snapped at him.
“Are you saying that your opinion matters more than mine?” he countered. “I’m her father, Em. I should have a say in what happens to my daughter.”
“A daughter who is about to turn nineteen, Nik. Our time for guiding her has come to an end. She’s an adult now.”
His jaw hardening, he shook his head. “She will always be my little girl.”
“No one is refuting that,” she assured him, her tone no less hard than it was when she first arrived. “But at some point, you have to step back and let her live her own life.”
“That’s what I was doing,” he exploded, jerking to his feet so she wasn’t standing over him. “I let her go to college, without Rodger or Marcus. I didn’t stop her. She got to spread her wings and find herself.”
“You set her up to fail,” Emmie yelled back.
“How has she failed?” he demanded. “Her grades are on point, she’s got a job she loves, and she’s in a relationship with a guy who will always protect her.”
“A relationship you paid him to be in. What kind of relationship is that, huh? Your daughter is hurting right now, all because you shelled out money to some random guy who made her fall for him so you could have your gods damn peace of mind.”
“I didn’t pay anyone,” he told her smugly, crossing his arms over his chest.
“And that makes it okay? You didn’t pay his salary, so no harm, no foul?” She shook her head at him, disgust in those eyes that were so much like her daughter’s. “You—”
“Stop it!” Mia shouted, shooting to her feet. “Stop arguing, please. I hate it when you two fight. I’m sorry, okay? I never even should have asked to go away to college. You were right, Daddy. Are you happy now? You were right. I was stupid and gullible, and I couldn’t even spot a fake friend from a real one, let alone a man who might actually love me.”
“I love you,” I growled.
“Oh yeah?” She turned to face me, hands on her hips as she glared down at me. “Did you love the others, too?”
Fuck. Braxton must have told her about my other jobs. “No,” I told her honestly. “I’ve never been in love until you.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Whether you believe me or not, I still love you.”
She lowered her lashes, and for a moment, I thought maybe she was softening and would believe me. But when she lifted them, her eyes were even colder than before. “And just how much is that love worth, Barrick? How much did you get paid to ‘love’ me?”
Standing slowly because I knew she was skittish, I walked toward her. “Doesn’t matter. I haven’t touched that money. And I won’t. You can have it. Spend it. Donate it. Whatever the hell you want with it, firecracker.” Reaching her, I grasped her hands and placed them against my chest.
Her fingers trembled, and she jerked out of my hold. “You don’t deny that you were paid to make me think you cared about me?”
“No one paid me to love you, Mia. That was just a bonus.”
“Smooth, man,” Jagger said with a grunt, reminding me we weren’t alone. “I need to take lessons from you.”
“Jagger, go eat breakfast,” Emmie ordered. “You should have stayed in New York with Nevaeh.”
“I wanted to,” he complained as he got to his feet, pointing in Braxton’s direction. “But that one got all growly, and I decided it was safer to go with you, Ma.”
“Didn’t like the way you were looking at her,” Braxton muttered.
Jagger laughed. “Dude, you know we’re not related by blood, right? Nev is beautiful. I can look all I want.”
“Keep your eyes to yourself, kid,” Drake said with a sigh. “I’ve told you time and time again. That girl will break you.”
“Could be fun, though.”
“Jagger!” Emmie and Armstrong snapped at him in unison, but he only laughed harder.
Ignoring them, I reached for Mia again, but she stepped back, making my gut clench.
“You don’t have to pretend anymore, Barrick. The game, along with the job, is over.”
“I’ve never pretended with you, baby. Everything between us is real.”
“Liar,” she whispered, tears spilling from her eyes. “If you even, for one second, cared about me, you would have told me the truth.”
“I couldn’t. I knew if I said anything, you would hate me.” And I couldn’t risk losing her, not even in the beginning.
“No,” she denied vehemently, shaking her head and causing strands to fall from the knot she’d pulled her hair into. “I would have been pissed, but I wouldn’t have hated you.”
“I couldn’t risk it. Losing you wasn’t an option for me, because I loved you even then.”
“Your love is nothing but a lie you’ve been telling yourself to make yourself feel better about doing your job,” she whispered, turning her back on me.
She took a step then stumbled, a pained whimper escaping her.
This distance between us disappeared in a heartbeat. I wrapped my arms around her tiny waist, anchoring her to me. “Baby, you’re shaking.”
“I’m just tired. I’ll be fine.” Pushing against my hold, she glared up at me through her tears. “Let me go, Barrick.”
“Never.” When she continued to struggle, I lifted her into my arms. “If you’re tired, you should get some sleep.”
“He’s right, Mia,” her mother said with a grimace. “You haven’t slept at all. Please, take a nap. When you wake up, we’ll go.”
“I’d rather just leave now,” she muttered, continuing to push against my chest. “I don’t want to be here.”
“Take a nap. I need to talk to your father and uncles.” Emmie gave the four men a dispassionate glance. “Before I call their wives.”




Chapter 18
Mia
My head was throbbing from lack of sleep, and my knee was absolutely killing me, it ached so badly. But the physical pain had nothing on what had taken over my heart.
The bedroom door slammed shut behind Barrick as he crossed to the bed and placed me in the middle. As soon as he straightened, I sat upright, and I would have crawled to the edge of the mattress if my knee didn’t protest the sudden action. Even with the brace on, it was agony.
Dropping onto the edge of the bed, Barrick grabbed my ankles and tugged me carefully toward him. I had on jeans, but they quickly disappeared before he was examining my brace to make sure it was perfectly in place.
Which it wasn’t.
After my shower the night before, I’d just strapped it on, not really paying attention to its positioning.
Once he was satisfied everything was where it needed to be, he released me and stood up once again. Taking off his shirt, he started working on the belt of his jeans.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demanded, my voice coming out strangled.
“How well do you sleep without me, Mia?” he asked casually as he pushed his jeans down his thighs.
My traitorous body instantly responded to seeing him in nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs. Dear gods, it wasn’t fair that he could look so good when I felt like pure shit.
“I-I guess I’ll just have to learn to sleep alone again.”
He smirked. “Not happening, firecracker.”
“Says who?” I sassed.
“Says the man who loves you.” He climbed into bed, his arms reaching out for me and pulling me in close. My body was already starting to relax, knowing I was safe beside him.
But my heart knew better now.
“And you haven’t returned those words yet,” he reminded me as he pillowed my head on his arm.
“That will never happen,” I bit out. “Whatever I felt for you died a quick death when I heard you in the background when Uncle Drake called last night.”
“So that’s how you figured it out,” he said, choosing to ignore everything else I’d just said. “I was wondering about that.”
“I hate you,” I whispered, fighting back a new wave of tears and soul-crushing heartbreak.
A muscle began to tick in his jaw, and that same damn urge to comb my fingers through his beard made my fingertips itch. “Don’t say things you don’t mean, baby.”
“I mean every wo—”
He moved faster than I’d ever seen him move, flipping me onto my back and crashing his mouth down hard on mine.
I resisted for all of two seconds before I gave in and let him take what he was demanding.
One more time, I told myself as he tore my panties out of his way and thrust two fingers into my already drenched and clenching sex.
Barrick was normally so gentle with me, but there was a desperation to his touch and kisses now. Angrily, I kissed him back, pushing his boxer briefs over his hard ass before wrapping my fist around his massive cock.
He groaned into my mouth, his hips thrusting forward while I stroked him from tip to base. Lifting his head, he locked his dark eyes with mine. “I love you.”
“Liar.”
“Nothing about what I feel for you is a lie,” he growled. “I’ve hated myself for not telling you about any of this, Mia. But I couldn’t risk losing you.”
“You lost me anyway.” My voice was choked with emotion, my heart breaking all over again.
“No,” he breathed. Spreading my thighs wide with his hands on the inside of my knees, he thrust deep into me. “I won’t lose you, baby. We love each other.”
“I…don’t…love…you,” I panted as he began to move inside me.
“Don’t lie,” he commanded, cupping my breasts in both his hands. “I know all your tells. When you lie, your nose scrunches up for just a second.”
“I won’t love you,” I amended, my back arching when he pulled almost all the way out and sank balls deep once more. I dug my nails into his hips, trying to hold on to my anger when my body only wanted to feel the euphoria of release it knew Barrick could give.
With a groan, he grabbed my hips and thrust into me harder, angrily. “I’ll earn it back. Just don’t give up on us, baby.”
“There was never an ‘us,’” I choked out, fighting the orgasm that was already rushing up on me. “It was all pretend.”
“No!” he roared. “I fucking love you, Mia.”
My inner walls clenched around his girth at those words. My release was triggered, and seconds later, he was joining me.
Out of breath, he fell on top of me. I loved these moments after we were both spent. When he was too worn-out to hold his weight off me for a little while, and I was consumed by his entire body.
But this time, I couldn’t enjoy the afterglow or the warmth of his body pressing me into the bed. My tears spilled over once again, and for the first time, I began to sob uncontrollably.
It was over.
There would be no more Barrick. No waking up beside him every morning. No holding hands as we walked across campus. No more forehead kisses or hour-long baths together. No slow dancing at Jameson’s followed by making love all night long.
“Baby, don’t cry,” he pleaded, kissing my face over and over again. “I’m sorry. So damn sorry. Please stop. You’re killing me.”
Wrapping my arms around his back, I clung to him, knowing once I let go, it would be the end.
∆∆∆
 
When I opened my eyes, it was dark outside the window. My eyes felt gritty and swollen, my head still throbbing, only worse this time. Barrick’s heavy arm pinned me to the bed, but he was sleeping so heavily he was snoring, so I knew it would take a bomb going off to wake him.
Rolling away from him, I slid out from under his arm and sat up on the edge of the bed.
I didn’t even remember falling asleep. He’d held me while I’d cried it all out. Gallons of tears had flooded from my eyes, yet they were still close to the surface, and that only pissed me off.
I was stronger than this. I was Emmie Armstrong’s daughter. I could and would get over the heartache trying to engulf me. Something as small as a guy tricking me into loving him wouldn’t break me completely.
Even though it felt like it already was.
Squaring my shoulders, I stood, being cautious in case my knee protested and I fell. It held strong, thankfully, and I grabbed something to wear. I didn’t have a change of clothes with me since I’d left my carry-on back in New York, which also meant I didn’t have any panties to put on since Barrick had shredded mine earlier.
Pulling on my jeans, I grabbed my bra and T-shirt, dressing quickly.
Barrick was still snoring when I opened the door and quietly closed it behind me.
The air felt charged when I walked into the living room, and it was oddly quiet. I glanced around, but only Jagger and Braxton were present. Both of them looked up from the TV when I entered the room.
“Where is everyone?” I asked my brother.
“The uncles all went home. Their wives are more pissed than Ma, if that’s even possible. Uncle Drake looked sick when he walked out, so I can only guess Lana put him in the doghouse.” He grimaced. “Ma and Dad went out. They were still arguing.”
As mad and hurt as I was at my dad for doing this to me, I didn’t want him and Momma to fight because of it. Growing up, they rarely did, but when it happened, it was enough to make everyone pray it never happened again.
“I think I’m going to head back to campus,” I announced. “I really can’t deal with any more this weekend.”
Both Jagger’s and Braxton’s eyes got huge. “You’re just going to leave?” Braxton demanded, getting to his feet.
I shrugged. “I don’t want to see anyone right now. Especially not Barrick or my dad. So, yeah, I’m leaving.”
“Not alone. I’ll come with you.”
“Yeah, no thanks. Regardless of what everyone thinks, I can actually take care of myself and get from Point A to Point B, all without someone holding my hand.” Crossing to Jagger, I hugged him. “Tell Momma I’ll call her. And…that I’m sorry for causing so much trouble.”
“Love you, sis.”
I swallowed roughly around the lump that seemed lodged in my throat now. “Love you, Jags.”
Without even glancing at Braxton—or toward the bedroom I’d just left—I walked away.
Of course, Braxton followed.
“Go away, Brax,” I told him tiredly as I stepped into the elevator.
He only got on with me. “I know you’re pissed at me, but whether you believe me or not, you’re my best friend, Mia.”
If I was being honest, I wasn’t really mad at him. A little, but not as much as I was where Barrick and Daddy were concerned. Mostly, I was just hurt that he hadn’t even hinted at anything going on behind my back. Because Braxton was my friend. Over the months I’d known him, he’d become just as important to me as Jordan was.
Wrapping my arms around myself because I felt chilled all the way to my bones, I leaned back against the elevator wall and remained silent the entire ride down to the lobby. Braxton watched me with cautious eyes until we got outside.
But I didn’t know how I was going to get back to campus.
A grim smile tilting his lips, Braxton handed the valet attendant a ticket. “Figured you wouldn’t mind if we jacked Barrick’s Jeep. You’ll have to drive, though. I’m not up to this traffic with this damn prosthetic.”
“I don’t mind driving,” I murmured.
Some of the strain left his face, and I began to relax a little myself by the time the attendant pulled up the white Jeep in front of us.




