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Dedication
 
 
Just because you’re broken doesn’t mean you’re weak.
Strength comes when you find your footing.
Strength comes….
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you are experiencing abuse—verbal or physical—and need some help, please contact:
THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HOTLINE
1-800-799-SAFE (7233)
https://www.thehotline.org/
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 1
 

Three months ago…
I slam my fist into Rich Garcia’s cheek to put some distance between us. He lit me up and now my head is swimming. My legs wobble as I stumble away to find my bearings. My hit does nothing to him and he steps in with solid combinations—lefts and rights—connecting most of them. Ducking and weaving, I try my damnedest to protect my face and prevent myself from being knocked the hell out.
Warmth trickles down my face, the blood twisting around my eyes and down my cheek. As I blink, a sudden white light explodes and I’m swallowed by the black static teasing my vision. I stagger backward into the cage.
“Find your feet!” I hear Ryker, my coach, roar at me.
Garcia lunges, digging his shoulder into my stomach, and wraps his arms around my waist, trying to pull me down to the mat. Although I’m normally comfortable there, I know if I go down now, I’m done. I’ll lose. I’m so fucking gassed I barely have any energy left.
This is the hardest fucking fight I’ve had in two years.
My back falls against the cool metal cage allowing me to stabilize and catch my breath. It doesn’t stop him though. He’s against me, sending violent jabs into my ribs hoping to take me down with a liver hit. He wants me to buckle, but I won’t. I can’t.
Digging deep, I shove him away with every ounce of my burning muscles, causing him to lose his balance. As he takes a step away, he lurches forward again and I send a wild Hail Mary punch.
My knuckles connect with his chin. Instantly, he drops and the crowd detonates into an ear-splitting roar.
The ref leaps between us and calls off the fight.
I close my eyes, tilting my face toward the ceiling. “Thank fuck…”
Ryker lifts me in a bear hug before dropping me back down and slapping my shoulder. I don’t have a chance to hear what he’s saying as the cutman moves in and begins working on the gash above my eyebrow.
 
After officially being declared the victor—TKO in the third round—and doing the after-fight interview, I’m finally able to make my way to the locker room, following Ryker and his brother, Kyce. I’m in dire need of a shower. 
Ryker holds the door as I pass by and then slams it shut behind me. “What the fuck was that?” he growls with disappointment burning from his glare.
Ryker is one of the best MMA fighters this league has ever had. The only loss he’s ever experienced was his own undoing and he’ll tell you he deserved it.
His nostrils flare as he clenches his jaw. He stands a few inches taller than me and is almost forty pounds heavier. He’s fucking intimidating.
I look to the man I consider a brother. “Lucky,” I admit, displeased with myself. “It was a fucking lucky shot. I was gassed out.”
“Yeah. It was. You exerted every damn thing you had in your first two rounds like a big shot. I specifically told you not to fucking do it. Garcia knew you would and fucked with you,” he berates me.
I hate disappointing him. He has a great deal of faith in me and I don’t like letting him down. “Yeah. I know,” I grit out.
He exhales a frustrated breath but then shoves my shoulder. “Chin up. A win is a win regardless of how sloppy it is. But next time, don’t rely on luck. That shit runs out.”
I nod and then head for the shower.
 
After washing away all the sweat, blood, and annoyance, I feel human again. I’m running a towel over my hair to dry it as I step back into the locker room to get my stuff packed up.
“When are you heading back?” Kyce asks.
“I’ll head home tomorrow,” I reply, shoving my gear into my duffel bag.
It’s a rarity that we have a fight so close to home. They’re normally hours and states away, but not this time.
Kyce chuckles, shaking his head. “Ah. The after parties. How fun they are.”
Ryker’s eyes slide to the side before his head turns to look at his brother. He raises a brow. “Right. Fun. So you’re going with him?” Sarcasm drips from his tone.
Kyce’s head snaps up. “Hell no! Jolie’s my after party and she’s waiting on my sexy ass to get home to ravish her body. But, Mr. Married Man, it wasn’t too long ago we indulged in those parties.”
“The fuck if I did. That was your scene,” Ryker replies with a curt chuckle. “Shameless fucks were never my thing.”
Kyce rolls his eyes. “Pussy’s pussy, dude.”
Ignoring him, Ryker tips his chin to me with a sly twist of his lips. “Have fun.”
Alcohol. Women. Sex. Tonight’s party is exactly what I need to get out of this funk. Yeah, I won, but no fighter wants to win by luck. It’s like a slap to the face. We spend countless hours in the gym perfecting our moves, working on our reaction times, improving our stamina, and staying in shape. There’s no room for luck in strategies.
 

Two women paw at me while the party continues in the other room. One kisses my neck as the other unzips my pants, shoving them down to free my strained dick. They’ve hawked me since the moment I walked through the door. Their intentions are very clear—bragging rights. They want to fuck tonight’s winner. I’m not complaining. These two are a one-night package.
Blondie pulls off her red tank-top revealing a perfect set of nice round tits. She cups my hands over them and I knead, pinching her nipples. She drops her head back and moans softly as she grinds her pussy on my leg for friction. We’ll need to do something about her pants soon.
The brunette grins seductively as she stands and strips her black mini dress.
My view rakes over her toned bare body, admiringly. “Fuck yes.”
Sinking my fingers into the blonde’s hair, I pull her close claiming her lips. Our tongues tangle just as the brunette joins us. Three-way kisses are a fucking mess, but so motherfucking hot. 
My dick is being stroked, my nuts massaged. Yeah. It’s going to be a damn good night.
“I’m going to suck your dick,” the brunette purrs as she slides off my lap and between my legs.
Blondie hums. “Oh, I’m helping.”
Reaching out, I pinch their nipples. “Your reward will be getting fucked hard.”
Blondie laps under my nuts with a heavy tongue as the brunette strokes my cock. I expel a breath when she sucks me into her mouth and deep throats my dick like a fucking pro. She works fast and hard and then the blonde joins. Their tongues tangle, slipping up and down and around my shaft, each suck a different pressure. Together they slide to the tip of my dick and share a heated kiss, moaning as they rub each other’s tits. They waste no time alternating turns on my cock. The blonde uses more pressure. The brunette uses more tongue.
I watch, rapt as the sexy scene plays out between my legs.
The brunette lowers herself down the blonde’s body, dragging her tongue over her nipples and sucking them into her mouth before positioning the blonde’s hips. She moves behind her and, with a devilish grin, starts eating her out.
“Fucking hell.” I smirk.
Blondie’s moans vibrate my cock. I bite my bottom lip, completely spellbound as I watch the brunette lick her pussy and up her ass. It makes blondie work harder on my cock.
She rolls her eyes up to me, swirling her tongue across the tip of my dick. “You like watching Starla eat my pussy,” she pants with swollen lips.
Starla…?
It breaks the rapturous trance and I plunge back into reality.
I don’t even know their fucking names.
This is what my life has come to.
Meaningless. Nameless. Passionless. Satiated, but empty.
This wasn’t my style two years ago. I at least knew the name of the person I was fucking. But now, women beg me to fuck them. They don’t care what my name is, only my status. This is exactly what Ryker warned me about—nothing good other than the sex comes from these groupies, and sometimes that could be a loss.
I’ve become just as shameless as them.
I clench my teeth, pissed, and grab the blonde on both sides of her head. “Sorry, ladies.” I pop her off my cock. “I’m not feeling it tonight.”
“Mmm…not what your dick is saying.” The blonde grins wagging her eyebrows.
I stand and tuck my cock back into my pants. “I’ve got to go.”
“Was it something we weren’t doing?” Blondie scrambles up. “Just tell us. I’m down for anything, even anal.” She scrapes her teeth across her lip.
Starla hums impishly. “We can have hours of fun. Just tell us what you need.”
“You two have all the fun you want. I’m out,” I say over my shoulder.
They’re pouting and huffing as I shut the door behind me and get the hell out of the party. My hands shake as I barrel into the fresh air and onto the sidewalk.
“Fuck!” I growl, dragging my hands over my face. What the fuck is wrong with me?
I’m all for casual sex. It’s healthy and a damn good release—one I especially need tonight—but watching them so eager to please me without knowing their names? Man, there must be more to life than this shit, no matter how good tonight would’ve been. I need to get back to me, the guy with a purpose in life.
Walking through the quiet town, I head back to the hotel. I watch a few cars’ tail lights disappear into the pavement as they drive into the distance. No one crowds the sidewalks to leave one party and head to the next. There aren’t any stores open, not even a damn pizza place. This is nothing compared to home where a few bars stay open and Frankie’s Pizza doesn’t close until three in the morning. This town is boring.
“Stop! Help!” a blood curdling scream tears through the quietness.
Like a rocket, my adrenaline shoots through me and I take off, sprinting toward the cries. Just as I slide around the corner, I see a woman struggling to hold on to her bag, yanking back only to be jerked forward as a man tries again to get it. In slow motion, I watch him brandish a gun and put it to her head.
My sprint turns into an almighty run. “Hey!” I shout, getting his attention.
He spins around, pointing the gun at me and causing me to skid to a dead stop. “Mind your fucking business,” he snarls. Just then, the woman jerks again, trying to flee, but he snatches her back and shoves the barrel into her head. “Just give me the fucking bag.”
My heart is jackhammering. I’m close enough to see the moonlight glinting off the gun. Close enough to see the terror in her eyes, the desperation in his.
“Please!” she pleads, tugging again.
While his attention is on her, I lunge, sucker punching the asshole in the face as I simultaneously shove the woman out of the way. He shuffles back and I charge at him, but he raises the gun and shoots. Fire bursts in my left shoulder, but I advance forward, ignoring the pain. Wrapping my arms around his torso, I force his arms to his side.
He fights, twisting and pulling against me. I slam a punch into his ribs, hearing the sharp expel of his breath mere seconds before the next gunshot goes off. This time…this time it fucking hurts. Scalding heat explodes through me.
Powered by adrenaline and the determination to level this fucker, I send a right hook into his stomach. But as I take the step, my left leg gives out and my punch is weak. I drop, falling to my hands and knees. Excruciating pain booms through me as I watch the fucker stagger away and run off.
“Oh my god! Oh my god!” I hear the woman as I fall to my back. Wide green eyes on an angel’s face drop into my view. “Oh my god. I’m calling 911.” She fumbles frantically for her phone.
My heart is pounding, my head throbbing with each beat.
There’s a weird calmness as I lie still, listening.
Panic-stricken, she says I’ve been shot in the chest.
Also, in the leg.
Fabulous.
“They’re coming. They’re on the way,” she stammers, grabbing my right hand. “I don’t know what to do. What do I do?”
“How bad is it?”
She shakes her head fiercely. “I can’t look.”
I puff a chuckle and it sends a torrid heat to burst down my shoulder and across my thigh, like a white-hot branding iron is being held against my flesh. It steals my smile…and my breath.
Feeling tired, I close my eyes.
“What’s your name?” she rushes out and I open my eyes to see hers darting between mine.
This can’t be good. I lift my head to evaluate the damage, but she leans her face into my view. “No. Talk to me. What’s your name?”
“Carter,” I answer, closing my eyes again and dropping my head to the pavement with a thud.
“I’m Kinley,” she squeaks.
Kinley…that’s a pretty name.
“You’re going to be fine. Okay? I hear the sirens,” she tells me.
Problem is, I don’t. All I hear is the beat of my heart thumping in my ears. A frigid chill runs down my spine, causing me to shiver, but in its wake a blistering heat crashes into me. The stars blur…
 
 
 



Chapter 2
 

Three months ago…
The official damage—I was shot in my left shoulder, the bullet shredding the muscles around it and stopping just before it could shatter any bones. The bastard also shot me in the thigh where it went straight through, thankfully missing all the important parts. After getting some X-rays, they knocked me out to remove the bullet from my shoulder and assess the damage. 
The room is silent except for the hum from the machines. It’s quite the opposite of the hustle of the nurses and doctors when I first got here. Mom showed up shortly after I was wheeled back into my room from surgery. Other than her fraught cries when she first got here, she’s been quiet while I come in and out of my catnaps. Thanks to the pain medication, the soreness from my fight mixed with the new holes some fucking asshole shot into my body hasn’t had the chance to sink in yet.
There’s a tap on the door and I crack open my eye in time to see Ryker stroll in with worry pulling his brows together. “That phone call sucked.” His tone is pragmatic.
“Yeah.” I stretch my stiff back. “Mom went into panic mode. I told her to let you sleep in.”
He crosses his large arms over his chest and drops his shoulder to the wall. “What the fuck happened? Last I heard you were going to an after party.”
“I was on my way back to the hotel when I caught some guy trying to rob a woman. I intervened and he shot me,” I tell him.
Mom comes back into the room with two cups of coffee, looking just as tired as I feel. Her hair is pulled back, face free of makeup, and eyes that aren’t gleaming, but the moment she spots Ryker she smiles and hands him a coffee.
“Thought you may want one,” she says.
Ryker hugs her, dropping a kiss on top of her head. “Adeline, how are you?”
“I’ve had better days.” Her voice shakes.
Ryker pulls her back into his chest. Over the years we’ve known each other, he’s become like a second son to her. He’s part of my family just as much as I am his. My mother adores him.
She wipes her cheeks before blessing me with a soft warm smile. “Do you need anything? Anything hurt? Do you feel okay?”
I don’t dare to tell her I hurt everywhere. “I’m fine, Mom. But could you give me a moment with Ryker please?”
“Sure. I’ll run to the cafeteria. Are you hungry? When’s the last time you’ve eaten?”
I puff a chuckle at her full mom-mode when I’m in the hospital with nurses. “I’m fine. I’m not hungry.”
“I’ll see what they have and sneak you something in.” She ignores me and kisses the side of my head.
I close my eyes when she leaves.
“Where’s Ray?” Ryker asks.
His question causes me to bark a laugh. Ray is my worthless stepfather who is probably at home pissed because I didn’t die last night. No worries. We share the mutual hatred. He’s a good for nothing, useless excuse for a human being.
“Like I’m important enough,” I state the obvious.
“Adeline is. He should be here with her,” he replies.
“Not everyone is as wonderful as you,” I say sarcastically. “We all know if it has something to do with me, Mom’s on her own.”
He’s quiet for a moment and then moves to the foot of my bed. “How do you really feel?”
“Like I’ve been hit by a truck,” I admit. “Doctor said I’m lucky to be alive. Half an inch separated life from you identifying me in the morgue.” I sigh, hating the situation. “Doc said I’d be out for a while. I guess if you need to replace me, I understand. No hard feelings.”
Ryker bursts out laughing, his shoulders shaking. “You think I’m dropping you because you decided to play hero and failed? You think I’m that heartless? Come on, asshole.” He leans down on the plastic at the end of my bed and levels a very firm glare. “All you need to worry about is getting better so you can get back in the fucking cage.”
“What about my fight with Holloway?”
“I’ll contact the association and see if instead of forfeiting, we could reschedule it. Don’t stress it. I’ll handle that,” he tells me.
There’s another tap on the door and it makes my pulse kick up. Fiery red hair sits on top of her head in a rat’s nest of a mess. She looks like she didn’t get any sleep at all last night. 
Worry splatters her expression when she spots Ryker. “If this isn’t a good time, I can come back.”
I can’t contain my smile. “Come in.” I scoot up a little taller ignoring all the pain it brings. “I’m glad you’re here.”
She’s got a gorgeous smile.
“This is Ryker. Ryker this is Kinley,” I introduce them.
He tips his chin. “Nice to meet you.”
She holds up a bag. “I hope you don’t mind, but I brought you a few things.” She looks to my left arm strapped into an immobilizer and sighs as she closes her eyes. “Please tell me you’re not left-handed.”
Bemused, I arch a brow. “I’m not.”
Relief washes over her. “Good. I don’t know how long you’ll be here, but hospitals are boring, so I brought you coloring books. I didn’t know what you’d like so I brought muscle cars, motorcycles, animals, and then everything ocean.”
As she talks, I admire. Freckles I didn’t notice last night scatter over her cheeks. Strikingly pale green eyes glimmer and those very eyes are vividly embedded into my memory. She’s beautiful.
“Thanks, but you didn’t have to,” I say.
She drops her view to the floor. “You’re in here because of me. I owe you so much more than just coloring books.”
Ryker shifts and studies her with the squinty eye thing he does when he’s piecing shit together.
“This isn’t your fault. I’m just glad I got there when I did.”
“I’m going to catch up with Adeline.” The corner of Ryker’s lips quirk up slightly. “I’ll be back in twenty.”
Twenty minutes—it’s my time limit before he can no longer contain my mother.
Kinley places the coloring books on the table beside my bed and then pulls out a pack of coloring pencils, placing them on top. “I’m surprised you remembered my name. You were in and out of consciousness.”
I wasn’t forgetting it…
“The doctor said when my blood pressure dropped, it took my adrenaline with it.”
She frowns. “Will you be here long?”
“They said as long as everything is healing correctly, I’ll be out of here within a week. They’re pumping me full of antibiotics now to fight off any infections.” I hold up my right hand to show off the IV.
“The bag he was trying to get was the nightly deposit.” Her voice begins to shake. “I should’ve given it to him, but I just couldn’t. There was a lot in it and all I could think about was my uncle losing all the money. My uncle said he wants to help pay for your medical bills. He’d be here, but I wanted to come alone.” She begins to draw circles on her thigh with the tips of her fingers. “I want to help pay too. I mean, you’re going to miss a lot of work.”
I’m pretty sure she has no idea what I do for a living because if she did, she wouldn’t offer.
Disagreeing, I shake my head. “Thanks, but don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.”
When she looks back up to me, tears fill her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”
Reaching out, I clutch her hand and just hold it. I have no idea what to say.
“I’m really sorry,” she repeats.
Another tap on the door interrupts us and Kinley snatches her hand out of mine. Quickly, she looks away to wipe her tears just as Mom and Ryker come in. Mom studies the woman with bloodshot eyes with a polite smile.
“Your favorite.” Mom hands me a blueberry muffin and nods to Kinley. “Hi. I’m Adeline, Carter’s mother. You are?”
Faintly, there’s a flash in Kinley’s eyes as a tension trembles down her back. She swallows and is about to say something when I interrupt.
“This is Kinley. A friend of mine,” I say casually.
I don’t miss the skepticism in Mom’s expression. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Kinley launches a tentative smile back. “Yes. You too.” She glances to me. “I’ve got to go. I’ll try to come back tomorrow if that’s okay?”
“Of course.” I hate that she’s leaving so soon. “Thanks for the coloring books,” I say with a small chuckle.
She digs in her purse and fishes out a pen. “Here’s my number.” She scribbles on the inside of the top coloring book. “If you need anything just call me.”
Mom and I watch her as she leaves. Ryker studies me with his chin tipped down slightly.
“She’s really pretty,” Mom states the obvious. “I haven’t heard anything about her. How long have you known her?”
“Your gear still at your hotel?” Ryker interrupts Mom’s nosy interrogation, getting me off the hook.
“Yeah.”
“Give me your key. I’ll grab everything and take it home with me.”
“It’s in my wallet. Wherever the hell that is.”
Mom reaches into the cabinet, grabs a white hospital bag and pulls out my wallet, handing it to me. I fish out the key and give it to Ryker, thanking him. He winks and tells me to get better, hugs Mom and tells her to get some rest before leaving.
Leaning my head back, I give into the sleep that’s been pulling at me.
 
 
 



Chapter 3
 

Three months ago.
I lurch forward soaked in sweat, my heart pounding as I gasp for air. It takes a few seconds before I recognize where I am. I had the same damn nightmare last night. He’s there, the guy who tried robbing me. There’s hatred and desperation in his black eyes and I’m frozen in terror. I try screaming, but I can’t. I try running, but I’m stuck. Then he pulls a gun and I hear the click before the fire bursts out of the barrel. This is what wakes me up.
My Uncle Dale has always told us that if we’re ever robbed we should give up what the robbers want and not our lives. Money can be replaced but our lives can’t. But for whatever reason that night, I just couldn’t. Something inside of me erupted—a courage, a determination. All I could think about was how much Dale would lose if I let go, and it had me fighting back.
Mom raised me to not hate. Hate is such a strong word despite it being only four letters. She’d always say it was like a seed—the more you water it, the larger it grows until it becomes something bigger than you and you can’t control it. I’ve lived by that standard my whole life even when it was hard to.
Until now.
I hate the man who showed me what a barrel of a gun looks like.
I hate the man who paralyzed me with fear.
I hate the man who was so apathetic of another human.
And I absolutely abhor the man who stalks my dreams.
 
After dragging my ass out of bed and showering the vileness from my body, I get ready and head to work. Pulling into the employees’ parking lot, I see Dale standing at the top of the steps. Since the incident, we’re all escorted in and out of the building. None of us are alone anymore. And since the police haven’t found the man yet, I’m fine with that. My sense of security vanished when he did.
“Morning!” Dale beams.
He resembles my mother so much. Mom’s his baby sister by a few years, but they share many attributes. The main one being their smile. It’s practically the same.
Dale’s short silky black hair is slicked back, his facial features soft. “Sleep any better last night?” he asks as he pulls open the door.
“Not really.”
He squeezes my shoulders. “Kin. Go home. Take some time off to get your mind right. Penny and Bill are here. We’re covered. Heck, if you want, I’ll pay for a spa day. Whatever you need to relax.”
The last thing I want is to be alone even though it’s the very thing I crave. But right now I want familiarity because strange scares me to death. “I want to be here,” I tell him. “Sooner or later, I’m going to have to face my fears and overcome them. Why not start now?” I know what I’m telling him is the truth, but it’s hard to believe my own words when I’m petrified of them.
He sighs. “You’re just like your mother.”
She’s stubborn and headstrong, determined and steady. Her trials in life made her that way. They gave her the strength to push forward. She was raped when she was fourteen and has always told me that she would be damned if she would allow that depraved bastard to force her to become a victim and control her life. Instead, she became a survivor after getting involved with many support groups, and since she has lived a full life without any restraints.
“Sometimes things happen in life and you’ll need a helping hand. It doesn’t make you weak. It makes you stronger and gives you determination.” That’s what she told me yesterday when she called and offered to make the three-and-a-half-hour drive to be here for me. I talked her out of it. I love her and I know she’d be right here beside me, but I want to be alone even though I’m afraid to be.
 
Unknown Name: Hospital food is horrible. Please tell me you had something great for breakfast.
My cheeks hurt from grinning ear to ear. I store his number, glad he finally texted me. Last night, as I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, I wanted to talk to him, see how he was doing, ask if he was experiencing any nightmares, and hear his voice.
Kinley: I had a banana on the way out the door with a coke.
Carter: I’ll stick to the hospital food then.
Kinley: How are you feeling? Do you need anything?
Carter: Yeah. For everyone to quit asking me those questions. I’m fine.
Kinley: Sorry (not really) The weather is supposed to be nice today. You should get out and jog.
Carter: Funny stuff…
Kinley: I didn’t mean that mean. I was trying to make you laugh.
Carter: I did. What are you doing?
Kinley: Unfortunately, working.
Carter: You’re not going to get in trouble for being on your phone. Are you?
Kinley: No. I’m a manager at Forever Diamonds jewelry store. And don’t worry. I’m escorted in and out now.
Carter: Well then, THAT makes sense now. How’d you get a fancy manager’s job? You don’t even look old enough to be one.
Kinley: Thanks for the compliment. I’m 21. Perks of my uncle owning the store. Now you know my life story. What about you?
Carter: That’s your life story? Ever owned a fish?
I burst out laughing, slapping a hand over my mouth and checking to see if anyone is watching. Penny gives me a quirked eyebrow and a lopsided smile from across the room, but thankfully, no one else paid me any attention.
Kinley: Thanks for the funny looks I got from laughing.
Carter. You laughed. That’s all that matters. Have to go. Mom just showed up. Have a good day.
Kinley: You too.
 

I hate the smells of hospitals. The scent of life and death, faint wafts of old blood concealed under the chemical disinfectant aroma. Hospitals have always creeped me out. Although they save lives, many are lost here. It’s…Esh.
After texting with Carter this morning, I decided I wanted to see him again and bring him some good food. The door is slightly ajar when I tap lightly and enter. He’s sitting up, but his head is resting on a pillow and his eyes are closed. I’m grateful no one else is here. Running into his mother the other day sucked. It was hard to look her in the eyes knowing I put her son in here. I’m sure she’d hate me if she knew and I honestly can’t blame her.
Quietly, I put the bag on the table beside the coloring books and smile when I notice the coloring pencils have been opened. I pull out the black pencil and write a note.
You were sleeping. This is better than hospital food. Enjoy!
Kinley
“Hey,” Carter’s groggy voice scares the hell out of me.
Jumping back, I drop the pencil and slap my hand to my chest. “Shit!”
He laughs as he shifts in the bed.
“I didn’t mean to wake you. You said earlier that the food was bad, so I brought you one of the best burgers in the state.”
The way he smiles at me does something in my chest. “Thanks.”
“I’m gonna just go so you can rest.” I throw my thumb over my shoulder.
“No. Stay. All I do is sleep and color.” He smirks.
I pull the chair up beside his bed. “I didn’t think you’d actually color. You seem too macho for that.”
He shakes his head. “Never too macho to color. I’ve done my fair share with Ryker’s son, Kaden. Plus, it gives me something to do other than text and bother you all day.”
“So, did you get out and jog today?” I titter.
His deep chuckle erupts goosebumps to scatter across my skin. “I envisioned it. Surely that counts.”
“Of course,” I say warmly. “Do you need anything?”
His eyes, the color of milk chocolate, harden. “Stop.” The single word is stern. “If I need anything, I have some really good nurses I’d ask.”
“I’m sorr—”
“Stop apologizing too.” Annoyance sizzles in his tone.
It shakes my nerves and I mindlessly begin drawing circles on my thigh. “Sorr—Okay.”
He drops his head back, closing his eyes briefly. “Doctor said I should be clear to leave by Friday. I’m so fucking ready for my own bed.” His tone is less annoyed.
“That’s great news.” I gleam. “Do you live close by?”
“About thirty or so minutes away, give or take a few.”
The thought of him not living close never crossed my mind and it deflates me. “Oh. Well, that’s not too far.”
“You should come visit when I bust out of here. You know, since I’m broken and it’s all your fault.” He flashes a megawatt smile and it lights my panties on fire while at the same time causing me to swoon.
I shift, squeezing my thighs together and taking a breath. What the hell?
“Maybe I will,” I say, happy my voice didn’t waver.
“Don’t threaten me with a good time, Kinley.” He pushes to straighten up and fixes his covers over his legs. “So. Your uncle owns a jewelry store and you’re the manager. How’d that happen? Something you’ve always wanted to do?”
My lips twist to the side and I giggle. “You must be really bored in here.”
He shrugs. “Gives me something else to think about.”
That’s something I can completely understand.
“He opened the jewelry store thirty-three years ago and wanted to keep it in the family. Since he wasn’t able to have children and I’m the only child in the family, he called me about two years ago and offered me a position with the promise of a managerial position when I was old enough. I needed the change, so I accepted it. The following week, I came out and looked at some places to live and moved shortly after.”
“Moved from where?”
“Maine. About three and a half hours away.”
His eyes interrogate me, narrowing slightly. “You move just for the job or for other reasons?”
“Mainly for the job. The proposition was a good one.”
His view drops to my finger drawing the circle on my thigh before sliding it back to me and staring at me for a moment. Under his scrutiny, my chest feels heavy. “You’re avoiding the question. There are other reasons. Aren’t there?”
I purse my lips playfully. “You’re attentive to the wrong things.”
He arches his brow. “In more ways than one. Spill it. I’d like to know the life story of the woman I saved.”
I laugh. “You’re guilting me?”
“Yeah,” he states simply.
“I have no reasons to share the dark parts of my life with a stranger.”
He points to his shoulder. “We’re more than strangers. This bullet hole proves it.”
Tilting my head, I give him an annoyed look while trying to bite back my laugh. He’s seriously trying to guilt me.
But what can it hurt to tell him? He doesn’t know me or anyone I know. “I dated a guy all through high school. It wasn’t a good relationship, looking back. Anyway, we broke up and he wouldn’t let me move on. So I moved.”
Fire ignites in his gaze. “Was he abusive?”
Ben squeezed my arm once and left bruises, but he was mad and didn’t realize he was hurting me. When he saw the damage the next day, he apologized profusely. But I wouldn’t call that abuse.
“No. He never hit me,” I shake my head. “He just liked to ruin my chances with anyone else. Every time I’d get my hopes up about a guy, he’d obliterate them. After so many times, I gave up.”
“You still love him?”
Tightening my lips, I shake my head. “I loved what we were.”
“If you don’t love him anymore, why do you allow him to keep fucking up your life? Does he still do it even though you moved?”
My view strays to the window. The soft yellowish-orange lights of our small town flicker off in the distance. The old clock tower stands tall with the face illuminated to show the time.
“We were together for five years. He knows all the buttons to push and exactly how to get into my head.” I exhale, over this conversation. “Can we not talk about this anymore? You saved my life but now you’re hearing that the woman you saved is pretty weak.”
“You’re not weak. You just haven’t met the right person to make you strong.”
Yeah. If he only knew. Ben still controls so much. Escaping from that grip has been hard.
A nurse springs in, her long brown hair in a ponytail and she’s way too happy to be working. “And he’s awake. How are you feeling?” she chirps as she checks his IV bag.
“Good,” Carter mumbles jadedly.
As she takes his blood pressure, I use it to my advantage to leave.
“I’m going to go so you can get some rest. It’s getting late. I’m off work tomorrow, so feel free to call if you need anything,” I say.
He looks like he doesn’t want me to leave but tells me goodbye anyway. And not a moment too soon because as I start out the door, the nurse says she’s going to check his wounds. I can’t handle that. I’m sure I would pass out.
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 

