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            Chapter One

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Some girls love flowers. I prefer them dead. Cards and candy? Only if they’re covered in blood and guts. Fake of course. I’m not an animal.

      Most women love dates that include romantic candlelit meals, fancy clothes, dessert and wine, followed by a leisurely stroll along the moonlit shore. Blah! How completely boring and stereotypical. I’d rather go have a shootout, of the paintball variety, and grab take-out for a movie marathon at home. The wine part though, that can stay.

      I’m not your average thirty-four-year-old single woman. I mean sure, I live alone in my overpriced Chicago apartment because the extra rent means the building’s safer, right? And I have a cat because don’t all mentally healthy people own a pet? At least, that was my intent when I adopted Mick Grimes from the rescue shelter. He came with the name Midnight or Smokey or Mr. Whiskers—some generic crap like that, but my new companion serves a higher purpose. Now, when my co-workers ask me a question like, “What’d you do last night, Mia?” I’m able to answer, “Mick Grimes and I had dinner, watched a movie, and then he snuck into my bed. Such a snuggle bug, that Mick Grimes.”

      Except my cat is a total dick. Really ruined my fantasy for pet ownership, and now my answer is more along the lines of, “Oh, you know, the usual. Had dinner, watched a movie, and then I had to scrub off the shit Mick left on my LA Comic Con 2014 sweatshirt. He loves me, but he likes to keep me on my toes. Idiot was at it again with the toilet paper roll after I went to bed! I guess that was my fault for leaving the bathroom door open again.”

      See? Dick.

      Has me half tempted to rename him Negan.

      But that’s okay. My asshole cat can’t sway my love for Mick. Or Daryl, or Tallahassee. No, because if you haven’t already guessed, I am hopelessly addicted to everything Wandering Dead, Zombieworld, and Man of the Dead. It’s not only shows and movies, either. My infatuation extends to comics and books. If it contains a dead heart, I’m in.

      It’s most definitely my impetus for pursuing a career in video game design. That, and my childhood gaming obsession. My friends think it’s awesome that I do what I’m passionate about for a living, but to my mother I’m a disappointment. She’d rather I settle down with a nice man, and foresees nothing but spinsterhood on my horizon. She’s not exactly wrong. The only difference is that while she sees it as a death sentence, I see it as living the dream. My career, my apartment, my free time spent doing what I want . . . I can’t imagine it gets any better. I don’t have to share my food, or pretend to care about someone else’s day, or shush a guy when my favorite show is on.

      Sure, there was a time when I expected more. A companion to share my passion, my love, my life. Maybe I’m just not that girl anymore. Hell, it’s clear there isn’t a man out there for me, not unless I lower my standards and become a woman I don’t recognize or am proud of. But I won’t do that.

      You’d think in my line of work the sausage-fest of single, intelligent gamers would manage to provide me a match made in virtual heaven, but let me tell you something. Nerds are assholes, too.

      Yeah, I tried opening myself up and that only got me bitten in the ass. So instead, I’ll stay true to myself and enjoy the good life. Sure, I’m a little cold. But it works for me, and anyone who doesn’t like it can move along. Besides, I’ve always despised cuddling.

      I shake my head, knocking away the random thoughts spinning through my brain, and focus on the screens that occupy half my cubicle. This project, which some egghead creatively coined Project X, is my current obsession. I don’t even care about the insane hours it’ll take to meet the deadline. It basically combines all of my favorite television shows. Violence and zombies of top notch graphic design, epic storytelling and witty humor, and when we launch this baby in a few more months, our company’s reputation as one of the top fantasy game producers will be solidified.

      “Mia!” Jared leans over the plastic divider that separates our work spaces. His eyes, brighter than the blue dye in his faux hawk, dance with excitement as he drops his voice. “We’re calling out Friday.”

      I merely lift my brow. I don’t anticipate flip-my-world-upside-down kind of news coming out of his mouth. Jared’s one to get excited every time Beyoncé drops a new album.

      “The Wandering Dead!” he whisper shouts.

      Now, that grabs my attention. I minimize the windows on my monitors and move to stand so our gazes meet over the partition that divides us. The desk digs into my belly, but I can’t help leaning forward even further at the promise of something Wandering Dead.

      “They’re holding an exclusive taping for fans at Navy Pier. We have to go. This is fucking epic, Mia!”

      “But how can that be? They wrapped up taping the new season last week. Are you sure this isn’t some joke or pyramid scheme?”

      “Mia, this is Wandering Dead. They’re not selling vacation rentals.”

      “They’re really coming to Chicago for this?”

      He pinches his lips together and folds his arms across the Superman logo of his tee. “They’re stopping through on their way to Wander Stalker in Philly. It’s real, Mia. It’s fucking real.”

      Jared’s news sinks in, and as much as I hate it, I almost squeal at the prospect of being on my favorite show. “What do we have to do? What’s the plan?”

      He claps his hands and bounces on his soles. “Rae’s friend’s boyfriend’s friend owns some bar within walking distance.” He rolls his eyes, because although his sister Rae is cool, we can’t stand any of her bitchy friends. They’re all pretentious fashionistas. “We’ll take the train, meet there, and stand in line for hours. It’ll be like Backstreet Boys all over again.”

      Remembering the day we ditched school in tenth grade and waited hours for the chance for one glimpse from our favorite boy band fills me with amusement, and laughter escapes my mouth. We never even saw the backs of their talented heads when the bus arrived at the arena and security rushed the singers inside amidst the throng of screaming teens. But this time will be different. I can feel it. “I could kiss you right now.”

      Jared’s face twists with disgust. “Ew. Please don’t.”

      “Fuck.” I begin mentally picking out the outfit I’ll wear, along with stage makeup I need to stock up on before Friday, and sigh with delight. “I hope Mick shoves a stake through my skull.”

      “I’d like him to shove his gun somewhere a little lower.” Jared’s dreamy smile pulls wider and we both giggle.

      Yeah, we both have the hots for a fictional character and the actor who plays him. It’s one of the many reasons we’ve stayed best friends all these years. Similar tastes in eye candy.

      “So, which of us gets to break the news to Stanton?” I ask. Jared winces with a shake of his head. Rolling my eyes, I realize he’s going to make me take the hit. “Come on, Jared. This was your idea!”

      “I’m planning to have a horribly infectious cough with body aches in about forty-eight hours. I don’t know what your excuse is.”

      “We can’t do that. Not with Project X looming over us.” As much as I want to be there for the taping, I can’t sacrifice this game.

      “Fine. We’ll be honest.” Jared rolls his eyes. “And probably have to work fourteen-hour days to make up for it.”

      “Worth it, Jared. Totally worth it.” I plop back into my seat and spin my chair in a circle before stopping the motion with my feet. Hand back on my mouse, I glance over to my friend.

      He blows an exaggerated breath from his pouted lips. “Fine. I better get this over with while he still has coffee in his system.” He makes a show of stomping past the opening of my cubical on the way to our boss, taking extra slow steps in hopes I’ll call him back and offer to take his place. I follow his every movement and barely refrain from rolling my eyes at his theatrics. As he passes the opening to my cubical he steps back, drops his shoulders, and frowns. “I don’t wanna . . .”

      “Put on the big girl panties, Jared.”

      He eyes our boss’s office door. “But I go commando.”

      I’m tired of his whining, and I need to get back to work if we’re really gonna skip out on Friday. “Jared, just pull it off like a Band-Aid!”

      He straightens his spine but he can’t resist one final complaint. “Easy for you to say. This is gonna hurt me more than it does you.” He struts away.

      “Don’t forget to use lube!” I shout after him, drawing a few chuckles from our co-workers.

      He holds his middle finger high in the air without a look back.

      “Jared being a little bitch again?” Nick from accounting pops his head over my wall of computer screens. Nick the dick. My daily reminder that all men are jerks, and co-workers aren’t for dating. Or casual hookups. Or drunken escapades after community building days.

      I form a thin line with my lips and concentrate my gaze fully on my work before I answer. “Don’t you have a spreadsheet to format? Accounts to balance?”

      “Just trying to be friendly.” He huffs, and I don’t need to glance up to know he’s still there. Hanging around. Like a leach. Or a fly that won’t buzz off even though you sealed shut the jelly jar. Months ago.

      I let my gaze snap up to glare a beat. “How ’bout you don’t. Now, if you’ll excuse me, they don’t pay me to be cordial.” With that, I’m overcome with inspiration for a new scum of the earth villain for level sixteen, and I let my fingers fly over the keyboard. Giant head, tiny dick, and puss leaking from his eyeballs. I shall call him Nick. I can barely contain my smile as a chuckle tries to escape my mouth.

      Oh, the ways I entertain myself.

      Nick finally bugs off. Back to his desk, his feet dragging with dejection, and I hear him mutter, “You’d be fired if they did.” Was I rude? Sure. But only because this dumb ass can’t take a hint. Or rather, he lives in a world in which it’s acceptable to hook up with a co-worker, tell everyone about it, and then bring his girlfriend of two years that no one even knew about into the office the next week. Yeah, he’s a dick of the worst variety. And I’m the idiot who fell for his quirky smile, dry wit, and fucking killer retro pinball machine collection.

      Never again.

      I’m good with my cold heart for one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      “Dude, you’re broke.” My brother slams the ledger on top of his desk, scattering a few loose papers across the polished mahogany surface.

      My senses are heightened but my gaze remains trained on the bound black book in which I record my livelihood. I breathe in the stale air, cooled by the constant hum of air conditioning so the building remains a consistent sixty-eight degrees. Comfortable. Only the coolness tightens my already anxious nerves. I’d rather be covered in my own sweat, working my muscles until they are loose and limber. Ready for battle. Ready to fight for what’s mine.

      Only this isn’t an opponent I can take down with skill and training. It’s a simple matter of math. Black and red. “I know things are tight, but—”

      “No, Matt. You’re broke-broke. Like, I’m not exactly sure what you were thinking, broke. You needed a loan yesterday, broke. Won’t make next week’s payroll, broke.”

      “I get it. Jesus. Fuck.” Blowing out a breath from the pit of my belly, I rake my fingers through my overgrown hair, tuck it behind my ears, and stroke the scruff that fills my face.

      Danny cocks one eyebrow. “What are you going to do about it?”

      A huff of humorless laughter pushes through my lips and I meet his stare. “You’re the accountant. Aren’t you supposed to answer that question for me?” My mouth pulls into a smile I don’t really feel.