Chapter 19
Barrick
Lyla’s town car pulled up in front of her dorm, and I jumped out of the back before it completely came to a stop.
Waking up alone in bed had caused my heart to stop. I couldn’t feel Mia, and instinctively, I knew she wasn’t in the suite. When I left our room, it was to find her brother the only one still left. He told me Braxton had gone with Mia back to her dorm, then ripped into me for breaking his sister’s heart. I couldn’t blame him, but I didn’t have time for him to bitch at me.
He’d barely gotten started before I was running out of the suite, searching for my valet ticket. But it was gone, and when I got downstairs, it was to find that Mia and Braxton had taken my Jeep. No taxi or Uber would take me all the way back to campus, so I had no choice but to call Lyla.
I ran to the front door, but I couldn’t get in without Lyla’s keycard to unlock it for me. Thankfully, she was right on my heels and swiped it quickly. The elevator was just opening when we got to it. Impatient, I pushed in even as a group of girls was attempting to exit.
“Move it!” Lyla growled at one girl who just stood there dazedly gaping at me, blocking her entrance.
The girl jerked and then rushed off the elevator as I stabbed Mia’s floor number.
When the elevator opened again, it was to find half a dozen other freshmen standing in the hall whispering as they looked toward Mia and Lyla’s room. Pushing past them, I stopped when I saw what they’d been so interested in.
Boxes of Lyla’s things were sitting outside their door, which was propped open. Clothes, pillows, bedding, and even toiletries were stacked on top of each other, spilling out of the tops of the boxes.
“Shit,” Lyla muttered. “I didn’t think she would be pissed at me.”
As I got closer to their room, Mia walked out, another box in her arms. She’d changed clothes and pulled her hair into a fresh knot on top of her head. Her face was pale, and her eyes were red-rimmed. Seeing me, she clenched her jaw, but when her green eyes caught sight of Lyla, she threw down the box in her arms and marched up to her roommate.
“I trusted you,” she seethed. “I thought you were my friend.”
“Mia, we are,” Lyla tried to assure her. “Just because I was guarding you doesn’t mean we aren’t friends.”
“You lied to me,” she whispered, but Lyla flinched like she’d shouted in her face. Hurt radiated off Mia in waves so powerful, they made me ache, and I reached for her, only to have her slap my hands away. “I don’t want you here,” she told Lyla, her voice stronger now. “Figured since you didn’t want to be here to begin with, you could either move in with your brother or stay with Howler.”
“Mia—”
“You live with me,” I interrupted my cousin, pulling Mia’s attention back to me.
“I live here,” she informed me in a voice coated with ice. “Braxton went to get my things.”
“No way. He can just take them back.” I reached for her again, but she backed away from me and then walked into her room.
Groaning, I followed her, only to have the door slammed in my face before I could cross the threshold. The sound of the lock clicking into place set my teeth on edge. “Mia! Open the door. We have to talk.”
“Go away, or I’m going to call security,” she threatened.
“I am the fucking security! Now, open the door before I break it down.”
With an angry huff, she jerked the door open. “You are not my security any longer, asshole. Take yourself and your backstabbing cousin and get lost. I don’t want to see either one of you.”
The elevator opened down the hall, and I glanced over the spectators’ heads to find Braxton walking our way with Mia’s huge case towed behind him in one hand and a box in the other.
“Take it back,” I growled at him.
“Nope. Sorry, cousin, but you aren’t calling the shots anymore.”
Mia pushed at my shoulders, but I didn’t even budge. I wasn’t moving out of the way to let him take her stuff into that damn room. The only way I was leaving was with her beside me.
“Mia, I’m sorry,” Lyla said from behind me. “I didn’t mean to hurt you like this. This started off as a job, I admit that, but after that first week, I really liked you. We are friends, I swear to you.”
“What’s going on here, people?”
I stiffened at the sound of a new voice and turned my head to find who I assumed was the RA walking toward us. The group of freshmen watching from a distance moved to one side of the hall so that she could pass.
Lyla muttered a curse under her breath then shifted so she was in the RA’s path. “This is a private matter, Ruby. We don’t need you putting your big nose in it.”
“This is my floor, Bennet. It’s my job to ensure all my girls are safe. Little Miss Goody-Two-Shoes here doesn’t look particularly safe from the looks of it.”
“Fuck off, Ruby,” Mia tossed over her shoulder as she walked back into her room. “I’m not in the mood for your bullshit today.”
“You’re never around, so I assumed you had dropped out,” Ruby antagonized as she leaned back against the wall close to Braxton. Licking her lips, she eyed him up and down, but he didn’t even seem to notice the attention. He never did. Since losing his leg, he thought no one could possibly want him. He seriously needed to open his eyes.
Just as long as he didn’t open them in Mia’s direction.
“You mean you stopped sucking cock long enough to notice I wasn’t around?” Mia gasped in mock shock and stuck her head out the door, eyeing Ruby dispassionately. “Bitch, please. I’ve got enough on my plate right now. I don’t need your bullshit on top of it. Get lost.”
“If you’re sticking around, make sure you follow all the floor and dorm rules,” the RA muttered as she started back down the hall the way she’d come. “That means no overnight guests of the opposite sex.”
Mia gave a humorless laugh, flicking her gaze to me for a second before pushing away from the door. “Not a problem, trust me.”
The door started to close again, but I was quicker this time, and I pushed it open. But when my cousins started to enter behind me, I kicked it closed and flipped the lock. Lyla could have used her key, but she knew I needed to talk to Mia and wouldn’t interrupt. Braxton, I didn’t know what he would do now. He was switching sides on me, and I wasn’t sure what to think or how to feel about that.
Mia stood in the middle of the dorm room, her hands on her perfect ass, that cute as fuck glare on her beautiful face. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Trying to get your stubborn ass to listen to me.” I ached to touch her, to pull her into my arms and just savor a moment of feeling her against me. Waking up without her in bed beside me after she’d cried herself to sleep while I held her had left me feeling disoriented and scared as hell.
“The time to get me to listen to you has come and gone, Barrick.” She shifted, causing her sweatshirt to slip off one shoulder. “I don’t want to hear anything you have to say. I’m done. Plain and simple. We’re over. Not that we were ever together to begin with.”
“Don’t say that.” In three steps, I was in front of her, my hands grasping her narrow hips and pulling her against me. “You have been mine since the night of that first fight, and we will never be over. I love you, Mia.” Her lashes lowered at those last four words, and she turned in my arms, not letting me see her face.
Releasing a shuddery exhale, I pressed my lips to the back of her head. I knew she felt the same for me that I felt for her, but she wasn’t going to tell me anytime soon. I just needed to be patient and give her time—I hoped.
“When you love someone, you’re honest with them. You don’t keep something from them that has the potential of destroying them,” she said in a voice so soft, I barely heard her. “You lied to me from day one.”
“I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you about my job. Everything else was the truth, baby. Every moment with you, there wasn’t a single lie.”
Angrily, she shrugged off my hold and turned to face me. “Everything was a lie. Every kiss, every time we made love. Everything. I fell for a man I didn’t even know. And you were just pretending the whole time. Like you’ve done with every other job you’ve had in the past.”
“Why do you keep saying I was pretending?” I demanded, frustrated, and knowing I had no one to blame but myself. “I never pretended with you. Never.”
“You said it yourself!” she yelled, tears filling her big green eyes, making them glitter.
“When?” I yelled back.
“You texted Braxton, telling him you didn’t have to pretend anymore and that the job was over.”
“I don’t know what the hell you were doing with his phone, but you’re taking that message out of context,” I tried to explain, but she rolled her eyes at me.
“Sure, try to smooth talk your way out of it. Go ahead. It’s what you’re good at. Only, I know your game now, Beast. I won’t fall for your crap again.”
Frustrated, I dragged my fingers through my hair, dislodging the ponytail and sending the band to the floor. Mia looked down at it for a moment then sighed and picked it up, tossing it at my chest. “I want you to leave. As you said yourself, your job is over. There is no need for you to be around me any longer.”
“You’re right. There isn’t any need,” I rasped out, and she flinched. “Other than that you’re my heart, and I can’t fucking function without you.”
“Oh my gods,” she cried. “Stop it, Barrick. I’m tired, and all I want is to be alone so I can cry. Okay? Are you satisfied now?”
“No, baby. No. I’m sorry that I’ve made you cry. I don’t want you to cry, ever. Let me hold you.” When she shook her head, her arms going around her middle as if to hold herself together, I begged, “Please, Mia.”
“Just go, Barrick,” she whispered, and I wanted to fall at her feet and plead with her not to send me away. But a tear spilled down her cheek, sparkling like a diamond in the overhead light, making it impossible to breathe. “I-I can’t do this right now.”
I felt like I was leaving a piece of myself behind, but I gave her what she wanted. As I closed the door behind me, I was in complete agony.
I would give her this day, but come tomorrow, I was going to make her see that I wasn’t pretending. She was mine, and I wasn’t going to give her up without a fight.