Still 3 months ago…
I’m getting dressed, freshly out of the shower that washed the remnants of last night’s nightmare away when there’s a knock on the door. It sends my pulse into overdrive, skyrocketing my adrenaline and sizzling me with fear. I’m not expecting anyone, and no one just stops by without calling…ever.
My gaze darts around the room for the nearest sharp object, something blunt, something to protect myself from the evil that may be lurking on the other side of the door.
But I have nothing.
I need a bat.
Or a gun.
Maybe even pepper spray.
“Who is it?” I call out, sounding strong and confident although I’m inches away from bursting into tears.
“You’re going to make me blow my surprise,” Olivia, my best friend, says through the door.
I rush to rip off the sliding chain lock and open the door. She slings her arms around me and squeezes me into a tight hug. “Surprise!”
“What are you doing here?” I ask, perplexed but happy to see her.
Leaning back, she rests her hands on my shoulder. “I know it’s been rough, and I wanted to be with you to give you some company for a little bit.”
Oh no… “For a little bit?”
“A week or so.” She shrugs. “Not like I have anything else going on. You’re my best friend and I should be here with you.”
“I told you I was fine,” I protest…gently.
Her perfectly manicured brows pinch together and create wrinkles between them. “I know what fine means.”
I love Olivia. I really do. I can’t imagine a life without her, but one thing I learned since moving is she’s even a greater friend at a distance, especially when she’s not intruding on my space. She’s the “overly” friend. Overly intrusive. Overly judgey. Overly snobby. Overly opinionated. Overly…overly. She means well, she really does, but her parents created a monster when they gave her the world on a silver platter. She gets anything and everything she wants and she has no qualms living off her parents’ money until she finds a rich man to live off of.
Even so, she’s a great friend and I know if I ever needed her, she’d be here…flying first class on her parents’ jet. But Olivia doesn’t know real-life problems, nor how to handle them. She thinks money fixes everything. She’s always lived in a bubble protected by Benjamins. She’s my high-class, luxury-living opposite.
“Right. Okay. Well, I need to clean the spare bedroom really quickly. It’s become my walk-in closet.” I rush down the hall before her.
She pulls her pink Louis Vuitton suitcase behind her as she follows, and I can bet the thing costs more than three months’ worth my rent. If one thing’s for sure, Oliva Barlet doesn’t do cheap…unless I make her.
Snatching all my clothes off the bed, I rush them into my room and toss them onto my unmade bed before going back. Olivia looks out of place in her expensive five-inch heels, classy gray shirt, and lavish jewelry around her neck. She’s panning the room, not doing well hiding the horror from her expression.
I sigh. “You knew when you came it wasn’t a five-star hotel. Quit looking at it like it’s the slums. It’s a little messy, but it’s clean.”
Her russet brown eyes flash wide. “I don’t think anything’s wrong with it.”
“You might want to give your face the same memo. You can barely conceal your disgust. There are a few hotels close by if you’re uncomfortable.”
“Don’t be silly, Kin. I’ve stayed here before. It’s fine. It feels like home, but without all the expensive things.” She steps out of her heels, digs into her purse, pulling out a hair tie, and pulls her hair into a ponytail. “Seriously. I love it here. Makes me feel human again.” She hugs me. “Are you really okay? Minnie said you were struggling a little.”
Thanks, Mom.
“I am. I’m just having bad dreams. You know how Mom is. Always making a big deal over nothing,” I say dismissively.
“Right. Well, I’m here now. Maybe talking about things could help.”
“Maybe.” I lift a shoulder. “Listen. I have somewhere I need to go after I finish getting ready. So make yourself at home.”
She follows me into my bathroom, watching as I toss my hair up. “Where to? I’ll come with.”
The last thing I want to do is bring her to the hospital today. I plan on giving Carter some money, and knowing her, she’ll unintentionally make me look like shit by quadrupling the offer. It’ll be out of the goodness of her heart, but belittling nonetheless.
“I need to go alone. It won’t take long.”
She peers at the tub. “Then I’ll take a hot bath while I wait. Do you have any wine?”
I feign horror. “Are you that out of touch with me?”
“Are you still not drinking? Wow. How do you do it?” she quips.
“Simple. Just remember the death I felt when you got me sloshed.”
She cackles. “How was I to know you’d like the taste of tequila a little too much?”
I fake a gag. “Shhhh. Don’t say the devil’s name. It makes me queasy.”
 

Carter lights up when I enter his hospital room. “Hey.”
Hiding my anxiety, I’m all smiles. “Hey. How are you…” I trail off remembering his request to stop asking the question. “Figured I’d stop in for a few since I’m off work and was close by. I can’t stay long. My best friend came into town, which is such a wonderful surprise,” I snort, rolling my eyes.
“Sounds like she and my mom need to hang out for a bit.”
“Who would drive the other crazy first?” I ask, pulling the chair closer to his bed.
“I’ve got my money on Mom,” he suppresses his laughter. “She means well, but damn she’s overbearing.”
“Sounds like she and Olivia could be sisters.”
His gaze moves over my face. “You look tired. Did you two stay up late?”
“No. She got here about an hour ago.”
He just looks at me without saying anything and it beats me down to reveal the truth.
“I’ve been having this horrible nightmare for a few days. Nothing big. Nothing I want to talk about,” I lie, giving him a serious pointed look.
He gives his head a quick nod. “Okay. Well, there isn’t shit on TV.”
“Do they have the Hallmark channel?” I joke.
He laughs. “Do you think I’d watch it?”
I’m giggling as I shake my head. “I don’t know. You like to color so maybe you’re into romantic chick flicks.”
“Romance, sure. Cheesy movies with bad acting, hard pass.”
Reaching into my purse, I clutch the envelope while giving him a stern hard look. I’m ready for a fight. I went over this a thousand times in my head all night, all morning, and the entire way here. “I have something for you, but if you decide to argue with me, I’ll leave and never come back.” Such an empty threat and I know it. “Promise me you’re not going to make me leave.”
He scoots up and untangles the fabric of his shorts from around his thighs. “You’re pretty cute when you’re serious.”
“I mean it. Promise me,” I say with conviction.
Crinkles appear across his forehead. “I’m not making any promises, Kinley. You haven’t told me what it is.”
Inhaling, I hand him the envelope. “Here’s two hundred dollars to help pay for some of the time you’re missing work. I’ll give you more next week.”
As though it’s venomous, he quickly lets it go. It’s as if I’ve detonated a stick of dynamite. Anger twists his face as he scowls, his lips tighten, and his gaze becomes hard. “No. You won’t. I don’t need your money and I’m not going to take it.”
I sigh. I knew he’d put up a fight, but I had hoped he wouldn’t. I even debated bringing it in while he was sleeping just so we didn’t have this argument.
“Please,” I beg softly. “You’re missing a lot of work because of me. It’s my fault. Please, for me. Just take it.”
He’s shaking his head as I talk. “Financially, I’m secure. I’m in the best position I’ve ever been in. But for shits and giggles, what do you think I do for a living?” For the first time since meeting him, he sounds truly pissed.
“I don’t know, but you’re out of work. Meaning no paycheck. Please. It’s the least I can do.”
Briefly, he closes his eyes as he takes a breath. “Kinley—”
“Please,” I beg again, holding out the envelope. Yeah, it’s a hit on me, but he needs it more.
When he opens his eyes, his gaze is so intense, it both awakens the butterflies in my stomach and slightly scares me. “Let me enlighten you. I’m an MMA fighter who gets paid pretty fucking well,” he fires off. “I don’t need your money. I’m not a damn charity case. My house and Jeep are paid for so all I have are living expenses. Trust me. I’m fine.”
He’s a what? I recoil. “You’re a what?”
“An MMA fighter,” his tone is charged with irritation.
“Like one of those guys who fight in a cage?”
“That’s me.”
Dazed, I sit back into the chair, dropping my hands, the envelope, and my view to my lap. He’s a fighter. Someone who fights for money. Someone who inflicts injuries…
He’s not supposed to be heartless. My hero isn’t supposed to be a violent man. He saved my life! But he inflicts pain and fear into others just like that man did to me.
Anger and resentment, disgust and a familiar twinge of hatred begins to storm inside of me. “Take it anyway. For my conscience.” I toss the money on the bed and it lands on his legs. “And don’t expect me to become a fan. I don’t watch that stuff. I don’t handle that type of adrenaline well and I’m not going to start now. So if you think you’ve made yourself a new fan, forget it.” I blink burning him with vexation. “You don’t seem like a violent person.”
“I’m not,” he states so simply it pisses me off more.
“Oh, but you are. How the hell do you fight people for the fun of it? Are you a sadist?” I whisper-yell feeling the heat rise to my face.
“It’s a combat sport. Just like boxing but with more techniques.”
“I know what it is. I just…I would have never guessed you were so callous.”
He stifles an exasperated breath. “You instantly throw me into a stereotypical category and label me a monster. Have I done anything for you to fear me? Not a damn thing,” he grits each word between his teeth. “Can fighters be hotheaded? Sure. But not all of us are evil. We do a ton of charity work for kids, veterans, cancer studies, you name it. Don’t you sit there and label me because I’m not a stone from the normal pathway you’d hoped for.”
I jerk to my feet. “I need to go.”
“What are you so damn angry about?”
“Because,” I seethe, spinning back to him. “The man who saved me is just as violent as the man who paralyzed me with terror. The same man who haunts my nights and stalks my dream. You are no different than him. Just controlled.”
I’m gone before he has a chance to respond, stomping down the hallway to the elevators.
My hero, the sexy man who risked his life for me, imposes fear. That’s a hard pill to swallow. What makes him any different than the man who tried robbing me? That man was desperate for money. Carter fights for money, desperate to be the one who wins. The man who saved me, the man with the sweetest set of eyes and charming smile, is just as damn heinous as the man I hate. 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 

3 months ago. I’m still in the damn hospital…
If I could pace, I’d be wearing a path in the tile floors. If I could get up and punch, I’d leave a layer of blood on the cement walls of this fucking hospital.
Kinley’s words unhinged me. Being compared to the heartless human who robbed her is fucking appalling. I am nothing like that man. Nothing. I have morals, integrity, dignity. I’m a fucking man, unlike that piece of shit.
“Hey,” Ryker says walking in.
“I’m not in the mood for visitors.” I don’t even look at him. I’m so pissed I’m vibrating with anger, coiled up and ready to fucking strike.
Disregarding my warning, he drops in the chair and leans back. “I wasn’t in the mood to drive the thirty minutes to come see your ass in the hospital, but yet here I am. What the fuck’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” I snap.
“We’re playing bitch games now? You’re going to win. I can’t ever understand these rules.”
I don’t reply, fighting the urge to knock his head off his damn shoulders…if I could. And that pisses me off more. Ryker knows how to get my blood boiling faster than getting clocked in the face. Being like brothers, the asshole knows my buttons and loves to push them.
The upside of him knowing me so well is he knows after I calm down, I’ll talk. I don’t know how long we’ve sat here in silence before I finally spill it. “She thinks I’m no different than her attacker.” My words are monotone and taste like acid. “Because I’m a fighter, she says I’m just as violent and no different than the fucker who tried robbing her.”
Ryker blows a chuckle. “Not a fan of MMA, I take it?”
I clench my jaw.
“Whit wasn’t either,” he adds. “She didn’t understand the concept of sanctioned violence. She thought it was brutal and disgusting. We were complete opposites. She’s paid to make people happy and I’m paid not to. I took the time to teach her and explained the rules. Hell, I even got her into the ring with me.” He smirks mischievously. “It took her some time to deduce it all. She was surprised to find out there are more rules and discipline than meets the eyes.”
I flick my wrist. “I’m not going to put in the effort. She’s not my Whitney. There’s nothing there.”
His chuckle rumbles deep from within his chest. “Keep telling yourself that, shithead. There’s something piquing your interest because if not, you wouldn’t be this heated.”
“I don’t even know her that well. How the fuck could she be piquing my…” I stop, the smugness on his face further annoying me. I’m done with the conversation. “Have you talked to the association?”
The asshole looks triumphant that I’m changing the conversation. “Yeah. Can I just tell you how pleasant it is to talk to those fuckfaces?” he deadpans. “Anyway, they agreed to just replace you with another fighter on Holloway’s bout instead of calling it a forfeit. It won’t go on your record. They’re not going to schedule you for anything in the future until I present them with a doctor’s note clearing you.”
Sweet relief… “Thank fuck.”
We spend the next hour talking about everything other than Kinley—Whitney, Kaden and how he’s grappling his teddy bear, my mom, my piece of shit stepdad—before he leaves.
The moment I’m alone, I grab my phone, determined to get what I wanted to say to her off my chest.
Carter: I’m very different than him. Don’t ever place me in that same category. I’d never want to see that type of fear in your eyes.
She doesn’t respond, not that I thought she would. With her friend in town and the way she left, I’ll be surprised if I ever hear from her again. And that feeling kind of sucks as it settles in.
 

My phone chimes and pulls me out of the worst restless sleep I’ve had since being put in this hellhole. Rest may be important for recovery, but hospitals don’t get the memo with all the nurses popping in and out at all the damn hours of the night.
Kinley: I owe you an apology. It all just caught me off guard and I didn’t handle it well. You really don’t seem like that type of man.
Carter: It’s two in the morning. Why are you awake?
Kinley: I hope I didn’t wake you. I felt I needed to reply.
She’s had another damn nightmare. I know it. I feel it in my gut. Swiping her name, she answers on the first ring.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
“Yeah.” She sounds spent. “I’m really sorry about earlier. I—”
“Did you have a nightmare?” I interrupt her.
She doesn’t say anything and I hear her sniffle. It’s the answer I already knew.
“I know it feels real having to relive the fear, but it’s not. Just remind yourself where you are and that he can’t hurt you.”
“I know,” she whispers and sniffs again.
“Have you tried thinking of something else before bed? Like me?” I grin into the dim room.
Softly she giggles and it’s sweet.
“Since that night, I dream of your eyes,” I admit. “You’re smiling as you lean over me and your eyes comfort me. They did the same thing that night. But unlike your dream, mine is peaceful.”
She stays quiet again.
“Kinley, I’m not a monster. I’m not cruel or evil. I’m not someone you should ever fear. I’d never want to see that type of fear in your eyes. I’m not a bad guy,” I tell her.
“It was unexpected. I envisioned you differently, I guess. I’m sorry.” She yawns. “I really need to try to go back to sleep. I have to work in the morning and Olivia when I get home,” she titters quietly.
“Promise me if you have that dream again you’ll call me.”
“I promise,” she agrees and then we hang up.
I exhale, resting back into this uncomfortable ass bed and into the worst excuse of a pillow.
Closing my eyes, the image of her appears.
Pale green eyes.
Freckles.
A soft smile.
Scorching red hair as beautiful as a sunset.
She’s gorgeous.
And I hope she truly believes I’m not a bad guy.
 

Other than the depressing ass news, the only thing on is cartoons. I’m not opposed to watching SpongeBob over hearing how the world is losing its damn mind.
My beautiful mother walks in with a smile and a brown paper bag. Her hair is down, waves framing her face and she has makeup on.
“Hey, sweetie,” she chirps. “Brought you blueberry muffins.”
“Thanks,” I say, switching off the television. “What are you all dolled up for this early in the morning?”
She grins. “You’re alive, healing well. Why can’t I celebrate by looking as good as I feel?”
“You don’t need all that mess to look great. The twenty-year-olds are jealous of you,” I compliment.
She kisses the side of my head. “Glad your charm is still there.”
Blueberry muffins—my Achilles’ heel and have been since I was a kid. Mom used to make them from scratch and I’d devour them in one sitting. They were so good.
“Ray sends his care,” she says nonchalantly.
I roll my eyes. “Yeah. Sure. You mean you send your care. I’m positive he’s the reason why I haven’t seen you in a few days.”
I shouldn’t have said that. The hurt in her eyes tells me so, but that bastard is an asshole.
“Tell me more about Kinley. Are you and her a thing?”
Oh, Mom is slick. “No. She’s just a friend.”
She tightens her lips and nods dubiously. “Right. And do you look at all your friends the same way?”
“Of course. It’s the new thing to do. You know, look at your friends like friends. It’s insane the number of people doing it,” I quip. “Seriously. She’s just a friend.”
A friend who piques my interest. A friend I’d like to get to know better.
“Ryker called last night. Said the association isn’t classifying your next fight as a forfeit. I think that’s great. Maybe when you get out of here, you could find a job and not mess with that fighting stuff.”
Here we go… “It’s my job, one that I happen to really like.”
“I don’t see how getting punched in the face is something you’d like,” she replies.
I bless her with my smirk. “I don’t see how marrying Ray was something you’d like, but I stay out of your way.”
She levels a pointed look on me. “You’re my son.”
“And you’re my beautiful mother who deserves so much more in life.” I grin, batting my eyes.
She sits on the side of the bed and rubs my shin. “You know I’m proud of all your accomplishments, but I hate you enjoy something so combative.”
“Aww. Mom. You love me,” I tease, lightening the mood. For us, Ray is a sour subject, just as my fighting is. It never ends well, so I’d rather switch gears now before I have her storming out pissed too. “Did you make the muffins?”
She shakes her head. “No. I got them at the bakery down the road from the house. They have the best pastries. I need to take you there since you’re not going to be on that horrendous diet for a while. You’ll love it.”
Although my mother married a douche, she’s the best mother a man could ever ask for.
 
 
 



Chapter 6
 

3 months ago still…
“You still like tuna?” I call out of the kitchen.
“As in your tuna salad?” Olivia shouts from down the hall and then slides around the corner. Coolly, she leans her elbow onto the counter. “Why, yes I do. Very much.”
I laugh as I hand her a plate. “Voila. Let’s watch a movie.”
She curls up on one end of the couch, tucking her feet under her, while I do the same on the other end. It’s like we’re kids again forced to eat lunch and take a break from playing when she was at my house. My mom allowed us to eat and have drinks in the living room. Olivia’s parents made us eat at the table and no drinks were allowed within a ten-foot radius of their prestigious rug.
We met when we were five. Our mothers met in a Jazzercise class and instantly connected, despite their social differences. We’ve never been wealthy and I’m sure Olivia’s family has never experienced hot dogs for supper.
But that didn’t stop mine and Olivia’s friendship from budding. She’s never treated me any differently. She’d let me play with her Barbie while she played with my knock off one. Sometimes she’d let me borrow her nicest clothes when we went out. In middle and high school, she didn’t stray away from me because she was popular and I wasn’t. She dragged me to everything. I was at every birthday party or sleepover, every cookout and every movie night. Our friendship has always been deeper than money, even if her soul isn’t.
“So I met someone,” she says.
“Why haven’t you told me?” I turn, facing her. “Tell me everything.”
“His name is Aldrin.”
Aldrin…such a rich name.
“He’s going to school to become a lawyer.” She bites her lip with adoration widening her eyes. “He’s so dreamy, Kin. Really. He reminds me of a young David Gandy. Perfect face. Perfect lips. Everything so toned. He’s just…” she sighs, crooning.
“Does this one know you exist?” I tease and we burst out laughing.
We were eleven years old and Olivia had the hots for Jacob—the cutest boy in school. Olivia was super shy and instead of trying to talk to him, we’d walk through the woods and watch him play football or whatever in his backyard. Yep. We were eleven-year-old stalkers.
“He took me to the Pelican.”
My eyes bulge. The Pelican is expensive and romantic and everything you wish you could experience in a restaurant. “Wow.” I’m speechless.
“Right? It was so romantic, and the food was incredible. I really like him. Talking is so easy and he’s great in bed.” She brushes her bangs from her eyes. “And he comes from a wealthy background.”
Ah. There it is. “Are you with him for his money or him?”
“Both. You know I won’t shy away from a hottie with money.”
“Why not have a man in your life for companionship? Love should be deeper than his pockets. Don’t you think?”
“There are perks when you can have both. Financial stability, luxury, vacations, lush, all from someone you find attractive. I know it’s hard for you to understand because…” she gives an apologetic frown. “But I come from money. Why work when a man will provide it all for you?”
I fake a gag. “That sounds horrible. Relying on a man for everything? What happens if he leaves?”
“Like he’d leave me,” she counters with a daringly high arch in her brow. “But if he did, I have my own money to fall back on.”
She means her mom and dad’s pretty steep coin hill.
“That’s dreadful. I mean, sure money is great and all, but I hope for a relationship built on love, trust, and intimacy. Not how many digits he has in his bank account.”
Honestly, we’ve been having this argument for years, ever since she broke up with Michael because he couldn’t afford a vacation at the beach. He was seventeen, still in high school, and working as much as possible. I was appalled that my best friend was that shallow. She believes love has dollar signs. I know love comes without them. I don’t want to live in the clouds when the ground has more to offer.
Carter: What’s your favorite color?
Kinley: That’s random. It’s a strong tie between orange and coral.
Carter: You’re serious?
Kinley: Yeah. Are you coloring?
Carter: I’m doing something more macho than that.
Carter: Okay. I lied. Yes, but macho coloring.
Olivia kicks my foot. “What has you smiling like that?”
My cheeks hurt from the grin. “Carter.”
“We should go visit him. Introduce me to the man who saved my bestie.”
Oh, no we shouldn’t. “Not today. I can only take so much hospital before I need a break.”
“I’d like to meet him before I leave,” she says.
Kinley: I’m sure whatever you do you look macho doing it.
Carter: And sexy.
Kinley: Macho can be sexy if it’s not egotistical.
Carter: Big difference between egotistical and confident.
Kinley: A thin line. Excessive in one tends to make you excessive in the other.
Carter: Nothing wrong with being excessively confident that you’re excessively sexy.
Kinley: Olivia wants us to come and visit you. She wants to thank you for saving my life.
Carter: Why do I have the feeling you don’t want me to meet her?”
Kinley: Quite the opposite actually. I don’t want her to meet you. You’re cute and I’m sure she’ll work her Olivia-charm on you and have you eating out of her hand. I love her but you shouldn’t be with her.
Carter: Protecting me? I like this side of you. Is she as beautiful as you?
My heart skips a beat, trips, and tumbles into my stomach.
Kinley: She’s much more than I am. She’s stunning.
Carter: I doubt she can outshine you.
Kinley: Are you still taking pain medication?
Carter: Nope.
“Now your cheeks are the same color as your hair.” She leans over trying to steal a glance at my phone. “What’s he saying? Something dirty? Do you have the hots for him?” She waggles her eyebrows.
“He said he thinks I’m pretty,” I disclose.
“Well, duh. You are!” She tries again to peek at my phone but I pull it away. Her face falls. “He’s not good-looking. Is he? Did some ugly guy save you?”
“God, Olivia!” I shriek. “That’s mean. When did you become so shallow?”
“I didn’t mean it—” 
I skewer her with a glower.
“Okay. I did.” She lifts a shoulder like it’s nothing. “I’m allowed to hope for a handsome hero. You can’t fault me for that. It’s every girl’s dream.”
“Be thankful I’m here and it’s because of him. Not his looks,” I chastise.
She nuzzles back into the corner of the couch, dropping the disgusting conversation and turning her attention back to the television. Yes, Carter is good-looking. He’s downright the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on with his lean and muscular tanned body and alluring eyes. He’s all sharp lines and gentle smiles. But the main point she’s missing is he saved my life by risking his own.
“He is,” I admit feeling like I should defend him. “He’s good-looking. But that doesn’t make a difference. I’m forever indebted to him. He saved me, Olivia. I could be dead if not for him.”
Her lips quirk up with jubilation. “Well. Well. Miss Reeves. Maybe your luck is finally changing.”
I roll my eyes. My luck? It consists of falling in love with a guy in ninth grade and having an incredible relationship until we didn’t anymore. I don’t know what happened, but very abruptly, Ben left me. He was my first everything. My first love. My first French kiss. My first sex. My first heartbreak. I was twenty and devastated.
He didn’t completely leave me alone though. Even if he had a girlfriend, he would text me or show up at my house. We would have sex anytime he wanted to because I fell for his words. He loved me. He wanted to be with me. He wanted us to work things out. Except when sex was over, so was his profession of love. Ben left me feeling like a whore every time.
He was always up and down, here and not, love and hate. He wants me. He doesn’t. He loves me. He can’t stand me.
Then the night before Dale called and offered me the job, Ben had just ruined my chances with a guy I really liked. Somehow he found out I was on a date and showed up claiming I was his girlfriend and trying to fight my date. I was so mad that not only was my answer to Dale yes, but hell yes. Ben was livid and came in at every angle to get me to stay. He begged me to move in with him, even tried moving in with me. Then the asshole got down on his knee and proposed, and when none of that worked, he resorted to belittling me. I don’t know how he thought that would make me change my mind other than scaring me away from change, but in the end, I got the hell out of there, thanks to Olivia helping me to not fall for his words.
Unfortunately, not even the distance stopped Ben from finding ways to weasel into my life, especially my love life. He called weekly and if I didn’t answer, he’d blow my phone up. He would even show up unannounced. Yeah, he caught me in a weak moment and I invited him in. That was the worst mistake. Having so many guys believe Ben over me, I eventually gave up. There’s no point in trying when it’s pointless. Ben has literally made moving on impossible.
“You’re deep in thought,” Olivia pulls me from the memories. “From that scowl, must be Ben.”
I frown.
“I wish that bastard would trip and fall beside a bear’s cave. Has he even called you since you were robbed?”
I sigh. “Yeah, but I didn’t tell him about it. Scared if I do, he’ll show up.”
“He needs to leave you alone with his manipulative and abusive ways.”
“He’s not abusive.” I roll my eyes at her being overdramatic. “We have a history and it’s hard to let go. I’m at fault just as much as he is.”
She jerks to the end of the cushion, her eyes blazing with fire. “Emotional abuse. Mental abuse. Verbal abuse. He controls everything about your life—what you have, who you can see. And somehow he makes you believe it’s your fault, that you’re in the wrong. Kinley, no matter how you look at it, it’s abuse. I wish you’d fucking wake up.”
“I moved away, Olivia. I think I’m awake.” My voice rises an octave.
“Then take back your life.” She groans. “If shaking you would help, I’d rattle your damn brain around.”
“I have taken back my life.”
“Oh yeah? He calls you up, tells you everything you want to hear, promises you the world, and right when he gets you where he wants, he leaves you hanging. When will you see he’s not worth it?”
“I don’t want to be with him. He can promise anything he wants. I don’t care.”
“Then why aren’t you dating someone with your beautiful self?” she challenges me.
“Because Ben will—”
“Exactly!” She throws her hands into the air. “Ben will ruin it. If he can’t control you, he controls what the guy thinks, just like he did with Jeremy, Chase, and Brandon. Have you ever wondered why you rarely see him when he knows you’re alone versus when you’re interested in someone?” She throws herself back. “God. You’re so strong, yet so weak.”
She’s making a big deal over nothing. This is her usual “overly” ways. Instead of feeding it, I sidetrack it. “I love you.”
“Me too. More than you’ll ever know.”
My phone pings and a picture from one of the coloring books comes through. It’s an uncolored man, shirtless with muscles—large chest and a six-pack—and jeans riding low on his hips leaning against a muscle car.
Carter: What the hell, Kinley? I’m not touching this.
I’m in stitches laughing.
Kinley: Awwww. Why not?
Carter: This isn’t funny. I’ve got to find a new damn hobby.
I show Olivia the picture and she cracks up too. “Is he single?” she asks as she catches her breath. “He’s got the personality of someone who can screw you into delirium.”
I ignore her last statement. “I don’t know. I’ve never asked him.”
She’s plotting something. I see the smoke billowing from her ears.
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 

Three months ago…still.
My flamboyant, overzealous best friend has decided to drag me all over the town today, pulling me into every clothing store, walking through the throes of clothes as she went on and on and on and on about how this shirt would look great on me, or this skirt would complement my ass. Don’t get me wrong. I truly enjoy a little retail therapy but doing it with Olivia is tiresome. Where I browse and am a frugal shopper, Olivia is like a hungry shark, snacking on every display whether it’s clothing, furniture, or dishes. A twenty-minute shopping spree for me, turns into hours with her.
We decide—well, she does—to have lunch at a little pub with tables outside so we can enjoy the weather before she drags me to a spa appointment she set up. Okay. She’s not having to drag me. I’m looking forward to a day to relax.
Our conversation is nonstop as we talk about everything from Aldrin and how they met, our parents and how they’re doing, life in Maine and the things I’ve missed, work and Carter. Olivia has brought him up as much as I’ve thought about him. We play catch-up like we haven’t talked to each other in years although we do weekly. As oddly opposite as we are, she’s my sister at heart.
My phone rings and I flip it over to see Ben’s name.
Olivia’s face sets as she glances to it as well. “Don’t answer it.”
“He’ll call a hundred more times if I don’t.”
“Then turn it off.”
“What if my parents call or Carter? I can’t just turn it off.”
Frustrated, she rolls her eyes. “Fine.”
“Hey, beautiful. What are you doing?” Ben asks, his voice smooth as always.
I used to love his voice and the way it would calm me even when there was nothing to stress about. It would make my heart swoon and I could talk to him for hours. Now, it doesn’t have the same effect. I don’t hate it, but I don’t love it either.
“You must be bored?” I reply dryly.
“Missed hearing your voice, that’s all. What are you doing?”
“I’m eating lunch with Olivia.”
“With Olivia?” he questions doubtfully. “Let me talk to her.”
“No. She’s eating.” I say, glancing up to Olivia scowling at me.
“Why did Olivia come see you?”
“Did you call for anything?” I ask, trying to deflect the real reason behind his question.
“Don’t side skirt my questions, Kinley. Or are you not with her?”
“I’m with Olivia, Ben. I’m sorry you don’t believe me.”
“Don’t you dare apologize to that asshole,” Olivia spouts off. “Hang up on him.”
There’s a slight chuckle on the other end of the phone. “Tell her I said hello,” he croons. “I miss you. I was riding past that park we used to go to all the time after school and it made me think of how special you are to me. I had to call you and hear your voice. I miss us.”
“Don’t do this to me right now,” I plead under my breath, feeling that slight twinge of “what if” he forces me to feel. “I’m having a really good day.”
“I miss you, Cinn. A lot,” he says softly.
Cinn—short for cinnamon. He’s called me that since school. Said my freckles reminded him of cinnamon on top of apple slices. That too, I used to love and it made me fall right into his arms, but now I can’t stand it at all. It lost its punch long before we broke up when I figured out he’d use it for the powers it held. One thing’s for sure—I’m not that sucker anymore.
“Anyway. Call me later. I just needed to hear your sweet voice,” he adds.
I ignore the look Olivia gives me when I hang up and take a bite of my chicken slider I don’t want anymore. After chewing and swallowing in silence, I say, “Don’t talk about him. He’ll piss you off and ruin your day.” I should know. I’ve learned my lesson so many times.
Thankfully, she listens to my advice and doesn’t bring him back up.
 