      Danny’s concern only grows. “Matt—”

      “I know. Fuck.” I grip the arms of my chair. I have to face the reality I’ve been avoiding for months. No matter how hard I try, I cannot bring myself to accept the truth. I can’t even speak the words.

      Danny does it for me. “You’re not gonna close the gym, are you?”

      I shake my head because that can’t be it. I won’t go down without a fight. “No. I won’t do that. I’ll figure something out.”

      “You could always ask Pop.”

      “Don’t.” I shake my head. We may share the same father, but my little brother will never understand the relationship I have with dear ol’ Dad. There’s no way in hell I’ll ever ask for a hand up from that man.

      “Well, I wouldn’t have suggested it unless things are that bad, but we’ve already assessed the state of your finances.” The tight line of his lips pulls into a smile and I have to laugh because, fuck, what else can I do?

      “I can fight again.”

      “No.” He shakes his head adamantly. “You’re not doing that. Not after last time.”

      I know he’s right, but still. “I just need something to get me by until next month. My guy Xavier, he’s a beast. You should see him, Danny. This fight I have him in . . . That’s it. After that, he’s going straight to the top. I guarantee it.”

      Two years ago I stepped away from the octagon after repeated knocks to my head forced my decision, but I made peace with it. After a six-month stint of saving, planning, investing, and working more than just my muscles, I opened South Side Gym. The gym is my baby, and focusing on others’ training ignited a passion I didn’t know existed. Xavier’s an eighteen-year-old from a rough part of town, but with the right coaching and mentorship I believe he has what it takes to go further than I ever did.

      “I’m proud of you.” Danny nods. “What about calling Uncle Jimmy?”

      I groan because I really would rather not. “He’s almost as bad as Pop!”

      “Close, and I see your point, but he does own a few legit businesses.” Jimmy’s mixed up in several shady business ventures. Mostly gambling related, or at least we assume, but no one dares to ask. But like any good hustler in south Chicago, he runs a few fronts.

      “I guess I could see if he needs a temp for his painting crew.”

      My brother smiles. “See! I’m full of great ideas.”

      “You’re the best.” I laugh and shake my head. “Got any more in that Northwestern educated brain of yours?”

      He chews on the end of his pen a few seconds and pops his brows with his next words. “Hey, what about Zig’s place? He’s always looking for help.”

      “Work at the bar?” I tap my toes across the sleek hardwood floor of my brother’s posh uptown office and run my fingers over the whiskers that cover my face. I should shave soon. They’re getting a little long, even for me. “You think he’d be up for that?”

      “Sure. Business is booming. We went down there last Saturday and it was insane. He mentioned bringing in more security. Hell, I know you put in fifty-hour work weeks as it is, but it’s not like your gym’s open on Friday and Saturday nights. He might even need help Sundays. It’d get you cash to get by.”

      “I’ll hit him up. Thanks, Danny.” Standing, I grab the ledger from his desk and tuck it under one arm while I reach out to shake my little brother’s hand with the other.

      His brow pulls to a frown as he releases my hand. “I’d loan you the money, but Nikki would kill me.”

      A deep chuckle escapes my lips when I think of my brother’s girlfriend. She’s a handful, a bit of a diva in my opinion, but she seems to make him happy. That is, when she’s not driving him insane. “No worries. I didn’t ask. You have your own life to live. My problems are mine.”

      “But you’ve done so much for me.”

      “And you return the favor by hooking me up with financial advice. I couldn’t have opened South Side without you, Danny. I hope you know that.”

      “Hey, I’m glad I could do something for you for once. Guess I’m killin’ this adulting thing pretty hard, huh?” He glances around the room. It’s impressive what he’s achieved with this firm just a few years post-college.

      “Like a beast.” I pull my lips up in a smile that matches his, the only real physical characteristic we share. Where his skin is dark, mine’s light. He’s average height and lean. I’m tall and built. I like to rock the five-day-old scruff, but he prefers to stay clean-shaven. It fits with the monkey suit he has to wear daily. “Now, I’ll let you get back to corporate America. See you tomorrow morning?”

      “Shit. I hate that you have classes that early, man. But yeah, I’ll be there. Nikki’s digging the results.” He stands from behind his desk, running his hands over the rigid abs he hides beneath his dress shirt, and then flexing his arms so they bulge against the fabric.

      I shake my head and stand. “You’re fully whipped, little bro. You should be proud of your muscles. After so many years of twig arms, I’m surprised you had it in you.”

      “Yeah, well, we can’t all be UFC champs.”

      “I can’t claim that title anymore.” It’s difficult to not taste the bitterness when recalling how my fighting career ended. To not feel slighted. But shit happens in life. Sometimes you win and sometimes you lose. It doesn’t do any good to wallow in something that was. “Later, brother.” I wave and he does the same.

      “See ya ’round, Matt.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When you taste fame for a hot second there’re people from your past life, the time when no one knew your name or gave two fucks about you, who glom on and can’t wait to tell everyone how they know Matt Haywood. But when you fall from grace, and inevitably you will, those people fade back into the pockets of their horribly boring existence. The small circle of individuals who don’t need you for anything, what’s left after the fallout . . . those are the people who always have your back.

      Isaac Zigalenko—Zig for short because no one can fucking pronounce his last name—is one of those people. He still lives in the neighborhood we grew up in and he took over his old man’s bar after his pop started forgetting things. Or maybe he was botching biz on purpose, but either way, filling the vodka bottles with water was enough for Zig to take over management.

      “Hey, Zig.” The door bangs shut behind me as I wave to where he stands behind the bar and walk further inside the dimly lit space. A glance around tells me Zig has been busy since taking over. The bar itself hasn’t moved, but the interior feels fresh, vibrant, not at all the worn down, men only, speakeasy type of establishment from our youth.

      “Matt!” He finishes loading a row of clean glasses as I walk over. “How the hell are you, brother?”

      “Still breathing. Can’t complain. Business good?” I slide onto an empty barstool.

      “Pays the bills. Can’t complain.” He grins. “What can I get you?” He reaches for a glass but I stop him with a shake of my head.

      “Actually, I’m here for a favor.”

      Zig reaches back to the bar top behind him and leans against the wood. “Sure. Whatcha need?”

      “A job,” I say, but when his brow shoots up I quickly amend, “I’m still running the gym, just looking to pick up a shift or two. If you have the work.”

      “You mix drinks?”

      “Only in my apartment. But I can learn.”

      Zig’s fingers tap against the bar a long moment. He’s always been a thinker, not one to jump into a fight until he’s calculated the risk. Probably why he’s the owner of a profitable business. I wait patiently. He taps the counter one last time and leans forward to meet my stare. “Hate to ask, because I know it’s shit work, but I could really use your help with security. Friday and Saturday evenings if you have them.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just too much work to train you for behind the bar, especially if you’re only looking for temp w—”

      “Zig. Stop. It’s good. Just what I need. Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. I’ve been meaning to hire someone. I’ve just been too swamped to even look. When can you start?”

      “Tonight.”

      “Hell, yeah. Can you stick around? I’ve got to finish a few things before we open and my cook is late, but I need you to fill out new hire paperwork.”

      “Sure. Can I help?”

      “Yeah, actually. I’ve got these cases of beer that need to go into the cooler.”

      I stand and come around the bar, taking instruction before Zig glances at his watch. I wave him off. “Go. I’ve got this.”

      “Cool.” He nods to the door. “If anyone comes in, just take their order until I get back. We don’t get many customers at ten in the morning, but since I said that, there’ll probably be a whole slew of people.”

      “I’ve got it covered, man. Do what you need to do.”

      “Thanks, Matt. I won’t be more than thirty minutes.” He walks along the bar and disappears behind the swinging door at the opposite end.

      I busy myself with unloading bottles of brew, following the organizational pattern of whoever did this before me and hoping it’s right. My phone buzzes, a text from Aiden, one of the trainers I employ, asking when I’ll be back. I type out my reply and ask him to lock up the gym. I’m scheduled to teach a noon class, but I’ll be back in time to reopen for that. Before I can re-pocket my cell, the front door bursts open and daylight streams in, temporarily blinding me from making out more than a few boisterous silhouettes as they enter Zig’s.

      Several blinks and a glance away from the doorway clears my vision in time to catch a group of zombie-fied twenty-somethings. The makeup along with the ripped clothing make me do more than a double take, but they’re all too absorbed in their conversation to notice my gawking. Strange. I guess the zombie craze isn’t only for movies anymore. I need to get out of the gym and my apartment more often.

      I glance back at the kitchen doors and debate whether I should call Zig out now, but since the guests don’t appear to need help, I go back to the work at hand. The music over the sound system clicks on and drowns out their voices. Not wanting to be rude, I check on them every few minutes, but they’re all more interested in the screens of their cell phones than making eye contact or ordering food and drinks.

      With the beers and clean glasses fully stocked, I’m moving the empty boxes and dishwasher crates out of the way when the front door opens again. This time I’ve learned my lesson and don’t ruin my eyesight by looking up at the entry. Instead, I grab one of the clean rags and wet it to wipe down the counter. I turn around and it’s then I’m met with the deathliest pair of plump lips, heart striking deep brown eyes, and lusciously exposed cleavage. She’s so sinfully gorgeous I can almost ignore the open flesh wounds painted onto her forehead, shoulder, and hand. She’s the hottest little cosplayer I’ve ever seen, and I’m suddenly very thankful for deciding to spend my morning at Zig’s.

      Her manicured brow lifts as if she’s waiting for me to speak first. That or take her order for a drink. Not wanting to waste this moment of divine intervention, I set the rag on the bar and nod my head.

      “Hey there, sexy zombie girl. How’s your day going?” I let my lips part in that way that says I’m interested and let’s flirt. Only she blinks twice and turns her chin away as if she’s searching for another employee to appear. Tough luck, I’m all she’s got.

      “Oh, I see how it is. You’re a pretentious little thing.” A chuckle leaves my mouth and her gaze snaps back with fire in their depths. Hoping to diffuse them with a little humor, I lift my brow and try again. “You look thirsty. What can I get you?”

      Her eyebrows arch but she doesn’t miss a beat. “Oh, I see how it is, you’re a Neanderthal who memorized the book of lame ass pick-up lines. That is what you’re attempting here, right?”

      “Ouch. That stings a little.” I play it up and wince as I rub the center of my chest. It doesn’t escape me that her eyes follow the movement, darkening as she wets her lips with her tongue. Good. I’ve got a shot. “Let’s start over. I’m Matt.” I reach out to offer my hand, my smile wide and inviting. Sure, I came on a little strong. It’s been a long while since a woman caught my attention.