Chapter 20
Mia
My bag felt like it weighed a hundred pounds as I walked out into the crisp morning air Monday morning. Pulling my sunglasses down over my eyes to hide the dark circles under them and the fact that they were still swollen and red from all the crying I’d done since Barrick left on Saturday, I turned in the direction of my class.
Before I made it ten feet, Braxton limped into view, and my heart stopped for a moment as I paused long enough to look around for his cousin. Seeing no sign of Barrick, I let out the breath I was holding.
All day Sunday, he’d texted and called so many times, I’d started dreading the sound of my phone going off. I blocked him and then cried myself to sleep. Every time he told me he loved me replayed and echoed in my head. I ached to believe him, but I couldn’t trust anything he said now.
As Braxton neared, he held out one of the two cups of coffee in his hands. My travel mug that he’d bought me one day at the campus café because I’d complained about all the paper cups we’d been wasting from getting to-go cups every day.
He wore sunglasses too, so I couldn’t see his eyes, but something in the set of his shoulders told me something was wrong. “What?” I demanded, taking the cup from him.
“Nothing,” he muttered. “Let me walk you to class.”
My already-swollen eyes filled with tears all over again, making them ache, and a headache began to throb at my temples. “I don’t need a bodyguard, Brax. So, if that’s why you’re here, so you can follow me around and report back to Barrick or my dad, then fuck off.”
“Mia—”
“But if you want to be my friend, I’m okay with that. Just know the difference.” Lifting the cup to my lips, I took a sip, not surprised it was made exactly how I liked it.
“I am your friend, damn it,” he growled. The tone of his voice told me he was having a bad day, and I instantly felt guilty for having snapped at him. “I want to walk you to class because I missed you, and I just need to be around you to try to shut up this damn noise in my head. Okay?”
I dropped my shoulders, but I nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”
Silently, we fell into step together, both of us limping.
We were halfway across campus when he finally blew out a harsh exhale. “I want you to tell your cousin not to come here next semester.”
I snapped my head around to frown at him. “Nevaeh?”
“Of course, Nevaeh,” he muttered.
My jaw tightening, I looked back at the building in the distance that was my destination. I had a math class, and I didn’t know how I was going to pay attention when all I wanted to do was cry. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t plan on coming back here after Christmas break, so Nev won’t have any reason to come here either.”
“Wait, what did you just say?” he demanded, pushing his glasses up onto his head, revealing eyes with circles under them even darker than my own.
“I’m not coming back next semester,” I repeated. “I talked to my mom late Saturday night, and I told her I’m going back to California. She’s looking for an apartment close to UCLA for me because there’s no way in hell I’m moving back in to her house.”
I didn’t trust my dad any more than I did Barrick. Less, actually. He’d broken something in me, something no amount of his apologizing would ever fix. Before all of this, he was my hero. The one man in the universe I didn’t question had my back. Now, I didn’t even want to look at or speak to him.
“You can’t!” he exploded. “This is going too far, Mia. You have a plan. What happened to that?”
“The plan changed,” I told him honestly, my voice just as tired as the rest of me. “I never should have come here in the first place. Who was I trying to kid, Brax? I’ll never be anyone other than Nik Armstrong’s daughter. Thinking I could find out who I really am underneath all the fame that comes from being the rocker’s princess was a pipe dream.”
“Your dad was just trying to keep you safe while you found yourself,” he explained.
“That is not finding myself. That’s finding an illusion.” A tear spilled free, and I angrily scrubbed it away. Sniffling, I started walking again. After a dozen steps, I realized he wasn’t beside me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw him standing there just glaring at nothing, his jaw clenched, causing the muscle to tick. “I have to go, or I’m going to be late.”
He nodded, not looking at me.
Sighing, I focused on the path in front of me. “See you later.”
“I’ll call you,” he called after me, but when I glanced back, he was still standing where I left him, still staring angrily at nothing.
∆∆∆
 
I shouldn’t have been surprised to find Barrick standing outside the door of my math class when the professor released us, but I was. There was a determined set to his chin, but the dark circles under his eyes rivaled my own, and his complexion was sickly pale.
My heart clenched just seeing him look so miserable.
Quickly, I pulled my sunglasses back on before he could see me and notice my own misery. Adjusting my bag on my shoulder, I started to walk past him, but his hand shot out quick as a snake striking, and he gently grasped my wrist. With a single tug, he pulled me into his space.
I barely had time to blink before his head descended and his lips brushed against mine. The kiss was over before it even began, but when he lifted his head, I noticed his face was less tense.
“You really want to go to UCLA?” he rasped.
Of course, he talked to Braxton. I didn’t know why I even thought his cousin wouldn’t tell him. Since Braxton told me I was his best friend, I guess I just assumed he would show me a little loyalty. Hurt hit me directly in the center of my chest, but I pushed that down and pulled free of Barrick’s hold.
“That isn’t any of your business,” I told him, keeping my voice as level as possible considering I was yet again close to tears.
“If it’s what you want, tell me now. I’ll find us an apartment and get everything moved in before the next semester begins. Say the word, Mia, and I will make it happen.”
I inhaled slowly, fighting the all-too-brief moment of complete and total happiness that he’d just detonated in me. Then reality came crashing down like a ton of bricks, and I took a step back. “I want UCLA, but I don’t want you,” I lied through my teeth. “Leave me alone, Barrick. Whatever we had died a quick and painful death Friday night. Return to your old life and forget about the gullible girl who took up so much of your time.”
Grasping my hips, he turned me so my back was against the wall, his body caging me in as he lowered his head. “Let’s get a few things clear, firecracker. First, I have no life without you in it. Second, what we have… Love? That isn’t dead. You’re pissed, and I’ll be the first to admit you have every right to be, but don’t lie to yourself by saying that you don’t feel for me what I feel for you.”
“Are you done?” I gritted out, desperate to get away from him. I could feel myself weakening. Being this close to him, hearing those words that I wanted so damn badly to believe, was making this too hard.
“I will never be done. You’re everything good in my life, baby. Please, just give me a chance to show you that.”
“I have another class,” I muttered, ducking under his arm. Surprisingly, he let me go, and I sprinted as fast as my leg would allow out of the building and toward my next class.
∆∆∆
 
I was able to avoid Barrick for the rest of the day, but only because after my last class, I hid out in my room, going so far as to order pizza for dinner and eating in bed while I tried to make myself focus on studying and doing homework.
The next day wasn’t so easy. I had class with Braxton and then work. When I came out of my dorm, Barrick was there, but I walked past him like I didn’t see him, making sure my sunglasses were firmly in place so he couldn’t see that I’d cried myself to sleep once again the night before.
I didn’t have to look over my shoulder to know he was following me. I could feel his eyes on me as he walked a few feet behind me all the way to English.
Walking into class, I saw Braxton was already in his seat. Stomping over to sit beside him, I slapped him on the arm as I turned so I could face him. “Stop telling your fucking cousin everything I tell you.”
“I was upset, and he asked what was wrong. What should I have done? Lied?” He lifted his brows at me. “I think I’ve done enough of that lately, Mia. I’m trying not to lie unless I have to.”
Feeling bad because I’d hurt him, I leaned over to hug him. “I’m sorry I upset you.”
“It’s not your fault. Well, it is, but at the same time, it isn’t. I hate that you’re going to leave at the end of the semester.” Scratching at the days’ worth of beard growth on his jaw, he blew out a long sigh. “I’d even deal with your cousin going to school here if it meant you weren’t leaving.”
That only had my brows lifting curiously. “What do you have against Nevaeh anyway? I know she’s a little odd, but she’s loyal and sweet and so damn smart, she could help a person figure out just about anything.”
“I don’t have anything against her,” he told me, then I thought I heard him mutter under his breath, “That’s the problem.”
“You’re so weird,” I grumbled just as the professor walked into the room and immediately started the day’s lecture.
When class was over, Barrick was standing outside the classroom door. I hugged Braxton and told him I needed to get to work, then pointedly ignored his cousin as I walked out of the building, making sure my sunglasses were perfectly in place.
He followed me to work, and when I entered the dance studio, he walked right on in, sitting with the mothers already in the lobby. He got a few interested glances before they returned to their phones or talking with their daughters.
I went to the locker room and changed, making sure my brace was in place before walking out to gather my first class of the evening.
Between my first and second classes, Cora called the other instructors and me into her office to announce we were doing a Christmas recital, and starting the following week, we would be rehearsing it instead of teaching regular classes. She was giving each of us leeway with our classes, so we could pretty much do any dance as long as the music was holiday-themed.
I decided I was going to have all my littles be Sugar Plum Fairies and called dibs as soon as Cora called an end to the meeting.
The other instructors, all of them older than me, groaned, but they gave in, and I walked out of the office grinning.
Until I saw Lyla sitting with Barrick.
“Miss Mia, Miss Mia!” Josie squealed as she came running up to me, and I forced a smile for her. “I’m ready to dance.”
I was glad she seemed unaffected by the events of the previous week’s class. “So am I, sweet girl. And I have a surprise for you.”
“You do?” she asked excitedly. “What is it?”
Laughing, I turned her toward our classroom. “You’ll just have to be patient and wait for the other girls to arrive before I make an announcement. Go on. I’ll be right in. I just have to grab my phone so I can get the music.” No use in waiting for the next week to start when I already knew what I was going to be teaching them for the recital. The longer I had to practice with the littles, the better.
“Mia,” Lyla called behind me, and I stopped but didn’t turn to face her. She walked over and stood in front of me. “Could we have coffee tomorrow? I really would like to talk to you.”
“No thanks,” I told her tightly. “If you’ll excuse me.”
“So, you can forgive Braxton but not me?” she called after me, hurt lacing her voice. “That doesn’t seem fair if you ask me.”
I laughed humorlessly and turned to look at her. “Life isn’t fair, Lyla. Haven’t you realized that by now?”