Once we finished our lunch, we went to the spa, where I experienced a heaven I’ve never felt before. Four and a half hours of pampering. A facial, a manicure, a pedicure, a seaweed mud wrap, and the most relaxing massage that made today feel magical. I felt like I was floating, like helium was inserted into my muscles.
The moment we walked through the door, I made my way to my bed and fell face first.
I’m startled awake when my phone rings. “Hey,” Carter says. “What are you doing?”
“Lying here in a relaxed coma. Olivia treated me to a spa day,” I tell him as I shift to my side.
“A good massage can work miracles for anything,” he says and I couldn’t agree more. “I wanted to tell you the doctor said I should go home tomorrow.”
Bitter sweetness constructs a dam in my throat and I’m forced to swallow the lump that forms. I won’t get to see him anymore and oddly, it hurts my heart. “That’s great! I know you’re ready to be home.” I’m truly happy for him.
“Yeah.” Except he doesn’t sound so happy. “Will you be able to come see me before I head out?”
I frown. “I work until closing tomorrow.”
“Well, that fucking sucks.”
I’m about to say something, but I don’t know what as my thoughts are rattled from me when Olivia bursts through the door. “Who are you talking to?” Her tone is full of mischief and exuberance.
Puzzled at her sudden curiosity, my brows pinch together. “Carter.”
“Oh! Ask him if he’s single.”
Oh, this bitch. I shoot daggers at her as Carter chuckles deeply in my ear. “Tell her I am.”
Heat creeps up my neck and scorches my face. “He is,” I relay. “Would you like his room number? He’ll be released tomorrow.”
“Nope,” she chirps with a mischievous glimmer in her eyes. “Does he know you have the hots for him?”
Gasping, I jolt sitting up. “Get out!”
She’s giggling as she shuts the door. On the other end, Carter is chuckling.
“Just so you know, I’m going to kill her when I get off the phone,” I grit, feeling mortified. “You have been her choice topic of conversation all day.”
“Hers or yours?” His voice drops low.
“Hers.”
“You know how to knock a man down a few notches,” he deadpans. “I’d rather be your topic.”
I grin into my pillow. “And what would you prefer me to be saying?” I feel frisky.
His hum drops deep and oh, the things it does to my body. “I can think of many things I’d like to hear from your mouth, but for starters, talk to me about what she just said.”
“She’s meddling. Ignore her,” I hurry out, losing my friskiness. 
“Is it true?”
So very much. But instead of admitting the truth, I avoid it like the plague. I’m not good at this part. Telling a guy I think he’s good-looking is foreign and quite frankly, petrifying. “Are you excited about going home?”
He doesn’t say anything at first and it causes my heart to pound in my chest, scared he’s not going to drop it. God, I’m going to murder Olivia.
“Yeah. I’m ready for my bed,” he says and I swear I want to do a victory dance that he didn’t push it. “You should come visit me since I can’t drive for a while.”
Oh, man. Now he wants me to come to his house… “I’ll see if I can take a long lunch and come see you before you leave.”
“That sounds good.”
I’m saying goodbye as I storm down my hallway toward Olivia. She’s at the kitchen counter, eating a piece of pineapple and scrolling through her phone.
“You bitch! Why the hell would you do that?”
Her shoulders shake as she cackles and doubles over. “Cause you wouldn’t. I put the thread of thought in his mind. You’ll thank me. Watch it grow.”
I throw my hands up. “I don’t want it to grow. If Ben finds out, he’ll seek and destroy. He’ll make me feel horrible and cause Carter to run for the hills. I like Carter in my life and now there’s a chance he’ll be ripped away from me.”
Her face screws up, creases forming across her forehead and between her furrowed brows. She opens her mouth to say something, but I interject.
“I know this is all stupid to you, but you don’t have someone screwing up your life. You don’t have to live with the fact that when sparks fly, they immediately get snubbed out.” I deflate and tears well up. “I can’t get away from him, no matter how hard I try. He always manages to rope me back in and trap me. I see it. I know you don’t think I do, but I do, Olivia.”
She softens. “Kin, there are places we can get you help.”
I shake my head and wipe the tears from my cheek. “It’s my fault it’s like this.”
“No. It’s not.” She squeezes my shoulder. “That’s what Ben wants you to believe. He’s the good guy. You’re the bad guy. It’s all part of it. I’m sure it’s hard to admit it, but it is. Once you do, then the second step is kicking that man’s ass all over the town, spill his blood, and then cut the ties.”
“It’s not that easy,” I whisper, deflated. “I’m done talking about this.”
I start back toward my room.
“Find your strength,” she says from behind me. “No matter what happens, I’ll be here for you.”
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 

Present…
I stride into the gym, prideful, confident, elated and grinning like a smug bastard. Today, I was medically released and allowed to go back doing my thing with the exception of keeping my fighting light for another month or so. The doctors want me to build up the strength in my muscles so I don’t re-injure myself.
Ryker and Kyce are in the ring trading blows when they spot me. Kyce rests his hands on his hips. “Well, look what the trash man dragged in.” His chest heaves, sweat flattening his normally spiked hair, as he stands there.
Ryker smirks, sliding out of the ring to greet me. “Cleared?”
“Fucking cleared.” I grin widely as I pull out the release note and hand it to him. “But the doctor said I shouldn’t dive in head first yet. I need to rebuild my muscles. I’ll work on it as I slap you around in the ring.”
“I’ll have to be gentle with your fragile ass.” He shoves my shoulder.
“I’m far from fragile. Let me in there and I’ll show you.”
He jerks his head toward the ring. “Kyce is warmed up. Go ahead.”
“Hell yeah!” Kyce bounces from foot to foot. “But I’m not responsible for breaking you again.” He slams his gloves together.
Grabbing the wraps from my locker, I weave the fabric through my shaky fingers and around my wrists. I’ve been waiting for this day for months as I sat outside the ring looking in, stewing in my jealousy. Ryker followed the doctor’s orders, and never once let me cheat, not even a little.
But the day is here and I’m so fucking ready.
As I leap into the ring, my thigh sends me a reminder of why the doctor told me to take it easy. Although it was the first to heal up, it’s still tender as fuck. My shoulder? That bastard is a whole different animal as a dull pain pulsates for most of the day.
“Let’s do this.” I slam my knuckles together, beaming.
Kyce and I trade easy punches. It’s not about power, but movement, reminding my muscle memory of the ins and outs of my feet and hand placement. Back and forth, I can barely contain myself as I release my pent-up excitement of being back here.
Unfortunately, after only fifteen minutes and while gasping for air, I make a T with my hands. “Time out. Give me a minute.”
Kyce drops his hands to his sides. “You’re a virginal fighter again. No stamina.”
Ryker slaps a hand on my shoulder. “You’ll get it back. It’s been a while since you’ve done any of this. You need to build your stamina on the elliptical and treadmill. Little strides go a long way. You know this. Remember what it was like when you first started.”
I’m aggravated, anger burning my lungs with every intake of breath. “I don’t want to start the fuck back over. I worked my ass off to get where I was,” I seethe.
“You’re not at the beginning. You’re not starting over. Your body just needs reconditioning. You’ll bounce back quicker, but you don’t need to rush it.”
I clench my jaw. Fuck, I hate when he’s right.
“You’re cleared,” he smirks. “Meaning starting tomorrow, I get to kick your ass all over this gym to get you back in shape.
Closing my eyes, I exhale.
“Now get your ass out of my ring and come prepared tomorrow morning to train.”
 

After a revitalizing but frustrating hour at the gym followed by being hounded by Kyce for a little while longer, I went home and showered. Now I’m parked on the couch and thinking about Kinley.
It’s been three months since I’ve seen her. Sure, we’ve stayed in touch, talking weekly and sometimes daily if I’m lucky, but the distance pushed between us and talking doesn’t compare to what seeing her does to me. She never visited, making up different excuses, and I never went to her because every time I’d offer it, she turned down the idea. So I gave up.
Carter: Guess who got cleared today?
Kinley: Yay! I’m glad. I know you’re happy.
Carter: Went to the gym right after.
Kinley: LOL That doesn’t surprise me. How’d it go?
Carter: It felt good to get back in there.
Carter: Do you work this weekend? Come celebrate with me. Dinner, maybe?
Kinley: No. I’m off, but I was planning on going to Olivia’s. Ben said he was coming and I don’t want to be here.
His name pisses me off. She hasn’t told me a whole lot about him, only that he’s a shithead who won’t leave her alone. I call bullshit. I think he just wants his cake and to eat it too.
Carter: Come here instead. I’ve got an extra room.
Plus, I miss her like crazy, but I keep that little tidbit to myself. 
Carter: We have some catching up to do. I feel like I haven’t talked to you in forever.
Carter: I did take two bullets for you. ;-)
Kinley: Are you trying to guilt me again?
Carter: If it’s working then yes.
Kinley: LOL I’ll think about it.
Carter: I’ll call you Friday and talk you into it.
Kinley: We’ll see. Congrats on becoming a man again.
I chuckle as I toss my phone on the cushion and rest my head back. Friday is in two days. No fucking way am I allowing the subject to lie dormant. I’ll bug her so I’m the only thing she wants to see. I bet my paycheck she wants to anyway.
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 

I haven’t seen Kinley since the day before I left the hospital, so when I open the door and my eyes land on her, my heart skips a beat. She’s just as beautiful as I remember. Those green eyes, the ones I’ve dreamed of so many times, flicker with excitement and storm with nerves.
“Hey,” I say coolly.
Her lips contort, pulling up on the sides. “Hi.”
Yeah. She’s definitely nervous.
I step out of the way so she can enter, her strawberry scent tickling my face as she passes. She looks around the living room, taking in my place before spinning back around and eyeing me. She looks at my shoulder before slowly lowering her gaze to my thigh and taking her precious time to get there.
“You look good,” she says. “Much better than lying in the hospital bed.”
“I made that bed look good. But you…” My eyes cruise over her body, over the curve of her hips, down her legs, before latching back on to her eyes. She’s…wow. “You’re more beautiful than I remember.”
Her face lights on fire and the way it darkens the freckles on her face is adorable. 
I smile. “Let’s go.”
The drive to the restaurant only takes twenty minutes, but they fly by as I tell her about different places we pass. I feel like a damn tour guide but I’m enjoying it as she listens intently.
After I park my Jeep and kill the engine, we hop out and head in. When I pull open the door, she stops, sucking in a breath, and twists around trying to exit, but I step in her way.
“This place is too much. I thought—”
“Walk.” I interrupt her panicky thoughts, spin her back around and place my hand on her back to guide her in. “It’s my way of celebrating.”
“I got you shot. Why are you celebrating so extravagantly?”
I chuckle under my breath. “For bringing me coloring books in the hospital. They kept me occupied. Now smile and act like you enjoy it.”
She giggles and the sound causes something in my chest to swell. What the fuck is this?
After the hostess seats us and the waitress takes our drink order, Kinley scans the place. “Carter. You did not have to bring me to such a…” She trails off and then narrows her eyes. “Do you always celebrate little things like they’re a big deal?”
I lean on my elbows and grin. “This is a big deal. I’m cleared and able to go back to fighting, free of slings, doctors, and limitations. It’s a really big deal.”
She studies me, her eyes dancing between mine. “I Googled you. Well, Olivia did.”
The thought of her searching for me on the internet makes me smirk. “Find anything interesting?”
“You’ve only had ten fights and you’ve won them all?”
I nod, agreeing. “I’ve got a hell of a coach who I hate to disappoint,” I tell her honestly.
Her lips turn down. “Rumors say you’ll be out of fighting for another eight to twelve months.”
I nod again. “Depends on how well I do with training. I had a fight this month, but under the circumstances, they scheduled a different fighter. It gives me time to get back in tiptop shape.”
The dim lighting doesn’t pale her beauty. I could stare at her all night.
“How the heck did you get into it?” she asks.
“This subject was our first argument. Is it safe to talk about it now?” I quip and she purses her lips at me playfully. “Stroke of luck. I was at the right place at the right time. A few years ago, I met Ryker in a restaurant. He told me about his gym in town and how I should stop in. I did and he ended up giving me a part-time job.”
I purposefully leave out that Ryker gave me a job out of sympathy because my piece of shit stepdad found out my mom was helping me with rent until I could get my feet planted securely.
“Part time in fighting?”
I laugh. “No. A job cleaning the gym started the friendship. A bunch of shit went down and Ryker was forced to become a coach. For some odd reason, he saw something in me, this scrawny ass kid who had only fought in school. He ended up getting me out of working two jobs to make ends meet and into something I love. I still help around the gym, though. I owe him. He changed my life.”
“Well, I’m glad you know all that fighting stuff or else who knows what would’ve happened that night. Speaking of, the detective called me about a month ago.”
“Don’t get your hopes up, Kinley. Without any cameras or witnesses and unless that guy talks, we’ll probably never have that case solved,” I tell her.
The waitress brings our drinks and takes our order before she scurries off.
I take a sip of my beer. “So, Ben…” I start and her eyes fly up to me. “What’s his excuse for coming into town?”
Immediately, her demeanor changes. Although her shoulders are tense, she slinks slightly. “He said he wanted to see me.”
“Did you tell him you weren’t going to be there?”
“He doesn’t believe me,” she says softly.
“How often does he show up?” I ask, feeling my irritation begin to sizzle.
Her gaze drops away from mine, her face turning doleful.
“Has he ever hit you?” I’m not sure I can handle the wrong answer here, but I need to know.
She shakes her head. “No. Can we not talk about this right now? I came to get away, not be thrown in.”
Something isn’t right about the situation, but for her, I let it go. The last thing I want to do is ruin our time since we haven’t seen each other in a while, and I don’t know when the next time will be.
“I missed you,” I blurt.
She freezes and blinks.
I chuckle. “I’ve missed your company,” I clarify. “The daily texts and all. I’ve missed them.”
A small smile pulls her lips up. “I have too,” she says timidly. “It’s just been really busy at work.”
Our food arrives, but it doesn’t slow our conversation down. We talk about everything as we catch up on our time apart. It feels good to see her smile, to see her eyes shine, to hear her giggle. I’ve missed her.
 

We decided to come back to my house and watch some TV. It might seem lame, but it’s more time I get to hang out with her before she leaves. She sits on the sofa, quiet and rubbing circles on her thigh as I drop to the opposite end. I grab the remote and turn on one of my favorite shows.
“Ever watched You?” I ask, pushing play.
“No. Never heard of it.”
My head jerks to her. “What? You’re kidding. It’s just the best damn show out.”
She giggles under her breath and I give her the rundown about how a bookstore manager who becomes obsessed with an aspiring writer pushes himself into her life by doing some extreme shit.
Thirty-three minutes in, not that I was counting, I watch her eyes flutter shut and soon after her breathing evens out. I should wake her, but I can’t. I know she’s still terrorized by that damn nightmare and it’s causing her to lose a shit ton of sleep. So, for tonight, I’ll be right here if she needs me.
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 

My eyes spring open, and immediately I’m lost. My heart slaps my chest, and my breath seizes as the unfamiliarity closes walls on my brain. Slowly, I glance down to see I’m covered with a brown throw blanket and a gray knitted one is by my feet. The room comes into recognition—Carter’s living room. We were watching a show and I must’ve fallen asleep.
Without lifting my head, I look around and find Carter sleeping in the recliner, pushed back with his feet up.
“Oh, shit,” falls from my lips in a rushed whisper.
I start to push up when Carter’s groggy voice, all scratchy and deep, snaps my attention back to him.
“You good?” he asks.
“Yeah. I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” I run my fingers through my hair to tame how wild I know it can look in the mornings.
“Apparently you needed it.” He stretches long. “You fell out fast. Did you sleep okay?”
Come to think of it…no nightmare. The first time in months. I smile. “Yeah.”
The satisfaction in his grin warms my soul. “I didn’t have the heart to wake you up, so I covered you and muted your phone.” He nods to my phone on the coffee table in front of me.
“Thank you,” I say, looking down to my hands in my lap. “You didn’t have to sleep in the recliner because of me.”
“I slept right where I wanted to. I didn’t want you to wake up and freak out.” He kicks the foot rest down and rakes his hands over his face. “And if you had your nightmare, I wanted to be here for you.”
My heart does a somersault in my chest. He was worried about me. I didn’t dream of that man’s black eyes or experience the fear. I didn’t wake up in a cold sweat or shaking uncontrollably. I actually slept really, really great. “I didn’t have it.” I beam excitedly, feeling rested.
“Good.” He gets to his feet and stretches, reaching his hands toward the ceiling and it causes his black t-shirt to raise up slightly to display just the top of his plaid boxers. Quickly, I yank my view away. “I’m going to take a shower. Make yourself at home.” He drops his hands to his sides. “There are toothbrushes under the sink in the hallway bathroom. Grab one if you’d like.”
Baffled, my brows knit tightly.
He chuckles. “My mom is anal about stupid shit like that, so I get extras all the time. Don’t ask why. I have no damn clue.”
 
Thankfully, the toothbrushes were still in the wrappers so I grabbed one. After brushing my teeth and throwing my hair into a ponytail, I head to the kitchen in search of some much-needed coffee. Hunting through the cabinet, though, is proving ridiculous. Surely he has coffee. Who doesn’t have coffee? And why isn’t it in plain sight? I’m looking into the third cabinet when the clearing of a throat startles me. I yelp, slam the cabinet shut, spin around, and slap my hand over my mouth. Mirth dances in his eyes. And…he’s…shirtless. His chest is…wow!
My mouth goes dry. He’s built—solid and athletic. His arms are large and brawny, like a safe place to nestle into. There’s a small trace of a tattoo on each bicep, enough to peek around from the back to the front. Smooth skin covers the ridges of his six-pack abs and his shorts are low on his hips. 
Oh, how he’s built like a god.
“Like what you see, Kinley?” he asks so low and huskily my stomach dips with desire.
My gaze flicks up to his, embarrassed I’ve been busted gawking. “I was…I was looking for coffee,” my words ride out breathlessly.
His left brow hikes high and he takes a step closer as his milk chocolate eyes darken. I suck in a small breath when he reaches across and pulls out the coffee from the cabinet without unlatching his heated gaze from me. My pulse thunders in my chest as the electricity crackles across my skin.
“Do you want some?” I manage a whisper.
He looks to my mouth and licks his lips before glancing back up. “Sure.”
We stare at each other for long seconds. The way it looks like he wants to feast on me causes my nipples to harden under my bra and my sex to begin pulsing. There’s a powerful pull to him and I can picture myself throwing my arms around him and kissing him until we can’t breathe. I want his mouth on me, his hands roaming my body.
“No one will ever want you like I want you,” Ben’s voice creeps out of the darkness and into my thoughts.
I swallow hard and break our trance. I’m in dangerous territory, drowning in a desire I know isn’t reciprocated. “Where’s…um…your coffee maker?” My brain is scrambled.
The muscles in his jaw flex as he exhales through his nose. “In the bottom cabinet in the corner,” he mutters and then quickly disappears out of the kitchen.
Gripping the edge of the counter, I try to catch my breath, allowing my body to slump against the cold granite. He just unleashed a storm of desire just by looking at me. Holy. Shit.
 

Whatever sparked between us left my body reeling with so much arousal that I was scared to move in fear my panties would rub me the wrong way and I’d embarrassingly explode. I have never experienced that much intense desire.
Carter, on the other hand, reemerged from wherever he was a few minutes later like nothing happened. Completely unfazed. He talked like he didn’t notice I was one movement away from spontaneously combusting.
It’s been a really long time since I’ve had sex and a few days since a solo act. Carter woke my body up and provoked an arousal I didn’t know I possessed. The man is breathtaking and I couldn’t control my thoughts any longer. After only one cup of coffee, I left. More like fled for my sanity because being around him is lust inducing.
 
 
 



Chapter 11
 

Ryker kicked my ass today. His focus is building my stamina and getting it back where it used to be. I ran on the treadmill for thirty minutes, took a five-minute break, and then had to run on the elliptical for another thirty. Death was knocking at my door. My legs burned, my lungs were on fire and I couldn’t breathe for shit. I was on fire everywhere. Then the asshole ordered me into the ring where he ran through some combinations.
I’m already out of gas and even though he isn’t pushing full power, it’s enough to have me tossing my cookies.
He’s chuckling behind me as I grip the sides of the trashcan. “Ah. I don’t miss those days.”
I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “Fuck you.”
His loud belly laugh echoes off the gym’s cement walls. “It’ll get easier. Your body needs to adjust from the long vacation you took.”
Moving away from the trashcan, I fall to my back and drop my numb arms to the side. “Starting over sucks.”
“We’ve been through this. You’re not starting over, just reconditioning. Quit acting like a bitch about it.”
I loll my head toward him. “When’s my next fight?”
He frowns. “I haven’t put you back on the roster yet. We need to make sure your body is healed one hundred percent and you’re back in tiptop shape. It was all over the news that you got shot. Your opponents will seek out your weaknesses.”
I groan, closing my eyes. “Fuck them too.”
“Soon you’ll be back to fucking them up, but for now, let’s just focus on getting you back into shape.”
Keeping my eyes closed as I try to quell the nauseated feeling, I only offer a nod.
 