      “That’s nice.” The words pop from her mouth and she ignores my hand. The front door opens and her attention follows. I take the extra moment to study her without judgment. She’s giving me the brushoff, but there’s something about her that’s got me okay with going for another round of rejection. It’s probably that short as sin orange mini skirt she’s wearing. The tailored cut showcases her long legs covered in ripped black tights. The torn off the shoulder black top calls to my inner alpha. I consider myself evolved when it comes to my male counterparts, but outfits like hers scream, “Look over here!” and like an idiot I eagerly step in line.

      “Meeting friends?” I ask, but she’s already off the barstool and strutting over to the newest zombie-clad couple to enter the bar. She never even glances back as they find a table across the room. I’d know because my attention is fully piqued by the sassy little woman, dressed as dead as her apparent attraction to me.

      Tough luck. I shake my head because I’ve got enough shit going on in my life. There’s no room for a woman. And something tells me this one is a handful. Still, it doesn’t cost a thing to fantasize. I may spend the rest of my time at the bar stealing glances and memorizing every single detail about her. It’ll make my shower for one later tonight even more satisfying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Rae and Jared walk inside I step away from the bartender who is attempting, unsuccessfully, to hit on me. He calls after me, asking where I’m running off to, but I don’t look back. I’m not like most women, sure, but I find it difficult to believe those lines work for him, even with his stunning good looks.

      Jared’s eyes are wide with interest when we slide into one of the empty booths. “What was that about?” His lips, painted along with half of his face, pull up with his mischievous smirk.

      “What?” I shrug, my gaze skirting his to glance at Rae’s raised brows.

      “You with that fucking hot piece of man meat.” she says.

      “Oh, the dickhead.” I wave my hand across my face. “Nothing.”

      “Ugh. Why? Why do you do this?” Jared throws his hands up and slams them onto the table. His arm is crowded with intricate paint that mirrors an open flesh wound.

      I glance back to Rae, pointing to what’s certainly her handiwork.

      She blinks, tilting her chin with a slight smile. She’s too humble, but the woman should be working on movie sets, not as some assistant to an assistant buyer. She’s so talented with hair and makeup. It’s all self-taught from working in the fashion industry.

      “Mia,” Jared says sternly.

      “What?” My gaze goes back to his pointed stare and I feign stupidity.

      “All the hot guys hit on you and you don’t even care,” he whines and Rae’s laughter fills our corner of the bar.

      My lips pull wide with my smile. “You’re right. I don’t.” I shrug while both my friends stare off behind me. They’re openly ogling the bartender. I don’t even have to turn to know. He was really attractive. Tall. Fit. A little more than a five o’clock shadow. Full lips that smile a little too easily. Dirty brown hair with slivers of blond catching the light. Let’s not forget eyes that were made for getting lost in. Too bad he was a typical douchebag.

      “But it’s not fair. He’s so pretty. Why are all the good ones straight?” Jared complains.

      “Look at that hair. I bet he can pull it back into a manbun.” Rae exhales, a deep sigh with a pout of her lips.

      “You really need to get over your Thor obsession.” I shake my head.

      Her hand goes to her heart. “Never.”

      Their eyes flick to the door again and Jared winces as Rae’s eyes widen a beat before turning her big blues on me. “Shit. I forgot to mention . . .” Her voice fades and I’m thoroughly confused.

      “What am I missing here?” I say and Jared won’t even meet my stare.

      The table jostles as one of Rae’s best friends . . . and the most annoying human on the planet, props her giant designer bag on top of the table. Violet. She’s an anti-Mia. Bubbly, blonde, flirtatious and everyone’s best friend. Except for me. Because there’s just something about her that rubs me wrong. Rae and Jared know my distaste for this woman, even though I try to hide it—at least from Rae—and I have no doubt they intentionally failed to mention her attendance for today’s outing to save face, or an argument.

      “Hey! What’s happening?”

      “Mia shooting down hot guy at ten o’clock.” Rae’s gaze darts between us and begs me to be nice. I’ll try.

      “Bartender guy? Fuck, Mia. Why do you do that?” Violet smacks her lips and turns to shoot the man of contention a sultry, flirty little smile and wave. “I’m no lumberjack, but I’d down that tree.”

      Rae gives her a high five and they all laugh.

      Everyone except me.

      Violet slides in next to Jared. “But really, Mia. You aren’t getting any younger. A man like that shows interest? You need to get on that.”

      “Or under it.” Rae sighs.

      “Hell, yes. Please, Mia. If you won’t do it alone, let’s go together. I’d go bi for him. Purely unselfish, of course. To be there for you. Emotional support.” Jared winks, causing Violet and Rae to giggle.

      “You guys! Enough! I won’t lower my standards simply because someone looks fantastic in their birthday suit.” I cough when Jared’s grin widens with a raise of his brow. “I mean, I imagine he does.”

      “Yeah, he does.” Rae licks her lips.

      “He’s not my type.” I say.

      Violet eyes me up and down with a thoughtful gleam. “What exactly is your type?”

      “Someone who doesn’t act like an asshole.” I retort.

      Jared scoffs. “Yeah, good luck finding one of those.”

      “Jared gets me.” I blow him an imaginary kiss across the table.

      “Jared gets laid regularly. You don’t.” Rae points at me and it’s then I wish I could slap her.

      “More to life than sex.” I say.

      “Yeah, but . . . manbun. Muscles.” She sighs again and Violet nods.

      I restrain myself from rolling my eyes all the way in the back of my head. “How about holds conversation? Has similar interests—”

      “So, you’re looking for a walker. Lucky for you we’re joining a pack of them,” Jared interrupts and shoos Violet out of the booth. “Let’s run, chickadees. We can start lining up at eleven o’clock sharp.”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later we’re still in this godforsaken line. Not surprising, though. Chicago is filled with Wandering Dead fans. What we didn’t anticipate, ironically enough, was that so many were also willing to blow off work for the chance to get on screen. Volunteers instruct us to line up, and the crowd wraps around the building three rows deep within minutes.

      The first hour goes by quickly. Jared and Rae together are hilarious and outgoing, making friends in line and keeping everyone entertained with their banter. Next, we resort to trading coffee runs to help stay warm and to keep moving on this cloudy September morning. My stomach rumbles, hunger grating on my already unsteady nerves. But there isn’t enough coffee in the world to mute Violet’s twinkling laughter. She’s so damn chipper and I’ve been holding back my snark to keep the peace. That, and not to hurt the cheerleader’s feelings.

      The line finally moves and everyone cheers. Excitement, so thick in the air I can taste it, replaces my earlier irritation. I don’t even care that Violet won’t shut up, or that I’ll be working overtime to make up for missed worked today. This is notably the most exciting thing that has happened all year.

      We shuffle forward, much like the zombies we portray. As the end of the line comes into sight, extras are selected and invited behind the roped off barrier while others are sent packing—rejected to wander the city in their ripped clothes and face paint.

      “Dude, that totally sucks. I might die if we don’t get in.” Violet speaks aloud the worry we all feel.

      Rae shakes her head. “No. Don’t even think it. We need all the positive vibes on our side. The universe is being kind today. Look up.” She’s right. The sun, a forlorn lover, has decided to grace the Chicago skyline.

      We shuffle closer still and the man in charge evaluates the group in front of us. He’s a tall, skinny, attractive guy with blond hair and blue eyes so light they’re probably contacts. He holds all the power as he chooses who gets to stay and who must go. We hold our collective breath as he sends five more hopefuls packing and only accepts two. Two security men flank him and hold the line. They’re huge, but I have to wonder what good they would do if this entire crowd decided to riot.

      We’re up next and the man with ice for eyes regards us each quickly before his stare falls to Jared, looking him up and down with more than an appreciative stare. I don’t miss the way his lips purse together as his gaze lingers. Neither does Jared, by the way he stands a little straighter, and gives the man a slight smile.

      Some girl with a tablet and earpiece marches over and interrupts their stare-fest. “Jai, we’re at max. Brenner says no more.”

      Jai bats his lashes and winces with her news. His gaze flicks to Jared and for about the thousandth time in our friendship I thank the Lord for my gorgeous gay friend. If there’s any chance we’re making it on set, it’s him.

      “A few more?” Jai asks and she rolls her eyes. He flicks his gaze over to us but it’s clear he’s caught up with Jared as his voice drops low. “Be a shame to not fill every possible role.”

      Pressing the earpiece against her lobe she must ask the question to the powers that be, because when her gaze snaps up she evaluates the long line and says, “Fine. Three more, but that’s it.”

      “Hmm . . .” He pretends to consider who to pick but it’s no surprise when his finger points to Jared, and then moments later, Rae. “You and you.”

      They can hardly contain their squeals of excitement as Jai lifts the retractable rope for both to step through. They wait though, when they realize we’re not all following along.

      My gaze is trained on Jai, the man who holds the power, and the girl with the important headset as they glance from me to Violet. The woman shrugs and walks away. But Jai stares between us both, clucking his tongue inside his mouth.

      “You.” He finally points, but it’s all wrong when his finger goes to Violet.

      My heart stops. All the excitement and promise today held instantly deflates along with my ego, crushing my dreams of being an extra on my favorite show of all time. For the first moment in years, I have to fight the desire to crumble into a ball and cry. Tears, big fat, wet ones, gather beneath my lids but I don’t allow them to escape and further worsen today’s embarrassment.

      Violet slips beneath the rope and the giant of a bouncer steps back in place to hold his post.

      “Any chance we can squeeze room for one more? My best friend here does dead like no one else.” Jared is a sweetheart. A good, good man, and the fact he’s even asking secures him in the best friend for life spot.

      “Sorry, man. We’re at max. Besides, she’s too pretty,” Jai says with one more look my way.

      Rae laughs, a burst of nervous energy at his answer. “But we’re in? I’m not sure if I should be thankful or offended.”

      Jai stops making sexy eyes at Jared to raise his brows and glare at Rae. “You want in or not? I’ve got hundreds behind you that would literally kill for the chance.” When she doesn’t answer he nods his head. “That’s what I thought. Now, follow me.”

      “Sorry, Mia.” Jared says, his eyes sad as the group proceeds to walk inside.

      I shake my head and force a smile in place. “No. Don’t be. Go! And then come tell me all about it!”

      “Meet back at the bar?” he says, but he’s already walking backward.

      I shoo him with my arms. “Yeah. See you soon!”

      He finally smiles, turns to catch up with Rae and Violet and that stupid line picker guy, Jai.

      Too pretty. My ass. I spent a good hour this morning painting guts onto my neck that depict decaying flesh better than an actual dead person. Don’t tell me I’m pretty. Please. I’m so much more than that.