Chapter 21
Mia
By the end of the week, I was so tired, I felt like I was ready to drop. As I walked out of the dance studio, I fought back a yawn and contemplated just curling up outside the door and taking a quick nap before making the walk home.
Instead, I glanced around, expecting to see Barrick since he’d followed me to work once again. But he wasn’t anywhere in sight. Figuring he was at the Underground, I pushed back the ridiculous feeling of disappointment and headed for campus.
“Yo, hot stuff, what’s a guy gotta do around here to get some attention?”
I stopped mid-step at the sound of that voice and slowly lifted my head, not sure I could believe my own ears. When I saw him leaning back against the hood of a car, arms folded over his chest, legs crossed casually at the ankles, I had to blink a few times to make sure he wasn’t a mirage.
Dressed in jeans that hugged his thighs and sat low on his hips, a white button-up with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and his hair in that stylish, unkempt way Jordan Moreitti was famous for, he was the best thing I’d seen all week.
A choked laugh escaped me, and I took off at a run. My best friend caught me as I threw myself into his arms, and he swung me around twice, holding on to me for dear life. “What the fuck have you done to yourself?” he demanded once he set me on my feet. “You’ve lost weight, and hell, you look like a damn wraith right now with those dark shadows under your eyes. Please tell me you aren’t letting some idiot with a cock make you do this to yourself, Mia.”
I punched him in the stomach, causing him to grunt in pain. “Don’t judge.”
“I come all this way to check on my best girl, spend a little time with her before her birthday, and this is how I’m treated?” He sighed dramatically. “What the fuck? I thought you loved me.”
“I do love you, dummy,” I assured him as I hugged him again. “Now drive me back to my dorm so I can change.”
His gaze skimmed over me appreciatively from head to toe. I was wearing my usual Friday night work outfit, dance shorts and a sports bra. We’d had a particularly good night and I was still sweating, so I wasn’t wearing the hoodie I’d brought with me or the yoga pants I normally would have slipped on after class.
“Jordan,” I laughed, snapping my fingers in front of his face.
He shook his head as if to clear it. “Sorry, sorry.” Tossing his arm over my shoulders, he guided me around his rental and opened the passenger door. “Your chariot awaits, dear lady.”
In my dorm room, he camped out on the unmade extra bed that had once belonged to Lyla while I went into the bathroom. A quick shower and a change of clothes and I felt better.
Walking into the bedroom, I found Jordan lying back, his feet propped up on the end of the bed because he was so long, the bed was way too short for him.
“Where are you staying?” I asked as I sat on the edge of my own bed.
“Hotel a few miles from here,” he said with a lift of one shoulder.
“How long do I have you for?”
“I have to head back Sunday night.” Rolling onto his side to face me, he propped his head up on his hand. “So…what’s there to do in this town? Let’s go do something stupid and get into a shit-ton of trouble that will make our moms freak.”
Until he’d shown up, I’d planned on ordering takeout and most likely crying myself to sleep once again. Just as I’d done every other night that week. It was pathetic but, apparently, my new normal.
Now that he was there, though, the thought of staying locked in my room all night made me feel suffocated. “Well, there is one place we could go that if my parents knew I went without a bodyguard, they would lose their minds.”
He sat up and leaned forward, a devilish grin on his too-handsome face. “You have my full attention, love.”
At having his laughing eyes skim over me again, a feeling of spitefulness hit me, and I jumped to my feet and walked over to my closet. “Help me find something to wear.”
“What’s wrong with what you have on?” he complained even as he came over to me and started fingering the clothes hanging there.
I glanced down at the jeans and hoodie I had on with a grimace. “I need something sexy. Something that screams ‘Look, but don’t touch.’”
“Ah, so your ex is going to be at this place. Okay,” he said with a nod and pulled something from the closet. “This. I know I’m going to regret telling you to wear it—because fuck knows I’m going to have to beat the bastards off you—but if you want to grab his attention, then this is what you need.”
An hour later, we walked into the Underground. Jordan stood close, his entire body tense. He was fully alert, keeping himself between me and any guy who even looked like he wanted to approach me.
My relationship with Barrick was something everyone on and off campus knew about. People had never messed with me, and I knew it was because they were afraid of him. But now, everyone knew we were no longer together, and from the looks in some of the guys’ eyes, I saw that they’d been waiting for an opportunity to approach me.
Not liking all the attention, I slid my hand into Jordan’s, hoping that would deter them. Jordan might not have been as big as Barrick, or even Braxton when it came to muscles, but not many people outside of the Underground fighters were. He was leanly muscled and tall. His olive complexion and brown eyes told of his Italian heritage, his clothes screaming he was rich.
I wasn’t the only one getting attention. There were chicks already lining up, drooling all over themselves to grab his attention.
“Fuck, save me,” he muttered. “These girls look like they’re in heat.”
That had me laughing. “We can protect each other,” I promised. “Let’s get something to drink.”
“Now you’re talking.” Kissing the top of my head, he tossed his arm around my shoulders, keeping me close as we walked through the growing crowd to the bar.
The bartender was one I recognized, and he didn’t even blink when I ordered two rum and Cokes. The drinks were placed in front of me, and Jordan tossed down some cash.
“Should we find a place to sit? Looks like this place is getting rowdy.”
I nodded. “The fight should be starting soon.”
As we walked around, looking for a good place to sit, I kept a lookout for Barrick or his cousins. It wasn’t until we had found a place close to the front that I saw Lyla sitting in her usual roped-off VIP section with Howler and Braxton.
Her eyes were glued to me, and even through the cage, I could tell she wasn’t happy. I shrugged, not caring if she was or not. Braxton shifted beside her, but when I looked at him, his gaze was on Jordan, his eyes narrowed in that pissed-off look I’d only seen on rare occasions.
Unknowing he was the focus of angry attention, Jordan draped his arm over my shoulder, pulling my head closer so I could hear him. “This place is a madhouse. It’s so cool. I’m kind of pissed you didn’t tell me about it.”
Grinning, I shook my head at him. “I’m sure you have just as much fun at your frat parties back home.”
“No,” he said, his face growing serious. “Not even a little. I’m starting to think it’s because you weren’t there with me.”
“Well, I’ll be there starting UCLA come January,” I informed him, thinking that would make him happy, but he surprised me by sitting up straighter and glaring down at me. “What?” I asked, but not completely sure I really wanted him to answer, though.
“You’ve changed, Mia. The girl I know and love wouldn’t let anything chase her home. Not even some dumb-ass guy.” He sighed and took a swallow of his drink. “This was part of your plan, remember? Getting the work experience at the dance school, taking business classes, then starting your own school. After your accident, this plan was the one thing that finally put life back into your eyes. And now you’re just going to let a bent-up heart pull the brakes on it? My Mia has bigger balls than that and wouldn’t run away.”
Having him, my best friend in the universe, throw that at me had me pausing and looking again at my decision to go back to California. He was right. The old Mia never would have even thought about running away. I’d mapped out my goals and been determined to make them a reality.
Now I was just going to change them because of Barrick?
But honestly, I didn’t know the answer to that.
Because Jordan was wrong about one thing. Barrick didn’t just bend my heart a little. He full on broke it. It was a shattered mess inside my chest, and there were times, when I was alone in the middle of the night and aching so badly to have his arms around me, that I hurt so bad, it was physically hard to draw my next breath.
The place went dark except for the spotlight shining on one of the locker room doors. I clenched my hands around my drink, wondering if Barrick was going to be one of the fighters or a referee like he sometimes was.
Some guy named Ridge was announced, whom I’d never heard of before. As soon as he walked out, to equal screams and boos, I nearly dropped my drink. The guy was scary as hell, with muscles and veins popping from every direction. His head was shaved, and he wore a pair of shorts that looked like they’d been painted on his massive legs.
He walked right by me, and I shivered in fright, causing Jordan to tuck me closer, his hand staying at my hip as he used half his body to shield me when Ridge looked down at me and smirked.
“You know him?” Jordan asked.
I shook my head. I’d never seen the guy before, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of who I was. Lyla and I had come to every Underground fight whether Barrick was fighting, refereeing, or just watching. Other fighters were bound to know who I was and that I was with Barrick.
Once Ridge was in the cage, the spotlight shifted to the other locker room door, and I went cold when they announced Beast.
“Oh gods,” I whispered and tossed back the rest of my drink in one gulp.
The door opened, and Barrick walked out with a sense of purpose to his stride. Everyone went crazy, screaming for Beast. His hair was pulled back into a man bun, his eyes focused on the cage and the man standing there waiting. He wore his lucky shorts that clung to his muscular thighs, but he was also wearing a T-shirt. He never fought in a T-shirt because his opponent could use it against him.
Unless he took that shirt off at the last minute, this wasn’t going to be good. Ridge seemed like the type to use anything he could against someone in the cage.
I hated watching Barrick fight, even though I knew he loved it when my eyes were on him while he did it. Ridge looked like he could destroy Barrick with a single hit, and just thinking about it made my stomach twist and turn until I was fighting down bile.
“That’s your ex?” Jordan asked, and I could only nod, knowing if I opened my mouth to answer, I was going to vomit at his feet. “Damn. No wonder you’re so torn up over him.”
Barrick got all the way to the door that opened into the cage before stopping, his dark eyes zeroing in on me. As I watched, his body started to relax a little…
Until his eyes landed on Jordan—who was still using his body protectively to shield me from Ridge. Barrick’s head snapped back as if he’d just been punched, and he took a step back before righting himself.
I’d brought Jordan in an attempt to get exactly that reaction from Barrick. If it was possible, I wanted to make him hurt as badly as he’d made me hurt. But now that I was witnessing it firsthand, I felt no pleasure in it. Seeing the pain flash in his eyes only made me hurt more, and my eyes began to sting with tears.
Tender fingers brushed a few locks of hair back from my face before Jordan lifted my chin so I had to meet his eyes. “Hey, no tears,” he chided gently. “I’ll have to go kick his ass if you cry.”
His threat had my lips tilting upward in a tiny smile. “Idiot,” I choked out.
The cage door shut with a slam, drawing my attention back to Barrick. He was standing just inside, his tormented gaze devouring me.
Moments later, the ref entered, and in no time, the fight began, but neither man moved. Barrick’s eyes dared me to look away, but I couldn’t. All week, as he’d followed me from dorm to class to work and back again, I hadn’t allowed myself to look at him for more than a second or two at a time. Now, my eyes were hungry for just the sight of him.
He was so focused on me, he didn’t see Ridge coming until a helpless cry left me when I saw the other fighter moving up behind him.
Barrick turned and punched Ridge in the face.
And he collapsed. His legs went slack and he fell back, his eyes closed. I’d heard the term “glass jaw,” but I’d never seen it before. Ridge had been so intimidating, he’d scared me more than a little. But one hit to his jaw and he was out cold.
The crowd was going crazy around me as the ref tried to revive Ridge, and after a good thirty seconds or so, the big man lifted his head, still dazed, confusion wrinkling his brow.
Once the winner was declared, Barrick walked out of the cage and right up to me. He didn’t even spare Jordan a glance as he bent and lifted me over his shoulder.
“What are you doing?” I screeched. “Put me down.”
“No,” he snarled, walking toward the door he’d come out of only minutes before.
I looked to where Jordan was still sitting, a bemused grin on his face. He gave me a salute, mouthed, “Have fun,” and sat back, looking for all the world like he was relaxed.
“Some friend you are!” I yelled just as Barrick walked through the door and toward the locker room Lyla had taken me to that first night I’d met him.
The door shut loudly behind us, and he turned to flip the lock before putting me on my feet and backing me against the door. “Who the fuck was that?” he demanded, putting his face close to mine.
“Jordan,” I said with a shrug, not in the least bit intimidated by him. He could go out there and beat up a hundred guys in the cage, but I knew in my heart he would never lift so much as a finger in violence toward me.
“Your best friend, that Jordan?” I nodded, but he didn’t back away. “You fucked him.”
I just stood there, not answering him. I didn’t want to think about the time I nearly messed up my relationship with my best friend, and I didn’t want to lie to Barrick about it, so I just kept my mouth shut.
But that was all the confirmation he needed.
“How many times?” His voice had lost that edge, but there was something in his eyes that took me completely by surprise. Vulnerability.
“Once.”
“Once since he got to town, or once period?” The pain and jealousy lacing his voice had me putting my hand on his chest, right over his heart. A heart that was pounding against his rib cage.
“Once—period,” I answered honestly. “I told you, it was a mistake. One neither of us wants to repeat. He’s just my friend, Barrick.”
One of his huge hands covered mine, pressing it closer. “Baby, I miss you. I haven’t slept since Saturday. Food tastes like trash, so I don’t eat. I need you back, Mia.” Closing his eyes, he touched his forehead to mine, his confession tearing me apart. “I don’t know how much longer I can survive without you.”
My fingers curled in the material of his shirt, but as they did, my nails scraped over something beneath. Frowning, I jerked my hand out of his hold and tugged his shirt up to reveal a large white bandage taped over his left pectoral.
“What happened?” I cried, concerned.
“Nothing. It’s nothing,” he brushed it off, but I couldn’t breathe, thinking he was hurt and he was making light of it.
I tugged up one corner of the tape and pulled back the bandage. My knees went weak when I saw what he’d done to himself.
Barrick, my strong cage fighter who didn’t even blink when it came to facing down scary-as-hell guys wanting to beat in his face, was scared of needles. It was something Braxton had teased him about one night, and I’d thought it was adorable. My big, burly Beast was terrified of a little bitty needle.
That was why his body was free of ink, unlike Braxton’s.
Or it had been.
A fresh tattoo was now glowing on his chest. It looked like a starburst, the colors exploding right over his heart.
“Wh-what’s this?” I whispered.
“A firecracker,” he rasped, his dark eyes watching me, waiting.
A firecracker.
Me.
I was his firecracker, and he’d tattooed me permanently on his body.
He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t really care, would he? Barrick faced his fear of needles, sat through what must have been at least an hour and a half of them, just to put a piece of me on him for life.
Swallowing the lump that had filled my throat, I carefully traced my index finger around the outside of the tattoo. “When?”
“Right after I walked you to work tonight, I had it done.” Cupping his hand around mine, he brought it to his lips, kissing my palm. That gentle brush of his lips over my flesh was enough to make me ache, a delicious shiver taking hold of my entire body. Need charged his eyes, and he pressed his lower body hard against me, letting me feel he was just as turned on. “Do you…like it?”
My legs opened, making my dress rise up my thighs so he could press his hard-on where I wanted it the most. He bent his knees, and he gave me exactly what I wanted, pinning me to the door with his lower body as his cock flexed against my core. “I love your tattoo,” I moaned.
“Baby, you’re killing me. I want to be inside you so damn bad right now.” He kissed my forehead, and my eyes instantly filled with tears.
I missed his forehead kisses so much.
“I can feel how wet you are already,” he groaned, kissing his way down to my lips, where he licked at the seam, silently begging me to give him entrance. My mouth opened, letting him inside. “Have you been aching for me every night, firecracker? Do you lie awake in your lonely bed and wish I was beside you? Touching this perfect little pussy? Making you mine over and over again?”
“Oh gods,” I whimpered, rubbing my sex against him in an attempt to alleviate the throb that was making it impossible to think about anything but coming on his cock. “Barrick, please.”
“Please what, baby?” His lips were on my neck now, his teeth scraping over the sensitive skin just under my jaw, something he knew drove me out of my mind with need for him.
“I want you,” I whined.
“I want you too,” he breathed at my ear. “But if I put my cock in you now, I’m not ever letting you go again. I won’t let you walk out that door without me. You’ll come home with me tonight, and you won’t ever fucking leave me again.”
A heavy fist pounding on the door I was pressed against shot vibrations down my spine and straight to my core. Neither of us understood there was another person on the other side until the pounding came again, along with a voice I didn’t recognize.
“Yo, Beast. This pussy out here ain’t going to fuck itself. I got you one of every flavor, just like you told me to, bro.”
My next breath was painful to inhale. I pushed angrily at Barrick’s shoulders, and he was so surprised, he actually stumbled back a step. That was all the room I needed before I was scrubbing the back of one hand over my mouth and unlocking the door with the other.
Jerking the door open, I had two seconds to take in the guy blocking my way. Military-style haircut, hazel eyes, a sly grin on his handsome face, and a body as muscular and fit as Barrick’s was. Just looking at him, I knew he was one of the Underground fighters.
I ducked under his arm just as Barrick came to his senses and tried to grab for me. Whoever the guy who’d just saved me was, he didn’t let Barrick past to run after me, and for that, I was grateful.
“Mia!” Barrick roared behind me just as I reached for the door that led out to the crowd. “Mia, come back here. He was just fucking around. Mia! Get the hell out of my way, Thorn. Mia, please.”
I ignored him, unsure if I believed him or not. He had confused me, and if whoever that was hadn’t interrupted us when he did, I might have given in and let him have everything he’d been asking for if only to have him fuck me.
Even though my heart had wanted me to give in too.