After showering at the gym, I head home with Kinley on my mind. Fact of the matter is not a single damn day goes by that I don’t think of her after the way I caught her looking at me. It’s been a few days since I’ve talked to her because honestly, I needed time to calm down. I wanted to kiss her so badly, to taste her and see if it’s like everything I’ve fantasized about. There’s no doubt I want her, but the fear hidden in her beautiful eyes keeps stopping me.
As I pull into my driveway, I notice Tia’s Lexus. This may be perfect—a good way to get Kinley off my mind. I haven’t seen her since before getting shot, and the last time was a fucking hot sweaty blast. Maybe a redo is exactly what the doctor ordered.
Tia’s dark, almost black, brown hair tumbles over her shoulders as her seductive green eyes gleam at me. “Hey, hot stuff,” she purrs, wrapping her arms around my neck and pushing her tits against my chest. “I’ve missed you.”
Tia is as beautiful as ever with curves in all the right places, a tight little ass, toned legs, and smooth skin. She gets bonus points for fucking like a pro and sucking dick like a porn star.
I grip her hips and peer down at her. “Oh, yeah? Is that what I owe the pleasure of this surprise visit to?”
She scrapes her teeth along her bottom lip. “Yes. I’ve got something special planned for you.”
I hum with a wolfish smirk. “I usually like your plans.”
She pats my chest. “You’ll really like this one, but there’s a twist. Come help me carry in dinner.” She tips her head toward her car.
I’m silent as I carry the bags of food into the house and set them on the counter. Silently, I watch as she makes herself at home, grabbing plates out of my cabinet and serving up food on them.
Blaring red warning bells shoot off everywhere. She and I…we don’t do dinners. We don’t do shit other than fuck and wave goodbye.
“Creamy garlic penne.” She hands the plate to me. “I know you’re probably on some strict diet, but consider tonight a cheat night. I’ll make sure you burn it off later.” She winks.
“What is all this?” I ask, still dumbfounded as hell.
She sidles up on the stool beside me. “When I heard you got shot…” Her eyes fall away from me and she pushes a few noodles around the plate. “It really scared me. The thought of losing you.”
“Since when do you get scared of what might happen to me?”
Unshed tears fill her eyes. “That night, I guess.” She shrugs. “What happened?”
“I walked up on some guy robbing a woman, so I helped.” I give her the shortest version, leery of her actions and trying to figure out what the hell is happening.
She flashes a soft smile. “You were the hero.”
I puff a chuckle and then the image of Kinley’s smile flashes behind my eyes. “Yeah. She said the same thing, but I’m not a hero. I did what any man would’ve done.”
Her face blanches and her top lip twitches. “You’ve actually talked to her?”
“Yeah.” I smile. “Pretty regularly. She visited me while I was in the hospital too.” This isn’t helping to redirect my Kinley thoughts.
Her lips tighten, flatlining. Accusations fall heavily in her gaze. “That’s nice.” Yet her tone isn’t.
And it hits me the wrong way. I push away from the counter. “I’m not hungry.” I run my hand through my hair as I drop to the couch.
A mischievous smile splits her lips and she dances toward me, her lithe hips swaying back and forth to silent music. She loosens the laces between her tits of her pink tank top, revealing more of her cleavage. Fabric sucks around her mounds and then she moves to the buttons of her jeans, slowly lowering her zipper. Her hooded gaze latches on to me as she turns, tucks her fingers under her waistband, and then lowers her pants, bending as she takes them to the floor.
Did I forget to mention she’s also a stripper who can get me revved up to fuck easily? Hell, usually just thinking of her lips wrapped around my cock is enough to get me hard.
Except, it’s not doing shit for me now. My dick isn’t even stirring. Something doesn’t feel right. It feels really fucking wrong.
As she strips her shirt and releases her tits, she runs her hands up her ribs to cup her breasts and moans. She continues this seductive dance and then moves to my lap and grinds against my dick, dragging her hands across my chest.
She pauses, peering at me. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I lie.
Get it together. I need to get over Kinley, even for just a night.
Gyrating, she rocks her hips across my limp dick again. Changing courses, she bites her lip as she slides off my lap and onto her knees.
“Maybe this will help,” she purrs rubbing my now semi-hard dick through my shorts.
I feel like I’m doing something morally wrong…to Kinley, the very woman I’m desperate to get off my mind. I shouldn’t want Kinley this badly, I shouldn’t want to be with her as much as I do. I should be balls deep in Tia forgetting about everything and loving the sounds she makes.
But I’m not.
Pissed, I pull Tia up by her arms. “Tonight’s not the night,” I grit.
Hurt laces her eyes. “Let me try to—”
I stop her hand from dropping below my waistband. “I’m not feeling it, Tia,” I snap with exasperation beginning to boil under my skin.
“Maybe you’re nervous it’ll hurt? Have you been with anyone since you got…?” Sympathy trails off her questions.
Six months without sex. I should be ready to explode right now, not thinking about stopping Tia because Kinley’s on my damn mind.
“It’s too soon,” Tia says. “You had a traumatic experience and it could be taking your body longer than expected to heal. Everyone handles trauma differently. It’s okay. We don’t have to—”
I jerk to my feet, getting the hell away from her, and grab a beer from the fridge. My dick preforms just fucking fine when I’m jacking off. When I picture Kinley’s face.
Fuck. This.
From behind me, she rubs my back and trails kisses between my shoulder blades. “We can watch TV or something.”
“We don’t do that.” My voice is flat.
“I’d like to start,” she says sweetly. “We’ve been fucking for a year. How about we connect more emotionally. See what’s there.”
I laugh, shaking my head. “Tia, there’s absolutely no fucking way we’d work. There’s nothing between us. We fuck. That’s it.”
“I want more,” she replies simply. “The thought of losing you… Well, it made me want more with you.”
I spin around. “Where is this shit coming from? We’ve never expressed interest in anything other than fucking. I didn’t die. Therefore, it shouldn’t change a damn thing between us.”
“You’re right. You didn’t die, but you could have. I can’t help my feelings. I can’t control them.”
Manically, I laugh. “Do you even know how to love?”
I’m pissed and full of sexual tension in need of a release. But I don’t want it from her. It’s been damn near six months since I’ve gotten laid, months of jacking off, and now she’s here trying to convince me we should be something more. Never has she ever mentioned this. Never has she ever said she wanted anything. We established long ago, a relationship, feelings, all that shit was off the table because neither of us wanted a damn thing.
“I’m not interested in dating you, nor will I ever be. You’ve only been a fun time,” I tell her.
She feigns a gasp. “I was hoping I could change your mind.”
She’s fucking with me. She has to be. I glower at her. “When’s the last time you had a private party that didn’t end up with you getting some guy off? Tell me when the last time was you fucked someone?”
She squares her shoulders. “You know they don’t mean a thing. It’s business. Extra money to pay my bills.”
Disgusted, I chuckle. “Being with me isn’t going to give you some newfound glory. I’m not a fucking hero and you on my arm won’t make you the hero’s backbone.”
Tia’s forgetting all the times she confided in me, the stories about chasing one rich man after another. Easy lays with easy money, she calls them. She told me about one of her clients who won the lottery. It wasn’t a big payout but enough to ruin that man’s life by convincing him to leave his wife and have him eating out of her hand. When she blew through all his money, she left.
She tiptoes, trying to place a kiss to my neck, but I jerk away. “Let’s go to your room.”
“Leave,” I order.
She huffs as she grabs her clothes off the floor. “You’re a jerk. You know that?” she bites out.
“Really, Tia? Me? You’re trying to use me, but for what? A title? Money?” I take a swig of my beer, glaring at her over the bottle.
Her shoulders deflate. Yeah, that’s what I thought.
She hurries and gets dressed. “I guess have a good night…without me.”
“Yeah.”
She pauses as she opens the door, turning back to me. “If you—”
“I won’t.”
When the door slams behind her, I finish my beer and run my fingers through my hair, tugging at the ends.
What the fuck was that? What the fuck is wrong with me? Fucking her has always been great, and even though I know her ways, it’s never felt wrong. Yet tonight, I couldn’t even get my dick up. I got shot in the thigh, not the dick.
Aggravated as fuck, I take my ass to bed. I’ve been lying in the dark for an hour, analyzing Tia’s words over and over. There’s something behind her actions. She’s told me way too many stories for me to believe what she’s telling me now.
My phone rings and without looking who the fuck is calling, I answer. “Hello?”
“Umm…you busy?” Kinley asks.
Her voice causes my heart to beat faster and I push up to my elbow. “No. You okay?”
“Yeah. I’m fine,” she says, sounding her sweet self. 
I drop back to the bed. 
“I had to share this with someone. This guy came in today and bought a beautiful two-carat diamond with marquise diamond petals. A seven-thousand-dollar ring.”
“Wow. Who would’ve thought someone would go to a jewelry store to buy jewelry?” I deadpan with a chuckle.
“Shut up.” She giggles and I’m grinning like a bastard. “Here’s the thing. He was wearing a wedding band, so we assumed it was for his wife. But come to find out it was for his girlfriend,” she groans. “I wonder if his wife gets the same treatment as the whore in the background? Why do guys do that?”
“That’s pretty fucked up,” I say. “Not sure why he would do it. I wouldn’t.”
“Okay, what’s wrong? You don’t sound like yourself.”
Because I passed up on a good lay because my dick wouldn’t get hard because I’m too damn busy thinking of you…
I don’t dare tell her that.
“I’m good.”
“Did you have a bad day at the gym?”
“No.”
“Carter. Talk to me. What’s wrong?” Her voice, sugary sweet worry, does something to my chest as if she reached in and twisted it.
Fuck. I blow a frustrated breath. “I’ve just had a weird and shitty night.”
“I’m sorry,” she says, sounding genuine. “Feel like talking about it?”
Not only no, but hell no. “No.”
“I’m here if you change your mind.”
I smile into the dark, picturing her beautiful green eyes, soft and tender. “Thanks. Tell me something good.”
“Hmmm… Well, I got to take a bubble bath before work,” she titters.
Images of her naked, water rippling around her body, flash and it causes my dick to twitch. “You and your baths,” I state, digging my fingers into the bridge of my nose. I can’t think of her like this.
“Yeah. I’ll let you go. But if you need me, call me. I really hope your night gets better,” she says before we hang up.
I toss my phone beside me and close my eyes, sighing. When I do, I’m greeted, yet again, by Kinley’s face. Her green eyes, her cute freckles, her hair falling around her face.
My dick pulses. I’m throbbing hard. From Kinley.
Fuck it.
I pull my cock out of my boxers and stroke my shaft. Kinley is all I see. Round tits bouncing as I drive into her. Her mouth shaping around her moans. Her skin glistening with a sheen of sweat. I fist my dick faster. Her hips thrust off the bed, meeting my drive, and she whimpers my name. My nuts constrict as my spine tingles and I groan out as I come.
I’m panting, in the dark, with cum all over my damn stomach to a girl who doesn’t realize this is what she does to me.
Kinley excites me. Intrigues me. Stirs my soul. And I need to figure out what’s there.
 
 
 



Chapter 12
 

Today has officially sucked. It’s been a shitty day. Seems like everyone who came into the store was either pissed off and taking it out on us or was looking for a ten-thousand-dollar diamond for two-hundred dollars. By the time I got home, I was over it and headed straight for my bathtub, ready to steam and relax my day away.
When my phone rings in the quiet of my bathroom, it scares the shit out of me. As I jerk, water sloshes, splashing over the sides.
“Hey,” Carter says. “What are you up to?”
“Taking a much-needed bath, again,” I say.
He hums. “Bubbles and candles?”
“Bubbles. I never do candles.”
“It’s kind of late for you to take a bath. Isn’t it?”
I don’t take baths late in the evening because instead of helping me sleep, it invigorates my mind and I’m wide awake. Him knowing this, actually paying attention to my life, pulls a smile from my grumpy face.
“After my day, I needed one. People are assholes,” I admit.
“I may be able to help your night. You work tomorrow?”
“No,” I say slowly, wondering what he’s up to.
“Ryker is having a cookout. I’d like for you to come.”
I’m grinning ear to ear. “I’d love to. What time?”
“Six. But come a little earlier.”
“Okay. Do I need to bring anything?” I ask.
“Yourself,” he says full of charm, and it sends a shiver through my body even though I’m sitting in water hot enough to sting my skin.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I’m beaming from ear to ear when we hang up. Resting my head on the back of the tub, I’m so giddy that my body is vibrating. I haven’t been this excited to see someone in years and it feels great. Carter does something to me, other than bombarding my thoughts. I look forward to talking to him, to hearing his voice and the way it pulls a smile from me. He’s just… I like him in my life.
But my moment is short lived as my phone rings again. This time it’s the one name I don’t want to see—Ben.
“Kinley?” He sounds pissed. “Josh just told me you got robbed. This true?”
How the hell did a high school friend who I never speak to find this out?
Dammit, I groan mentally, squeezing my eyes shut. “Yeah. Like five months ago.”
“Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?” he roars sounding like he’s foaming at the mouth.
It could be because I just talked to Carter, but it grates my spine. “Because I didn’t feel like it was any of your business,” I state matter-of-factly.
“It is my business!” he bellows out. “You mean a lot to me, Cinn.”
“Well, I’m fine.”
His breath shakes as he takes a few deep inhales. “Do you need anything? I can be there in—”
“I don’t need anything,” I rush out, feeling braver than usual.
“That’s what your mouth says. I’d like to see you, make sure you’re fine since we missed each other a few weeks ago.”
“Your girlfriend would get upset if you make a second trip. Besides, it’ll be for nothing. I’m fine.”
“Like that’s ever stopped me before.”
“Wow. What a dick thing to say. Does she know? Surely she wouldn’t be happy about you running off for another woman,” I reply brusquely.
“She and I aren’t serious. That’s not for you to worry about.”
What a dick. “That’s right. I forget how confusing you can be. Here. Not here. Faithful. Not faithful.”
“What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you delusional?” he snarls. “I never cheated on you. You’re my imprint. I’d never intentionally hurt you.” His words end a little calmer.
I don’t reply.
“Are you in the tub?”
“Yeah, and you’re ruining it for me.”
Where is the boost of courage coming from?
He hums. “You remember when I would give you—”
“Don’t stroll down memory lane,” I interrupt.
“You used to love it so much and I’d relish the reward over and over. I miss you. I hate you living so far away.”
“Stop.”
“You know no one will ever love you like I do,” he continues. “No one can.”
“I’ve got to go. Tell Josh I said hello and please let him know I’m fine.”
“Cinn—”
I hang up with my heart slamming against my ribs and thrumming in my ears. I’m breathing like I’ve run a marathon. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. Not this time. Ben enjoys telling me how no one else will love me, no one else can love me because I’m not worth loving. It’s not the first time I’ve heard the words. I’m sure it won’t be his last. But this time, I felt bold. Maybe it’s the day I’ve had, or the conversation with Carter, or the fact that for once I feel good about myself. Either way, I didn’t want to hear it.
 

Carter opens the door and my breath is ripped out from my chest. His hair is wet, and he’s shirtless with his muscles on display. He’s only in dark-washed jeans and he’s…holy shit he’s sexy.
“Sorry. My mom called and I couldn’t get off the phone with her. I’m almost ready.” He steps aside as I enter.
Instantly, I’m engulfed by the smell of fresh soap, clean shampoo, and man. All man. “It’s, um, it’s okay. No worries,” I stammer out, looking at everything except him.
A chuckle rumbles from his chest. “Want something to drink?”
I keep my view on my shoes—a safe place. “No. I’m good.”
Except I’m not. I make the mistake of letting curiosity get the best of me and I slide my view up his body—his sexy stomach, across his large chest, over his broad shoulders, up his strong jaw, and fall directly in the trap of his gaze. A cocky smirk pulls the corner of his lips.
Shit. Busted. I quickly jerk my view away.
He runs a strand of my hair through his fingers, tugging it gently, and then dips his head to look me in the eyes. “You really like what you see, Kinley.” It’s not a question. The gravelly statement is full of the truth. “I like it when you look at me like that even when you don’t say a word.”
“It’s…I…You…” I quit trying to manage a coherent sentence and swallow the turmoil in my stomach.
“Why do you lose the ability to talk around me?” he asks, amused.
Great. He finds my fluster amusing. Frantically, I begin drawing circles on my thigh to help calm me, but it’s not doing a damn thing. I resort to honesty. Not like he doesn’t know it.
“You’re like a, umm…you’re really good-looking.” God, I’m so stupid.
My chin blazes when he tucks a finger under it and tips my face to his. “Then look at me,” he whispers.
Trembling, lust threads around my muscles and through my body. Static begins crackling around us, zipping over my skin as an elaborate desire pools deep within me. Holy shit, this is intense.
“I have,” I admit, summoning the courage to look him in the eyes.
His lips tic slightly. “Your freckles are beautiful on top of your blush.”
How embarrassing… “I hate them,” I murmur.
He brushes his knuckles down the side of my face and I all but melt into the touch. “You shouldn’t. They’re beautiful.”
Oh my god, I can’t breathe.
“Touch me, Kinley,” he rasps, his voice deep and gravelly.
I feel lightheaded.
The tremble of lust turns into a throb pulsating through my entire body. Clutching my hands, he places them on his chest and drags them across the skin of his pecs, down his stomach, and around his ribs. His heart pounds under my palms, his chest rises and falls, and his nostrils flare. I’m on the edge of an orgasm, desperate not to let my eyes roll. My breathing…I’m panting.
He bends and grazes his lips across mine, silently asking for permission. I press into them. The kiss is slow, exploring the limits of my apprehension. He cups the back of my head and deepens it with a low throaty moan. My breath is gone. I grasp the back of his neck for strength to keep my wobbly legs from buckling. Another groan vibrates in his throat and it seduces a whimper from me.
This kiss may have started slow, like igniting kindling, but my whimper causes it to erupt into an explosion. Carter switches gears and it becomes hard and ardent, desperate and needy. His palms slide down to the small of my back and he yanks my body flush against his. The feel of his erection electrocutes me and suddenly I’m ablaze with desire.
He pushes my back against the wall, breaking the kiss to graze down my neck and across my collarbone.
“Oh, god…” I moan, rolling my head to the side.
“You’re so fucking gorgeous.” His whisper is sexy and hoarse. “I’ve fantasized about you for months.” He bites on my earlobe and it almost buckles me with pleasure. “I want to taste you, to feel you wrapped around my dick and moaning for me.”
Damn his words are hot.
“Tell me I can have you,” he murmurs tantalizingly.
“I can’t do this.” The words tumble out of my mouth opposite of my aching body’s plea. I yank his mouth back to mine by his hair and dig my fingers through his strands.
The kiss is on a different course. It’s hot and messy, fueled with voracious intensity that’s erupting from us. We’re savage to feel each other. Our hands are all over the place. Months of thinking about him, envisioning his skin on mine and the things he can do to me—all my want for him burns from me in a starved way.
“Your words say one thing, but your body says another. Which do I listen to?” he asks.
“My body,” I plead with need.
With a growl, he tugs my jeans down my thighs, wraps his arms around my waist, and lifts me to the kitchen counter. He pushes my legs farther apart, running his fingers up my thighs before pausing to look at me.
“Tell me. With your words. Tell me I can have you.”
With courage built on lechery… “Please,” I beg.
His finger slides across my clit. I gasp, jerking my hips up. It’s been so long, too long since I’ve had a man’s touch, and Carter has me desperate to explode. Pressing a finger into me, he uses his thumb to continue to circle my clit and slams a kiss into me.
My body shatters. Unabashedly, I fall apart, mewling into his mouth and digging my fingers into his shoulders to steady myself.
Only when I slow does he release the kiss, leaning back to lower his pants. He strokes his dick as he grabs a condom from his wallet.
Reality hits me. I’ve never been with anyone other than Ben and he’s told me I’m a worthless lay. Guilt and shame… “Carter. It’s been a really long time.” I feel so stupid admitting it.
A slow smirk spreads across his lips. “Good. Let me ruin you for anyone else.”
“I—” 
His lips press to mine, stealing my words. He poises his dick at my entrance and ever so slowly, he sinks into me an inch at a time, and it lights my world on fire.
“Oh…” I sigh, dropping my head back as he roots himself, forcing my body to stretch around him.
After giving me a second, his hips begin to move, dragging his dick in and out, pumping eagerly. It’s deeper than I’ve ever experienced, hitting places I didn’t know existed. The pressure intensifies the sensitivity. My limbs turn to fiery liquid, seeping into each muscle causing my skin to prickle. He rocks and his fingers find my clit again.
Colors begin to explode and I’m slammed into the most powerful orgasm. I cry out, arching my back as he thrusts deeper, pumping long strokes and gripping my hips.
“Shit.” He grits. His nostrils flare. “Fuck.” His hiss morphs into a long, drawn-out growl as he roots into me. I whimper, gripping the edge of the counter.
Gently, he drags in and out a few more times before dropping his forehead to mine. “Fuck, Kinley. That was great.” His breath spreads across my face.
Months of thinking about him, of dreaming of what it would be like, was absolutely nothing compared to what we just did. Satiation causes my body to buzz.
Carter kisses the tip of my nose. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I sigh. “You?”
He grins. “Fucking perfect.”
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 

Kinley sounded like heaven and felt the same. So much more than even my fantasies. All these months I craved her, the desire became overwhelming and pretty fucking hard to control. The way she looked at me with so much thirst caved my willpower and made me ravenous to feel her. She was fucking euphoria.
Now she’s fidgety and unsure what to do, barely able to look at me. If I had it my way, I’d skip the cookout all together and cherish her in my bed. I’d make sure I’m all she wants to see.
I run my hands down her arms and kiss the side of her head. “I want to ditch this cookout and have more of you.”
She blushes without looking up at me.
“That’s what started it.” I brush her cheek with my thumb. “Your blush turns me on.”
Biting her lip, she finds the courage to peer up at me.
I’m in awe of her. “Fuck, Kinley. If you could see you through my eyes. You’re so fucking beautiful.”
The smile on her lips reaches her eyes. I want that. I want that all the time and I’m determined to see her shine.
 

I got pretty damn lucky when my realtor found my house. It’s in the same neighborhood as Ryker’s, just a few streets over. I jumped on it. Not because of Ryker but because I knew if it was good enough for him, it was good enough for me. When my life took the change, I could safely raise a family here.
My home was the first thing I bought with my new flashy paycheck. I deserved it.
I park my Jeep in front of Ryker’s house and kill the engine. “You’re about to meet everyone I consider family other than my mom.”
She smiles to me. “Throwing me into the fire?”
“Yeah. They can be rowdy, but they have hearts of gold.”
Clutching her hand, I walk us in.
“Doucheface!” Kyce shouts as we enter and all eyes slide to us.
Kinley’s body tenses beside me. Ryker’s left brow rises, not expecting me to bring company. And then we’re pounced on.
Candice comes springing over and wraps a hug around my neck. “Aren’t you looking all handsome,” she croons before switching her attention to Kinley. “And you finally brought home a girl.” She claps. “Our little Carter, growing up.”
I chuckle under my breath. “Shut up. This is Kinley.”
“It’s so nice to meet you,” she bubbles out just as Abby swarms us.
“It’s good to finally see you without your sling. How’s everything feeling?”
I nod. “Good. Occasional aches, but nothing I can’t handle.”
“You’ll have that. It’ll get better.”
“This is Abby,” I introduce. “She’s the overprotective resident nurse.”
Abby purses her lips, cocking her hip, and then greets Kinley. “It takes a village to keep all these knuckleheads in line. Stubborn men and all.”
Guiding Kinley by the small of her back, we sink deeper into the Hayes lair. Jackson claps my hand and I kiss Sarah on the cheek as I introduce them to Kinley before heading to Ryker.
“You remember Kinley?” I slap Ryker’s shoulder.
He tips his chin with a knowing gaze. “Good to see you again.”
Immediately, Whitney hugs her neck. “I’ve heard so much about you. I’m so glad Carter was there. Things could’ve been so much different.”
Bashfully, Kinley tucks her hair behind her ear but keeps her gaze on Whit. “Yeah. I try not to think about the what ifs. They tend to keep me up at night.”
Whitney has this stunning smile that can freeze you in your tracks. It’s warm and loving, comforting to your soul, and she’s blessing Kinley with it.
“Where’s Kaden?” I ask.
“He’s with Harold, surely driving Grandpa insane. Kinley, would you like something to drink. We have beer—no liquor because none of the guys handle it well—water, tea, and Kool-Aid.”
Kinley titters. “I’ll take a tea, please. I don’t drink.” My head snaps toward her and she scrunches her nose. “I haven’t had a drop since my twentieth birthday. I thought I was going to die for a week and I probably should have.”
I laugh. “You partied with the right people but had the wrong hangover friends.”
She lifts a shoulder. “I learned I didn’t want to be friends with alcohol at all.” She ends with a giggle.
We mingle for a little longer, all of us in a large circle talking about random shit. When Ryker decides to fire up the grill, I grab the hamburgers out of the fridge and head out with him. It doesn’t take long for Kyce to trail his big brother and we center around the cook. I keep an eye on Kinley through the glass doors, watching as she talks with the girls. She looks great blended into my family.
“So, what’s up with you two?” Kyce asks and Ryker looks like he stole the words from him.
I take a swallow of my beer. “Don’t go there, nosy.”
Kyce barks a laugh. “How’s it nosy when you’re flaunting your business in our faces? I’m not going there, fuckface. You brought it.”
Glancing back to her, my grin spreads from ear to ear and I lift a shoulder. “No clue.”
“Oh fuck. He’s got it bad,” Ryker says.
“I’m…” What am I doing? Falling head first? Only infatuated with her? “Learning her,” I settle on.
“What have you learned so far other than whether the sex is good?” Kyce asks, arching the same brow his brother does.
“Kyce!” Jolie, his wife, sticks her head out of the door. “You’re needed.”
He beams. “Damn right I am.”
He strolls over to her and kisses her before disappearing inside. We watch as she takes him to the dining room and helps extend the table.
“He’ll always own that chore,” Ryker chuckles and then sobers up, tipping his chin. “What’s holding you back?”
I don’t look at him. I’m too busy watching Kinley shine as she laughs. “Her,” I admit. “I think her ex-boyfriend verbally abused her. From what she’s told me, he wasn’t good to her. She claims he never hit her, but I don’t know, man. That bastard broke her somehow.”
He clears his throat, restraining his anger. Ryker doesn’t handle a man abusing a woman well, regardless if it’s verbal or physical. Neither do I.
“I don’t know, man. She shuts me down every time I bring it up. The only thing I’ve really gotten from her is he likes to mess with her head. He was controlling and still can be.”
“That something you can be patient with?” he asks, flipping the burgers.
I suck air through my teeth, glancing to him. “Have been so far.”
 
We make our plates and eat around the table. I’m on one side of Kinley, and Jolie’s on the other. Those two have hit it off, talking amongst themselves nonstop. It’s as if no one else is sitting at this table but them. My chest swells at the sight. She fits right into my family.
After we finish eating and Sarah fights off Whitney so she can wash the dishes, we’re back to standing around and chatting.
“Listen up! I’ve got some things to tell everyone,” Ryker shouts and the chatter quiets. He grins to me. “You’re back on the roster. Six months in Buffalo against TJ Whittaker. He’s a dirty bastard and a fucking brute.”
I’m brimming with excitement.
“Think you’ll be ready?” His smirk is arrogant.
“Damn right I will be.” I stand taller.
“He weighs ten less than you but has three inches on your reach. I’ll start matching you with proper sparring partners. We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
“Good. I need some competition.” I wink at Kyce.
Kyce drops his head back and barks a laugh. “I’ve been taking it easy on you, failed hero. Don’t want you to hurt yourself again.”
It causes us all to laugh.
“I’m also on the roster. My fight is in a year but not a damn soul will tell me who the fuck I’m fighting,” Ryker continues.
“Hopefully it’s a rematch with Levi,” I shout out. “Time to settle the score.”
Ryker’s jaw flexes. “I’d fucking love to. From what they have told me, it’s a pro-level fight. So my chances for him are high.”
“What if it’s Carter?” Candice’s question slices through the air.
I tense as my blood runs cold. “Then I forfeit. No amount of money, no championship title, nothing will make me fight you,” I say.
Ryker shakes his head. “They wouldn’t pair up a coach and his fighter. That would be some twisted shit.”
“I fucking hope not,” I reply.
Ryker’s demeanor changes. He softens his expression and is all smiles as he grabs Whitney’s waist and tugs her closer. “My beautiful wife is pregnant again.”
In unison, the women in the room sigh and aww.
“Hope you went deep enough to knock the balls off. You need a girl,” Kyce yells over the excitement. Jolie elbows him in the ribs giving him a disgusted face and it causes us to burst out laughing.
“If I have a girl, you bet your ass she’ll be able to kick your ass.”
My family may be vulgar and hotheaded, but one thing’s for sure—when we love, we love so fucking hard. It’s an unbreakable bond and I’m one lucky sonofabitch to have been accepted as one of them. They’ve changed my life for the better, given me brothers I never knew I wanted or needed, sisters I adore, and a second set of parents who love me. Audrey, Momma Hayes, passed away last year and it shook us all to our cores. It rattled us, but as a family we held together. We didn’t break and we hurt as one. She loved her children and she loved me like one of them. She was our rock…
I miss that woman.
 



Chapter 14
 

We stay at Ryker’s for another hour celebrating our return to the roster and Whit’s pregnancy before heading back to my house. I pull open the fridge and grab a beer, only to realize I don’t have shit for Kinley.
“Next time I’m at the store, I’m getting you something to drink,” I tell her with an apologetic twist to my lips.
She smiles to me. “Thank you for inviting me. You have an interesting pack.”
“They mean the world to me,” I tell her. “You and Jolie hit it off.”
Her eyes are gleaming. “I like her.” Then she looks down and wrings her fingers. “It’s getting late. I need to head home.”
Not happening.
I set my beer down on the counter as I pass by stalking to her. “Stay with me,” I implore, running my fingers through the sides of her hair.
Worry storms her gaze and she scrunches her nose. “I think it’s best if I go.”
She watches my tongue sweep across my bottom lip. “I think it’s best if you stay,” I whisper, kissing each side of her lips.
Brittle courage churns in her eyes. “Sex means something for me. I don’t normally get caught up in wasteful moments.”
My brows jump high. “Who said that was wasteful?”
“We both know that was in the heat of the moment. You’re not really interested in me.”
Fuck that. “Is that what you think? That I’m not interested in you?”
She opens her mouth to say something but quickly shuts it, glancing away.
“Or is that what you’re trying to convince yourself?” I press. “I’m interested as hell in you, Kinley.” I take her face in my hands. “I like you. We’ve been getting to know each other for months, building a friendship. We’ve established you like me without a shirt, I like you without a shirt. You sleep better when you’re with me and I love watching you sleep. You’ve already met a big part of my family.” I kiss the corners of her lips again. “Stay with me. Sleep in my bed and wake up beside me.”
Uncertainty dips into her view. “That’s intimate,” she says, her voice coated in shame.
I recoil. “And fucking you wasn’t?”
“I don’t…I—” she stammers, continuing to put up a fight.
My arms fall to my sides and I straighten. “Then there’s the door. You know how to leave.” I’m not going to sit here and beg her to be with me.
The hurt in her expression reminds me I can still be that cold-hearted asshole, but I don’t move. I don’t apologize. I hold her stare, and the longer I do, the more irritated I become.
“Why are you fighting it?”
“Because I’m scared,” she cries out. “You scare me. The thought of us scares me,” she says more softly.
“Stand strong in the face of fear because you’ll never know the outcome unless you push through it.” I repeat Ryker’s words to me. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m solely focused on bringing that gorgeous smile to your face.” I erase the step I put between us. “Satiated Kinley has a sexy fucking ring to it and I want you right beside me.”
She doesn’t lift her head. “I’m not what you want.”
I put myself in her view. “Are you not hearing me? I do want you.”
“You do?”
This has that fucking bastard’s name written all over it. I pull her against me, gripping her hips. “Yes. Very much so.”
Heat rises to her cheeks.
I kiss her, pressing my lips to hers. A little moan escapes her and my dick wakes up. Flexing my hips against her, I lean back with a smirk. “So fucking much.”
She bites her bottom lip and I lick the shell of her ear. “Stay with me, Angel Eyes,” I whisper.
Her breath hitches. She’s fighting an internal battle—a war between body and mind.
“I want to,” her voice trembles. “Before you, I’ve only been with one man—”
I crash into her mouth, lifting her by the ass. She wraps her legs around me and tangles her fingers through my hair.
One man. That’s all I heard. She’s mine to ruin for everyone—past and future.
Massaging her ass in one hand and digging my fingers into her back with the other, I carry her down the hall and into my room, placing her down on the bed.
I yank my shirt over my head and smirk at the heat flickering in her eyes. “Are you staying?”
She nods.
Displeased, I shake my head. “Words, Angel Eyes. Give me words.”
“Yes.”
I strip her of her jeans and sexy as hell purple lacy panties. “What would you like to do?”
She’s silent again and red as hell. I’m going to tear down that wall of shyness she’s built.
Dragging my hands up her legs, I squeeze the inside of her thighs before gently biting them. She sucks in a breath and arches her back off the bed.
Smirking, I kiss where I bit then grip her hips as I lap my tongue up her folds and suck her clit. Her body jerks, snapping her head into the mattress. I trace circles around the swollen nub, flicking and sucking until her legs begin to quiver.
I stop to pull her shirt off. “Not yet,” I rasp. “Lose control of your body, your thoughts, and worries. Trust me with all of it. I promise I’ll be right here to catch you.”
I nibble on her nipples, biting easily and enjoying how she shutters and writhes when I blow across them. I push out of my pants, grab a condom from my nightstand, and toss it beside us as I continue to kiss all over her body, relishing her. Dragging my lips over the skin of her stomach and dipping into her navel, I make my way back to her pussy.
I press my fingers into her and pump them slowly while flicking my tongue over her clit. She’s lost in pleasure, her eyes closed and mouth slightly parted. Her pussy tightens as her legs start to shake again. But again, I stop, this time flipping her over to all fours.
My fucking favorite.
I massage her ass while I roll on the condom and then tease her entrance with the tip of my dick, dipping only the head in before pulling out. She pushes back, her body begging for more. I grip her ass to hold her still, not allowing her to chase me. I’m so fucking turned on right now. The thrill of teasing her, the excitement of knowing she’s not experienced—all makes me want to blow my load before I even start.
Again, I press in, only giving her an inch, and her pussy constricts around me. I lean over her back and massage her tits.
“Is your body begging to let go yet?” I ask hoarsely against her ear.
Not like I don’t know the answer already. She doesn’t answer me.
I pinch her nipple hard.
“Yes,” she rushes out. “Yes. Please.”
Humming in pleasure, I thrust forward, rewarding her confidence. Her head jerks up as she fists the sheets and mewls. Gripping her ass, I pump in, leaning back to watch my dick being swallowed by her folds. The sight is glorious—perfect ass in the air, back deeply arched.
I snake my arm under hers and pull her to sit back on me as I rest onto my heels. Her back to my front, I thrust upward, biting her shoulder.
“You feel so good. So fucking good,” I proclaim huskily against her skin.
Her head falls back as she moans and sucks in sexy little gasps. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I haul her down onto me. She gyrates her hips, meeting my thrusts with her own.
“Oh god,” she mewls just as her body begins to shudder. It coerces me to pound in harder.
She digs her nails into my thigh with a long, drawn-out moan. I drive, giving our bodies everything, thundering into her and meeting my own blinding orgasm.
White lights strike like a bolt of lightning. “Fuuuccckkk,” I growl, pulling her down my shaft, and coming so fucking hard.
She gasps again, her moan a plea.
I’m breathless, holding on to her and resting my head between her shoulder blades. Holy fuck. She’s great.
“You okay?” I kiss her skin.
“Mmmhmm…”
I grin hearing the satiated smile in her voice. As I pull out to get rid of this condom, she slinks to her side. And when I return, my angel is asleep. I watch her for a few minutes, her face relaxed and tranquil, free of whatever worries have her hostage in thought. Her breathing is even. She looks peaceful and I like her being here.
Quietly, I slip in, pulling the covers up, and wrap my arms around her. She doesn’t move. She fits good beside me. Feels perfect. Everything about her is perfect and I want her in my life.
 