      I stay in line even though I doubt there’s much of a chance anyone is coming back for more extras. A guy pops open a bag of ranch flavored chips behind me and the smell makes me want to barf, but still, I hold the front of the line. The bottoms of my feet begin to ache, but I refuse to unlace my badass black boots because as torn as I am about not making it on set, I’m not a quitter.

      An hour after Jared, Rae, and Violet disappear, another guy with a headset comes to the front of the line. My heart leaps with hope but when I realize he’s holding a bag and not a tablet, it sinks again. He can’t be that important if he doesn’t have an iPad.

      “Good afternoon! I want to thank everyone for being so awesome and answering our call for the show. You all are what this is about. Unfortunately, we are at max, but the show and the producers don’t want you going home empty handed. Everyone here today will receive a complimentary lanyard. Thank you so much again. Safe travels home.”

      He and a couple of volunteers ceremoniously hand out the consolation prize, a fucking lanyard, but all I can do is recall how that ray of sunshine Violet took my spot. She’s annoying as it is, and had she not come today I totally would have been inside with my best friend and his sis, having the fucking time of my life instead of traipsing back to the bar with nothing more than extra self-pity. Can’t carry that with my new lanyard!

      Fucking Violet.

      Fucking Jai.

      Fucking Wandering Dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Zig’s cook shows for his shift I hightail it back to my gym and the rest of my day flies by in a blur of private training sessions, group classes, and planning out a budget so I can keep things rolling for another month without cutting staff. I stay until it’s time to lock up for the day, and barely have time to scarf down dinner and grab a shower before I need to head back to Zig’s for the evening shift.

      As busy as I am, I can’t get the woman from the bar out of my head. The chick with the blood and guts painted over her skin. Unusual, because it isn’t like me to think much about any woman after parting ways. Back in the day when I first started fighting and began to gain fame, I exploited my success for random hookups, but that grew old fast. Sex without connection is fun in the moment, but once I realized all the ways it could strip away my success—an unplanned pregnancy, an STD, or even an unwanted relationship—I stopped living it up and focused on fighting. Maybe that sounds selfish. It sort of is, but I’d rather chase goals, not women.

      However, the zombie girl with the soul striking fire for eyes dances in and out of my mind the entire day. Thoughts of threading my fingers through her long crimson hair while I yank her lips to mine—it’s only the beginning of my fantasies. It’s too bad I’ll never see her again. The slim chance she’ll show at Zig’s again has me more excited than I should be for working my shift at the door late into this Friday night.

      Pulling on a hoodie to camouflage the T-shirt I’m wearing with Zig’s logo screen printed on the front and “Security” block lettered on the back, I lock my one-bedroom apartment and jog down the stairs to catch the train.

      My cell vibrates with an incoming call, interrupting the music streaming through my earbuds. My uncle’s name pops on the caller ID and I press the green button to accept his call.

      “Uncle Jimmy.” There’s a warmth for the man in my greeting despite his shortcomings. He’s always been good to me and my brother, even when our father tries to cause havoc.

      “My second favorite nephew! How are you, Matt?”

      “Grinding, man. How’s business?”

      “Business is rolling. You know I do all right for myself.”

      “That I do.” I chuckle. For all his antics, at least he’s never called for bail money, or a favor. Never tried to drag me or my brother into the family biz, and I can respect that.

      “Sorry I missed your call earlier. I was indisposed.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know what that means.”

      “You don’t, kid. You really don’t. But my guess is you didn’t call to shoot the shit. What’s up?”

      This is one of those moments when I have to swallow my pride. I don’t have a problem putting in a hard day’s work. Shit, it’s how I got by growing up. But once I ask Jimmy for this, it will be a matter of days before Pop comes calling. As much as I don’t need that negativity in my life, I need money more. And Jimmy’s never had a problem paying in cash.

      “I was wondering if you had a spot on the crew. Temporarily.”

      “Things okay at the gym?” His tone holds worry.

      “Good. I’ve got a fighter, Xavier Johnson. He’s the next lightweight champ. Just a little cash flow issue and I’m trying to stay on top of it.”

      “I can loan you—”

      “No. I’d rather work for it. If you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all, kid. I always admire that ’bout you. Yeah, I could use some help on a painting job. It’s over near Michigan Avenue. Big job. Bid was accepted and I’m just waiting on a permit before we start, but it should be soon.”

      “That’s perfect. Thank you, Uncle Jimmy.”

      “What about the gym? Who’s gonna teach your classes?”

      “I have some trainers on staff now. They can cover the mid-morning and noon classes. We shut down until four.”

      “Impressive. Sorry, I haven’t been by since you opened up.”

      “It’s all good. I know you support me.” And I do. I also know Jimmy would rather eat pizza than work out at my gym, so I understand why he doesn’t come by much.

      “I do, kid. Always. I’ll text you the address once we’re good to go. Job should be two to three weeks once we start. I can pay you in cash? Twenty an hour.”

      A sigh of relief leaves my lips as the train brakes squeal with the slowing cars. “You’re the best, Jimmy. Thank you.”

      “Anything for my second favorite nephew.” He chuckles at the joke that’s been running for almost twenty years, since back when I was a punk ass teen trying to prove myself to my delinquent friends. I was tagging a brand new Buick in the alleyway near home when Uncle Jimmy stepped outside an apartment door and busted me. I didn’t know it was his car at the time, and spent my entire summer working on his crew to pay him back. Still, he’s never let me live it down.

      “Yeah, maybe I can work on getting bumped back to first place? Hey, I’ve gotta run. Getting off the train now.”

      “Later, Matt.”

      “Bye, Uncle Jimmy.”

      Wind whips across my face, a cold and bitter slap as I step off the L and onto the platform. The sun’s already beginning to set, and the city’s night life starts to come alive. The families, shoppers, and business men and women on the streets are replaced with well made-up women wrapped in coats, guys who’ve been partaking in happy hour, and the rest of the population ignoring passersby as they shuffle from point A to B.

      A short five-minute walk takes me to Zig’s, and the moment I step inside I can see why business is good. This place is packed. Tables full, standing room only, but that doesn’t deter the after work drinkers from partaking in the entertainment.

      “You the new guy?” The girl at the front door with the cash box nods up at my chest where the Zig’s emblem ironed onto my cotton shirt peeks from between the partially open zipper of my hoodie.

      “Yeah.”

      “Zig said come find him. I think he’s in the back.” She offers a friendly smile and I tip my chin before walking away. A live band sets up on stage as three very busy bartenders sling drinks and holler orders back to the kitchen. I find Zig in the kitchen, loading up two trays of fried food.

      “Thank God. You didn’t bail.” he says.

      “Never, man. What do you need?”

      “Here. Follow me with this. Don’t drop it.” He shoves one of the serving trays in my arms, and grabs two more. I trot behind him as we step outside into the bar and he shouts my next orders over his shoulder. “Need you to watch for fights. Break them up if needed. Don’t let anyone who’ll blow legal limit leave if they’re gonna drive. We’ll get them an Uber.” He pauses to unload the food in his hands at a table and takes my tray. “Stand by the door, make sure no one gives Tana shit while she checks IDs and takes cover. She’ll teach you the ins and outs. Oh, and I need a head count. We can’t go over two-fifty or the fire marshal shuts us down.”

      “Got it.” I nod and begin a quick scan through the crowded bar to count heads.

      “Questions? Come find me.” he shouts over the wail of electric guitar as he walks away. The band warms up, and the lead singer checks the mic with the typical, “Testing. Testing.”

      My gaze continues to tag patrons, an almost impossible task with the constant shift of the crowd but I can always round up. Eighty-one, eighty-two, fuck me. I almost lose count when I spot the zombie vixen from this morning. She’s tucked back in a corner booth between two men while her lips pinch with what I surmise is disapproval. I didn’t notice before, but here she is in the flesh. Same chocolate brown eyes with the spitfire inside, her dyed red hair even brighter under the booth’s dome light. God, I wish she’d look my way. Or that I could try my luck again with conversation, but I’m not here to pick up women. I shake my head, resume counting, and make my way back to the front door.

      “So, you must be Tana?” I greet the girl from before and peel my hoodie from my body.

      “That’s me.” She grins. “Do I get your help tonight?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m Matt.” I pause as she checks IDs and makes change for a couple of college-aged girls. “Zig said you could show me the ropes.”

      “Ever worked security before?”

      “Nope.”

      She scans my body in a quick appraisal. “You look like you can handle the drunks.”

      “For that, I’m your man. Oh, and I counted bodies. We have about one-twenty. Give or take a few.”

      Her smile widens with a grin. “Zig ask you to do that?” She continues when I nod, “Yeah, I have a tally here. I’d say one-fifteen, but I like that you rounded up.”

      “Thanks.”

      She glances at her phone right before the door opens, pulling in with it a group of twenty-somethings and the dropping temps. “Be ready for it to get crazy in here, Matt. The night is young but things are just picking up.”

      Tana didn’t exaggerate, either. Zig’s only becomes more crowded, louder, and chaotic with each passing hour. I can’t see zombie girl from where I’m stationed, but I hold out hope she’ll stay late into the night or have a reason to come to the door besides walking out of it. As much as I know she wants nothing to do with me, I can’t help but wish for a do-over.

      A little before ten, as the band plays a popular cover and almost everyone in the bar sings along, I’m finally granted my wish. Her long legs, heavy makeup and body paint—albeit beginning to smear—only make her appear more dangerous as she stomps toward the door. Her hips swing to the heavy bass of the song.

      Her gaze trains on her cell, the screen lighting up the blaze in her eyes, and leaves me the opportunity to look as long as I want. She’s beautiful. Luscious curves. Shapely legs. But more than the hot body, it’s the sassy confidence of her movements that steals my total attention. Me and every other single, hot-blooded male in the room.

      Her focus, almost as if she can feel mine centered on her, snaps up before she reaches the door. Our eyes meet and her brow furrows. “Oh, you again.”

      “Yep. Me, again. Back at work. What’s your excuse? Didn’t get enough of me earlier?” I try for funny but her hand goes to her hip.

      “I thought this day couldn’t get any worse but I was wrong. Being subjected to your lame pickup lines twice in one day is the cherry to my proverbial sundae from hell.”

      “Ouch. That’s not nice, especially from such a pretty face.”

      “Good. Because I’m not nice.” She blanches before threatening, “And if you know what’s good for you, you won’t ever call me pretty again.”