Chapter 22
Barrick
Thorn lost that smug-ass grin as soon as I put my fist through it. Head snapping back, he laughed, knowing he deserved it.
“I was two seconds away from getting my life back, and you had to pull this shit. If I didn’t want to deal with Judge’s shit, I’d beat the hell out of you right now!” I yelled in his face before shoving him out of my way and running after Mia.
I knew she had been about to give in and take me back. I could feel it in the way her body trembled against mine, how her breath caught when I whispered in her ear that if I put my cock in her, I wasn’t ever letting her go again. Thorn’s little prank ruined it all and sent Mia running all over again.
Everyone was still either heading for the door or standing around in large groups talking about the fight, or rather, lack of one. Ridge was a power hitter, but his jaw was as fragile as they came. I knew it would only take a well-placed uppercut and it would be over. He wasn’t going to be happy when he was finally thinking clearly again.
Pushing through the crowd in search of my girl, I finally saw her as she was dragging her friend away from two groupies. Jordan had a pout on his face, but when I caught sight of Mia’s, it was completely blank.
“I can’t believe she brought another guy here tonight,” Lyla complained, stepping in my way and blocking my path to Mia.
“That’s her friend,” I tossed out, pushing some guy out of my way to get around my cousin.
“Jordan?” she said with a frown, following me.
“That’s what she said,” I answered, quickening my pace.
“Oh, that’s okay, then.”
For her, maybe. I still wasn’t happy that the only other guy Mia’d had sex with was also her best friend. I hated that anyone other than me had touched her, let alone known the nirvana of her body as I had. If I didn’t know she loved me, and only me, I already would have been burying that Jordan guy’s body where no one would ever find it.
By the time I got outside, Mia and her friend were nowhere to be seen. “Mia,” I yelled as I turned in a circle in hopes of finding her. “Mia!”
“Just go to her dorm. That’s probably where she’s headed right now. All week, she’s been hiding out there,” Lyla reminded me.
“My keys are back in the locker room,” I said with a groan.
“So, take Howler’s,” she said with a roll of her eyes, handing over the keys to his Suburban. “We’ll take your Jeep and drop Braxton off on our way home.”
“Thanks,” I tossed at her over my shoulder, already sprinting for my friend’s SUV.
Just as I was running up to the entrance to Mia’s dorm, a group of girls came out, and I took advantage of the open door to sneak inside. Taking the stairs so the woman at the front desk wouldn’t see me, I raced up the steps to her floor.
The hall was empty, unlike on my last visit, and I knocked on Mia’s door. “Mia, open up.” There was no answer, so I tried the handle. It was locked, but there was nothing to picking it, making me grit my teeth at how simple it would be for anyone to break in to her room.
With the lock taken care of, I opened the door, only to find her room empty. Hoping she was just caught in traffic or her friend had talked her into stopping for dinner, I dropped down onto her bed to wait.
Grabbing her pillow, I lifted it to my face, inhaling her sweet scent. That calmed some of the ache in my chest but not all of it. I fell back across the mattress, my feet hanging off the end of the bed, and held her pillow to my chest, wishing it were her.
I missed waking up beside her every morning. I missed hearing her laugh, even when I wasn’t the one producing it. I missed how messy she was and how I was constantly picking up her clothes off the floor of our bedroom. Fuck, I even missed the way she whined and complained when things weren’t going her way.
I missed her.
Having her scent all around me, lying where she’d slept every night that week, had my eyes feeling heavy. I hadn’t been blowing smoke earlier about not sleeping or eating. I couldn’t stomach food the entire week, and sleep was elusive. All I did was lie in our bed every night, wishing she were beside me, and cursing myself for having been so stupid I’d lost the girl who’d owned a part of my soul from the first time I’d set eyes on her in the flesh.
I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, someone was putting their keys in the lock. I blinked open my eyes just as the door opened and Mia walked in. A glance at the digital clock on her nightstand told me it was 10:34 a.m.
“Barrick?” she muttered in disbelief as she stared at me on her bed.
“Where the fuck have you been all night?” I rasped out, sitting up and stretching to get the kinks out of my muscles.
She shrugged, tossing her bag on the other bed and walking toward the closet. “I stayed with Jordan at his hotel.”
That had me on my feet and caging her in against the closet door. “You slept with Jordan last night?” I growled once I’d turned her to face me.
She rolled her green eyes at me. “No, idiot. I slept there, not with Jordan. There were two beds.”
My relief did nothing to stop the jealousy from eating me up inside, but I pushed that away so I could talk to her about the night before. “Don’t fucking run away from me like that again. Thorn was just messing around. He’s bad about pulling pranks on people, and he knows he can get away with it too because we’re not supposed to fight outside the cage.”
“So, there weren’t a variety of flavors of pussy waiting for you?” she sassed, and it took every ounce of willpower I had not to kiss her.
“No. And it wouldn’t have mattered if there were. The only pussy I want is yours.” Grasping her hips in both my hands, I lifted her until my hard-as-stone cock was pressing right into her center. She was still in that killer dress from the night before, and all that protected her pussy like this was a thin layer of panties.
Mia dug her nails into my shoulders, wrapping her legs around my waist. “Did…Did you sleep here all night?”
“Told you I wasn’t sleeping well. Your scent is all over your pillows and covers. I passed out and only just now woke up.”
Her eyes softened, and I felt her fingers stroking the back of my neck. “You must have been exhausted.”
“It’s exhausting being without you,” I told her honestly, touching my lips to her forehead. She shivered, and I fought a triumphant smile. I could kiss her a million times on the mouth, yet she would still react more to a forehead kiss than one on her succulent lips.
“I-I haven’t slept well lately, either,” she confessed in a sad, quiet voice, breaking my heart.
“I’m so sorry, baby. If I could go back and do it all over again, I would. I hate myself for hurting you. Please…” I begged, my voice choked with emotion. “Please, firecracker. Can we start over?”
“I don’t want to start over,” she said, and my heart stopped. Tears burned the backs of my eyes, and I couldn’t blink them away fast enough before they began to fall.
“Baby—”
“But I do want to move forward. I…” She exhaled heavily. “I think I can forgive you. At least, I want to. Because I’m tired of crying myself to sleep every night. I miss you so much, Barrick.” Cupping my jaw in each hand, she wiped away my tears with her thumbs. “I love you.”
Hearing those three words I’d been aching for sent me over the edge. A sob left me, and I fell to my knees with her still in my arms. She squealed but held on tight. Not that I would have dropped her. Even when my legs couldn’t support me, I would make sure she was safe.
“Barrick?” she breathed. “Are you okay?”
I shook my head, trying to regain some semblance of control, but I was shaking too hard even to come close. “I’m s-sorry,” I sobbed, burying my face in her neck and taking us completely down to the floor.
As her back touched the carpet, she unwound her legs from around me, but she kept them spread so that I could settle between them. When my hard-on pressed into her core, we both groaned.
Mia stroked her fingers through my beard with one hand and cupped the back of my head with the other, trying to soothe me. “I thought you would be happy I told you I love you,” she murmured.
“I am,” I choked out. “So damn happy, I can’t control this shit right now. I love you, baby. You’re the best thing to ever happen to me, Mia. I’ve been lost without you, and now…” I cleared my throat and lifted my head, needing her to know how serious I was. “Now, I feel whole again, and I don’t know how to contain all this happiness.”
Love shone out of those big green eyes, and she lifted her hips, rubbing herself against my ever-growing erection. “I have a suggestion.”
Laughing through my tears, I lifted a brow. “Only one?”
“Several, actually,” she purred. “But they all involve you being balls deep inside me right this second.”
All I had on was the shorts I’d worn to fight in the night before. When I’d rushed after her, I hadn’t even thought to grab a shirt. Her panties were easy to get rid of, and as soon as her bare pussy was revealed to me, I shoved down my shorts and thrust deep into her sweet haven.
“Fuck,” I gritted out, taking a moment in a weak attempt to gain some control over the need raging through me. “This feels like coming home after a long deployment.”
“That…” She moaned and lifted her hips, fucking herself on my cock. “That’s good?”
“Best feeling in the world, baby,” I assured her reverently.
“Oh gods. I’m coming already.”
“That’s it. Come for me, firecracker. Let me feel it.”
“No,” she whined, shaking her head wildly from side to side. “Not yet.”
“Yes, now. Come for me. I swear to you, it will only be the first of many today.” Lowering my head, I sucked on her neck, nipping at her sensitive flesh. “I’ll stay balls deep in this pussy all day if you want me to.”
Her nails scored down my back, pulling a pleasure-filled, agonized groan from me. “I want,” she whimpered. “I want.”
“Then come for me, my sweet Mia.”
“Barrick, it feels so good.”
I thrust a little harder into her, but I kept my pace steady. Her lashes lowered as a pitiful little cry left her. “Eyes on me,” I growled, needing to see those emerald-like greens.
Her eyes snapped open, her mouth stretched in a soundless scream as her inner walls clamped down on me like a vise just before her release rolled through her. “Oh gods,” she cried, her pussy contracting around me in a powerful orgasm. “I love you. Barrick, I love you so much.”