 
 



Chapter 15
 

Carter is on his back, a hand resting on his stomach with the other arm thrown across his eyes. By the little bit of covers left on his hips, I was definitely a cover hog. Doesn’t surprise me any since I’m used to making myself into a burrito at night.
Quietly, I slide out of bed in desperate need of the bathroom. I’m about to pop. I tiptoe across the room looking for my shirt. It’s nowhere so I grab one of Carter’s hanging on the chair beside his dresser, shrug into it and make a beeline to the hallway bathroom before I make a mess on his floor.
I grin at the soreness between my legs—the reminder of how unbelievable sex with Carter is. Last night was incredible as he pushed me to heights I never knew existed. Ben never worried about me, never waited for me to orgasm, and eating me out was a chore. He was always so selfish to get to his ending and never cared if I did. But Carter? God, he licked and kissed on me like he was starving for me. He pleased me like it was his dream come true. I felt adored. Which also reminds me of how little experience I have compared to his.
As I make my way back down the hall, I pass a room with the door slightly ajar. Pictures and art catch my attention and I falter back, poking my head in. At least fifty of them, all portraying a wide variety of emotions. Some of them are of a boy who closely resembles Carter. In one picture, his head is in his hands while he sits on a bench without a background. In another, a side view, the boy sits on the bottom of steps with his chin resting on his thumbs as he holds his head up lost in thought. In another, the boy leans against a brick wall with his head down and arms crossed.
The pencil strokes are exquisite and with purpose—heavy in places, soft in others. They’re concise and if there are any imperfections, the artist did an immaculate job concealing them.
There are a lot of women in different scenes, some smiling, some in thought, and a few forlorn. All the pictures are sketches without color except two—a girl holding the boy’s face, her eyes closed, his eyes widen in surprise as she kisses him. The other, her legs are around his waist as she hugs his neck and they’re kissing.
The clearing of a throat startles the shit out of me. I jump, slapping a hand over my chest and jerk around. Carter’s shoulder is against the door frame, his arms across his chest as he watches me without emotions.
Shit. Heat spreads from my toes to my cheeks. “The, um. The door. It was open.” I swallow hard. “I shouldn’t have. I’m, um…I’m sorry.” I can’t hide the shake in my voice.
“Mom said when I picked up a pencil for the first time, I started drawing,” he starts and I take a breath. “This is what I do when I need to decompress or get shit off my mind.”
There’s a sketch of a woman he drew as if he were over her in the bed. Her hair is fanned out and she’s looking up adoringly. “You draw a lot of women. Do you know them all?” I ask, trying to be nonchalant as the jealousy burns my throat.
“No. They’re just easier to draw.”
I run my finger over one picture, tracing the lines. “This is Jolie. You drew her?”
A small tic plays on his lips. “She’s an interesting person,” he admits.
“And these?” I point to the two in color.
There’s a slight reverence when he glances to them. “That’s my girlfriend from high school. Our first kiss caught me off guard, the other…” He takes a breath. “I was crazy about her and we were damn near inseparable.”
My stomach twists into a knot. Is he still crazy about her? Does she hold his affection like Ben holds mine hostage? “What happened?” I don’t look to him.
“Her dad hated the thought of us together so much that he paid for her dream college across the fucking continent.”
I frown. “That’s sad. Why would he hate you?”
He lifts a shoulder. “Never told me, not like I gave a damn what he thought of me. He did everything to avoid talking to me. I figured it was because we were young, madly in love, and planning a future together.” He pauses, lost in a memory. “That and I took her virginity.” He chuckles softly.
This sounds all too familiar…
“She just up and left you?”
“We dated for a few months after, but the distance was too hard. We were young and couldn’t afford the flights.” He inhales. “I might have loved her with everything I had in me, but I wasn’t going to get in her way to live. So, I let her go. I hadn’t heard from her in a few years until she called me last year to tell me she was getting married.”
My face pinches. “Why would she do that? Seems kind of mean.”
A devilish smirk quirks his lips. “When we split, I made her promise that I got to talk to whoever stole her heart after me.”
“And you did?” I ask.
“I did. Told him if he ever hurt her, I’d kill him.”
I peer back to the picture of her in his arms. “Do you miss her?”
Do I want to know this answer?
“The girl I knew and fell in love with? Yes. The woman she grew into? I don’t know her.”
Dark wings above the desk capture me. It’s a smaller version of what’s spread across his back. Feathers—short and full, delicate and contoured, straight and smooth, fluffy and ruffled—fill the page and make an intricate set of angel wings with the top tips stretching to the edge of the paper. 
“This is your tattoo,” I observe.
“I worked my ass off on it for months to draw and perfect it.”
“I think it’s fitting for you.” I smile at him. “You may not have known it when you drew it, but you became an angel when you saved my life.” The words catch in my throat and I look away before I can see his reaction, petrified he’s already seen mine.
That’s when I see it. The green. I push the paper off the top of it and pick it up. I suck in a breath staring at a sketch of me. The sky behind me is dark with white stars, some burning brighter than others. My hair is a mess, falling forward. My eyes are wide but tender, and they’re the only things in color.
“That was my vision when I was shot. That’s you that night, what I saw, and exactly what I see in my dream.”
For some stupid reason, my eyes well up with tears and I drop the picture back to his desk. “You walked away from someone you loved to allow her to be happy. You stood in front of a gun and risked your life for a stranger. You’re so much more than what you show. You’re—”
“I’m just me,” he interrupts, sounding melancholy, and then pushes off the wall and exits the room.
Emotions flood me—confusion, fear, adoration, fondness.
He loved yet let go. Not out of spite or wrong doing, but for love. For her happiness. 
I need to leave. I’m starting to feel things for him that I know I shouldn’t. I knew…I knew the moment I gave in, the whispers in my heart desperate to love him would turn into something more loud and powerful. He makes me feel things, real things. Wanted and appreciated. He seems so perfect, but there are sides of him I don’t know. I’m broken and not worth loving, not like he deserves.
I change into my clothes and rush into the bathroom to run my fingers through my hair. I feel his presence behind me.
“You’re leaving?”
“Yes. I have some things I need to do.”
Connecting our gazes in the mirror is a mistake. The wounds in his eyes before he narrows them cause my heart to slap against my chest. “You’re lying. Why are you leaving?”
I shake my head. “I’m not. Really. I just have some things I need to do.”
He glances to my hand. “You draw circles when you’re nervous.”
I spent six years with Ben and he never once paid that any attention. The thought fractures my heart. “You pay too much attention to me,” I try feigning humor, but it comes out raw.
“My job consists of paying attention.” He twists me slowly. “Talk to me, Kinley. What’s going on?”
Nervously, I take a shaky breath. “Have you loved anyone since her?”
He blinks. “Since Hannah? No.”
Yet, years later, she’s still on his wall, he’s still holding on with some parts of him. She still owns part of him. He hasn’t let it go. Like Ben not letting me go.
“No matter how hard I try fighting my feelings, things mean something to me. Connecting with you physically…my emotions will kick in and I’m not ready. Apparently, neither are you. You’re so much different than what I know and I’m not ready for the letdown.”
“How would you know it’s a letdown if you don’t stick around?”
I don’t have the right answer for him, so I don’t reply.
“All this bullshit stems from Ben. All your fears, worries, and every other bullshit emotion you’re running from—he’s instilled that fear in you. Do you still love him?”
“No,” I blurt. “I don’t. But he’s all I’ve ever known.”
Vexation glows in his eyes. “He controlled you. He controlled everything about you and is still trying to. He’s ripped you apart and put you together in his favor. That’s abuse, Kinley, and I wish you’d fucking see it. Let me show you different. Let me show you what it’s like to be with a real man who doesn’t need that control. I’ll cherish the ground under your feet and not expect a damn thing back.”
No one could ever love you…
You’d be more attractive if you weren’t such a dumb bitch…
You’re a worthless fuck. I’ll show you how it’s done.
I’ll be the only man who could ever love you. The only man who could put up with your stupid ass.
You’re acting crazy. I love you so much.
I miss you.
Swallowing the lump in my throat, I will my tears to stay at bay. “He’ll find a way to mess it up. If I allow myself to feel anything for you, it’s going to break my heart.”
“If I’m doing everything right, there’s nothing he can fuck up. Don’t stop living your life because of him. This is your destiny, your life. You control it. Not him.”
Anger grips my stomach and twists. “Do you even want to love?”
He glances around, pondering. “Hell, Kinley. I don’t know. I’m not…” He trails off.
“Sounds like we have a whole lot more in common than you thought.”
I leave him standing in the bathroom as I rush to grab my purse and then leave.
He’ll never understand that Ben broke me in more ways than one. I want to love, I really do, but any time I allow my walls to come down, Ben destroys me. He’ll annihilate the guy’s trust in me by acting like there’s something there, like we’re together, and convince him we’re a thing. He’s so damn persuasive, they believe him and each time it’s happened, it’s left me more broken, vulnerable and alone, and then his words that follow cut deeper than the rest.
I’m not going through that pain again.
It’ll kill me.
 
 
 



Chapter 16
 

Last night, I tossed and turned. I felt empty, like a part of me was ripped away and I’m the one who caused it. I’m stupid to deny that there isn’t anything between us. Our chemistry is off the charts and we get along well. He’s so patient with me, and the sex is phenomenal.
But last night while lying in the dark room, I realized I was trying to fight a losing battle. I know it. 
Pros: He’s patient, sweet, sexy as hell, saved my life, concerned about me, I sleep great beside him, sex is great, he stirs me emotionally, he makes me want more without trying, he makes me want to try, he makes me…happy.
Cons: I’m scared. He’s intimidating, his job is dangerous and intense, and he travels a lot for it, he lives thirty minutes away. He’s more experienced with sex and I’m sure he’ll lose interest in me. I’m a mess, sometimes overemotional, and a lot of the times weak.
All the cons fall under one big umbrella—Kinley is insecure.
I wasn’t always like this. Somewhere down the road I lost my confidence. Yes, I’ve always been a bit shy, but never this meek.
“Cinn.”
My entire body freezes. Familiarity and dismay snap my head up. Ben is standing on the other side of the showcase with his arrogant “I’m God’s gift to women” smile. His dark brown hair is disheveled, his eyes impassive like he doesn’t really care if he’s here or not, and he’s sporting a five o’clock shadow at noon. My heart skids into my chest.
“Ben?” I squeak…dammit. “What are you doing here?”
The impassiveness in his brown eyes morph into malignant satisfaction and it causes the golden ring around his pupil to shine brighter. “I wanted to do lunch.”
I’m not alone and this makes me brave. “I don’t,” I scowl.
He leans his palms onto the glass top and grins like a jerk. “I do. I drove three hours to see you and to make sure that you’re really okay. The least you can do is have lunch with me. My treat.”
“Ben,” I start but he interrupts.
“Please, Kinley.” His tone is velvety. “Let me take you to lunch. I really want to talk to you,” he pleads nicely.
A lunch is better than dinner. A lunch is timed. If I don’t agree, what if he stops in after work? “If I say yes, will you leave me alone?”
There’s a flash of annoyance before a carefree smile. “We’ll see.”
“Fine. Let me ask if I can go now.”
Triumphantly, he leans back on his heels, tucking his hands into the pockets of his slacks.
Instead of riding anywhere with him, I suggest the deli at the corner of the block. That way if I need an escape, I can leave and am not stuck begging him for a ride and giving him that control. He didn’t like it and I held my breath, hoping to stay a step ahead of his games today. Finally, he agreed.
We walk down the sidewalk, the same steps I took the night Carter saved my life. As we pass by the spot where he laid in the road shot and I held his hands, memories flood me. I shudder, blinking away quickly, and dropping my view to my shoes.
“You alright?” he asks.
“Yeah,” I lie, shaking off the vile feeling.
“Cinn, you—”
“I really hate you calling me that,” I clip, defensively.
Dismissing me, he leans closer to my ear. “Not when I moan it.”
This time, there wasn’t a quiver in my knees. This time I felt nothing, no fear, no emotions.
“I still hate it,” I peer up to his six-foot frame.
Surprise splatters his expression for a fleeting moment before he steels it. “You’ll love it again soon. You always do.”
We don’t say a single word until after being seated and our orders taken. He’s watched me, studying my every move, and it’s making me uncomfortable.
“You look good,” he says, raking his eyes over my face. “I’m not sure what I expected. When Josh told me about you being robbed, my heart sank. That had to be terrifying.”
“It was,” I say flatly.
He reaches over the table and clutches my hand. His features soften on his slender face. “I’ve lost a lot of sleep worrying over you. Damn, Cinn. You could have died and I wouldn’t ever get to see your beautiful face again. That thought haunts me.”
I’m stunned into silence, leery of his antics. Ben is good at being a pompous asshole, not kindhearted and caring.
He brushes his thumb over my knuckles. “We may not be in a good spot now, but I want you to know you can always reach out to me. I’m so thankful you’re okay.”
Ben. Sweet. Ben and sweet. Ben is being sweet.
I swirl the thought in my mind and it’s like a tasty drink with way too much alcohol. You know in the end it’s going to bite you in the ass.
“Thankfully Carter was there,” I finally speak.
His eyes darken slightly. “Carter?”
“Yeah. The guy who stopped the robbery and got shot.”
Crinkles appear at the corner of his eyes. “You talk to him?” His tone drops.
“Of course. He’s a really great—” I stop, realizing I’m grinning from ear to ear. I fake a cough and calm my excitement. “Yeah. I’ve kept up with him to make sure he’s okay. He got shot because of me. It’s the least I could do. He’s doing well and almost back to normal.” I try sounding indifferent, like I don’t give a damn, but I do.
He takes his hand off mine like I’m toxic and sits back into the bench when the waitress sets our sandwiches down and refills our drinks. Ben takes a bite, chews, and swallows before talking again.
“I’m just happy you’re alive. You’ve never been smart in dangerous situations.”
His phone goes off and I watch as he reads the message, responds, and then places it beside him in the booth. He takes another bite and receives another message. His eyebrows slant and his lips tighten as his thumbs move quickly. I know that look all too well.
“Does she know where you are? Or did you lie to her?” I ask, accusing him.
Cocky, he smirks. “I don’t lie. Ever. She knows I’m having lunch with a friend.”
“Ah. So, she doesn’t know it’s me?” I retort.
His pointed stare is filled with the wrath I know his temper holds, but today I feel valiant.
“I know if my boyfriend went to see his ex-girlfriend, the same one he strings along, and then lied about it, I would be pissed,” I bite.
“Cinn—”
“Stop calling me that,” I snap, grinding out each word through gritted teeth.
I’m bestowed a bitter smile. “Kinley, she doesn’t need to know everything. She and I aren’t serious. She knows you hold my heart and that after you figure your shit out, we’ll be back together. We’re figuring things out.”
“She knows this? Because I didn’t.” I throw my napkin on the table.
Maybe I’m sleep deprived or about to start my period. Maybe it could be because I met a man who loved his girlfriend so much he set her free so she could be happy. Either way, I’m done and I’m angry. “I need you to quit with all your antics. I need you to leave me alone and let me move on. This isn’t fair. All the shit you continually pull. It’s. Not. Fair,” I grit with conviction. “Every time I try to date, you ruin it. You can have someone but I can’t? How ridiculously selfish is that?”
He sighs. “You’ve always been so damn overemotional. You and I both know we’ll be back together and when that day comes, I don’t need you tainted by another man.”
“Will we? Do you honestly think we will? Because this is a newsflash to me. I moved away to get away from you. I don’t want to be with you.”
Derisively, he chuckles and then licks his lips. “Really, Cinn. You think so? You haven’t done much to keep me away. Always finding little ways to keep me close. I know where you live, where you work. Just admit it. You want us back together.”
My teeth are clenched so tightly, they’re grinding. “I was alone and scared when I first moved here. You took advantage of it.”
“You’re weak, Cinn.” He smirks like the devil he is. “This tough façade you’re putting on—I like how you try but it doesn’t look good on you. Strength has never been your strong suit. Not too many men like weak women, but for you, I’ll make an exception because you own my heart. Tonight, I’ll show you. I’ll fuck you in your bed and kiss you when I leave.”
Vehemently, I shake my head. “No.”
He crosses his arms, regarding me superciliously. “After everything I’ve done for you, you’re going to play hard to get?” He rolls his eyes. “We both know that shit won’t work. It’s never worked. You’re a disgrace, but tonight you can apologize by getting on your knees.”
“Wow,” I grouse. “And to think I used to love you. A sick, demented, disturbed man like you. I’m done with this nonsense.”
The asshole laughs. “Yeah. Sure. I’ll make sure you love me again by midnight.”
“Fuck you, Ben.”
His tongue darts out and sweeps across his lips. “I can’t wait until you do. Although you’ve never been good at it, your pussy is still great. I love when you try resisting us. I’ll admit, it makes the sex better when we’re both trying to prove a point, especially in the moment when you realize I’m it for you. We fuck and make love in one night.”
My lip curls up, my nose twisting in disgust. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“I miss you.” The arrogance in his voice is stripped away and is replaced with sincere affection, a soft tenderness. “I miss you so much. Everything about you. Even when you get feisty because I know at the end of the day, you want to be wrapped in my arms.”
This! This is what he does. Rude. Not rude. Patronizing. Complimenting. Disgusting. Then sweet. It’s never ending with his ups and downs. I hate him and in the same sentence he makes me fall for him.
But one thing is for sure… “I’m done.”
I’m on my feet when he snatches my wrist, stopping me beside him. “You know I’ve never been good at expressing myself. The right words never come out. Baby, I love you. I want us together. I want that white picket fence we used to talk about.”
For a split second I swoon at the words I used to wish to hear—our future, our home, our children, our pets. Then Carter’s face flashes behind my eyes and happiness cradles my heart. He makes me feel wanted and cared for. Cherished.
I blink Ben back into focus. “That’s never been good enough for you. I’ve never been good enough for you and it’s taken a really long time to figure out that I deserve better than you. You’ve wreaked havoc on me and my life. And for once, I know what I want and I’m not letting you fuck things up any more than I’ve already allowed.”
I yank my hand from his and high tail it out the door, sprinting back to work.
“Cinn!” he shouts behind me. “Kinley!” He grabs my arm and jerks me around to him. Rage burns in his eyes. “We’re not done.” His tone is menacing.
“Stop it. You’re hurting me.” I try pulling my arm but he only tightens the grip.
“Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t live without me. You’d be lost without me. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you walk away from me. From us,” he growls threateningly. “I’ll make your life a living—”
“Kinley? Everything okay?” Dale asks with an edge to his voice behind me.
I swallow the fear in my throat. “Yeah, Uncle Dale. We were just finishing our conversation.”
Ben glowers and drops my arm as Dale pulls me away gently. My legs wobble as the adrenaline comes crashing down around me. Tears threaten. Stupid, stupid tears.
When we enter the jewelry store, Dale ushers me into the office so I can get myself together. The moment I drop to the chair, my dam bursts and I bawl, grabbing my phone and calling the one person I really need right now.
“Hey, Chickie. What are you up to?” Olivia chirps unaware I’m losing my mind.
“When did Ben gain all the control over me? When did I lose my spine?” I choke out. “When did I become so damn weak?”
“When you fell in love with the asshole. What happened, Kin?”
I cry. “He showed up. I told him I didn’t want to be with him. He went from mad to sweet to pissed.”
“That’s the vicious cycle he’s kept you in,” she says. “He stole your self-esteem right out from under you and then built you back up but on his terms. He’s made you weak. It’s a damn power trip. He coerces the control and manipulates you. A dick one minute, in love with you the next. That’s why he tried his damnedest to destroy our friendship. I’m the one who sees through his bullshit. I hate him.”
“I cussed him,” I sniffle.
“It felt great, didn’t it?” she rejoices. “I bet you caught him off guard.”
“He didn’t like it. I want out of this,” I weep. “I want out. I hate him.”
“Do you want to come here? Me to come there?”
“He’s here but lives there. I don’t know what to do.”
“Have you ever thought about filing a restraining order?”
My laugh is heavy with a cry. “It’s a piece of paper. He’ll walk right through it.”
Frustrated, she sighs. “Can you move? I’ll give you the money, loan it. Whatever you want. I’ll help you.”
I shake my head. “No.”
“Kin…”
Neither one of us knows what to say or do. She listens to me sob trying her best to console me.
“Have you talked to Carter?”
“No. Last time I saw him, we didn’t exactly leave on good terms.”
“Why?”
“Because Ben fucks with my head and I allowed it. I probably screwed it all up.”
“Do you like him?” Her words are soft.
I inhale. “Yeah, Olivia. I do. A lot.” It’s finally voiced. “But I don’t know if it’s because I’m swooning for the hero or if it’s real. I don’t know if anything’s real anymore.”
“Kin. Stop it. Who the hell cares what the reason is. You freaking swooned for someone and it’s more than you have done in years. Celebrate that as a victory in the right direction. Someone broke down the wall, reached in, and made you happy. You hear that?” she exclaims. “Someone has made you happy. Ben controlled that for years but Carter busted through it. Maybe you’re finally finding your feet and taking your life back.”
Putting my arm on the desk, I rest my head. “Sometimes I hate you live so far away.”
“Only sometimes? Thanks. Here I am wishing I could see your face on the daily.”
“I love you,” I tell her.
“And I love you. You’re finding your strength. It’s in you, Kinley. It always has been. Now just be as strong as I know you are.”
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 

Kinley left me standing in the bathroom knocked stupid by her words. I haven’t loved anyone since Hannah, but it’s not because she still has my heart. She’ll always have a piece of it. I’m not some dude who’s been hurt and now refuses relationships. I haven’t loved because no one has given me that rush of electricity or the craving to be close to them. I haven’t met a woman I want to share my life with, one who has stirred me.
Until Kinley.
She elicits heartbeats.
I gave her some space, some time to calm down and work through whatever spooked her. During those few days, I too did some thinking. Something passed between Kinley and me and I’m not going to sit back and ignore it. I’m drawn to her and I want her to be in my life just as much as I want to be in hers, regardless if she’s a little broken.
I’m easing into this head first.
Carter: You working?
Kinley: Yeah, until nine.
Carter: Will you call me when you get off?
Kinley: Sure.
 
Nine o’clock is twenty minutes away. I’m pacing and shadow boxing to alleviate the anxiousness. I do the same thing right before I walk out to my fights. It helps settle my nerves and keeps me pumped.
When my phone rings, I leap over the table and pluck it off the sofa, ready to hear my girl’s vo—fuck. My excitement is gone.
“Hey, you,” Tia purrs. “I was hoping I could stop in and see you tonight.”
Exasperated from the letdown, I sigh.
“Fuck wildly and then maybe talk,” she adds.
Pinching the bridge of my nose, I squeeze my eyes shut. “Talk about what?”
“Mmm…” she hums. “So fucking isn’t off the table?”
“What do you want?” I bite.
She lets out a long breath. “You. Us. I really want to give us a try and separate us from my business endeavors. I’d be good to you.”
“I would never be okay with the woman I’m dating fucking other men,” I say. “Besides, I don’t feel the same way about you.”
“What if I stop?”
It makes me laugh.
“We have a good connection.”
“Sexually,” I remind her. “Nothing more. Nothing ever. I got shot six months ago and haven’t heard from you, yet you want me to believe that me almost dying scared feelings out of you? Come on. I’m not stupid.”
“I’ve been feeling this for a while. I thought I could hide it. I was scared to talk to you.”
I laugh again. “The Tia I know isn’t afraid to talk about anything. Being with a man because he won the lottery, screwing a guy to persuade him into buying you Louis Vuitton shoes and purse, or how about the one time—”
“Stop,” she interrupts me before I could get to the part where her flashy Lexus came into her possession.
“What’s the real reason you had this epiphany? Don’t bullshit me.”
She’s quiet, which tells me I’m on the right path.
“I don’t know what’s changed all of a sudden, but I don’t want to be with you.” The phone beeps indicating another call, the one I want. “Listen, I’ve got to go.”
“Let me come over tonight. No feelings. Just sex,” she rushes out sounding a bit desperate.
“No.” I flatline. “It’s best if you don’t call me anymore. I’m interested in someone else.”
“What the fuck?” she snaps bitterly. “Fuck that. I’ll make sure I catch your attention more.” She hangs up.
I take a cleansing breath before clicking over to Kinley. “Angel Eyes. I have missed your voice,” I croon, meaning every damn bit of it. “I want to see you and talk over dinner. When’s a good day?”
“I—”
“And please don’t make up an excuse not to. I’d really like a chance to talk to you,” I add.
“I’m off tomorrow, but I have some errands to run. I don’t know what time I’ll be back,” she replies.
“Can we compromise? Can I come with you while you do your running and then take you to lunch so we can talk?”
“How about you come around one? I’ll be done then,” she breathes the words and I all but sink into the sofa from relief.
“Perfect. Just shoot me your address and I’ll text you when I’m on the way.”
“Okay.” She sounds brittle.
“Angel, are you okay?”
“Yeah. I’ve had a shitty night that ran into my day.”
“Nightmare?”
“Partly, yes.”
Closing my eyes with my head back on the cushion, I sigh. “I wish you’d call me when you have it. I’d be there for you. I know you’re strong enough to get through it by yourself but having someone else will help and I’d love to help.”
“Thank you, Carter.” She still sounds off.
“Promise me if you have it tonight, you’ll call me.”
“Okay.”
“Kinley, is something else bothering you? You said you had a shitty day. What happened?”
“Something that should’ve happened years ago,” she says and I know she’s talking about Ben. 
“Do you want me to come over now?” I ask, sitting up.
“No. I want to go to sleep.”
“Will you be okay tonight?” I worry about that fuckface showing up and doing something.
“Yeah.”
“Before you go to sleep tonight, think of me. It’ll bring a smile to your beautiful face,” I say.
After we hang up, I don’t move. Thoughts bombard me. She has me so twisted up. I want to be there for her, offer her a sense of security, and show her what a real man is capable of.
 