      A burst of laughter I can’t contain rumbles from my belly. The thought of this woman attempting to take me on in a fight is the most humorous proposition I’ve heard all day. Though, part of me thinks she wouldn’t have any qualms about attempting it. “So, you do have a sense of humor or is that broken too?”

      “You’re awfully joyful for someone demoted from bartender to bouncer.”

      “Salty.”

      “Look, can you stop talking? You’re turning an already bad day horrible.”

      “Why so glum? Didn’t find any humans worth feasting on? Or are you disappointed Chris Evans is shorter in real life?” I tease in an attempt to make her smile since I finally surmised the reason she’s dressed up as a flesh eaten human. The big nerd convention, Comic Con or whatever, is at the Stephenson Center every year. And Zig’s is within walking distance. I haven’t seen any signs or ads throughout the city, but I also haven’t been paying attention. It didn’t click until catching the train home earlier.

      Her gaze flicks over me for a short second, disapproval etched in her stare. “I don’t understand what either of those things has to do with the other?”

      “I just assumed . . .” But she hustles away before I can continue.

      “Jared!” she shouts and flings herself into the open arms of the man stepping inside Zig’s.

      “My kitten!” The man with the blue hair holds her tightly until she slides down his body and her feet touch the wooden floorboards. “You’re sloshed,” he says pointedly, his brows rising along with his smirk.

      She giggles, pinching her forefinger and thumb together in front of her face. “Just a teensy bit.”

      “Oh, God!” The man laughs. “I’ve never heard you use the word teensy to describe anything before. You must be three sheets to the wind.”

      “Only way to make the worst day of my life better.” Her lips plump out with their pout. Irritation consumes my gut when the guy wraps his arm around her waist and tugs her close as she leans into him. I don’t know her. She’s not with me. I’ve never seen her before today, but I guess I hoped she was unattached and available. As the man drags her further into the bar, he passes by with a wink. It’s a look I don’t understand. More flirtatious than possessive. Strange.

      “Matt, a little help here?” Tana’s lips pull up with laughter. The doors are propped open with a crowd of more than a dozen new customers.

      “Sorry,” I apologize as zombie girl disappears, completely uninterested once again. No time for daydreaming or wishing for things I can’t have. Shaking my head, I focus on the task at hand and earning enough cash to keep my life afloat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      “Holy shit! He’s the same hottie from this morning. Please tell me you dragged him into the bathroom to have your wicked way with him.” Jared’s voice lifts above the crowd and into my ear. I’m tempted to look back at said hottie. He’s most likely following our retreat with that ungodly stare. Those eyes contain such depth they almost make up for what his character lacks.

      I hold my best friend’s stare with a lift of one eyebrow because, really? He knows damn well I don’t fuck strangers in the bathroom. Hell, I don’t really fuck anyone these days.

      Jared rolls his eyes. “Okay, fine. I know you didn’t. Did you at least get a number?”

      “I didn’t even give him my name.” I smile sweetly and hook my arm in the crook of his elbow to pull him along. We squeeze into an opening at the bar and I lean over the counter, flashing a significant amount of cleavage to attract the attention of the busy bartender and order two whiskey sours.

      “God, Mia! Let loose! Live life! YOLO and all that shit.” Jared jabbers on but he won’t guilt me into it. Not after the day I’ve had.

      “I tried! You were there! You witnessed my epic failure. I was brought back to horrifying high school flashbacks of being picked last for dodgeball. But instead of being last, this time I wasn’t picked at all.”

      Jared’s frown spoils his normally attractive features and he drops a kiss on my cheek. “Have you been here all day, Kitten?”

      “You mean have I been drowning my troubles in a bottle of Jack while you, Rae, and that wench Violet live out my lifelong dream? Why, yes. Yes, I have.” The bartender sets our glasses on the counter and I nod when he asks if I want to add it to my tab. I hand one to Jared. “Come sit. I made friends.”

      “Are they straight?” he shouts.

      “Faggot.” I swear I hear someone spit the word and I whip my head around to locate the source. No one meets my glare, so I shake it off and lead Jared back to the corner booth I commandeered hours ago before this place started to fill up.

      “Yep, straight as fuck. But funny, too. You’ll like them.” I point at the twins who aren’t really twins at all, just two bearded eggheads who get all my eighties references and speak gamer. They lift their gazes and wave when I smile.

      “Cute. They’ve got the whole lumbersexual thing going. You did good, Mia.”

      “Right? One of my hidden talents, I guess.” My grin widens because they really are cute. Even if they’ve only been out of college two years. Babies, really. But then, that makes me think of how I met them in the first place. “I don’t understand why Violet got to be a zombie over me.”

      “I’m sorry, Mia. I tried.”

      “I know you did. It’s not your fault. But you realize I can never be around her without reliving my life’s worst embarrassment ever.”

      “Being called pretty?”

      “That and not being zombie enough. It’s insulting to the hours I’ve dedicated to the show. And stalking the actors. Chats in the fan group.” My whining is interrupted by Dax stepping out of the booth so I can slide in.

      “Dash, Dax, this is my best friend, Jared.” I introduce the bearded duo. They met me at a weak moment when I stumbled into this godforsaken bar almost four hours ago and have been dutifully keeping watch since. Probably hoping for a threesome, but since they’re both too well-mannered or shy, they won’t ask. Thank God for that.

      The twins offer a polite hello, but Dax quickly slides into the seat after I do so Jared is left taking the end spot. See? Threesome dreamers. In any case, they’ll realize there’s no hope now that Jared is here.

      “Double Ds. You two brothers?” Jared winks in my direction and I let loose a giggle.

      “No relation at all. Work together.” Dash shouts as the band strikes up a song on stage.

      “Building log cabins?” Jared asks with all the sincerity in the world and I have to cloak my laughter with a pretend cough when they both look confused by the question.

      “Software engineers.”

      “Geeks. Nice. Did Kitten tell you we design video games at EverSoft?”

      Their jaws drop, eyes widen, and gazes bounce between Jared and me.

      I glance up at the ceiling and shake my head. “Jesus, Jared. You can’t spring that shit on someone without a warm up. Foreplay isn’t just for the bedroom.”

      “Did you two work on Lost Worlds? Lost Worlds is my favorite game of all time,” Dax sputters.

      Dash’s words leave his lips in a rush. “Please tell me Project X is ahead of schedule. I’m taking a week of vacation between Thanksgiving and Christmas just for gaming. I will be crushed—crushed—if it doesn’t come out that week.”

      “See?” I roll my eyes.

      Jared leans across Dax’s lap and I do the same to catch his whisper in my ear. “Should I go grab napkins? They’re about to ejaculate.”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell us you worked for EverSoft!” Dash shouts, his enthusiasm not at all dimmed by the passing minutes.

      Dax nods. “Seriously. You’ve been talking about that fucking lanyard all night, but this! This is exciting!”

      Jared’s smile lifts up at one side and he cocks his head. “I’m lost. What lanyard?”

      Dax and Dash groan.

      My mouth feels too dry and I throw back the rest of my drink in dramatic fashion before fishing the offending loop of woven fabric from my purse. “This.” I slam it onto the table, rattling our collection of empty glasses. “This fucking lanyard.”

      Jared’s frown is riddled with confusion and the twins who aren’t twins shake their heads. I understand their pain all too well, but it doesn’t stop me from reciting the horrid details.

      “After you went inside, I stayed in line,” I begin.

      “For two fucking hours,” Dax adds helpfully.

      “Yeah, for two fucking hours. Because I’m not a quitter, you know? I don’t give up. So, I stood in that line. And for what? For what, you might ask?” It’s all coming back to me. The embarrassment. The shame. The pitiful truth that I’m not zombie enough.

      Jared shrugs, chancing one hesitant glance at the table before us. “A fucking lanyard?”

      “Not again.” Dash closes his eyes.

      “Shit.” Dax allows his head to fall back against the wall.

      “A FUCKING LANYARD!” I shout, shaking it high above my head.

      “So, then you came here?” Jared guesses, his question full of trepidation.

      Laughter, a manic combo of giggle versus despair leaves my mouth at his innocence. I shake my head and grab for my drink, except it’s empty. I snag Jared’s before he can argue and take a gulp. “No, Jared. No. I didn’t come here. Not at first. And I couldn’t go to work, not after asking Stanton for the day off. I couldn’t face the shame of it. So, you know what I did?”

      He looks too alarmed to ask but I continue anyway.

      “I took my fucking lanyard, and I walked all the way down to Michigan Avenue. Past Lincoln Park and the Hancock building. I walked to the fucking bean. You know how much I dislike the bean?”

      He nods. “It widens your hips to unattractive proportions.”

      “It does, Jared. It fucking does. But I needed to get a good look at myself. At what I’d become. And that was the biggest fucking mirror I could think of. I wanted to quit. When my feet began to ache, and I started to sweat . . . my flesh wounds melting off . . .”

      “I don’t understand why you didn’t take the bus?”

      “Because losers don’t get to ride buses, Jared. That’s why.” I lift his drink back to my lips and take a deep sip, tasting the bitter sweetness as it rolls over my tongue and down my throat.

      “Fucking lanyard.” Dax shakes his head. I clink my glass against his beer. Dax gets it. He understands.

      “Don’t leave a man hanging. What’s the end of your story?” Jared removes the glass from my hands.

      I release a deep sigh. “I dragged myself there. I could hardly walk anymore. I looked like a real zombie, Jared, I swear I did. And you know what happened?”

      “I can’t imagine.”

      “I sat my ass on the ground. Right there in front of the bean. Tears—real ones—came out of my eyeballs. What the fuck?” Remembering stings and I have to rub my chest. I don’t cry. I don’t do that. More shame washes around my memories. “People started dropping money.”

      “I don’t understand?”

      “Dollar bills and coins. They thought I was homeless!”

      “Fucking lanyard.” Jared finally swears. He gets it. He gets me. His arm reaches around Dax’s shoulder to touch my cheek. “I’m sorry, Kitten.”

      “It’s fine,” I grumble even though it’s not. “At least I have the Double-axe twins, and you and Rae. Wait! Where’s Rae?”

      Jared winces. “She’s out. With Violet.”

      “Wench. She should’ve gotten a fucking lanyard.”

      Jared’s brow rises.

      “Violet. Not Rae, of course,” I amend.

      “So, your hot friends aren’t coming?” Dash asks with disappointment. Shit. I forgot I promised them hot friends. Not that Jared isn’t hot. It’s just they’re two D’s not looking for the D.

      “That’s it. I’m calling them!” I announce and scrounge around my bag until I find my phone. “This day’s already gone to hell. I promised you twins my hot friends and I’m no cock block.”