Chapter 23
Mia
It was late before either of us surfaced from our lovemaking coma. By that time, Jordan had blown up my phone a hundred different times.
Feeling guilty because he’d flown out to see me and celebrate my birthday with me, I called him and asked him to meet us at Jameson’s, then texted Braxton to meet us there too. It was time my best friend met the other guys in my life.
Barrick groaned, rolling over onto his back as he watched me move around the room in nothing but a towel. “I have to go home to change,” he grumbled.
“Go ahead,” I encouraged. “I’m going to need a little while to do my hair and makeup.”
“Only if you let me take a few boxes of your things back with me,” he negotiated. “That way, we won’t have as much to move tomorrow.”
Hands on my hips, I turned to frown at him. But the glower I had for him lost some of its power when my towel fell to the floor at my feet. “Excuse you. We have plans. Stop wasting time wanting to pack me up. This stuff will be here tomorrow.”
“But I want you moved in now,” he said with a pout, looking equal parts sexy and adorable as he pushed out that bottom lip while his dark eyes skimmed over my nakedness appreciatively.
I sighed in faux irritation. Sometime during our marathon of make-up sex, I’d agreed to move back in with him. This time officially, not just calling it an indefinite sleepover like before. “One case of clothes,” I conceded. “And only because I need something to wear tomorrow so we can come over here and pack up the rest of the room.”
Grinning because he’d gotten his way, he jumped out of bed, just as naked as I was. Swinging me up into his arms, he kissed the breath out of me before placing me on my feet once more. A little unsteadily, I took a step back.
“Shit. Sorry, baby.” He picked me up again and carried me over to the bed. Grabbing the brace I’d taken off to shower, he put it on me and then kissed my shoulder. “Are you hungry? I’ll grab you something to eat on my way back to get you if you want.”
My stomach growled hungrily, but I shook my head. “How about we just have dinner with Jordan? I feel really bad about abandoning him when he flew out to spend time with me for my birthday. When I left him this morning, it was only to shower and change clothes.”
“Fine. A drink at Jameson’s and then we can either go to dinner or pick up takeout and go back to our place.” After kissing me again, he stood, looking for his discarded shorts.
Shamelessly, I watched him bend and then pull the shorts up his legs. When he caught me gaping at him, he smirked. “Stop drooling, firecracker.”
“I really wish you had something else to wear,” I complained. Walking over to my closet, I started pulling things out. Spotting one of his shirts that Braxton had packed for me by accident, I laughed triumphantly and tossed it at him.
He caught it easily and pulled it over his head. “Better?”
I looked down at his lower body. His erection was tenting his shorts, and if he turned around, I knew his ass would be molded against the material. “Not even a little,” I grumbled, turning back to look through the rest of the closet for something to wear to the bar.
“I like when you get jealous,” he confessed as he came up behind me. Wrapping his arms around my waist, he bent his head to kiss my neck. “But you don’t ever have to worry. You have my heart, Mia. No one else matters.”
“Still don’t like other chicks looking at what’s mine.”
“Fuck yeah, it’s yours. Every part of me.” He cupped my sex, pressing his hardness into my hip. “All yours and only yours.”
Even though we’d made love countless times all day long, and I couldn’t even remember how many orgasms he’d pulled from me, I was ready for him then and there. But with a groan, he stroked his thumb over my clit one more time and stepped back. “If I don’t go now, neither of us will be leaving this room tonight.”
Kissing the back of my head, he stepped around me, grabbed my largest case and carried it over to the bed. Two trips to and from the closet left me with even fewer options to wear for the night. Next, he walked over to the dresser and started emptying out my underwear drawer.
“Wait!” I cried, grabbing a bra and a pair of matching panties before he left me with nothing.
“Jeans,” he said as he zipped up the case. “And a hoodie. Preferably one down past your knees.”
Rolling my eyes at him, I pulled out a pair of jeans. But instead of the hoodie, I grabbed a crop top and a jacket. Seeing my selection, he tensed his jaw. “I’ll be back in an hour. Do not go anywhere without me.”
Sighing, I pulled the shirt over my head then walked up to him. “Listen, Barrick. We have to get something straight right now. You are my boyfriend, not—I repeat—not my bodyguard. I will go anywhere I want, when I want. With or without you.”
He dropped the case on the floor with a thump and grabbed my hips. “Let me clarify something for you, firecracker. I am the man who loves you more than anything or anyone else on earth. You are not only the woman I love and want to spend forever with, but also the most precious and valuable thing that I can say is mine. If something happened to you, it would kill me. If someone touched you or tried to harm you, I would most likely spend the rest of my life in prison. So, for my sanity and the safety of the public in general, do not push me on this shit.”
The irritation I’d felt at his ordering me around like my bodyguards had in the past dissolved, leaving me a gooey, melted mess leaning against him. “Okay,” I breathed, tilting my head back to accept his kiss.
His brow pinched skeptically. “Okay? No arguing?”
“Who could argue with that? I think I fell a little more in love with you just now.”
∆∆∆
 
Jordan was already at the bar when we got there. I made a quick introduction between him, Barrick, and Braxton. Braxton was a little stiff at first, but he quickly lightened up when I told him that Jordan had talked me into staying before Barrick and I even had made up.
The bar was crowded given it was Saturday night. While they talked and got to know each other at a table on the second floor, I went down to the bar to get a glass of ginger ale.
“Well, if it isn’t my favorite redhead,” Eddie greeted when he saw me. “What will it be tonight, darlin’?”
“The usual, please.” He grabbed a tall glass, filled it with ice and soda, then handed it over. I took it with a smile, knowing better than to offer to pay. Every time I had in the past, he would get grumpy about it. Even when I tried to tip him, he would scowl at me until I’d eventually given up.
Leaning his elbows on the bar top, Eddie grinned. “Glad to see you here with the boys, girly. Barrick came in one night earlier in the week, and I thought for sure he was going to take on every guy in the bar. He was in a pissy-ass mood. Someone said you two broke up. Doesn’t look like much of a breakup to me.”
I took a sip of my drink while I contemplated what he said. Was it really only a week that Barrick and I had been broken up? It felt like much, much longer. A lifetime, really. Every day without him had been miserable, even with him following me around.
“We had a fight,” I finally told the bartender. “But we’re good now.”
“That’s good. Didn’t like the thought of you hurting because of that boy.” Someone at the other end of the bar called out to get his attention, and Eddie gave me a nod before heading over to see what they wanted to drink.
Thirstily, I finished up my drink and set down the glass. Looking up at the second floor, I spotted Barrick, and our eyes locked. I gave him a flirty little wave then pointed at the bathroom to let him know that was where I was going. When he nodded in acknowledgment, I blew him a kiss, making him grin, and moved through the crowd toward the ladies’ room.
There was a line, so I waited by pulling out my phone. Noticing I had a new message from my mom, I called her since the line didn’t seem to be moving.
“What’s up, Momma?” I asked when she answered on the second ring.
“Hey…” She paused then spoke quickly. “You sound awfully happy. Let me guess. Jordan is there.”
“I’m assuming Alexis or Aunt Gabs told you he was going to visit me and you don’t actually have psychic abilities,” I said with a laugh. “Jordan got here last night. But that isn’t the only reason I’m in such a good mood.”
“Let me guess again… You and the security heir are once more?”
“Okay, that’s kind of spooky. Stop it.”
Her laughter was music to my ears. “It was just a guess. But honestly, I knew you two wouldn’t be broken up for long.”
“Why is that?” I asked curiously.
“For one, he was just the middleman in the whole thing. He was hired for a job. Your dad was the one who set it up. I’m not saying Barrick wasn’t at fault, just saying he didn’t do it maliciously.”
“If you say so. I considered both him and Daddy equally at fault, but I guess you’re right.”
“Of course I am. You forgave the boy but haven’t even spoken to your dad yet, have you?” she reminded me.
The line moved a little, and I stepped forward. “Why else did you know we wouldn’t be broken up for long?”
“Because I saw the way he looked at you when we showed up in Georgetown. Like his entire life flashed before his eyes. He is so in love with you, it felt wrong to look at him when he looked at you.” She sighed dreamily. “Your father still looks at me like that.”
Another stall opened, and the line moved. “I take it you and Daddy made up as well?”
“You know it. No sooner did we get home than—”
“Whoa, let me stop you right there, lady. I don’t need those images in my head, thank you very much.” Her laughter filled my heart. “I’m glad you two made up.”
“Me too. I hate being mad at him.”
The line moved once again, putting me in front. “I’d love to chat, Momma, but I’m about to go into the bathroom here at Jameson’s. Did you need something?”
“Jameson’s?” she asked, and I could actually picture her frowning. “What’s that?
“A local bar. And before you ask, no, I’m not drinking anything harder than ginger ale. You can ask the owner. Eddie will tell you that all I ever order is soda.”
The other end of the line was so quiet all of a sudden, I thought maybe the call dropped, but then I heard her release a shuddery breath.
“Momma?” I asked, concerned. “You still there?”
“I-I called to let you know Dad and I will be flying out Monday morning and will be taking you to dinner. Invite…” She swallowed loudly before continuing. “Invite anyone you want to join us.”
“Do you have to bring Daddy?” I grumbled, not in the least bit thrilled to see my father. Even if I did miss him like crazy, I wasn’t ready to forgive his part in everything.
“Mia!” she scolded. “It’s your birthday. Your dad messed up, but he loves you and wants to see you. We’ve never not been with you to celebrate your birthday.”
“Fine,” I gave in petulantly. “I have to pee, Momma.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll talk to you later. Enjoy your time with Jordan, and I’ll see you Monday.”
One of the stalls opened, and I walked toward it. “Okay. Love you.”
I hung up to her repeating the words.
Once I was done, I washed my hands before heading back to Barrick.
Outside the bathroom, I saw Eddie walking into his office that was down a narrow hall past the supply closet. The office door opened just before I glanced away, showing me the inside of it for the first time.
Seeing a picture, I frowned and took off down the hall, needing to see if what I saw was a trick of the light or my own imagination…
Or reality.
My heart pounding, I reached the door just as it started to close, and I pushed it open, stepping in as Eddie let out a curse.
All the air was suddenly pushed from my lungs as if someone had forced it out of me as I glanced from one picture to another behind his desk. My mind couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing.
Pictures, or rather newspaper clippings, were framed and hung on the walls or propped up on the bookshelf beside binders for his taxes. All of them of my mother. Some of them of her with Daddy, or me and Jagger, or one of my uncles, but there was no mistaking they were of her.
“What the fuck is this?” I exploded, turning to face the bartender.
His hands held up cautiously, he took a step forward, but I quickly took two back, afraid of him.
“I can explain,” he rushed to assure me. “It’s not what you think.”
“I-I don’t know what to think,” I stuttered, glancing back at the frames. This was some kind of weird, scary stalker bullshit, and I knew I needed to run far, far away from this man. Yet my feet felt rooted to the spot.
“Ember Jameson is my daughter,” he said in a strangled voice. “I’m your grandfather, Mia.”
“No,” I whispered. “No. My mother never knew her father. And her mother…” I shuddered, remembering all the horrible things Momma once told me her mother did to her when she was a little girl. The drugs. The men. The broken bones.
Angrily, I turned on him. “Did you hurt my mother too?” I demanded, stepping forward. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do to him, but I wanted him to hurt as badly as that little girl Momma had been once had.
“Hurt…? Hurt my little Emmie?” he choked out, shaking his head. “I never would have harmed a hair on her head. She was my baby girl. I loved her—love her—with every part of my heart.”
“Then where were you when she was being abused?” I yelled. “Where were you when she needed her father?”
“Searching for her!” he exploded, just as angry as me now. “Her mother and I were getting a divorce, and I came home from work one day to find the house packed up and my little girl gone. I searched all over for her, and when I couldn’t find either of them, I called the cops. But they wouldn’t help me. No one would help me.” The last words were whispered, complete and utter heartbreak in his green eyes.
The first time I’d met Eddie, there was something about him that was eerily familiar, and now I understood why. It was small things, but I realized he looked subtly like Momma. Which meant he looked like me too because everyone said I was her clone.
“Then when she was about fifteen, she suddenly was in magazines and newspapers and on television. All because of Demon’s Wings. They adopted her, and from what they were telling everyone, Jesse Thornton was her half brother, meaning his dad was her father. I was pissed, because that was my little girl. But when I got to the concert they were at and I saw her with those boys, I realized how happy she was. If I made noise about her being mine and took her away from those damn rockers, I knew she would hate me. Lord knows what kinds of fucked-up shit her mother told her about me. Call me a coward, but I couldn’t face my little Emmie’s hate. So I came home and prayed to every damn god I could think of that she would want to find me one day.”
His hand waved toward all the pictures. “Every time she was in the news, I cut out her picture and put it here or in my bedroom at home. It made me feel like I was still a part of her life, just at a distance. The day she had you was one of the happiest of my life. Then her wedding day, and later on, my grandson’s birth. I followed every moment of her life I could.”
Slowly, everything he’d just told me began to digest, and I felt tears sting my eyes. “I wish you would have found her when she was little. She needed you so much. But… But maybe if you had, she wouldn’t have met my dad. She never would have become their manager. There might not have been a Mia or a Jagger.”
His sigh was sad and heavy. “I know. I think about that all the time. The what-ifs kill me. Selfishly, I want that time back, but I wouldn’t ever want to take you or your brother away from her.”
We were both quiet for a minute before I realized what I had to do. “I have to tell her.”
A cocktail of fear and hope mixed in his eyes. “She won’t want to know me.”
“Yes, I’m very sure she will. This is going to be a huge shock to her, though. I don’t even know if she remembers you. My dad met her when she was only five. Before that, if she has any memories of that time, she never speaks of them. I think it’s too much for her. Remembering the abuse her mother would inflict on her.”
Pain flashed over his wrinkled face. “My poor Emmie.”
“Mia!”
I went still at the sound of Barrick roaring my name. Groaning, I backed away from Eddie. “I have to go. But… She will be here Monday. May I bring her to see you?”
He nodded eagerly, even as the fear won out in his eyes. “I would like that.”
I gave him a small smile and opened the door. Making sure to close it behind me, I rushed down the hall. Barrick stood half inside the ladies’ room. “Mia?”
“I’m here,” I called out to him, out of breath because my heart was still pounding after what had just happened.
He snapped his head around, and relief washed over his face before he was scooping me up and holding me against him. “Are you okay?” he rasped out, half crushing me against him. “You’re so pale.”
“I…” Tears spilled over my lashes. “I want to go home.”
Touching his lips to my forehead, he started walking out of the bar. “What happened?” he demanded once we were outside.
“The craziest thing,” I told him, feeling emotionally drained all of a sudden.
Putting me in the passenger seat of his Jeep, he bent so he could see me. “You’re scaring me.”
Gulping, I told him everything that had happened in a rush, and his eyes widened more and more with every word out of my mouth. A couple times, he glanced back at the bar, but only for a second before his eyes were back on me, scanning over me from head to toe, as if he were looking for any signs I’d been physically harmed.
“Jameson’s has been here since before I was born,” he muttered when I was finished. “It’s an icon. My parents met here, for Christ’s sake. How did you end up here, of all places?”
“I-I don’t know.” I shivered, and he pulled off his jacket. Wrapping it around me even though I was already double-layered, he rubbed my arms to keep me warm. “Maybe it was just meant to be?”
Maybe one of those gods had finally listened.