Four hours later…
Kinley: I don’t want to call, but I promised I’d let you know.
The chime punches me in the gut, causing me to jerk up and grab my phone off the nightstand.
Carter: Did you get to see me in it?
Kinley: You were on the ground.
Carter: That picture I drew of you is exactly what I saw that night and what I see in my dreams. You’re my calm.
Kinley: I was so scared.
I can hear the shake in her voice, the tears in her eyes. Fuck.
Carter: But strong. You made sure I was okay. You held my hand. Is that considered our first date?
Kinley: LOL
Carter: PDA on the first date. You were totally into me.
Kinley: You had bullets totally in you.
Carter: You made me forget about them as I stared into your eyes.
Kinley: I need to try to go back to sleep. I have a lunch date I want to be awake for. ;-) Thank you for being here.
Carter: I’m here if you need me. Close your eyes and think of me without a shirt. We both know how much you like that. :)
I feel bad for her. That’s one hundred and eighty-two days, give or take, of having to relive her fear. 
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 

I’m ten minutes early. At least she thinks so. I got into town an hour ago, too anxious to sit around and wait for time to drag by, and drove around aimlessly. I checked out her apartments, drove through downtown browsing the restaurants, went past the arena where I fought, where I got shot, and saw where she works.
Now, I’m parking my Jeep in front of her apartment complex. It looks like what you’d expect for downtown living—an old fashioned building several stories tall that was probably an industrial building years ago before being converted into living space.
She’s on the fifth floor—five-oh-three. The elevator creaks and moans as it passes every floor until the doors squeak open. The hall is quiet as I pass two other apartments and reach hers.
When she pulls open the door, my grin explodes. Her hair is down and she has little makeup on wearing a striped shirt with black jeans and white sneakers.
“God, you’re beautiful,” I say, breathlessly.
Her apartment is small but homey. It’s so “Kinley-like” with her decorative touches everywhere. Simple, yet perfect.
Wasting no time, I sink my fingers into her hair and cup her face, kissing her slowly to fill up on the need I have.
Pulling back, I smirk. “I’ve missed you.”
Slowly her eyes flutter open. “You did?”
“Very fucking much.” I kiss the corners of her lips. “Are you ready? We can go wherever you want.”
She moves her hair behind her ears. “There’s a really good Mediterranean place in town. I love their chicken shawarma wrap.”
“It’ll be my first. Let’s go.”
 
Our conversation is light and casual. She fills me in on how work has been and I do the same. Everything flows and nothing feels forced. It feels good to just talk about everything. She giggles when I tell her how Ryker has been enjoying kicking my ass all over the place. Being with her… Man, she feels fucking right.
Tossing my napkin onto my plate, I pull my shoulders back. Now’s as good a time as any. “I have a lot I want to say. I’ve done a lot of thinking.”
I watch as the timorousness storms her expression and she glances around. “Can we wait until we go somewhere more private? I don’t feel comfortable here…talking.”
I nod. “Of course. Do you want to go back to your place?” Please say yes. “Or somewhere else?”
“My place is fine, if that’s okay with you.”
“Anywhere with you is okay,” I tell her and she blesses me with a smile.
After I pay for our meal, the energy is off as we ride back to her place. Words don’t come as easily when I’m having to restrain them. I pepped myself to open up and now I’m a damn volcano with a cork in me.
The ride feels like damn near an eternity has passed, and then the elevator ride tacked on another forever. So when we finally enter her apartment, I clutch her hand and pull her to sit on the couch.
“I can’t wait anymore,” I start, diving head first. “I haven’t loved anyone since Hannah because I’ve never experienced even a minuscule amount of what I felt when I was with her with anyone else. Not for lack of trying, but if I don’t feel anything, why proceed? Will Hannah always have a piece of my heart? Yeah, but she doesn’t own the rest of me. She doesn’t sway my future.” I brush my thumb over her knuckles. “I don’t know what it’s like to have someone continuously fuck up my life. Hannah was a chapter in my story, nothing more. She shaped me to know I was capable of loving, but she doesn’t define me.”
Her finger twitches and I place her palm on her thigh so she can have her nervous tic outlet.
“But you…” I can’t contain my grin. “You give me that rush. I crave to see you, to talk to you, to feel you, even if it’s in silence holding your hand. I’m patient as fuck, but I’m not going to be the one to pick up your pieces. You are. And I want to stand beside you and give you the strength to do it. I want a fair chance.”
She blinks multiple times.
“I really like you. And although that fuckface has broken your spirit, I know without a doubt you’re amazing. You stand out, Kinley. You rouse me. I mean, I did take a bullet for you. Two to be exact,” I chuckle trying to ease the seriousness in the room.
“Ben came and saw me yesterday,” she looks to her lap and I tense. Fuck… “I told him to leave me alone.” She blows a giggle, shaking her head. “It didn’t go over well, but all I could think about was you and how I liked you. You gave me the strength to say things I needed to say.” She smiles up to me before it falls. “He’s relentless, Carter. He says some nasty things—”
“Don’t believe whatever nonsense he says.”
Her lips tighten into a frown.
“Kinley, be my girl. Let me show you how a real man is capable of making a woman feel.”
My pulse is jackhammering.
Her lips pull up. “I’d really like that.”
I kiss both sides of her mouth and level my gaze on her. “I’m not going to be in this relationship if you’re going to let that fuckface lead us. Either you’re in it or you’re not.”
She’s nodding. “I have things I need to work past.”
“I know, and I’m willing to help you through them.”
“You’re too good to me.”
I scoop her off the couch and into my arms. “I haven’t begun to show you good. I’m going to start by taking my girlfriend into her bedroom and bringing that smile back onto her face.”
 
Placing her feet to the floor, I pull her shirt over her head, unsnap her bra, and lay her down. She’s lit up, glowing with excitement and happiness, and I really fucking love that look on her. I undress and get rid of her pants before kissing my way up her calves, under her knees, between her thighs, and licking across her clit. She sucks in a small breath. Slowly, I finger her as I suck on her clit, alternating between easy flicks of the tongue and heavy ones and loving how her body reacts. It jerks and snaps, her back arching slightly.
But I don’t let her come. Not without me. She watches as I roll the condom on, biting her lip coquettishly. I lower, and ease into her. She closes her eyes and gives me a soft moan. I keep it slow, dragging in and out while watching how stunning she is beneath me. I want to burn the image into my mind.
Pushing up to my knees, I grab the back of her calves and haul her into me. My pace picks up, and I pump into her, each thrust intense, eliciting her orgasm. Her flushed skin glistens. Her teeth are sunk into her bottom lip in a useless attempt to suppress her whimper. Her hair is fanned out around her.
“Carter…” My name…in that moan…obliterates me.
“Fuck, Kinley. Fuck.” I slam into her, pumping hard and deep with a sizzle at the base of my spine.
She writhes, coming loudly and beautifully, and I’m detonating right along with her.
 
I cleaned up and got rid of the condom twenty minutes ago. Since then, she’s been beside me in my arms, her head on my chest and her hand on my stomach. We’re sated, blissfully sated. Her breathing slowed as she slipped into sleep ten minutes ago and I’ve enjoyed just holding her. She’s perfect right where she’s at.
There’s a knock on the door and it jolts her awake. Frantically, she bolts out of the bed, jams her legs into a pair of dark gray sweatpants, fumbles to get back into her bra, and shrugs into a hot pink shirt before darting out of the bedroom.
I slide back into my pants, curious as to what has her frazzled.
“Fuck,” I hear her whisper.
“Who is it?” I exit the room, zipping up my pants.
When her gaze meets mine, it’s dismal. “Ben,” she says bleakly.
She wraps her arms around her body, defensively protecting herself. And I don’t fucking like it at all.
“Do you want him here?”
“No,” she whispers.
I plant a kiss to the side of her head. “I’ll take out the trash then.”
Her eyes flash widely as panic explodes. “What if he—”
“I hope so.” I wink.
When I yank open the door, Ben scowls, his eyes hardening with rage as he takes me in. He’s a skinny fuck with messy hair, shitty deep-set eyes, and my height. His nose has been broken before and he’s got a scar over his right eyebrow and one standing out on his left cheek.
“Pretty sexy, aren’t I?” I boast dryly. “Do you need something or do you just like what you see?”
“Who the fuck are you and what the fuck are you doing here?” he bites, swelling up at me.
“Fucking you out of her memory. Is there a problem?” I flash a rabid smirk.
His fists flex at his sides and I wish this motherfucker would…
“Yeah, there’s a fucking problem. This is my girlfriend’s place and once again, there’s a half-naked man answering her door.”
I contain my laugh when the fuckface squares up. Like this little shit is going to intimidate me.
Faking surprise, my mouth falls open and my brows jump high. “Sounds like you may want to get rid of her.”
His nostrils flare. “Fuck that. She’s my girlfriend. Did she tell you she was with me yesterday?”
Is that pretentiousness I hear in his voice? This dude…
I lean closer to whisper. “Do you think she’ll tell you she was with me today?”
Hostility widens his eyes. “Cinn!” Doucheface calls out looking over my shoulder. I step into his view, pulling the door against my body and not allowing him the chance to peek in at her. Psychotically, this fucker begins to laugh and bounces a finger at me. “She’s paid you, hasn’t she? This is her way of getting back at me for not fucking her yesterday. You’re either a prostitute or a stripper, aren’t you?”
I feign hurt. “Benny. What are you getting at here?”
Venomously and ridiculously prideful, his lips quirk up. “You won’t be able to save her. I’m the only one who can help. I’ve been with her for years. I love her even though she’s not worth it. She’s a dumb sociopathic cunt.”
His words ignite me, grating my spine like a fucking fuse and exploding my rage. Fisting him up by his shirt, I slam him into the wall across the hall and shove my nose into his. “Do you get off belittling and controlling her? Are you that fucking insecure about the size of your dick you have to put her down?”
He bares his teeth. “Has she told you she can’t be faithful? She won’t. She always comes back to me and we always work through it,” he grits. “She wants me. You’re just buying her time, playing into her little game while she plays hard to get. She knows how great it turns out.”
I’ll give it to the toothpick. He’s fucking brave.
“Carter…” Her voice slashes through my tunnel vision.
Ben blinks, recognition settling on his stupid smirk. “Oh. You’re the hero? Playing that card well, aren’t we? Cinn, tell your friend the real hero is here and he can go. We’ve got some making up to do…again.”
Tightening the grip on his shirt, I’m seconds away from slamming my fist into his face when Kinley’s soft beg embraces me. “Carter. Come back inside, please.”
I release him and give him a smug tip of my chin with a smirk. “My girl summoned me. Seems she knows a real man when she sees one. Have a great night, Benny Boy.”
Turning my back to him and wishing he’d take a swing, I stride back into her apartment and kick the door shut.
She slinks into the corner by the hallway. Her head hangs low, eyes trained on the floor, arms back around her body. “Could you wait until he’s gone before you leave?” she whispers almost inaudibly.
Her words cement my feet to the floor, seizing my steps. “Is this what he does?”
Tears stream down her cheeks when she raises her face to me. The sight crumples and infuriates me at the same time. I’m faced with a difficult decision—comfort her or cave his fucking face in.
Some things are more important. Tightening and releasing my fists at my side, I clear the distance between us and cup her cheeks. “I’m not leaving.” I brush away a tear from her cheek. “I believe you, Kinley. Not him.”
She sucks in a small breath. “You do?”
“I do. You deserve so much better, and if it’s not with me, so be it. But it’s definitely not with him. Stop letting him control you. You’ve been dealing with his shit for so long… Fuck, Angel. I wish you could see how strong you are. I know, I fucking know, the woman inside of you is desperate to claw her way out of this shell he’s put you in.”
I take a steadying breath. “Once you quit living in fear, you’ll realize your self-worth and I’m going to patiently work to prove it to you.”
She sniffles. “I hate him. I hate him so fucking badly.”
I hide the tic on my lips. “Don’t be scared of him anymore. Promise me that starting today, you’ll face these fears. I’ll help you. Just promise me.”
“I promise.” Her words don’t hold much conviction, but it’s a start.
“That’s my girl.” I kiss her.
I know without a doubt the real Kinley will shine through the storm she’s been enduring. Those weights he put on her…she’s breaking free.
 
 
 



Chapter 19
 

“Turn it off,” Carter demands sleepily against the back of my neck.
It’s two in the morning, and Ben hasn’t quit calling for the past hour.
Carter reaches over me and powers off my phone before wrapping his arms around me and pulling me back against his chest. “I should’ve caved his face in when I had the chance. He wouldn’t remember how to use his phone then.”
I giggle. “But then you’d be in jail and I couldn’t snuggle with you.”
He grunts. “I wouldn’t be in there for long. A night, tops. Trust me. Rearranging his face would’ve been worth it.” He kisses the back of my head. “Go back to sleep.”
He doesn’t know I haven’t been asleep yet. I’ve laid here listening to him breathing and thinking. Admitting I’ve been abused for years is a hard and shameful pill to swallow. Ben has always made me feel guilty for all types of things, especially when I was trying to better myself. He’d call me names and humiliate me. He’d talk down to me and convince me I’d never be better, that I’d always be crazy. I was the butt of his jokes, especially when he wasn’t getting his way. Eventually, I lost my entire sense of self. I internalized myself, criticizing my every move, and I fell into his webs and believed I was worthless. Why not? Everything I wanted was invalidated.
I can’t tell you when it all started, but I’m an idiot for missing it all. I lost a big part of my dreams. I wanted to go to college at eighteen, have a career as an elementary teacher fresh out of college, married later in life with my own family. Ben ripped it away, forcing me to forget while he stripped my confidence away. And I don’t know how it happened. I was so ambitious before him and then turned into a shell of a person with him.
I tried to leave. I moved three hours away and made a new life, and he still confiscated it. I lost me—Kinley Reeves, head cheerleader, straight A student with goals and aspirations reduced to a pile of emptiness. I’m such a fool.
 

Soft lips trail along my shoulder, waking me to a grinning Carter with desire heating his chocolate eyes.
“Mmmm…good morning,” I rasp out.
He places kisses over the swell of my breast. “Waking up beside your beautiful naked body is a wonderful way to start a day.”
He draws my nipple into his mouth, running his tongue over it before giving my other jealous breast the same attention.
“Are you on birth control?” he asks.
My heart skips a few beats, and as if he could tell, he presses kisses over it. “We can still use a condom if you want to.”
Allowing me to make the decision and have the control just caused my chest to tighten trying to hold on to the butterflies scurrying away. “I have an IUD.”
I feel his grin spread on the skin of my neck. He nestles between my legs, his dick rock hard. “Are you sure you’re good without a condom?” he checks again.
“Yes,” I answer.
He fills me, letting out a low moan beside my ear, and his chest rumbles against mine. We rock together, unhurried. His movements are tender and splitting apart the fibers holding my vulnerability. With each gentle thrust, my heart lets go of the resistance of the fear and fills with intimacy. Passion swells in me and I feel safe, safer than I have ever felt with my mind, body, and heart.
The way he drags in and out, the kisses to my neck and collarbone, are intimate. Our breaths are in sync. He laces his fingers with mine and holds my hand at our side. Everything is so tender and full of devotion. A tingling sensation cascades through my limbs and spreads over the entirety of my body. Suddenly, I’m swallowed by the most intense and emotional orgasm. He thrusts deeper.
“Kinley…” falls from his lips as he shudders, losing the beautiful rhythm and burying himself to the hilt.
Tears prickle my eyes at the intensity of all the emotions flooding me. I’m in love with him but too scared to voice it.
After our tremors slow, he kisses my neck softly. “I could wake up to you daily.”
Swarming with too much of the feels and a relaxed body, all I can do is hum.
“Can I borrow your shower?”
“Yeah.”
As he gets out of bed, his gaze lands on me and my heart seizes at the amount of adoration in it. He’s looking at me like I’m looking at him—in love. Even when he turns away, the fondness still dotes on my skin.
I have an extra pep in my step this morning. While Carter showers, I sing and hum as I make blueberry pancakes. I feel lighter, the world not so heavy. There’s a newness to me, like I’ve been revitalized. I feel it in my soul. Falling in love is scary, but I’ve been feeling this the whole time with my eyes wide open. I’m not ready to voice it yet. I’ve got a few things I want to work past before I tell him, but when the time is right, he won’t be able to doubt my words.
“Something smells fabulous,” he says, fully dressed with wet hair. He’s sexy with wet hair.
“I know you love blueberry muffins. I hope you like pancakes.”
There’s a flash of panic before he blinks it away. “I do.”
“Are you sure?” I ask.
He sits on the stool and pulls me between his legs. “I do. But this is where dating me can be aggravating. I stay on a strict diet. If I don’t make weight for my fights, I have harsh repercussions. I could be hit with a hefty fine or lose most of my purse. The closer to a fight, the less I chance. I’m comfortable in my weight class, just under the benchmark and I don’t want to think about tipping into the realms of a heavyweight.”
My face screws up tightly. “And you enjoy not being able to indulge in food? God, that sounds horrible.”
He chuckles. “I love my job and it’s part of it. Besides, I can indulge in you all I want.”
I titter. “Well, get used to me eating your portion then.”
He slants his mouth over mine and steals my breath with a kiss. “Do you have any plans today?”
“No,” I reply, dubious of his tone.
“Come to the gym with me. I’ll bring you back home and possibly sweet talk you into letting me spend the night again.” I love his smirk.
Although I’m excited to see him in action, I’m also not okay with it. This is something different, something that scares me—violence. This is who he is and if I’m planning on getting serious with him, I need to learn how to handle it.
“Okay,” I say, swallowing my nervousness.
 
 
 



Chapter 20
 

After I got dressed, we ran by Carter’s house so he could change clothes and grab his bag. My nerves are starting to get the best of me and I’m feverishly rubbing a damn hole in my jeans.
He reaches across the seat, placing his hand on top of mine, and squeezes. “What are you worried about?”
“Nothing.” Yes, I lie, and he takes his eyes off the road to give me a pointed look. “Are you going to get hit or punched today?”
He rolls his lips containing his laugh, but his eyes…those assholes are laughing at me. “Yeah, but consider them like bro-taps. They’re not soft, but they’re not hard. Sparring keeps me in shape. It enhances my skills and helps me develop better reaction times.”
I’m nodding. “Bro-taps,” I repeat. “Yup. Got it.”
Pulling into a parking spot, he kills the engine and peers at me. “You sure you’re good?”
Nope. “Yes.”
 
I’ve always had it in my mind that manly gyms reeked of rancid body odor, pungent feet, and moldy clothes stuffed into gym bags underneath a pair of raunchy sneakers. But as we walk in, I realize how wrong I’ve been. This gym smells clean and not overly bleached.
Yes. I’m rambling about the gym being clean while I speed circle on my thigh, close to starting a fire in the fabric.
Ryker stalks out of his office wearing a scowl, and the thud of the door shutting behind him echoes off the cement walls and causes me to jump. He’s in blue gym shorts and no shirt with tattoos that are vibrant across his chest and down his arms.
“I’m assuming you know you’re late.”
“By ten minutes. I had things to tend to. I’m sure it’ll happen again,” Carter says impassively.
That thing was me and it makes me blush.
Leaning closer, he nods toward the bench against the wall. “You can sit on the bench or you can use any of the equipment if you’d like.”
Yeah. Right. Work out? I’d trip over my shaky knees. No way I’m going to get anything done with my nerves on edge. “Sure. Okay.”
He chuckles, kissing the side of my head. “Breathe, Angel Eyes. This is my job. I’ve got this. Besides, Ryker’s not out to hurt me.”
I park my butt on the wooden bench as Ryker and Carter warm up with jump ropes. They go on and on, and I know if I tried it, I would’ve died three minutes in. But they’re acting like it’s nothing, carrying on a conversation like they’re standing around. After what feels like an hour, they wrap something around their wrists, slide on black open finger gloves, and leap into the ring.
My breathing is fast. My pulse is racing as I watch them move around each other like hawks. Their eyes are trained on one another with a fierce determination burning from their gazes. Carter swings first and Ryker moves but comes back at him, not landing his punch either. Carter fires off a bunch of punches. Ryker moves and ducks, swaying back and forth as he stays seconds ahead of Carter’s fists like he sees the swings before they happen. It’s clear Ryker is experienced.
Their movements are calculated, steps precise. Their chest and arm muscles flex and tense as their calves tighten and bulge. Their bodies are carved. There’s a nanosecond between Carter’s final hit and when Ryker sets off. At first Carter moves defensively, but the pattern changes and Ryker surprises him with a hit to the face.
“That deltoid of yours,” Ryker growls with a shake of his head. “It’s not as quick as it used to be. Your power hand is shit if your left isn’t quick enough to protect you.” He tosses a few more punches, then drops his hands to his hips and tilts his head, thinking. “Put your right arm behind you and just protect.”
Carter’s face drops. “What the fuck?”
“Just do it,” Ryker gruffs.
Carter mumbles something as he reluctantly does as he’s told. Immediately, Ryker comes at him with aggressive punches. Caught off guard, Carter ducks and blocks, trying to push away Ryker’s hands. Ryker doesn’t stop, even after Carter starts guarding himself better by finding some imaginary groove.
“Bring the right back,” Ryker commands after several minutes, but he doesn’t pause training and forces Carter right into defense as he pulls his arm from his back.
Carter sends several jabs in the middle of a split second and lands a hit to Ryker following with a few more.
Both men are grinning.
“That’s what the fuck you get for picking on a one-armed fighter,” Carter laughs.
They continue and the more they do, the more enthralled I’m become. I’m ducking to their punches and leaning from side to side. I’m captivated by how fast they are. They’re quick and they move meticulously. I don’t know whether to watch their legs or their hands. A buzz of adrenaline pulses through me and chokes me with excitement.
This is awesome.
They finish and Carter grabs two small towels, tossing one to Ryker. They talk quietly when Carter grins, stealing a peek at me. He nods a few times before stalking toward me. Sweat trickles down his chest like a snake winding through valleys. He wipes his face and then drapes the towel around his neck while standing in front of me.
“You good?”
“I…wow.” I’m practically bouncing out of my skin. “I want to do that. I want to learn it. I thought I’d be disgusted, but that was just…wow.” I’m a babbling mess, delirious with amazement.
Amused, his smile grows. “You want to learn it?”
“Yes!” I blurt. “I mean, that was cool. And good. You were moving and hitting him, and he was hitting you and you both didn’t know what was next. I do. I want to do that. I want to learn it.”
“Whit gets in there with me,” Ryker says as he tosses his towel in the bin beside me. “It’s good exercise.”
“It would be perfect self-defense, right?” I’m all but bouncing on my toes.
Carter cuts his eyes to me with a snap of his neck.
Ryker squints, his eyes creating small crinkles at the corner. “I have a self-defense class designed just for women up front. The next class starts in a few weeks.”
Realization of what I asked coupled with how Carter is studying me steals my giddiness. “I, um. I was hoping you could teach me,” I tell Carter. “I’d feel really self-conscious if I took a class in front of everyone. I’ve never been in a fight. Not a real one anyway.”
Ryker backs away sharing a peculiar stare with Carter.
I drop my head as embarrassment swallows me whole. Carter tucks his finger under my chin and forces my face up. “First lesson—quit looking down. You can’t see around you if you’re looking at your feet.” His words are soft but they carry an edge. His smirk is unapologetic. “Do you have a specific reason why you want to learn?” The words are intentional.
“What if someone tries to rob me again?” I try changing the course of his question.
He narrows his eyes. “Has he ever hit you?”
“No,” I say quickly. “No. I just…” I catch myself trying to look down but stop, straightening my back. “I want to learn it. It was spectacular to watch.”
He searches my face, thoughts zipping across his gaze, but thankfully, he drops whatever they were and scrapes his teeth along his lip. “You, in the ring. Sweaty and my body against yours. I’ll teach you any damn thing you want to know.”
“Not in my ring, you won’t,” Ryker calls out from across the gym. “Take that shit the fuck home.”
Carter laughs.
We leave shortly after speaking with Ryker for a few more minutes and Carter decides he’ll shower at my place. I suppose it’s not too far. Thirty minutes or so. But seeing him in that ring got my blood pumping and my legs throbbing. It was the hottest, most tantalizing sight and I want to join his shower and ravish his body. All that sexiness…it’s mine.
“Ryker informed me of a charity event I have to attend in a few weeks. Would you be my date?” he asks, giving me a quick glance before looking back to the road. “It’s by your house at the banquet hall.”
“Really? We have those things?” God, I sound so stupid.
He nods. “Yeah. That night we met…” he peeks over to me. “I had just come from a fight at the arena.”
I frown. I’ve lived there for two years and never knew MMA was hosted there.
“Will you go with me?”
I smile to him. “Of course. What do I have to do?”
He flashes a pretty-boy, sexy-as-ever grin. “Play dress up.”
Reaching over, he rests his hand on my knee.
His arm is as big as my leg. My hand looks so small atop his. I just watched him take on a guy bigger than him. He’s trained to kick ass and take names, yet he’s gentle enough to ask me to go with him. He could’ve demanded I go without giving me a voice. He could have told me I had no choice. But he didn’t. This mentally and physically strong and sexy man gave me the power.
I’m bursting at the seams. This is a new happiness and I really like it.
 