      “Mia, don’t.” Jared covers the screen so I can’t select Rae’s name from my list.

      “What?” My gaze snaps to Jared and I shake my chin. I’m so confused.

      “Come on. We need more drinks. You guys need another? Round on me.” Jared slides out, tugging me so Dax has to slide too or I’ll end up on his lap.

      “Thanks, man,” Dax says before reclaiming his spot in the booth.

      “Yeah, thanks.” Dash nods.

      With the D twins’ agreement, Jared leads me back through the crowd.

      “Jared! Where’s Rae? And don’t tell me with Violet. Where did they go?” I grip his arm so he has to stop and turn.

      “Let’s get drinks first.”

      “Jared, please. I think I’ve had quite enough!”

      He gives me a good once over before agreeing. “Probably. Look. Remember that guy eye fucking me at the front of the line?”

      “Hello. Yes. I thought he was my ticket to zombie fame.”

      “Yeah, well. He’s a jerk. I almost missed my scene because of him.”

      “You whore!” I gasp.

      “Calm your tits. We were only making out. Anyway, his boyfriend—yes, you heard that right—is one of the supporting characters next season. But he found us. It was a whole thing. Security got involved, and when all was said and done Rae sweet talked one of the bodyguards into dinner.”

      “So, Rae’s having dinner with a bodyguard? Why would I care about that?”

      “The bodyguard who got her into the dinner, he works for the actor who plays Daryl Di–”

      I hold up my hand before he can mutter another word. “Don’t say it! Don’t you dare mutter that man’s name to me.”

      “See. Drinks. Pronto.”

      I should’ve listened to Jared in the first place. He was trying to protect my feelings but I stupidly pushed him anyway. Tonight is not my night.

      The patrons around the bar create an almost impenetrable wall, but Jared links his hand in mine and drags me through the crowd. I notice a small opening at the bar and try to reach it before someone else snags the coveted spot, but instead a guapo in a shirt that’s much too tight blocks my way.

      “This place isn’t fer fags or freaks. Fuckin’ freaks.” He spits the words with so much hate they sting almost as much as a physical slap.

      Jared and I have been friends for years, back even before he came out. We’ve been through ignorant insults, rude comments, and so much hate. Some things you let go. Some you have to face, but it’s been a long time since some stranger flung verbal shit while we were minding our own business.

      “Come on.” Jared tugs me to his other side so I’m no longer between him and the heavily intoxicated man.

      The band on stage ends their song and this time the man’s words ring louder above the conversations around us. “I said you’re a fuckin’ fag. Get the fuck outta here.” He staggers closer.

      “Stay back,” Jared says and pushes me behind another group of men. “Not lookin’ for trouble, man.”

      “You don’t belong here. Faggot. You don’t deserve to breathe the same air.”

      Gasps from the crowd spread a quietness in an otherwise deafening setting. People look on, waiting for what’s to happen next, but no one butts in or pulls the asshole away. Jared holds the man’s gaze, not backing down, but I know my friend. He’s not a fighter.

      “Let’s go,” I say, losing my thirst for a drink. Inserting myself between Jared and the man, I turn to face my friend. “Jared. He’s not worth it.”

      “Fine.” Jared takes a step back, but when I go to follow I’m stopped in my tracks.

      My skin prickles with alarm and I’m temporarily held immobile with a mixture of shock and fear. I’m familiar with the leers and come-ons from strangers who feel it’s acceptable to objectify a woman they don’t know simply because she’s sexy. As if that characteristic is an open invitation for forwardness and inappropriate words. But I’ve never been touched before. Not in a sexual manner in a crowded bar. This alone causes my brain to glitch before I can process how to react.

      The rough grip of a hand as it shoves further under the back of my skirt and painfully squeezes my ass cheek fills my gut with panic. “That’s right. Walk away,” the jackass says but it’s his fingers grazing the center of my panties that jolts me out of my haze.

      I whirl around to tell the man off but Jared must read the anger in my gaze because he steps forward too, shoving the man’s hand out from the back of my skirt.

      “Keep your fucking hands off her!”

      “I thought you were a gay fuck. But you don’t like it when I do this?” the man shouts and reaches for my body again, but Jared charges forward and shoves him in the chest.

      “You wanna fucking go?” the man shouts.

      “Jared!” I shout out a warning, but it doesn’t take long for all hell to break loose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      “Now I know why Zig hired you.” Tana laughs and shakes her head. She’s a cool chick and tonight’s been surprisingly enjoyable, chatting it up between checking IDs and keeping an eye on the customers. Uneventful too, other than keeping the room tally current. The band’s been playing for a good hour and must be a local favorite as fewer people leave compared to those who stick around. Tana promises the night is still young and there’re at least a half dozen fights every weekend, but so far I’m feeling overpaid to shoot the shit with a pretty young thing while she takes tens and twenties.

      “Why’s that?” I smile and nod at the group of girls we just let in. “Have a good time tonight,” I say and they pass in a fit of nervous giggles. Damn. I feel old, because if I saw them on the street I wouldn’t guess they were old enough to be in here.

      “You know how they put sparkly lights in window shops?” Tana’s grin pulls up and her eyes brighten with mischief. “You’re like that, but for this bar to attract women. Oh, and gay men.”

      A chuckle escapes my lips. “You’re calling me eye candy? I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”

      “Oh, it’s definitely . . . Shit!” Her gaze darts over my shoulder and she points at the bar. “It’s go time, pretty boy.”

      I turn to follow Tana’s wide-eyed stare and feel her give a little shove at my back, but I’m already winding my way through the crowd and toward the fight brewing at the bar.

      “You wanna fucking go?”

      “Not really! I’d like to order a drink without you assaulting me or my friend.” The man with the blue hair—the one who walked in earlier to hug zombie girl—shoves at the chest of the man getting up in his face.

      The bulked out dude with the buzzed hair only pushes closer. His gold chain rests along the collar of his one size too small black T-shirt as he gets right in faux hawk’s face, spitting out a hate filled threat. “Take your fag ass outta this bar. We don’t want your fuckin’ homo ugly ass face here.”

      Before I can step in, zombie girl wedges herself between the two men and pushes buzz boy square in the chest. “Fuck you. We don’t want your intolerant dipshit brain in our bar either, but it’s a free country. Don’t fucking touch me again and move the fuck over so we can get our drinks.”

      The bartender behind the counter shoots me a worried look as I reach the altercation. “Why don’t we take a walk?” I shout and reach for buzz cut’s arm. He shoves back against my hold and zombie girl’s eyes widen as the man charges her. Her blue haired friend isn’t fast enough. He reaches to drag her out of the way, but my guy knocks into her with his shoulder. She falls back into her friend’s arms as my guy thrashes to escape my hold.

      “Lemme go! Imma beat the shit outta that fag!” he shouts and if it were anyone else restraining him, I’m sure he’d get free. The fucker is strong. Axe body spray permeates my nostrils, but still I don’t let go. Shouts and screams from around us only add to the chaos. Tightening my grip, I drag the still struggling and very mouthy drunk toward the exit.

      “Call the cops,” I tell Tana.

      “Already did. They should be here,” she says, and runs ahead of us to hold the door open.

      “Careful,” I warn. This dumbass is still throwing out kicks every few seconds and I don’t want her catching a cheap shot. God, I hope zombie girl is okay. She took a good hit, and right in the head. The fact she was still conscious and shooting glares like a loaded pistol gives me hope for no major injuries.

      Manhandling my detainee outside, I drag him over to the flashing blue and red lights that greet us at the curb.

      One of the officers steps from the vehicle and approaches with his hand at his weapon as his partner joins him at his side. “What seems to be the problem?”

      “Get the fuck off me!” The man in my grasp continues to thrash against my hold but he’s got no skill beyond his heavy frame.

      “Assaulted at least one customer inside after I suggested we take a walk.”

      “I see.” The officer comes over to read the man his rights and take over my hold.

      “Careful. He’s strong,” I caution as the other cop comes around to assist his partner in cuffing the man. I step back and out of the way as they maneuver him into the back of the squad car. A second police vehicle pulls up to the curb and a woman officer steps from the passenger side as soon as it rolls to stop.

      “You boys need help?” she asks, her gaze drifting over my frame for a quick assessment before meeting her colleagues.

      “If you’re offering. Yeah.” The cop who cuffed our drunk nods to me. “Any chance you can show her to the others involved in this altercation.”

      “Of course.” I wait for her to reach me and walk toward the door.

      “Did you see what went down or just break it up?” she asks.

      I point over my shoulder. “All I saw was that guy flinging some serious hate speech before he and another guy started pushing each other. There was a girl, too. I grabbed him but she took a shoulder to the head pretty hard.”

      “You think you could pick the guy and girl out of the crowd?” She points at the club doors.

      My smile widens when I consider how I’ll be showing her to the zombies inside. “Oh, that won’t be a problem.” Cops working the beat in this area have probably seen a lot, but my guess is she’s not expecting the undead. Hand on the door, I pull it wide and hold it open for her to step inside first. The zombie girl sits on Tana’s chair while her blue haired friend stands beside her and presses a bag of ice against her forehead.

      “Let me guess. It’s these two,” the cop deadpans, no surprise or humor in her tone.

      “Ding, ding, ding.” I smile.

      “Sir. Ma’am. Do you mind stepping outside to answer a few questions?”

      Zombie girl’s gaze snaps up at the cop’s words and she pushes off the chair. “Not at all, officer. And I’m pressing charges.”

      “Of course you are,” the cop says, as bored as before. She turns to hold the door open for the two to walk out first. “Don’t go too far,” she advises me. “We may need to ask you a few follow-up questions.”

      “I’m here all night.” I nod at Tana and she offers me a soft smile. When the doors shut, I do a quick scan of the bar, thankful the crowd seems happily intoxicated for the moment, dancing and singing along to the band on stage.

      “That was fun.” I wink at Tana and she just shakes her head.

      “Welcome to Friday nights. My bet? You’ll get to do that at least three more times before we lock the doors.”

      I shake my head as soon as the words leave her lips. “I don’t take bets. Sorry.”

      She shrugs. “I’m just glad you’re here to do the dirty work. You handle yourself well, Matt.”

      “Thanks.” Tana’s gaze lingers a little too long on my chest, and for the first time tonight I worry I’ve inadvertently sent her the wrong signals. Don’t get me wrong, she’s cute and nice, but I’m not looking for a hookup. Especially when the zombie beauty whose captured my thoughts is just outside.