Chapter 24
Mia
I didn’t call my mother as soon as I got home with what I’d learned. Instinctively, I knew it would freak her out and send her into a tailspin. Momma’s younger years were so nightmarish that once she’d created a better life, changes of large magnitude terrified her.
What I had to share with her was as life-changing as it came.
For the rest of the weekend, I worried about how she would react once I did tell her, and I tried to plan out how I would break the news to her. When Monday, my birthday, dawned, I was so stressed over it that I only wanted to hide in bed with Barrick all day and skip dinner with my family.
Their flight was delayed, so Momma called and told us just to meet them at the restaurant. Braxton and Lyla—whom I’d made up with the day before—tagged along, but they could tell I wasn’t completely in the present as Barrick drove us to dinner.
Barrick kept his hand linked with mine, feeding me his strength as we walked into what had become my favorite place to eat since starting college.
I was so consumed with how to handle the whole Eddie thing, I’d forgotten about not wanting to see my own dad. When I spotted him in the back of the restaurant, my heart clenched, and I ached to have our old relationship back. Maybe if things were better between us, I could have called him and asked for his help telling Momma I’d met her long-lost father.
My mom jumped to her feet as soon as she caught sight of us and practically skipped through the tables in her happiness to see me. As soon as she was within touching distance, I wrapped my arms around her in a tight hug. Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply, and I felt her doing the same.
“I know it’s only been a little over a week since I last saw you,” she said with a shaky little laugh. “But I’ve missed you so much.”
“I missed you too,” I whispered.
When the hug continued longer than it should have, Barrick nudged me, letting me know I needed to release my mom so she could breathe. Stepping back, I gave her a smile that trembled. “How was your flight?”
“Bumpy. There were storms all across the Midwest,” she complained. She greeted my friends and Barrick, then linked her arm through mine. “Are you ready to face your dad? He’s practically shaking in his boots because he’s so worried about how this is going to go.”
“Yeah,” I muttered hesitantly. “Can’t wait.”
“Please, try to be nice.”
Walking beside her, I promised I would try.
Dad stood as we approached, and I wanted to drag my feet and make him wait. Or better yet, turn and walk away. But then I saw tears fill his eyes, and my heart started to sob. With a whimper, I threw myself into his arms.
Daddy trembled as he enfolded me in a hug. “I’m sorry, baby girl. So damn sorry.”
Clenching my eyes shut, I nodded. “I know.”
“Can you forgive me?” he asked hopefully.
“I’m really trying,” I told him honestly. But I didn’t know if the unwavering trust I’d once had in him would ever be the same again.
His sigh sounded pained when it hit my ears. “I’ll take that for now, I guess.” Releasing me, he stepped back and gave me a grim smile. “You look beautiful, sweetheart. Happy birthday.”
“Thanks, Daddy.” Turning, I waved my arm at my friends. “You know Braxton. And this is Lyla. She was my roommate at the dorm.”
Lyla stepped forward, shaking Daddy’s hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”
“So, you were the other security operative.” He gave her a quick, clinical appraisal from head to toe. “Somehow, I thought you would have more muscles.”
“You were expecting a Ronda Rousey look-alike,” she amended for him, not the least bit offended. “I get that all the time. But trust me, Mr. Armstrong, I’m more than capable of protecting myself and anyone else.”
Remembering what she’d done to Gwen, I didn’t doubt her even for a second.
Barrick put his arm around my waist, pulling Daddy’s attention to him, and he grinned. “Good to see you, Barrick,” he greeted, shaking my boyfriend’s hand.
“Sir.”
“Let’s sit down,” Momma suggested, pulling me into the chair right beside hers.
Barrick took the one on the other side of me, while Lyla sat closest to my dad, leaving Braxton between his cousins.
“I’m starving,” Daddy said, glancing around for the waiter. “The food on the plane left a lot to be desired.”
“I hate airplane food,” Lyla agreed. “I got food poisoning from it once, and I refuse to eat it now.”
While the two of them talked about the evils of plane food, I went over what I wanted to say to Momma again in my head. It was the feel of Barrick’s fingers skimming down my jaw that pulled me back to the present.
“It’s going to be okay, firecracker,” he murmured softly against my ear. “I’m right here. You can tell her.”
“You two are just too cute for words,” Momma said with a happy sigh. “I’m so glad you’re happy, Mia.”
Then her gaze went to Barrick, and her eyes got a dangerous glint in them. “Now I don’t have to destroy you, boy.”
I bit my lip, fighting a grin despite my anxiety over Eddie.
“Yes, ma’am.”
I waited until after we’d ordered food before I finally forced myself to say what needed to be said. Barrick had already told Braxton and Lyla to make themselves scarce for a little while so I could talk to my parents about something. When he gave them a look, the two mumbled something about making phone calls and needing the bathroom.
When Barrick started to stand too, I grabbed his hand. Our gazes locked, and I begged him with my eyes not to leave me. He gave me an encouraging smile and kissed my lips, staying by my side where I needed him the most.
“Momma.” My voice squeaked when I spoke, and I hurriedly cleared it before continuing. “Remember I told you I was at Jameson’s the other night?”
Her shoulders stiffened, and she gave me a tight smile. “Did you get drunk after all?”
“No. I met your father.”
Daddy was just taking a drink of his Coke when I said it, and it sprayed across the table between us in his surprise. “What did you say?” he wheezed, before coughing.
Momma just sat there, staring at me without a single flicker of surprise across her beautiful face.
“Momma?”
“Eddie Jameson…” She said his name, then shook her head. “I hadn’t heard his name since I was a little girl until Saturday night.”
“Then you do remember him?” I asked carefully.
“My mother would sometimes curse someone named Eddie when she coming down off something strong, and a few times, she would tell me I looked so much like Eddie Jameson, she couldn’t stand to look at me.” She shrugged, as if remembering her mother and her fucked-up childhood was no big deal. But I could see that the past haunted her in those eyes that mirrored her father’s.
“Em.” Daddy covered her hand where it was clenched on the table between them. “You never told me you had a dad. I thought maybe your mom didn’t know who he was.”
“No, they were married. I found their marriage certificate after she died. I thought about looking for him a few times over the years, but…”
But she was afraid.
Scared he would take her away from the Demons.
Afraid he would be just like her mother.
Momma didn’t have to voice those fears for me to understand what she must have been thinking.
“Do you want to meet him now?” I asked slowly. “When your mom ran off with you, he looked everywhere for you. He even called the police, but no one would help find you. It was only when you went to live with Daddy and the other Demons that he knew you were okay because you were suddenly everywhere in entertainment news.”
“He didn’t want to take me away from them?” she asked, and her face was unreadable. I hated when she did that. Closed herself off so no one, not even Daddy, could tell what she was thinking.
“He said he did, but he saw how happy you were. Actually, he was afraid you would hate him if he tried to take you away from Uncle Jesse since he was your guardian. And he thought your mom had turned you against him. He—”
She lifted her hand, cutting me off before I could tell her more. “Mia, baby, do you mind if we table this conversation until later? I… It’s a lot to take in. Give me a little time to digest it all.”
“I’m sorry.” I rushed to apologize, blinking back a tide of tears. “I didn’t know how to tell you, and I know I’m handling this all wrong. But I couldn’t not tell you, Momma.”
She gave me a tiny smile. “I know, sweetheart. And I appreciate you being so forthcoming. I just need a little bit to wrap my head around this.”
Daddy cleared his throat. “Just give her a few days, Mia. We’re going to be here for a couple days anyway. If Nevaeh is coming here in the spring, we figured you two would like to share an apartment instead of having to deal with dorm life.”
Barrick tensed beside me, letting me know really quickly he didn’t like that idea at all. My parents didn’t know I was living with Barrick. Not the first time I’d been staying at his place, and not this time now that it was official.
“We have an extra room,” Braxton announced as he retook his seat. He must have been watching and waiting to rejoin us. “Wouldn’t you feel better, sir, if the girls lived with us? We could watch out for them, and the house is only a few blocks from campus.”
I gaped at him. Only the week before, he’d told me to convince Nevaeh not to enroll. Now he was doing a complete 180 and was suggesting she live under the same roof with him? Something was definitely going on with him, and I had no idea how to get it out of him.
Momma and Daddy shared a look that was an entire unspoken conversation. After a minute, Daddy nodded. “I’ll speak to Drake and Lana about it. I’m sure it wouldn’t be a problem. That is, if you two don’t mind having two teenage girls under the same roof with you?”
Barrick was already shaking his head. “I don’t mind at all. Actually, I would prefer it. Mia and her cousin would be safer with us than in an apartment or at the dorms.”
“Yeah, but Nev is a little…” Daddy pressed his lips together, searching for the right word to describe his niece. “She’s different.”
“I like her different,” Braxton told him, his jaw clenching. “I promise to watch over her and make sure she’s safe and happy.”
That seemed to soothe whatever fears my dad had, but Momma was watching Braxton closer all of a sudden. Lyla returned to the table, taking her seat and finally pulling Momma’s gaze from him.
Smiling, Momma gave in. “I’ll arrange it, then. After her whole New York debacle last weekend, I know Drake will rest a little easier knowing you boys will be around to keep Nevaeh out of trouble.”
“What debacle?” I asked.
“What happened? Is she okay?” Braxton demanded at the same time.
Momma held up her hands, trying to calm us both, but even from where I was sitting, I could feel how tense my friend was. “It’s fine. Nev had a little run-in at the event she went to with Cole last Saturday night. I’m not completely sure what happened, and Nev isn’t talking about it. Cole punched out some guy, though, and Neveah was crying when she called her mom. Lana called me, and I flew back to New York to take care of her, but by then, she was tight-lipped. She hasn’t talked much at all since then, actually.”
“Mia, give me your phone.” The desperation in Braxton’s voice had me shoving it into his hand.
Unsteadily, he got to his feet, already trying to unlock my phone. “Mia,” he growled, and I quickly unlocked it for him.
The waiter was just arriving with our food, and Braxton bumped into him as he limped quickly toward the door. Putting the phone to his ear with one hand, he thrust his other through his hair.
“What was that about?” Daddy asked, frowning after him.
“He’s just worried,” I excused, watching my friend with concerned eyes. “He’s got a soft spot for Nevaeh.”
But I had a feeling it was a lot more than that.