 
 



Chapter 21
 

“You must have something else?” I’m staring at my girl perturbed.
Kinley’s in a small, really fucking small, pair of hot pink shorts that could count as panties and a white tank top sucking against her perky tits with her fiery red hair pulled back into a high ponytail. Agreeing to teach her some self-defense moves just became a nightmare. No way I’ll be able to concentrate with my dick trying to become the coach.
She’s chewing on the corner of her lip. “It’s really the only thing I have that’s close to a workout outfit.”
“Go throw on a t-shirt and some sweats,” I bark, pleading gently.
Coyly, she grins. “Why?”
Rather than voicing it, I tug her against my body and flex my hips to show her why.
She breathes a small laugh.
“You can’t wear this anywhere else. You’ll have every man standing at attention,” I joke. “How can I work under these conditions. You’re so fucking sexy.”
I slam a kiss to her, plunging my tongue past her lips and groaning. She lets out a small moan, melting under my hands.
“Fuck…” I grumble.
She smiles proudly…mischievously…all sexy as hell. “It’s either this or naked.”
“Fuck. You win.”
She springs on her toes, clapping as she bounces. “I just won my first fight.”
I laugh at her excitement. “Yeah. TKO by beauty. It’s not fair.”
“Can we start now?”
Lasciviously, my lips quirk up and she knows what’s on my mind. I can’t ever keep my hands off her.
“Maybe I need to pay someone else to—”
“Not if you’re wearing lingerie,” I jest.
She bursts out laughing. “You’re getting turned on by gym clothes.”
“You act like you don’t like me in mine.” My voice drops low with intent.
“Because you’re half naked,” she replies.
My left brow jumps high. “Look down, Kinley. You’re not far off.”
Knowing the longer we argue about being half naked and sexy, the less teaching and the more fucking we’ll end up doing, I hold up my hands. “Punch them.”
She balls her petite little hands up and swings. There’s a nervousness to it, a fear. “Come on. Don’t hold back. Punch like you mean it. If you’re worried about hurting me, don’t. You can kiss it and make it better later.” I wink.
She closes her eyes and takes a long, deep breath. When they open back up, fight and confidence glows from her. She starts to unleash. Although it’s methodical and uncontrolled, surprisingly enough there’s a good bit of power behind those little arms. I let her continue to strike as I watch her. She’s a little stiff, a lot heavy footed, and she doesn’t protect her face for shit.
I wait until she’s out of breath before stopping her. “A little more training and I believe we have the next women’s champion.”
She rolls her eyes.
“First thing—your stance.” I move behind her and show her how to properly stand—power leg back with her foot light and heel up. Then I show her where to keep her hands. As I talk, she listens intently, doing everything I tell her.
Stepping back in front of her, I’m awed by just how good she looks in a fighter stance.
“I’m only going to show you two punches to start with. It’s all you need. First, the jab.” I mimic the motion, once quickly, once slower. “This is your longest range and it’s not normally a power hit. It’s fast and keeps your opponent at a distance.”
She punches, leaving her core and legs still. I stop her. “Power doesn’t come from your arms,” I explain. “Power comes from your legs and then your core. Don’t force it from your shoulder.” I show her using my body. “Pop it straight out and straight back in. Exhale on the out. Inhale on the in. That goes for everything you do.”
I have her jab several times before moving on to the cross punch. “This is your power hit. You’ll twist your back foot and your shoulder will instinctively follow.” I demonstrate the move and she mirrors it, never taking her eyes off my body. “Just like the jab, straight out, straight back in. Exhale on the out. Inhale on the in. Make sure you keep your left hand up. Just because you’re punching doesn’t mean the other person isn’t. You want to protect yourself at all times.”
Holding my hands up, I nod toward them. These punches have a world of difference to them. They have a little more control, still not fully controlled, but that takes time and practice. I watch as she catches when her hands fall away from her face and snatches them back into place.
I’m grinning like a bastard. This is fucking erotic.
“Now I want to teach you where to hit,” I say.
She looks at me like I’m stupid. “Everywhere?”
Tightening my lips, I shake my head. “Not that simple, Angel. Specific points.” I dig my knuckles into my sternum. “Right here will knock the wind out of me.” I move my fist to my liver. “This will double me over. It’s one of the most painful hits.” She nods in understanding. “Chin—rattles the entire brain. Nose—causes the eyes to water and momentarily blinds. Eye—I won’t get into the specifics. Just know our bodies are designed to protect the eyes.” I tap the side of my head. “Temple—on or close to the ear will knock off the equilibrium. Remember these areas. Got it?”
She gives a curt nod.
“Now do it.”
Her eyes burst wide. “I can’t. You said they’ll hurt. What if I hurt you?”
“You can and should. That’s what you want. Quit thinking and just do.”
Now, I’m not stupid enough to just leave my hands to the side. The last thing I want is to sport a black eye or piss blood from my girlfriend getting a good hit on me. I drop back into my fighter stance. Intimidation storms her, but she steels it away. I block all her punches, paying attention to where and how she’s landing them. She would’ve clocked me in the nose and squared me in the eye on her first several swings. Exploring her confidence, she moves to the body shots.
“Watch how I protect myself,” I tell her in between her punches.
Keeping my elbows tucked against my body, I safeguard myself. She watches as she strikes, but frustration begins lacing her expression.
I fire off an easy jab. In a panic, she flails her hands forward, kicking up a foot, and lets out a yelp. I can’t help but laugh at the reaction. Instantly, she swings and lands a smack on the side of my head. She flinches, almost ducking away, and that reaction pisses me off.
“Kinley,” I growl her name. “Has that motherfucker ever raised his hand to you?”
Without voice, she shakes her head.
“Don’t lie to me,” I rebuke through gritted teeth.
“I’m not,” she whispers quietly. “But…I’ve never hit him either.”
“Would he hit you?”
She doesn’t answer. Uncertainty blinking to me.
My fingers hurt as I squeeze them tightly into a fist. I find out he’s ever laid a hand on her, I’m going to murder him bare handed.
I take a breath, steadying my anger and calming myself the hell down. “You watched how I was protecting myself. I want you to do it. You’re going to have to trust me. I promise, Kinley, I will not hit you hard. It’s not going to hurt.”
This is like a trust fall. I’m six inches taller than her, at least forty pounds heavier, and I’m asking her to let me punch her.
She doesn’t hesitate, stepping into a stance. “Okay.”
My strikes start off slow, giving her time to adjust and learn. Once she gets the hang of it, my speed kicks up a notch. She does okay. Her reaction time isn’t that of a trained fighter, but I know if we keep this up, she’ll eventually get there.
Sweat beads across her forehead, determination donning in her expression, when she gets ballsy enough to counterstrike. I’m fucking sparring with my girlfriend and it’s exciting as hell. I know she’s gassed out, but she’s not stopping, so I decide to finish this discreetly.
I lunge, wrapping my arm around her waist and fall backward to my back, pulling her on top of me.
Now this is a sight…
“Am I supposed to keep hitting you?” she asks sounding both innocent as ever and nervous as shit.
“Just because someone falls doesn’t mean you stop hitting them,” I tell her and then pull her face to mine. I smirk before kissing her.
She moans, grinding her hips down before breaking the kiss. I’m rock solid when I grip her hips, coercing her to continue to ride me.
“I’m sweaty,” she says.
“We can have a sweaty good time.” I wink with a pretty-boy smile.
Seductiveness drips from her gaze as she leans down and bites…fucking bites my lip, tugging it. My eyes rolls closed, and my groan slides into a growl.
“Let’s take a shower,” she pants.
Grabbing her ass, I lift her as I pop up. “Let’s do.”
She’s mauling me, not able to strip me fast enough when I set her down in front of the shower. She pulls out of her shirt and plucks her bra off as I fumble to turn the water on. She pushes my shorts down, plants her palm to my chest and moves me into the shower until my back hits the wall and the water sprays over us.
I’m sporting a permanent smirk. “Fuck, Angel. Confidence makes you hot and horny.”
Her eyes carry a shyness, but her body is reacting quite the opposite. Her lips graze across my chest, slowly making a zigzag over my muscles. She grips my cock and strokes it, placing heavy kisses down my stomach before kneeling in front of me.
My pulse spikes, ramming into my ribs, as I watch completely and utterly fascinated while she wraps her mouth around my dick. She sucks me, dragging my cock in and out of her hot mouth. Her grip tightens, her fingers flexing as she pumps, and she swipes her tongue under and over the crown.
“Fuck…” I grunt, rolling my head forward.
She moans and it vibrates my cock, shooting a sizzle up my spine. Her tongue rides down the bottom. Her hand twists and pulls with just the right pressure.
“Angel…” Her name falls from my mouth in satisfaction.
And when she rolls her enthusiastic eyes up to me, I splinter. Lifting her, I twist and plant her front to the cold wall.
“I’m not coming without you,” I’m heaving, my voice thick against her ear.
Dipping down, I ease into her and it elicits a long hiss from deep within me. Her breath hitches as I thrust several more times before snaking one hand around to roll her nipple between my fingers and the other to massage her clit.
Her body reacts instantly, shuddering against the wall and she gasps heatedly. The sounds she makes, the way her pussy feels around my cock, fuels me. Her pleasure ignites me. It’s like she fucking justifies my life.
I feel the tremble in her legs, her body pushing back into me, as she gyrates her hips.
“Carter…I’m. Oh, god,” her mewl is intoxicating and the sweetest sound.
She loses control, shuddering into her orgasm. Her pussy throbs for me and I delve deeper, giving her body what it begs for. As I pinch her nipple hard and sink my teeth into her shoulder, she cries out in pure passionate pleasure. Water beats off my skin as my hips pound into her ass cheeks.
Everything blurs and I bury balls deep losing the power in my legs to continue to thrust. I shove deep and hard, coming vehemently.
“Kinley…fuck, Angel,” I string out, gritting my teeth.
I drop my head to hers, my breath rough. I’m still pulsing in her. Her pussy is still throbbing around me.
“Please tell me you’re okay,” I pant, unable to lift my head.
“That was good. That was great,” she breathes against the wall.
I chuckle. “I love…” My throat closes, “the way you feel.”
That L word, although I know I’m falling for her, hasn’t been in my vocabulary for years.
 
 
 



Chapter 22
 

I’m exhausted as fuck. For six days straight, Ryker has kicked my ass from sun up to sun down with sprint training. It isn’t for the weak and I forgot just how brutal these training days are. They’re hardcore—one week on, one week slower. Rinse and repeat until a week before my scheduled fight. Hours upon hours of building stamina, conditioning, weight training, techniques, and let’s not forget the bullshit unorthodox shoulder reconditioning. I swear the fucker gets his rocks off fighting me one-armed. I know he’s scrambling to get my reflexes back to perfect because Whittaker will try to destroy me by fixating on my weak spots. I’m not an idiot. I’d do the same shit. On top of working it back into shape, I’m learning to protect it diligently. It’s the only injury I’m worried about. My thigh, other than a few aches, shows no sign of weakness.
Wanting to surprise Kinley, I asked Ryker if we could call it quits an hour early. With Whit being pregnant again, I knew I wouldn’t get too much of an argument. This week, our relationship has consisted of long-winded phone calls and no time to see her. She’s told me she’s been shadow boxing every night. Her radiating self-esteem makes me smile.
Being away from her this week has killed me and has further proven I’m a done man, head over heels.
Now that my six days are over, I’m knocking on her door and leaning away from the peephole.
There’s a scuffle on the other side, a quiet pause, and then, “Who is it?”
“Someone ordered a male stripper.”
She jerks open the door and lunges into my arms, kissing my face. I carry her back into the apartment and kick the door shut, setting her down. She’s comfortable, gorgeously comfortable in the cutest fucking gray sweatpants with large black stars and one of my t-shirts.
“What are you doing here?”
“I missed you,” I state simply.
Stretching, she folds her arms around my neck and kisses my chin. “I’ve missed you too.”
The scent of popcorn has me looking around. The TV is paused, the bowl on the couch, and her drink is on the table. “Movie night?”
“I was catching up on God Friended Me.”
“Never heard of it,” I say.
She parks her ass on the couch, tucking her legs under her. “It’s about this guy who is an atheist and his dad is a reverend. One day he receives a friend request from God. This God account sends him friend suggestions and he’ll go check out the people. One way or another, he ends up helping them. Him and a few of his friends are determined to find out who’s behind the account.”
Kicking off my shoes, I join her, placing the bowl of popcorn on my lap and resting my head on her shoulder.
“I wish I had known you were coming. I would’ve made dinner or something,” she peeks down at me.
“That would’ve ruined my surprise.” I grin up to her.
She kisses me and then runs her hand down my cheek. “You look really tired.”
“I am, but nothing was going to stop me from being beside you tonight.” I grab the remote off the arm rest and hand it over. “Watch your show.”
 
Something pulls me out of the depths of sleep and into the realms of reality. Kinley is crammed into my side between me and the back of the couch, snuggled tightly and sleeping. At some point she covered us up. I blink toward the ceiling. Fuck, I must’ve been exhausted. The last thing I remember is sliding down and pulling her against me.
I slip my arm out from under her and go to her room to pull the covers down on the bed before rescuing my girl from the grips of the couch. As I scoop her up, she nuzzles into my neck but doesn’t wake. Gently, I lay her on the bed, strip to my boxers, and slide in behind her, holding her close.
Heaven. This is what it must be like.
 
I’m awakened by fingers running softly through my hair. I crack open an eye to Kinley glowing with affection.
“I brought you coffee. I didn’t think you wanted to sleep the day away.”
“What time is it?”
“Eleven.”
My eyes spring open and I jerk to my elbows. “Do what?”
She titters.
“Holy fuck. I had to have been a teenager the last time I slept this late.”
She presses a kiss to my cheek. “I knew you were exhausted, so I let you sleep.”
I stretch before sitting up and taking a few sips of coffee, giving my brain fuel before heading to the bathroom. After pissing and brushing my teeth, I’m ready to indulge in my girl.
She’s in the kitchen, fridge door open, bent over looking into it.
“Do you want breakfast or lunch? Are eggs on your diet?” She doesn’t look up to see me stalking to her.
Gripping her by the waist, I push the door shut, twist her, and claim the very lips I’m desperate to taste. I lift her by the ass and set her on the counter, finding the bottom of her shirt to slip my hand under and knead her breast. I lick her chin and she tilts her head back.
“Clothes. Get them off,” she orders and I grin, but do exactly what I’m told.
She shimmies out of her sweatpants and I do exactly what I’m panting for. I push into her, hissing at how hot and wet she is for me, how incredible her pussy feels wrapped around my cock. I grip the back of her knees, forcing her to lean onto her elbows. Rapt, I watch as my dick slides in and out of her. Biting my lip, I flick my gaze to her.
Her mouth is parted, eyes heated and hooded. She looks so fucking sexy. Sounds so perfect. “God, I fucking love you.” The words tumble out before I can stop them.
The way her gaze meets mine has me falling into her eyes. “I love you, too.”
We stare at each other, silently saying more, meaning everything we feel. It’s freeing and invigorating to finally get that out, to have her know exactly how I feel. I thrust into her, grinding down. She mewls and sucks in small gasps as her body tenses. Her eyes squeeze shut and she becomes louder as she plummets into the depth of her orgasm. Her body tests my strength, all her sounds, the way she grabs ahold of me like I’m everything to her. I bury myself deeply and lose it.
I’m gulping for air and drop my head back, releasing her legs. We stay like this as her body continues to tremor, and after a few minutes, I pull out and tuck my dick back into my shorts before helping her off the counter.
Peering down at her, holding her still by the hips, I give her a soft kiss. “For weeks, I’ve known I love you. But this week showed me how in love I am with you. I don’t like being without you. You mean so much to me. I hope you know that.”
There’s a flicker in her eyes. “I’ve known. You have a way of showing me without words that I’ve grown to love and appreciate. I don’t know when I fell, but it happened gradually and it wasn’t anything I could control.”
I swipe her bangs off her forehead and anchor myself in her view. “You’ll see it more than you hear it. If that ever becomes not enough, you’ll tell me, right?”
Curiosity is there, but I’m grateful when she nods. Trying to explain that actions are louder than words, and how words are just words, is difficult without sounding like a prick. Even in my own mind, I sound a dick when I try putting it together.
“Get dressed. Let’s go get something to eat.” I smack her ass and follow her into her room.
I rest my shoulder on the door frame and watch her get ready. Everything she does is so simple, yet everything about her is so alluring.
 



Chapter 23
 

Classy. Eloquent. And so unbelievably stunning. Kinley’s hunter green dress hugs against her chest, the deep V showing off the swells of her breasts and cleavage before gripping her hips and letting loose down her legs. I’m almost jealous of it. I knew when she tried it on, it was the one, and I had to fight like hell so she’d let me buy for her. The woman is stubborn as fuck, but not as much as me.
“I’m kind of nervous,” she admits.
Her fiery red hair is pulled back in a loose braid that slips into a ponytail.
“Don’t be,” I tell her. “We’ll be here for an hour or so, I’ll make my contribution, play nicely, stand there looking sexy and then we’re out.”
“I’ve been to a lot of these and I still get nervous,” Whitney offers, smiling from across the limo with a scowling Ryker beside her.
He’s pissy because he doesn’t have the limo privately to devour his wife to and from the event. Whitney only ordered one because it was pointless to have two limos when we’re all going to the same place. It also doesn’t help he has to be choked by a bow tie. Ryker abhors tuxes.
“You gonna sulk all night?” I ask with a chuckle.
“Fuck off,” he fumes and it cracks me up.
Whitney must sense his anger and leans closer to whisper something in his ear. He licks his lips, his eyes flashing slightly. “You drive a hard bargain.”
She pats his knees. “Behave and I’ll make good on that bargain.”
I clutch Kinley’s hand, lacing our fingers together as we pull up to the banquet hall. Ryker’s out first, extending his hand to help his pregnant wife out of the car. I’m next, helping my nervous girlfriend stay grounded. Instantly, flashes and reporters hawk us, leaning out and over the felt rope barricades to stretch their recorders out and shout their questions. Always so desperate to be the first to reveal something. I hate reporters. We don’t stop. We never do. Ryker loathes them just as much as I do.
“You could have warned me about that,” Kinley whisper hisses as we step into the lobby.
“I forgot about them,” I tell her and she cuts mad eyes at me. I’m chuckling when I kiss the side of her head and continue to follow behind Ryker and Whit. 
We make our way around the room, pausing to talk to other managers, a few of the board members, several fighters, and a very intense moment with Mr. Walker, one of the dickhead exec members of the MMAT.
I excuse Kinley and me to sneak away to the bar, where I order her a soda and beer for me. These things force me to drink.
“You good?” I ask, looking at her over my bottle.
“Yeah.” She chirps. “This isn’t so bad. A little crowded but fun.”
My lips quirk. “Fun? That’s a new word to describe these.”
She puffs a giggle.
Ryker strides toward me, exasperation written all over his face. “I hate doing this to you, but the vultures want pictures of you and Whittaker…mingling.” He grits the last word.
Mingling—a word that shouldn’t be used when placing two opponents who are vying for the same title face to face outside of the octagon. Neither should you use the words friendly, nice, fun, even-tempered, or calm. This is nothing more than premeditated slaughter escalation. We’re allowed to instigate, cuss, and intimidate, but we can’t touch. Two grown ass men, trained to pummel, have to play nicely. Only dumbasses would think this is a good idea…
Whittaker is a few inches taller than me, skinnier, and has a chip on his shoulder the size of a boulder. I stick my hand out for him to shake and then chuckle when he grips it hard. “What’s up, man?”
He shoves his chin up, bowing his chest out, and views me down his nose. “That’s about as much pleasantries I’ll give the cameras. I’m here to do my job and get the fuck out of here.”
“Seems we have more in common than first thought, huh?” My tone drips with sarcasm.
“Fuck you. I can’t wait to knock your teeth down your throat and reign the title.”
I bounce my head from shoulder to shoulder. “Okay. Maybe not a lot in common then.”
He flirts a murderous glare. “Heard you got shot. Hope your injuries are up for a challenge.” He whips out a smirk.
Jaded, I feign boredom. “More challenging than a bullet? Ohhh. I don’t know. That may be a tough one.”
The clicks and flashes continue to thunder off as Whittaker clenches his jaw and balls his fists at his sides. This is what everyone wants—a pissed reaction. Magazines don’t care the price. They just want the pictures. Getting all pissed off is a waste of energy. Why get all worked up when you can’t do shit about it? I’m not the baddest bastard in here, definitely not the worst, but certainly better than this fuckface though.
The difference between me and everyone else—I’m humble and grounded and not fueled by some rage façade. I’m not irascible but do end up pissing people off with my charm. And I fucking love every minute of it.
As he takes a step toward me, I move Kinley behind my arm without taking my eyes off him.
“You’re a mouthy pretty boy. Too bad I’m going to fuck up that face so badly your girl won’t even know who you are.”
I suck my teeth and grunt. “I’ve been threatened that many of times, but my face is still pretty. Seems your other opponents didn’t have mercy on yours though.”
There’s a small twitch in his jaw, his hips shift slightly, and his eyes narrow. I’m bracing for his pounce when Ryker steps between us, his back to my front, glaring down at the fuckface. “Not here. Not tonight.” His deep voice growls out.
“What’s your washed up ass think you’re going to do about it?”
Whitney clears her throat several feet away.
“Your bulldog just called her bitch down,” Whittaker sneers.
I’ve never met a person who has the balls to talk shit to or about Whitney and walk away from it. So imagine my surprise when Ryker shifts, offering a smirk. “Yeah. My wife pissed scares me a whole fucking lot. But your ridiculous act…” he shakes his head. “Not even a tiny bit.”
Whittaker glances around Ryker. “Motherfucker won’t be in the ring to protect you.”
Smugness spreads across my lips and jerks them up into a grin. “Will you remind me to act like a douchebag next time? I don’t have little dick syndrome, so I’ll need you to give me some pointers.”
Whittaker sneers and grabs his nuts as he walks away.
I’m cracking up when Ryker levels me with a glower that knocks me down an inch. I feel that shit in my soul. “I hate how inanely sarcastic you can be,” he grinds out.
I smirk, raising a shoulder. He can’t ever stay mad at me. Soon his mad face falters and he blows a chuckle. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
I pull Kinley close. “You good?”
“That was scary,” her voice wavers.
I offer her a smile. “Nah. That’s light compared to what it can be. It’s just shit talk.”
We move back through the crowd, heading for the exit while sticking close by the wall so we can make an escape without being stopped too many times. The illumination of the bright white lights from the front lobby come into sight just as the carpet under our feet turns to tile when a very pissed off Tia steps out in front of me. Her hands are on her hips, brows slanted, face red with anger as Cordova, a badass fighter, keeps at striking distance. I squeeze Kinley’s hand.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Tia’s tone is manic. Kinley’s grip tightens in my hand. “Her! The bitch who got you shot is who you’re interested in?” Fire glows from her. “You destroyed him and now you’re milking the hero and ruining his life? How fucking dare you,” she seethes at Kinley.
“Tia!” I snarl. “Who I’m with is none of your damn business.”
Unrelenting, she straightens and tucks her hands under the bump on her stomach. “It’s all my damn business. I’ve been trying to tell you, but every time we are together, we’re too busy with other things.”
My body freezes over.
“Oh my god,” Kinley exhales and pulls her hand from mine.
“Yeah, bitch. Oh my god is right. We’ve been on and off for years, and most recently we’ve been on.” She rubs her stomach. “You just couldn’t leave him alone. You pushed yourself onto my man,” Tia fumes.
“Whoa. The fuck?” I snap. “I’ve never been your man and that baby isn’t mine.”
Tia sucks in an overdramatic breath. “Don’t you dare deny it, Carter.”
“Bullshit, Tia. I’ve always used protection with you.”
She bestows a lethally malicious smirk. “Last time was from my stash.”
That night flashes before my eyes. Her house. Her bed. She was wearing a pink lacy teddy. I started to grab a condom from my pocket, but she stopped me with one from her nightstand. I watched as she put it on me and then kissed me feverishly.
Holy. Fuck.
My blood runs cold. “What the fuck did you do?” I scathe.
“What I had to do. You wouldn’t see me any other way. I want you and I always get what I want,” she replies snobbishly. “You, bitch,” she shoves a finger into Kinley’s face and I side step to put myself between them, “can get the fuck away from him.”
“Come with me,” Whitney pulls Kinley away with a gentle tug.
“Wait a minute,” I try and stop her, but the pain on Kinley’s face steals my voice.
Tia softens once Kinley’s gone and takes a small step closer to me. “For months I’ve tried talking to you, tried feeling things out, but you wouldn’t give me the chance. I didn’t want to tell you over the phone. I wanted to share our news in person.”
“You trapped me?” My words ride out in a bemused exhale.
“I’ve loved you for a long time.”
“You trapped me, Tia?” I repeat viciously. “What has to be wrong in your fucking head to think a baby would ever make me want to be with you? Surely you’d see this would backfire.”
“I knew it would, but I know with some time you could eventually love me.”
“How far along are you?” I feel numb to my bones.
I fall in love with a girl I’m crazy about only to get trapped by a girl I can barely stand. What the fuck have I done to piss off the universe? I finally get everything I’ve ever wanted and it’s ripped away from me. We’ve never discussed kids. Does Kinley even want them? Would she consider being a stepmom?
“Nineteen weeks,” she says. “I can’t believe you’ve been caught up with the bitch who got you shot.”
Kinley’s going to fucking leave me…
I deflate, my shoulders sinking as I stare at my own defeat.
I was just getting back on top of the world again. My dream girl at my side, back on the roster with a title match, back in good condition after being shot. Six months of excruciatingly hard work and I’m about to lose it all.
Wait. Nineteen weeks?
“You’re sure it’s mine?” My tone remains stoic.
She grins, swaddling her stomach and nods. “Yes.”
I narrow my eyes murderously. “How the fuck does that work? I haven’t been with you for over six months.”
Her face wilts.
Jack-fucking-pot.
“You bitch,” I growl menacingly and step directly in front of her, glowering as Cordova starts to me. Ryker quickly blocks him. “How dare you try pinning this on me. And for what? For what, Tia?” I bellow into her face, scaring myself with the amount of hatred and outrage vibrating within me.
“Carter!” Whitney calls out and I snap my head her direction. Anguish drapes across her face. “She’s gone.”
I slice my eyes back to the lying bitch. “Go to hell.”
I race past Whitney, double checking the lobby, the bathroom, the limo, the side rooms, and over the crowd. But she’s nowhere. I’ve called her numerous times, but they go straight to voicemail.
“Fuck!” I roar, pulling at the ends of my hair. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I twist each direction wishing she’d be standing there. “I’m gonna head to her place.”
“Carter,” Whitney starts, worry tangling her tone. “I don’t think—”
“I’m not letting her walk away, Whit. Not over that lying bitch. I can’t.”
Ryker slips beside her and grasps her hand. They have a silent conversation before he blinks to me. “Call me. And don’t get fucking shot again in the process.”
 
 
 



Chapter 24
 

I left. I walked away from Whitney’s pleading eyes, from Carter, from it all.
He’s got a baby on the way with a woman who is clearly crazy…about him.
Bile rises to the bottom of my throat and I try choking it down as I walk home with tears blinding me. I left before they could fall, but not before they welled up. I wasn’t going to allow that woman to see them, to see she hurt me. 
I sprinted half a block away before realizing I didn’t need to break an ankle and ended up kicking my heels off. My head spins as I make my way three more blocks to my apartment building and step over the curb into the parking lot. I want to get the hell out of this dress, into a hot bath, and breathe in total silence with steam calming me. My heart feels like it’s been ripped out of my chest. How could he be with someone else and tell me he loves me? Was I seeing shit? Surely what I felt was real. Why do I have to fall for someone who helps me find my strength and break loose of my past only to be exactly what I left?
Why does love hurt? Why does my love always have pain?
I’m so out of it that I don’t notice Ben until he sees me and it’s too late to double back the opposite direction.
I look up to the sky and whine. “Why?”
“Kinley?” he rushes me, his eyes wide and scanning my face. “What happened? What’s wrong?”
“That obvious, huh?” I deadpan. “It’s been a long night and I’m tired. I’ll call you later,” I lie walking past him.
He steps in my way, stopping me. “Cinn, what happened?” The genuine concern on his face reaches his tone and it causes these stupid tears to fall again. He wraps his arms around my shoulders, forcing me into a hug. But I don’t reciprocate. The scent of his spicy aquatic cologne jars me with memories—like when I caught him kissing Sofia Lain. I know what I saw, but he convinced me that I loved him so much that I was seeing things and scared to lose him. I felt like I was losing my mind. I bawled, petrified I had ruined us and he held me in the courtyard beside the cafeteria until I was done.
He leans back, squeezing my shoulders. “For what it’s worth, you look absolutely stunning.”
“Thanks,” I blow out.
“Come on. I’ll walk you up,” he jerks his head toward my apartment building. “Talk to me. What happened?”
My feet don’t move, adhered to the payment. The last thing I want is him in my home. I don’t trust him. “I don’t want company. I don’t even want you here.”
Anger pulls his brows together, creases forming between them. “I don’t care what you want. You clearly don’t need to be alone.”
Coming from a man who cares, who truly cares, that statement would probably be romantic and a sweet gesture. But coming from him, I can almost taste the bitterness.
“I’ll call Olivia,” I ramble off.
His whole demeanor changes causing the air around us to turn rigid. “You’re going to talk to me. And I’m going to make sure you’re okay. Did that asshole hurt you?”
“What? No!” I squeak. “No. I just want to be left alone.”
I start past him but he snatches my wrist, jerking me around to face him. “I’m not leaving. Clearly you’re a fucking mess and need some company. I want to make sure my girl is okay.”
There’s a snap in my soul. I’m fed up with his tactic. With him. With every damn thing about him. Enmity bursts out from my laughter. “Your girl? I’m not your damn girl. I haven’t been and I don’t plan to be.”
I try pulling my wrist from him, but he tightens his grip and tugs, causing me to stumble forward. His nostrils flare when he bends to get into my face. His sneer is vicious. “Cinn, you’re far from done. Look at you. You’re a fucking mess. You should be ashamed of yourself whoring around on me.”
The grip on my skin hurts, but I don’t give him the satisfaction of seeing the pain. I narrow my eyes. “Are you demented?”
“No. You’re just fucking stupid. You listened to some scumbag who only wanted you for sex because you’re easy. You made a mistake and I’m going to forgive you this time because I know it won’t happen again.” His sentence ends in a biting growl.
“No.” I bite back. “Fuck you. I’m done. I will no longer allow you to treat me this way,” I stand bravely.
“Is that the bullshit he filled you with? Manipulated your pea-brain to think what you get isn’t what you deserve?”
“I might have loved you then, but I don’t love you now at all. You’re—”
He slaps me, the sting catching me off guard. I gasp, holding my cheek. “You hit me…” Disbelief causes my voice to quiver and I hate it.
“Nothing I do is ever good enough for you. All you do is complain, bitch about everything. But don’t you dare say you don’t love me. Ever! Do you hear me?” He thunders. “You’re nothing but a fucked up little whore tainted by another man. No one will ever want that. You’re done whoring around. It’s time you see you fucking belong to me.”
“I do not love you,” I grind out each word.
He smacks me again, this time releasing my hand, and it snaps my head and doubles me over.
Fire burns my face. Anger fuels me. Redemption ignites me. Swinging with every ounce of terrorized fear, I hit him in the nose and take off running. Quickly, he grabs my shoulder, spins me, and punches me in the cheek. Scalding pain explodes and I stumble backward, tripping over my feet as I try to scramble away. By my hair, he snatches me up and I cry out as he jerks me off my feet and into him.
Malevolence seethes at me. Pure evil oozes from his eyes as blood drips from his nose. “Look what you made me do, Cinn.” He growls. “I don’t want to hurt you. I love you.”
“I don’t love you,” I choke out.
He twists his fingers harder into my hair, and the slicing stings burns my scalp, tearing a sob from my chest. The metallic twang of blood slips across my tongue. He bends me so deeply, arching my back so hard I can’t find my footing and it hurts. I grab at his wrist, at his shirt to help straighten and relieve the pain, but he pulls harder.
“You might want to rethink the lies you’re telling me, Kinley.” Wickedness breathes over my skin. “You know I hate a fucking liar and you’re in no position to fucking lie to me,” he threatens.
I don’t recognize the brown eyes I used to love. The boy who had so much of my heart that I used to dream of marrying him. The Ben I see is possessed with something nefarious. The Ben I knew is gone.
“I hate you,” I breathe with a cry. “I hate you so much.”
His face twists. I wince, bracing for the blow I know is coming.
A fists slams into the side of Ben’s head and he drops me. I fall, immediately scrambling to my feet to flee. Carter lunges, sending a barrage of punches to collide into Ben. Ben tries to swing back, but Carter ducks away, grabs his waist, and slams them both to the pavement. They wrestle, punching and grunting, and then Carter twists to sit on top of him. Over and over, his fists meet Ben’s face with a horrible thud.
“Carter, stop!” I scream.
But he doesn’t hear me. I’m frozen in fear, suspended in terror. 
I see a flash out of the corner of my eye. Ryker crashes into Carter, ripping him off Ben and shouts in his face. It snaps Carter out of the frenzy.
Silence spills around us. The sickening thuds have stopped and the only sounds left are the breaths of Carter and Ryker accompanying the solid hum of my racing pulse.
“I’m good. I’m good.” Carter shoves Ryker in the chest and rushes to me. He looks feral as he runs his hands over my hair and cups my face, brushing his thumb over my lip. “Dammit, Kinley.”
Adrenaline buckles me and a sob ruptures. I bury my face into his chest, listening to his heart thunder just as hard as mine, and he holds me as I weep.
Sirens echo in the distance, blasting louder as two police cruisers tear into the parking lot.
 