      Concern that she might leave before I make sure she’s okay has my feet stepping away from Tana and toward the door. “I’m gonna check and see if I can leave a statement now. Come get me if you need me!” I call over the music and push outside, the air here colder than I remember it from moments ago.

      Zombie girl leans against the exterior wall a few feet from me, her foot tapping against the pavement as the female officer leaves the group gathered by the cars and heads over.

      The cop glances at me but pays no further attention as her stare narrows on zombie girl. “So, from your point of view, how did everything unfold?”

      “That asshole wouldn’t let me or my friend get to the bar. He called Jared names, the homophobic prick.”

      “He started the altercation with name calling. Then what?”

      “We were going to walk away but then he grabbed my ass.” Her voice lowers but she tips her head up in defiance. “Underneath my skirt. That’s when my friend told him to keep his hands to himself.”

      “Do you want to press charges?”

      “I at least want it in the report. I don’t have the time or energy to take all the handsy fuckers in this city to court.”

      “A little advice. Woman to woman.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t leave the house dressed like that to go drink at the bar. It’s not worth the attention.” The cop turns and struts away.

      Wow. I shake my head and turn to zombie girl. “You okay?”

      “No, I’m really not.” Her brow furrows and I try to get a look at where she took a hit to her head, but there’s too much makeup to tell if it’s swollen at all. Her eyes harden and her voice rises. “I can’t believe she said that to me. Don’t dress like a slut. That’s her advice? Jesus. That’s so fucked up.”

      “I don’t know if she meant it like that exactly. Your head’s okay, though? You don’t want to go to the hospital and check it out?”

      “I’m fine.” Her shoulders shove back and her chin lifts, those scowling, feisty eyes train on me. “Just so you know, I didn’t dress like this and come out of my apartment to look for a man.”

      “I never said—”

      “Real men ask before they put their hands on a woman. Always.”

      “That’s not what I—” I start again but she throws up one hand.

      “Save it. I don’t need a lecture from some meathead who works the door. You know, it’s men like you who only foster the normalization of rape culture in our male-dominated society.”

      My brows rise with every insult she slings my way. I don’t know her story because we haven’t had a real conversation, but it grates on my ego that she’s gonna stand there and judge me after everything that went down tonight. She knows nothing about me or my life. The scoff leaves my lips along with my disbelief. “Oh, you’re one of those . . .”

      She pushes off the wall to take a step closer. Even with her ridiculously high heeled boots, the top of her head doesn’t reach my shoulder. She tilts her chin further to maintain her glare. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “You presume to know me? Fine. But don’t assume I think the same as that cop. Dress however you want. I can tell you didn’t do it to get the attention of a man because you’ve been giving me the brushoff all day. But I know your type. You probably spend most of your life more emotionally satisfied from the characters in a book or movie than you do real life. That’s what all this is, right? Playing dress up. Being someone other than yourself for a few hours. How am I doing so far?”

      Her jaw locks and her lips pull with a terrifying smile. I’ve only seen a look like that from one other woman before. My mother. When I was a child and really fucked something up. Right before I was about to be punished. “Ah, I see. And you’re one of those . . .” She goads me on, daring me to interrupt but there’s no way in hell I’m playing into her hand.

      Instead, I lift my brow and shrug with a bored challenge that says I don’t really care if she continues talking. I can already tell my indifference irritates the hell out of her and I don’t back down even when she opens her mouth again.

      “Boring adults with no imagination. You probably spend your free time doing super important tasks, like paying bills, exercising, and preparing food. Wait! I do those things, too. You’re probably looking for a “real” girl. One who takes lots of side boob selfies to show off her fitness progress and inspire others. I actually feel sorry for you. I have fun with life. You probably don’t. I bet your lackluster performance in the bedroom disappoints as much as your conversation does.”

      “Whoa!” Damn it. This chick has a mouth on her, and I don’t mean that in a complimentary way. As much as I don’t want to be, I’m already sucked into this argument, and my next words leave in a growl. “Don’t for one fucking second think you know anything about me, little girl.”

      She quirks one eyebrow, a know-it-all smile graces her lips, and she leans back against the wall. “Not so fun to be looped in with stereotypes, is it?” A giggle escapes her lips. Played. That’s exactly how I feel. She’s a piece of work. Complicated. Maybe a little freaky, too. I’m intrigued, but I should walk away. I have no business starting anything with anyone right now. I can’t even make rent, let alone handle a woman like this. But still . . .

      “Hey, you ready?” Her friend from earlier walks over to join us as the two police cars pull away from the curb.

      “Yeah.” she says to him before pinning me with those gorgeous spitfire eyes. “This was educational, but I’m going now.” She gives her friend the side eye and I can’t help but notice the way he’s blatantly checking me out. I’m not exactly sure how that makes me feel other than a little objectified and uncomfortable.

      I mash my lips together and force myself to return her smile. “By all means.”

      “I’d say I hope we bump into each other again, but my mother raised me not to lie.” She blinks and tilts her head sweetly. Her friend laughs and mutters something under his breath.

      Even though I shouldn’t; even though she’s nothing but trouble, I can’t help but ask, “What’s your name?”

      “It’s zombie girl to you, meathead.” Her smile only grows wider.

      “Nice.” I roll my eyes. “Well, if you ever decide to break down your own biased stereotypes, I’ll be happy to enlighten you.”

      “How generous.” She shakes her head.

      “I like to give back,” I quip and it’s only for a split second, but I don’t miss how her breath catches at my words and the innuendo they hold.

      “Fuck me,” her friend swears and grabs her by the hand. “Come on, Kitten. Let’s get you tucked into bed.” He meets my stare without any teasing or cheekiness this time. “Thanks for the save tonight, muscle man. I appreciate it.”

      “It’s Matt. And you’re welcome. Need me to call a ride?”

      “Nah, we’re taking the train home.”

      “Be safe.” It bothers me that these two are walking back so late. Both intoxicated, well, at least she is, and without any form of defense. “I’m serious. Stay aware of your surroundings.” I reach into my back pocket and produce one of my business cards for the gym. I’m sure she’ll never call, for business or pleasure, but the need to protect her propels me to force the glossy card into her hand.

      “What are you, my mother?” She rolls her eyes and examines the card in the dim lighting.

      “A mixed martial arts instructor, actually. If you have any more problems with that guy, or want to learn how to protect yourself, give me a call.” She shakes her head at my concern and shoves the card into her handbag.

      “It’s all good. I know karate!” her friend says and performs some weird infusion of hip hop dance meets The Karate Kid. She giggles and grabs his hand, pulling him with her to stagger away.

      It’s stupid that I want to follow. At least to see them to the train. Their safety is not my responsibility and I need to get back inside.

      Yet I stand there in a battle between my feet and my mind while I watch her ass sway further away until she turns the corner and disappears into the night. It’s as though I’ve been possessed, or bitten and turned into a lust sick fool. Like the zombie she is. Or is that a vampire? Damn it, I can’t even remember. I was never a fan of folklore or fantasy. Regardless, that sexy zombie has my heart pumping blood throughout my body in overdrive. It’s been far too long since I’ve felt the desire to pursue a woman. Too bad she walked away. Bad timing, anyway.
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      Music on, world off. My earbuds mask the idle Monday morning chatter while I dive into work. I arrive at my desk early for two reasons today. One is to play catch up on everything I missed Friday; but two, and more important, I don’t want to deal with the grand inquisition from Jared. Hoping he’ll ignore me and sit at his own desk when he arrives in a few minutes is a long shot, but my heart of stone should deflect his chit chat. Or at the bare minimum, he’ll have the decency to let me lick my wounds alone.

      Because if Friday’s fail wasn’t bad enough, reliving it aloud to all my co-workers is bound to be epically worse. If it weren’t for the looming deadline of Project X, I’d have called in sick today and continued hiding out in my apartment.

      Oh right, and there’s that. I can no longer will myself to leave my apartment alone.

      I’m an independent woman in the twenty-first century who’s lived on my own for the past ten years. I take myself out to brunch at least once a month and use public transit to get around the city on a daily basis. But since Friday’s run in, I’m suddenly crippled by all these what if’s. I hate feeling so helpless, but I can’t stop replaying how it felt when that drunk douchebag from the bar put his hand on my ass. Crazy as it sounds, I didn’t go outside my apartment the entire weekend.

      Part of that was due to a massive hangover and an overall need to hide after watching Rae and Violet’s Instagram posts chronicling their fun both on and off set with a group of Wandering Dead actors. I wasn’t ready to face anyone, and I couldn’t get over how a stranger had no qualms about touching me, aggressively and sexually, in a public place where I should have been safe.

      The entire experience has me re-evaluating the false pretense of security I’ve built in my psyche, and in its place I’m left with an irrational fear of being out on my own. Thank God for my neighbor, Dave. This morning I perched just inside my door and stared out my peephole until he stepped out of his apartment across the hall. I quickly followed so I could ride the elevator with someone I knew. So I’d feel safe.

      Once I made it outside into the morning rush of fellow commuters and my daily routine, the fear faded to a level of anxiety I could deal with. Even now sitting at my desk, Rage Against the Machine screams into my ears as my fingers fly across the keyboard. The tempo fuels the anger building inside and justifies my sudden feelings of weakness and insecurity. My fingertips beat down against the keys to match the aggression in the music. Maybe I should switch my playlist to something soothing, maybe country or a classical symphony so I don’t snap at my co-workers in our staff meeting later. Before I can change the music, my headphones are yanked off my ears and I jump in my chair with surprise.

      Jared’s smiling lips mash together. “Morning, sunshine.” He holds my headphones as he leans against my desk.

      I narrow my gaze and snag them back. “Fuck off, Jared.”

      “Hey, don’t be like that. Where were you all weekend? I called and swung by, but you didn’t answer.”

      “Nursing my hangover from hell. You should get to work.” I glance down at my phone. “You’re seven minutes late. I need you to look at the changes proposed for level seven—”

      “So, sulking then?” He cuts me off as I stick one of the buds in my left ear.

      “No.” I bristle with the accurate accusation.

      “Mmm hmm.” His lips pull up with the threat of a smile, but I’m not in the mood to play nice.

      I tilt my gaze away from my friend and back to the computer screen. “You don’t know me,” I grumble but the words taste bitter and all too reminiscent of what the hot bouncer said to me Friday night.

      “You okay, Mia? For real?” He reaches out to place a hand on my arm and I finally lift my gaze. His worried frown etches lines into his otherwise perfect brow. He’s only concerned and I’m being a jerk. I can’t help pushing when feelings are concerned though, and my stare goes back to my work.