Epilogue
Barrick
The front door opened, and Mia walked in, tossing her bag onto the coffee table and kicking off her shoes before cuddling up beside me on the couch. I turned down the TV, holding her against me, and savored the moment.
Lyla had started giving Mia a ride home from work every Tuesday since she was picking up Josie anyway, but I’d still been on edge all evening while she was at the dance studio. It was like that whenever she wasn’t with me. This burning in my chest and gut only ever eased when she was close enough for me to touch.
“How was work?” I asked, kissing her forehead.
She melted against me, closing her eyes. “Good. Recital practice is going better than I anticipated with all those littles so easily distracted. And Josie is becoming my little star.”
“That’s good, babe. Glad you’re enjoying your job so much.”
“Me too,” she said, fighting back a yawn.
“Ready for bed?”
She shook her head, complaining it was too early. I hid a grin, knowing she would be asleep on me within ten minutes. I settled back, getting comfortable, because I wasn’t about to move her once she did.
Before the end of the show I was watching, she was already out for the count, and I kissed the top of her head before texting Braxton to bring me her throw off the chair in our room. A minute later, he walked into the living room and draped the soft blanket over her before sitting on the other end of the couch to watch the basketball game with me that came on after the show.
“Next week is Thanksgiving,” he commented during a commercial.
“I’m aware,” I said quietly, trying not to disturb Mia.
“Is she going home to spend it with her family?” he asked, and I gritted my teeth.
“This is her home,” I muttered, trying my best not to growl and wake her up.
“You know what I mean,” Braxton said with a sigh. “Is she going to California for the holiday or not?”
“Not,” Mia surprised us both by answering him. Lifting her head, she yawned and stretched. “And before you ask, yes, I’m going home for a few days for Christmas, but I was hoping you two bozos would come home with me for that. Unless you already have plans.”
“I’m coming,” I told her without hesitation. “Where you go, I follow.”
She gave me that happy little smile I always wanted to grace those lips.
“I’d rather be with you guys than deal with my parents anyway,” Braxton told her casually, but he wasn’t fooling me.
I knew he’d rather be with Mia than anyone. It should have made me jealous as fuck, and there were times it did. But mostly, I was just happy that my cousin had someone he could rely on and wanted to spend time with, rather than locked in his room brooding about the loss of his leg and letting the memories torture him.
“Yay! I’ll let Momma know to get an extra room ready.” She kissed my cheek then hugged Braxton.
With a growl, I scooped her up and dropped her into my lap. Laughing, she stroked her fingers through my beard, pausing only long enough to poke at my dimples. “Be good,” she gently scolded me.
Braxton’s phone rang, and he picked it up off the arm of the couch. Whoever it was had him standing, calling a goodnight over his shoulder before lifting the phone to his ear.
Mia watched him go, then sighed. “I bet that was Nevaeh.”
“Probably,” I agreed, stroking my fingers down her back and cupping her ass. “Looks like she might be his new best friend. Does that make you jealous?”
Rolling her eyes, she moved so she was straddling my thighs. “No, Beast. I like that he has more than one friend. It’s just…”
“Just?” I murmured, bending my head to kiss her throat.
“Nothing,” she said with a needy little sigh. “I don’t even remember what I was saying.”
Smirking, I looked up at her. “You ready for bed now?”
“Definitely.”
∆∆∆
 
After our econ class the next day, we had lunch with Lyla on campus before I drove Mia to work. Once she was inside, I headed for the gym.
This week, I was refereeing at an Underground fight, and since it was two of the meanest fighters I’d ever seen, I needed to be on top of my game.
Walking in, I tossed my hand up at the guy behind the front desk. After scanning my membership badge, I went to the locker room. I had a locker full of workout gear and even a change of clothes in case I ever needed it.
Pulling out my running shoes and a pair of workout shorts, I changed and was just tying my shoe when my phone went off. Seeing Mia’s dad’s name on the screen, I frowned and picked it up.
“Sir?” I greeted.
“Barrick, how are you, son?”
“I’m good, sir. How are you?”
There was a pause on his end, as if he didn’t know how to answer me. Releasing a pent-up breath, he muttered, “I feel like shit. This whole thing with Mia is still driving me crazy. We used to talk all the time. Now I’m lucky if she picks up the phone when I call her. How the fuck did you get her to forgive you so easily?”
“It wasn’t easy,” I told him truthfully. “That week she wouldn’t even talk to me was the worst in my life.”
“But she did forgive you.”
“Yeah, she did.” I grabbed a hair tie out of my locker and pulled my hair into a knot at the back of my head. “Just give her time, sir. She will forgive you too.”
“I hope so.” With a grunt, he changed the subject. “My wife said this morning that you and your cousin will be joining us for Christmas. She also informed me that I needed to ask you what you were getting our girl so we didn’t happen to get the same thing by mistake.”
“I doubt you would get her the same thing,” I told him evasively.
“I still have to tell Emmie something, or she’s going to make me call you until I get an answer, boy.”
“Jewelry.”
He muttered a curse. “That tells me nothing, Barrick. I just saw a pair of earrings I know Mia would like yesterday, so I need specifics.”
“A ring. I’m getting her a goddamn ring,” I bit out and waited for his explosion.
I’d been searching for the perfect ring since Mia and I got back together. From the moment she said she loved me out loud, I knew I had to make her mine in every sense of the word. Before I met her, just the thought of marriage made me break out in a cold sweat. Now, just thinking of never getting to call Mia my wife terrified me.
A charged silence followed, but when he spoke again, it wasn’t to scream obscenities at me as I would have expected. “Right, so I can buy her those earrings I saw after all.”
“You’re…okay with me giving her a ring?” I asked hesitantly. “You don’t think it’s too soon or that she’s too young?”
“You make her happy. And I know she loves you. When I do get her to talk to me, she can’t shut up about you. Time and age mean nothing. But if I can make a suggestion?”
My brows lifted. “Of course.”
“Give it to her at the party we have every Christmas Eve. Everyone who loves her will be there, and I know it would make it more special for her.”
“If you think that will make her happy, then I’ll do it.” I scratched at my jaw, feeling unsure all of a sudden. I fucking hated that feeling. “Sir…I’m sorry I didn’t ask your permission. It’s just, I thought maybe you already gave it when—”
“I did,” he assured me, his voice suddenly sounding choked. “I gave you permission a long time ago, Barrick.”
∆∆∆
 
I thought I’d been to crazy parties in the past, but nothing prepared me for a Demon’s Wings family Christmas Eve party.
It wasn’t that it was wild, with drugs and booze flowing freely. It was the amount of love I felt envelop me as soon as the house started filling up with guests. Everyone was family, no matter if they were blood-related or not. I was with Mia, so automatically, I was everyone’s son. Braxton was her friend, so that meant he was their son too.
The two of us couldn’t really understand that kind of family acceptance, but we welcomed it.
Kids of various ages ran around the gigantic Malibu beach house, screaming and playing without a care in the world. Parents watched over them, even as they drank virgin eggnog and warm apple cider and carried on their own conversations. It was loud and crazy, and I wanted to do this every year with Mia right beside me.
I wiped my sweaty palms on my dress pants. Mia told me no one ever really dressed up for her parents’ party, but I wanted to look good for her tonight. Jeans and a T-shirt just weren’t going to do it for the moment when our lives changed.
At least, I hoped they changed.
She could so easily say no to me when I asked her to marry me, and that was why I was sweating through my black button-up, even though it wasn’t hot in the house. All day, I’d been agonizing over what she would say when I popped the question, and my stomach had been tied in knots because of it.
Mia’s dad slapped me on the back as he passed me, giving me a wink on his way to talk to one of Mia’s many honorary uncles from OtherWorld. In the two days since we’d arrived for the holidays, Nik Armstrong had encouraged me and given me all the advice he could think of on how to make this proposal as perfect as possible.
But the truth was, I was still winging it.
Braxton leaned up against the wall beside me, his eyes watching the crowd around us. But no matter how hard he tried, his gaze always went back to the girl across the room. Nevaeh was dressed in jeans and an ugly Christmas sweater, her glasses making her eyes look like those of an adorable owl the way she kept blinking at my cousin every time she caught him looking at her.
I was getting all kinds of mixed vibes from Braxton where she was concerned, but I trusted him not to touch her with anything but care. At least, for now. She’d just turned sixteen and there were a few years before she was no longer jailbait, but my younger cousin had a hell of a lot of patience.
“Your anxiety is making me edgy,” he finally growled, looking at me for the first time. “Just do it and stop being a pussy.”
Muttering a curse, I pushed away from the wall and crossed the room purposefully. Mia stood talking to her cousin Lucy and a few other women, but when she saw me coming, she turned her back to them, giving me that smile that had my knees going weak.
If she said no, would she ever smile like that at me again?
Fuck.
“Hi,” she greeted, her voice dropping as she stared up at me through her lashes. “I missed you.”
“Baby.” I pulled her into my arms and bent to kiss her forehead. Feeling her soft gasp, my cock went rock hard, but I ignored the pressure in my balls and, with my next inhale, took a step back.
“Don’t go,” she begged, then let out a soft whimper when I dropped to one knee in before her then and there, in front of over a hundred people. “Barrick?”
I swallowed the lump that was suddenly trying to suffocate me and pulled the ring box out of my pocket. I hadn’t been able to find the perfect ring, and in the end, had customized one for her. The three-carat princess cut stone was surrounded by little pink diamonds. Inside the band, I’d had it engraved with the date we’d met—the day she’d turned my world upside down.
Or maybe right-side up.
“I know this is sudden. It’s only been a few months since we met, but the day I set eyes on you, firecracker, that was the day my life truly began. I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life knowing that we belong to each other in every way. Will you marry me?”
Her chin began to tremble, and my heart stopped when twin tears fell from her beautiful green eyes. Around us, the entire house was so quiet, I could hear the waves hitting the beach outside. Even the littlest kids were no longer running around, but focused on the two of us.
Each second that ticked by with her just standing there crying was like a hundred years. Then she was throwing her arms around my neck. “Yes,” she sobbed. “Yes, I’ll marry you, Barrick.”
I locked my arms around her, holding her in place as I pressed my face to her stomach and sucked in a deep breath, fighting my own tears. “Baby,” I choked out. “Ah fuck. I love you.”
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Off Limits
Sons of the Underground
Book 1
COMING SOON


Lyla was completely off-limits.
My best friend’s baby sister was the thing wet dreams were made of. Killer body, sexy personality, and the ability to win over my daughter with that disarming smile of hers.
I’ve loved her since before she was legal, but there was always something in our way.
Her brother would kill me if I touched her, though. What Judge ruled, everyone in the Underground obeyed.
Including me.
When I told her I wouldn’t go against her brother, she walked away.
Yet she always came back. Not for me, but for my daughter. I lived for those brief visits. Just listening to Josie giggle every time Lyla was in the same room with her fed my soul.
Now, she was home for more than just a random weekend, and I ached to make her mine.
To hell with her brother and the consequences.
Josie and I needed Lyla, and we weren’t letting her go this time.
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