A medic with a tender soft smile tended to my wounds, gently cleaning my face and checking to see if I needed any further medical treatment. The police separated us with Carter in cuffs beside one of the cruisers, Ryker by a tree answering questions for an older officer, and Ben on a stretcher in the ambulance. Witnesses appeared shortly after the cops got here. There were many of them, at least seven.
Carter smiles and winks at me and it melts away my aching pain. Then I watch as he’s brought to his feet and the handcuffs removed. Relief floods me.
“You okay?” he asks, kneeling in front of me.
“No.” It’s honest.
Storm clouds begin to gather around his pupils as he drags his thumb over my lip. “I’m not being charged, thanks to all the witnesses and Ryker stopping me before I murdered him.”
My eyes fill with tears.
“Kinley. Everything is going to be okay.”
After we’re released from the scene, I go home where I wanted to be to begin with. Carter’s on my heels, following closely as I walk through my living room and into my bedroom. He stays quiet, an arm’s length away with his hands in his slacks pockets, watching me change out of my dress and into sweats and a t-shirt. He doesn’t say anything, but the concern is written all over his face when I pause at the threshold of the bathroom gathering my courage to see the damage.
“Depends on how you look at this, Angel,” Carter breaks the silence, reading my mind. “I see battle wounds you endured for finally standing up to a bully. That’s what they are. You found your strength and stood. They’re going to heal, Angel. I’m so damn proud of you for standing up to him.”
Slowly, I turn my head to him.
“That baby can’t be mine. She said she was four months pregnant and I haven’t been with anyone since I was shot. No one except you.” He clears the distance between us with an intense gaze weighted with urgency and sincerity. “I love you. I need you to believe me. I wouldn’t do a thing to hurt you.” I look down as he grasps my hands noticing the angry slashes with dried blood on his knuckles. “Kinley?”
Flicking my gaze back to him, I offer a small smile. “I believe you.”
Solace lowers his shoulders. “I’ve been yours since cupid shot me twice.”
I titter softly before straightening up. “Whatever my face looks like is my wounds from escaping the gates from hell. I knew that no matter what happened tonight, I wasn’t going to give in. Nothing he could say… I finally told him I hated him.”
A proud ghost of a smile tugs at his lips.
“I’m done with my fears, done with his control, and more importantly, I’m done being weak. Somewhere I lost me, but I’m rebuilding a stronger Kinley. The love you show me is fierce and safe and it took me knowing what that felt like to realize the abuse I’d been through. No more.” I shake my head and swallow. “I love you.”
Carter kisses the corner of my lips, careful to not hurt me. “I love you. I love you so much, Kinley.”
 
 
 



Chapter 25
 

Determination is in his eyes. He’s all geared up and ready to go. Carter’s been moving around, bouncing and punching pads with Ryker as I sit and watch. I’m not really sure how I feel right now. I’m nervous, yet bubbling with exhilaration to see him in his element. The man I love and am crazy for is about to be caged in with another man who wants to destroy him. Both men are fighting for a title, which makes them equally volatile and the anticipation of the explosion worries me the most.
A knock on the door causes me to jump and my pulse to skyrocket. My eyes jerk to Carter who’s looking at me with amusement as he stalks to me and squats in front of me.
“You good?” He places his hands on my knees.
“Yes. I think. You’re going to kick his ass.”
He gives a curt nod. “Damn right I am.” Then something passes over his face. A mischievous look. “I want to put a wager on this bout. How lucky do you feel?”
My face screws up. “Depends on what I’m betting.”
“I win, you move in with me,” he says quietly.
Ryker’s back snaps straight. His head wrenches toward us, his brows high. Kyce begins to crack up and slaps his legs. Carter closes his eyes, a ghost of a smile ticking his lips.
“You thief!” Kyce booms through a laugh. “That was Ryker’s move and you stole it. Get your own ideas, fucker.”
Carter bites his lips, clearly hiding his grin, but his eyes are giving it away. He lifts a shoulder nonchalantly. “It was a pretty brilliant idea.”
“I should write a fucking book about how to be extraordinary,” Ryker says with a chuckle and then sweeps his hand in the air. “How to be smooth with your woman, written by Ryker, the fucking Striker.” He imagines the title in the air. “Best seller. All you losers would buy it.”
“What if you lose?”
Carter’s face hardens, his jaw muscles flexing, and it makes me cackle.
I spend a ton of time at his house as it is. I’d be lying if I said the thought of moving in never crossed my mind. I mean, the drive to work isn’t too bad. Just having to wake up earlier is shitty. But waking up beside him, tangled in his arms, makes it worth it. Then there’s the occasional morning sex that definitely makes it worth it. He’s stayed with me some of the time, but as his fight was closing in, he couldn’t. Ryker had him in the gym at six-thirty every morning.
Playfully and very confidently, I pull my shoulders back and sit up straighter. “I’ll take the bet, but I want to raise the bid. You win, I move in, but…” I hold up a finger. “I get to decorate around the tub.”
His chocolate brown eyes flicker with amusement. “Deal.”
He pulls me to my feet and wraps his arms around my waist, the frivolousness in him turning rigid. “Don’t go anywhere without Kyce. Not even to the bathroom.” His demand is stern, yet caring. I nod. “And don’t sit there and fret.”
He kisses me and this is unlike the rest. It’s like he’s claiming me in a different sense and it touches my soul, swelling my heart. I melt against him.
“I love you,” I exhale as he pulls away.
He winks, letting me go. “Be back soon.”
 
Kyce guides us through the frenzy of people, never relinquishing my arm until we get to our seats. He shows me where Carter will exit and walk past, shouting over the loudness of the excited people. The air around us is buzzing with so much energy, you can feel it on your skin. It’s exhilarating.
The lights go out and the arena comes alive with an ear-splitting shrill. Music thunders out of the speakers—a guitar rift, the bass of the drums. It’s overwhelming and causes my heartbeat to race. Orange lights flash and careen across the walls.
A bright white light bursts through the darkness and illuminates the entrance. My thoughts along with my heart stop when Carter appears with Ryker behind him. He springs on the toes of his feet, alternating from punching the air to smacking hands with everyone outstretched. He comes to a stop at the base of the steps and undresses down to his shorts. Ryker slaps his chest as he puts in his mouth guard and then turns around to face a man in black who pats him down. There’s a nod and then Carter bounds up the stairs. The crowd yells out again as he circles the edge of the cage.
Then…the lights snap off again and we’re thrown into the darkness.
As the other fighter comes in with his choice of song blaring, I can’t seem to peel my eyes off Carter. He’s leaning against the cage, talking to Ryker through it. He looks causal and unfazed that his opponent is entering the ring.
I’m dying a slow death of worry that’s swirling into a vortex of panic. The arena feels claustrophobic. Instead of rubbing circles on my thigh—the habit I’m working on breaking—I clasp my hands tightly in my lap and try to catch my breath as the ref brings the men to the middle.
The bell sounds and they begin to circle. Whittaker comes in fast, sending Carter into defense as he escapes from the hits. Whittaker keeps to Carter’s left, focusing on his weaker side. But if it’s bothering Carter, he’s not showing it. Carter fires back, landing multiple punches, and sends Whittaker backward. But instead of using that time to recover, he steps forward, slamming a kick into Carter’s thigh.
“That’s not fair,” I shout looking to Kyce. “He’s deliberately hitting him where he got shot.”
Kyce’s lips tighten into a frown. “It’s his weak spots.”
I’m holding my breath as I watch. They trade punches and kicks. The thuds send shivers to race down my spine. Oddly, the longer it goes on, my fears vanish and are replaced by excitement mixed with adrenaline pushing it. I’m tingling from head to toe, ducking and moving like somehow it’ll help Carter. He holds his ground, never relenting until the bell sounds the end of the first round.
I swear I take my first breath since the start. Carter sits on a stool with Ryker in front of him talking. I watch intently, trying to read the side of his lips wishing I could hear what’s being said. Carter nods and says something with a smirk.
That sexy smirk.
The warning bell chimes and the cage empties with both fighters on their feet. The bell sounds off again. They trade punches, both knocking the shit out of each other. Whittaker grabs Carter’s waist when he ducks away from a punch and backs Carter against the fence. Carter switches to his side and sweeps Whittaker’s feet out from under him causing him to fall with Carter on top of him. Whittaker bucks and twists, getting to his knees, and Carter winds himself around to his back, snakes an arm around Whittaker’s neck and locks his legs around his hips.
Kyce leaps to his feet. Ryker is shouting at the top of his lungs. I have no idea what’s going on, but Whittaker is flailing his arms, grabbing at Carter’s arm and trying to punch him in the face behind his back. Then suddenly, the referee bounds, ripping Carter off him. The arena shatters into a deafening roar.
Elation erupts in the octagon as people storm in. Carter’s orange mouthpiece reveals his large smile as he raises his hands above his head in victory. Ryker rushes in and bear hugs the shit out of him.
Then…Carter locks eyes with me.
The world is gone. My heart cuts a back flip. I grin feeling deliriously happy.
Him…
He’s my rock, the man who has stolen my heart and given it a second chance.
 
 
 



Chapter 26
 

Of course I won the fight, and two weeks later Kinley moved in. And not a moment too late. As she was still overcoming the trauma from the emotional abuse, Ben plead not guilty to the battery charges and forced it into trial. Kinley faced him, boldly staring at the fuckface as she testified against him while pictures of her injuries were showcased for all the court to see. Ben was sentenced to ten measly days in jail along with a hefty fine and a court order to stay away from Kinley with no contact whatsoever.
The dumbass tried to persuade the courts to charge me with assault with a deadly weapon since I’m a trained fighter, but they denied the motion since I intervened only to protect her. Basically, he shouldn’t have messed with the wrong girl.
Living with Kinley is great. She’s put her touches all through the house, and of course, around the tub. But my most favorite touch—she framed the drawing I did of her and hung it in our room. She always does little things to let me know how important I am to her, and since I don’t say those three words much, I express it every minute of the day.
Her nightmares have stopped. How can they stick around when she has my arms wrapped around her? She’s protected…always.
Just like this little girl I’m holding.
Addison Hayes—the beautiful new addition to the Hayes clan.
“You’re hogging her,” Kyce states, sounding grumpy as he crosses his arms. 
“Dude.” I say simply giving him a shut the hell up glare.
I haven’t been hogging her. He has. She was placed in my arms five minutes ago.
She has striking blue eyes with long lashes, smooth baby skin, and the sweetest little lips. Whitney and Ryker put a little headband with a small pink flower on her and it’s adorable. She’s perfect and going to send her father into cardiac arrest as she grows older and the boys begin to see her.
There’s a soft tap on the door and my mom enters. She makes a beeline to Whitney, kissing her on the side of the head and hugs Ryker as she congratulates them. Then those hopeful warming eyes hit me and she smiles. 
“You look good holding a baby,” she says.
Annnd that’s my cue. I hand her to my mother and take a seat next to Kyce. I watch as Mom coos and dotes all over Addison.
“She’s going to be spoiled rotten,” I say.
“And tough as hell,” Kyce adds.
“Gracie sure is.” Sarah smiles to her daughter sitting beside her father.
“Thanks to me,” Ryker quips.
“You think so?” Jackson retorts.
Ryker chuckles. He wears “new dad” proudly. His blue eyes are gleaming and the smile can’t be wiped off his face. He’s puffed out—shoulders back, chest swelled.
“How do you feel about having a daughter in the clan of boys?” Mom asks, not looking up from the joy in her arms.
The question looks like it scares the fuck out of Ryker. He stiffens and then scratches the back of his neck.
Whitney titters as she smooths out the hospital blanket around her legs. “He’s anxious to get Kaden in the gym to lift weights and learn all his moves so he can protect his sister at all times.”
We all laugh.
“I’m not that bad,” Ryker tilts his head toward her.
She rolls her eyes and burns him with a grin. “Yet.”
“Where’s Kinley, baby?” Mom asks as she places Addison in Whitney’s lap.
“She had to work today.”
“I have to go. I only had a few minutes to stop in, but I wanted to see her. I’ll call and check in soon,” she tells Whitney. “If you need anything, I’m only a phone call away.
Mom walks around the room hugging everyone goodbye. We may not bear the Hayes last name, but we’re definitely family and treated like it.
“Love you, son,” Mom says kissing my cheek.
 
After sticking around for another hour, I decide to leave and head to the gym where I toss some punches into the punching bag while wasting time before heading home. I’ll be honest, if I’m not in the gym or with Kinley, I’m fucking lost.
Kinley comes through the door, hangs her keys on the hook, and kisses me in the kitchen. She looks at the pans on the stove. “What's this?”
“Chicken marsala and pasta,” I say proudly. “To celebrate a new member of the family.”
She lights up. “Those pictures were precious. She looks like Ryker. I can’t wait to see her tomorrow.”
“If you can pry her away from Kyce.” I blow a chuckle.
“I’m going to wash off before dinner. Give me ten,” she says and rushes out of the kitchen.
The bathroom is billowing steam when I step in. The shower door is fogged up and only allows me to see a smudgy silhouette of the naked body behind it. Opening the door, I stick my head in and watch as the coconut lime scented soap bubbles trickle down her body, weaving around her sexy curves.
She runs her wet hands down my face, something she always does when I pop into her showers, and kisses me. “I missed you today.”
Her words cause my lips to quirk up. “I wish I could say the same thing, but I had another girl in my arms.”
She titters and raises a brow. “She better be glad she’s cute or I’d be mad.”
“You ever think about having kids?”
She gasps, feigning horror, and slaps her hand over her pussy to cover herself. Then she shoves me in the chest. “Get away! You may be contagious!”
Confused, I draw my brows low.
“Baby fever,” she explains but then turns serious. “One day, sure. But not now. I’m not ready, not like anyone’s ever ready, but I have other things I want to do first before starting a family.”
“Like what?”
She leans her head into the water and rinses out her conditioner. “Marriage, honey moon, a trip to another country, a dog, learn how to make an omelet without burning one side of it.”
One day, when I get the balls, I'm going to propose to her. In my soul, I feel she’s my one and I love her on an entirely different level. It’s profound. It’s as if I live my life for the smile on her face. She’s my Angel Eyes…
 
 
THE END
 
 
 
Haven’t read the rest of the Fighter Series? Check them out here
 
 
 



Preview of No Holds
Chapter 1
 

“Fuck!” Kyce shouts, shaking his hands. “I said spar, you asshole.”
He’s always been a little bitch. Baby brother or not, I’m not going to cut him a break. I never have and I’m not about to start now. Standing at a whopping five feet eleven and weighing in at a sparse hundred and sixty-five pounds, the little shit has always been eager to wrangle with me. When he was old enough for me to put him in a headlock and torture the ever-living shit out of him, it became his life goal to beat me fair and square.
What are brothers for?
Mom used to get so pissed when he came home busted up, bloodied, and bruised. He did his best to conceal the fact it was me, always blaming someone else, but Mom could see through his lies. She never understood it was his fault. You just can’t run with the big dogs without any repercussions. Hell, I went through the same torment with Jackson, trying to show my worth. Jackson was a shit and taught me how to be a shit. The arrogant asshole knew he was the biggest prick in school and would always bring it home to me.
I’m six years younger than him, but just as big. Scrapping with him taught me the ropes. Technically, I’m only passing down a favor to Kyce. Not like he needs it. The little shit has soaked in all of my lessons and can stand his ground pretty damn well. He’s gotten good. Too good. So good, I’ve tried talking him into joining the MMAT. But he’s chicken shit. Says he doesn’t particularly care to get beat up for a living even though he comes to all my fights, and as you can see, sometimes he’s my training partner.
We’ve grown closer since my boy, Matt, moved out of town to North Carolina for his job. Kyce has since become my partner in crime.
“I am sparring, shithead. Man up.” I chuckle, slamming my gloves together and bouncing on my toes.
He narrows his frustrated eyes at me. “I’m not Morris Fischer.” It’s his turn to chuckle as the anger melts away to amusement. He wipes the sweat from his forehead with his forearm. “Morris Fischer,” he repeats the name. “Who the fuck names their kid that? His mom probably forced him to become a fighter because of the bullies at school calling him names, picking on her precious baby.”
“You going to put up a fight or fantasize about fucking his mom?” I tease, rousing him. Pissed brother equals pissed fighting with something to prove.
He shoves his mouth guard back in, raises his gloves closer to his face, and tucks his chin. He steps in and swings, connecting with my glove and then fires off a wide right hook. I duck.
Told you he’d fall for my pestering him.
He unloads a flurry of punches as I weave and duck from each. Then vexation saturates the wrinkled lines between his eyes. He drops his hands, his face red. “Man, fuck this.” He rips the gloves from his hands and throws them on the mat.
I can’t help but laugh at his temper tantrum. “You’re doubting my livelihood.”
“I’ve trained with you for years and I can’t ever get the better of you,” he snaps, sounding more like a defensive puppy.
“You’ve won a time or two,” I say.
He puffs a scowl. “You let me win the first time and the other time your ego was busted up because of Levi. Pretty shitty I can’t win unless you’re wounded.”
I smirk. “I let you win both times.”
He shakes his head. His short brown hair, normally gelled up and spikey, lays flat and heavy against his head, drenched in sweat. “Not when Levi handed you your ass on a golden glove.”
Asshole knows the low blows. Levi didn’t hand me shit. I fucked that up by myself and he was there to take everything from me—my championship, my professional contract, and my dignity.
“I let you win that, too. Your smile lifted my spirits.” My tone reeks of sarcasm.
“Yeah, right,” he scoffs. “Your ego is way too big for you to ever let that happen.”
I slide my gloves off. “What’s with you?”
He shakes his head, dismissing me with a toss of his hand, and drops out of the ring. I’m at him in a flash, slipping under the ropes and snatching his arm.
“Dude. What the fuck is wrong with you?”
He bobs his head from shoulder to shoulder and looks away. “Crystal bounced. Not like you care.”
He’s right. I don’t give a damn about the conniving bitch. She’s had him on a short leash and used him for everything she could think of. But he’s still my brother. “Why?”
He shrugs a shoulder. “No reason. She spent the night, we had some fun, and when we woke up the next morning, she called it quits. Grabbed her shit and left.”
“Do you talk in your sleep?” I ask, trying to keep a straight face and do well except for my twitchy lips.
He closes his eyes, reining in his temper. It’s a Hayes thing—our tempers. It runs very fucking deep in the family along with our eyes. It’s Dad’s dominant genes.
“I saw it coming weeks ago,” he admits.
“Did you love her?”
He looks to his feet. “Wanted to. Does that count?”
“You can’t force that shit. If it’s there, it’s there. I’d say after what…four months? If you didn’t feel it, that shit wasn’t happening.”
Jackson was blessed with Dad’s lack of emotions. Poor Kyce was cursed with Mom’s sensitivity even though I tried beating it out of him when we were younger. I swear I tried my fucking hardest. And me, well, I lean a bit more on Dad’s side, but I don’t have a shortage of emotions. I just reserve those for the right person.
I shove his shoulder. “Good riddance. She wasn’t any good for you anyway.”
“Good lay.” His eyes smile along with his lips.
I drop my head back and laugh. “There’s more where that came from.”
He exhales deeply. “What are you doing tonight? The guys were telling me about a club twenty minutes away.”
I raise a shoulder. “Clubbing. The misery expunger. I’m down. What time?”
“Pick me up around eight.”
My brows jump high on my forehead. “Eight? Are you buying me dinner and a movie? Do we kiss at the end of this date?”
He rolls his eyes—yep, just like mom—and shakes his head. “God. Sometimes I hate you’re my fucking brother. I’d only claim Jackson if I could.”
“Ah, the good brother,” I say facetiously. “You’d miss me.”
“Not if you didn’t exist,” he quips.
I laugh again. “You’d dream of having a brother as brilliant as I am.”
“I’d wish for a sister.”
I shove his shoulder again. “You’d dream of your sister? No fucking wonder Crystal split. You’re a sick fuck.”
He sucks his laugh in his throat and I flash my best shit-eating grin before striding away.
“I’ll pick my sweetie up at eight,” I yell over my shoulder, pushing out the door.
 

Determined to be the little punk he is, when I picked up Kyce, he insisted we go straight to The Grind just to prove me wrong. I’ve heard about this place a time or two. It opened less than a year ago and people rave about it. It’s apparently the hottest club to hit New England in years.
I pull into the parking lot and see the line to get into the place is wrapped around the building. Kyce shoots me a quick glance. “Ethan said for us to use the back entrance.” He points. “Said he’d let us in.”
“Why do you still talk to that fucknut?” I ask pulling into a spot in the back.
“Bygones are bygones.” He drops out the truck.
Ethan, the toothy grinning, backstabbing bastard, pushes open the door and lets us in. “You’re going to love it here, Ryker,” he says like I give a fuck about what’s spewing from his mouth. “DJ Echo is here tonight and he’s the bomb diggity.”
I shoot Kyce an annoyed glance and continue to make my way in without a word to the over-enthused Ethan. I only tolerate him because Kyce forgave the weasel, but it doesn’t mean I’ll chat him up like he’s a fucking friend.
The place is busy as hell, swamped with people. Most of the guys here are college age and the women have the same resemblance, only less clothed. They’re here with only one intention and it isn’t one their daddies would approve. The bass vibrates my chest, and strobe lights flicker around us—blue, purple, green, white. I close my eyes for a fraction of a second and reminisce my fight entrance. I love entering arenas—screaming fans, loud music, the lights adding the to hype. It pulls adrenaline from every cell in my blood. It’s exhilarating as hell. And I fucking love it. I’m ready to get back in there.
We make our way to the stick figure of a bartender and order our beers before finding the table. It’s off to the side, locked and loaded with some of Kyce’s boys.
“What’s up, Ryker?” Nick, the one I can stand, says.
Now, before you go and label me as the biggest fucking prick, you’ve got the wrong idea. It might seem I don’t like many people, and for the most part you are correct. But I run off vibes. Bad vibes equal shadiness. Shadiness equals piss poor people. And I don’t fare well with it. I also don’t like to hand out second chances often.
Take the shithead at the door, for instance. Ethan went behind Kyce’s back and fucked the girl he was talking to. What kind of “good friend” does that? One who should get his ass whipped, that’s who. The girl came clean a week later. Guilt ate her fake tanned skin up. Ethan claimed he was drunk and didn’t remember. I don’t believe him. Either way, Kyce ditched the chick and put Ethan on his shit list. They’d both be gone if it were me.
Trust is big for me. I’ve been burned too many times, and in the industry I work, trust is hard to find. I’m not a mean asshole, just a guarded one. I pay attention. I watch. I learn. Now if you do the same, you’ll see I’m not the bad guy.
“What’s up, man?” I tip my chin and then take a long draw from the cold beer.
“Not much. Same old, same old. Haven’t seen you around lately.”
I smile. “I’m always around. I’ve been back in town for months. You’ve been missing from the scene.”
Nick’s dark brown eyes dart away before answering. “Women,” he says with a nervous chuckle. “You know how they can be.”
“Ryker, the motherfucking Striker,” Jordie’s skinny arm slaps my shoulder. “How are you?”
Despite being a stroke to the ego, I despise fake friendliness because I’m prominent in the fighting world. Jordie is a fanboy, only evolving into one of my supporters after I won a few. Not because he’s been friends with our family for years.
“Good,” I answer.
“That’s great, man. When’s your next fight?”
“About a month.”
“Against who?”
“Some douche named Morris,” Kyce cuts in.
My baby brother—my number one fan.
“Fischer?” Jeff, who’s been attached to Jordie’s hip since high school, asks.
“Yeah.” I shift my view to him and his preppy ass attire.
“Isn’t he from Germany?”
Indifference tightens my lips and I shrug a shoulder. “No clue.”
“Aren’t you supposed to know about your opponents?” Jordie asks.
“I know about his fighting. The rest doesn’t interest me.”
“It’s your first fight since losing,” Jordie informs me as if I don’t fucking know this shit. “You nervous?”
I slice my eyes to him and allow a polite smile to rest on my lips. “Never nervous.”
Thankfully, Jeff spots a few girls on the dance floor, and dumb and dumber go give it a shot. Those two can’t do a damn thing without each other’s company. It’s fucking ridiculous. If I didn’t know them, I’d swear they were lovers.
Nick and Kyce stay behind. Kyce knows dancing isn’t in our blood. We can barely do the damn Hokey Pokey. We order another round of beers from the cute redheaded waitress who can’t keep her dark hazel eyes off me. They stay on me while the guys tell her what they’d like and she’s met by my smirk before she rushes off. I chuckle.
“I need to learn the Hayes’ secret,” Nick says watching her dainty ass sway off.
Kyce grins. “All in the genes.”
“We have no secret,” I add. “We were born gods.”
This causes us all to laugh.
“All I was blessed with was thick hair,” Nick tells us.
Kyce’s expression turns serious as he looks to him. “Which you never do a damn thing with. Brush it. Style it. Fucking do something to it.”
Redhead comes back and sets our beers on the table in front of us.
She rocks back nervously, with her eyes on me. “Hey.”
I arch a brow knowing her intent. “Hi.”
“After I get off work, would you like to go somewhere?” She waves her hand and looks to the ceiling. “Away from here.” She ends her sentence with her lips between her teeth.
I clear my throat and lean in close to her face. Her breath hitches as the pulse in her throat makes a clear presence. “No. Thank you.” She sucks a short gasp and I continue. “We’ve not even exchanged names and you’re willing to cart me out of here. I don’t take pleasure in easy.”
Kyce chokes on his beer.
Her eyes snap to him before sliding back to me, mad with embarrassment. “You think I’m easy?”
I take her in—small tits, no curves, and a nasty attitude. “I don’t have to think it, sweetheart.”
“I just wanted to get to know you,” she spits.
“I’m sure,” I reply cynically. “Whatever you tell yourself to sleep at night.”
Just as red as her hair, fire blazes in her wake as she storms off.
Nick’s mouth is twitching to say something while he watches me take a swallow from my beer. I grin to him. “If it’s easy for me, think how easy it is for any other guy. I’m not interested in that.”
“Pussy’s pussy.” Nick shrugs.
I tip my beer to him. “Coming from the guy who recently stated he was having women problems. Want me to take a stab at the problem?”
His eyes scrutinize me, but he remains silent. Good. I’d hate to be the asshole tonight.
I pan the crowd and set my half empty beer down. “I’ve had my fill of the place. You good or riding with me?” I point, asking Kyce.
He looks to Nick who nods in a silent affirmation before answering. “I’ll hitch a ride with him.”
“Have a good night, ladies.” I grin before making my way through the crowd to get to the back door.
 
Ethan’s surprised when he spots me. “Leaving so soon?”
I don’t answer him, only glaring at him with a stone-cold stare as I push out the door. I have nothing to say to the rat bastard.
 
Continue reading No Holds
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