      “I’m okay.” But I’m not.

      Even now the code on the screen before me blurs with the racing of my pulse, and my vision spots the way it does every time I remember Friday night. Deep breath in, slow breath out. I don’t chance a look to my right. I can feel Jared’s stare. Calculating and assessing to make sure I truly mean what I say. After a few minutes he must agree or relent because within my peripheral sight I notice him leave and drop down behind his cubical wall.

      Shaking my head to clear the distractions, I get back to what I can control. Immersing myself in work for the next few hours, I don’t pay attention to my co-workers around me. The challenge and pace of my work settles the chaos of my brain. I can’t worry. Or obsess. Or overthink my fears. I only work, and it’s far better than any therapy money can buy. I’d guess, anyway.

      A throat clears behind me and I practically jump in my chair. “What the hell!”

      “I’m sorry about what happened Friday,” Jared says as I spin in my chair to meet his stare.

      “God, don’t apologize for that man.”

      “I mean everything. It was all wrong. And nothing good happens when you mix Jack Daniel’s after ten o’clock.”

      “Is that so?”

      “True story. Here.” He holds out his peace offering, a cup of steaming coffee.

      Bringing the paper mug to my lips, I inhale the heavenly aroma before taking a sip. Jared is my ride or die. He gets me, always. Knows what I need—whether it’s a good laugh, a come to Jesus talk, or simply a cup of overpriced coffee. Just the way I like it, heavy on the sugar and cream.

      “Hey, we’re still on for this weekend?”

      The Wandering Dead marathon party. Something we’ve been looking forward to since last year’s. An all-day event hosted by my favorite comic book store in a bar next door. We gather with other Wanders, dressed in character of course, to re-watch last season in anticipation of the next one starting. Only the anxiety in my gut crawls with the thought of repeating so many of the same actions from this past weekend. Cosplay. Riding the train downtown. Hanging out in a crowded bar. Handsy assholes without respect for women or homosexuals. I don’t cower from challenge, but the prospect makes me queasy.

      “Mia?”

      “Sorry. Yeah. Of course. Sure.”

      “What’s with you?”

      Exhaling the air in my lungs, I shake my head and decide to suck it up and be truthful. This is Jared, after all. “Don’t you feel . . . I don’t know.” My gaze finds his and I chicken out. “Never mind.”

      His lips pinch together and he raises one eyebrow. “What?”

      “Violated?”

      He shakes his head and crosses his arms over his chest. “After what that jerk said? No. But I’m pissed as hell he put his hands on you.”

      I set my coffee on my desk and stand to better meet his stare. He’s got to understand how wrong things could have gone on Friday, but he’s not acting at all like a person who’s scared to ever leave his apartment. No, that would be me. “He would have beat the shit out of you. I’m almost sure of it. If it weren’t for that bouncer . . .”

      “Mia. What’s really going on?” He reaches out and grasps one of my hands in his.

      “It’s just after what that cop said. That I should watch how I dress.”

      His brow narrows. “Oh, please. Don’t tell me you think she was right!”

      “No. But let’s just say I’m more than a little gun shy to do it all again. I felt so underprepared. Helpless, you know?”

      “That I can understand.” He winks and squeezes my hand before dropping it to retrieve my coffee cup and place it back in my grip.

      “Gee, thanks.” I roll my eyes, which only causes his smirk to grow.

      “So, do something about it.” He shrugs.

      If only it were so simple. “Like what?” I roll my eyes and bring my coffee to my lips, sipping the still warm liquid.

      Jared glances around the office and chews at the inside of his cheek. His gaze snaps back to mine and his eyes widen with delight. “What about taking a self-defense class?”

      Huh. I tilt my head and consider the possibility. “That’s actually a good idea.”

      “I don’t understand why you seem so surprised. I’m brilliantly smart at least fifty percent of the time.”

      The business card from the hot and maybe-not-completely-the-asshole-I-first-thought-he-was-bouncer is tucked safely inside my purse. I should have thrown it away but I didn’t. However, I’ve had the good sense to not even look at it before now. Not even once. Probably because I don’t trust myself to not take whatever info is on there and stalk him madly. Like some crazy ass chick with no self-restraint who only wants to get well acquainted with his nether regions since there’d be no other reason to connect. But now . . . Maybe I should see if he teaches self-defense. He did say he was an instructor.

      “Earth to Mia?”

      “Sorry.” My face heats with the image of Matt caging me in with his powerful arms and whispering directions into my ear right before he pins me to a bed.

      Jared’s chuckle washes away my daydream. “You’re having naughty thoughts.”

      “Am not!” I practically shout, drawing unwanted attention from nearby co-workers.

      Jared’s lips pull wide with a conspiratorial grin and he steps closer to drop his voice. “You so are. Who is he? The new guy from marketing? A little young for you, but he’s got nice lips.”

      “No. No one from work.” I shake my head.

      He bumps my shoulder with his. “Damn, girl. Dish. I need to know who’s fulfilling your fantasies mid-conversation with me. What’s his name?”

      “What’s going on?” Nick from accounting, like the slimeball snake he is, appears from behind my cubical wall. Resting his arms across the top, his eyes light up with interest. “Who we talking about?”

      “Go away, Nick,” I bite out, not even a little nice.

      His grin pulls with his smile and he nods his head. “Oh, I see how it is. This some top secret design meeting?” Clueless. Completely oblivious to how much we despise him.

      Before I can open my mouth with a smartass retort, Jared interjects. “Yep. That’s it. If we have budget issues, we’ll call you over.”

      Nick winks before backing away and walking over to the breakroom. I glance at my watch and realize it’s almost time for lunch. The day is already blowing by.

      “God, he’s so annoying,” I mutter under my breath.

      “Such a dick,” Jared agrees.

      “And the perfect reminder why I keep my fantasies restricted to those of the fictional variety.” My hands go to Jared’s shoulders and I scoot him out of my cubicle. “Time to get back to work, mister. We have another thirty minutes before lunch.”

      “Whatever you say, Kitten,” he calls over his shoulder.

      But once Jared’s sitting in his cubicle, I drag my purse out from the bottom drawer of my desk and retrieve the card that’s quickly burning a hole in my mind. South Side Gym. Hmm . . . That sounds promising. The address is only a few blocks from here. I slide the card beneath my cell phone so I don’t forget to look up the website during my lunch break. Who am I kidding? There’s no chance I’ll be able to wait until then. Chancing a quick glance over each shoulder, I pull up a new window on my web browser and type in the address. Within moments, I’m rewarded with pixelated images of that same hunk of a man from Friday’s bar-tastrophy.

      Maybe I’ll stop by after work. But only if I have time.

      Yeah, right. I know damn well that’s exactly where I’ll be heading the minute the clock strikes six.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      “Good job today, Erin. Debbie, I better see you back here on Wednesday.” I pat two of my hardest working clients on the shoulder before heading back to the front desk. I need to check messages before I start training my boys.

      “Only if I can lift my arms,” Erin jokes.

      “You will,” I tease back.

      “Bye, Matt.” Erin waves, bag in hand.

      Debbie pulls on her sweatshirt. “Thanks, Matt.”

      These ladies are regulars in my afternoon kickboxing style cardio class and today is no exception. They’ve both been persistent with exercise and diet, making huge strides in their health goals over the past few months. Though I wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, they’re two of my favorite clients.

      As my cardio class heads out, the next UFC hopefuls pack into South Side while I check emails and phone messages. My uncle comes through with the painting job and asks me to start next Monday. I go through the schedule and shoot a message to one of my most reliable trainers to help cover the time I can’t be here.

      Before I know it, it’s already six o’clock and time to run these contenders through the usual warm ups. It’s all a regular Monday for me and I wouldn’t have it any other way. For these few hours I can push aside my looming financial worries. In here it’s all about strength, hard work, and the will to never stop fighting. Principles that were instilled in me as a teen and those I work hard to give back. This group is a mix of my advanced fighters with my up and comers. They train together an hour of conditioning before breaking up into two groups. Mentally, I go through attendance when it hits me that two of my best guys are missing. “Hey, Salvador, you know where Ricky and Xavier are tonight?”

      “No, Coach, I don’t.”

      It troubles me to have them both absent. Ricky usually rides up with Xavier. Both young men live in an area of town known for gangs, drug running, and violence. These two are straight edge though, and hustle harder than anyone else in this gym. They both train on scholarships, and have been since they wandered in on a class almost fifteen months ago. I hope they’re okay.

      Pairing up the rest of my guys, we run sparring drills for a good thirty minutes and then the entrance bell chimes with a late arrival. I glance over to see Ricky tug his hoodie from his body and grab gloves from his bag. His ebony skin shines with perspiration.

      “Ricky, you’re late.” Stepping closer, I notice his chest heaves with quick breaths as he races to prepare for training. I glance beyond his shoulder and search the lot for Xavier’s car.

      “Sorry, Coach.” Ricky finishes wrapping his hands in record time and stands from the chair, shoving his equipment bag underneath it.

      “Practice is a commitment. Thirty minutes late is unacceptable.”

      “Won’t happen again.” He meets my stare with nothing but his usual respect.

      “Where’s Xavier?”

      He shrugs and only then does his gaze drop. “Don’t know, Coach.”

      “Doesn’t he give you a ride?”

      He chews at his bottom lip. “His ride got repo’ed yesterday. Least that’s what I heard. Haven’t seen him ’round, though.”

      “You take the bus?”

      “Yes, Coach. That’s why I’m late. Broke down ’bout halfway. Ran the rest.”

      “Then you’re already warmed up. Grab your gloves and pair up with Mason.”

      “Yes, Coach.”

      A foreboding apprehension grips my gut as we work through practice. That Xavier isn’t here doesn’t sit well with me. I have a lot riding on his success. Hell, if he doesn’t perform the way I know he can at his next fight, I might as well kiss my gym good-bye. But it’s not only that. He’s the kind of person who does whatever it takes. He’s no stranger to challenges or setbacks, but he’s got so much damn drive. It’s what propels him further than most of these guys, some who’ve been training more than half their lives.

      “Again!” I shout and run the boys through the same drill we’ve run for the last twenty minutes. They’ve got the mechanics down, but going repetition after repetition, they’re starting to lag and fall back, the weak separating themselves from the strong. Half of pulling out a win in a fight is endurance, so I’ll run them hard through the same damn exercises over and over again until they all drop out, their muscles and minds refusing to battle onward.

      “Harder, Mase. Don’t you dare let Ricky beat you. Again!” These are my boys and I’ll ride them the way my coaches pushed me, because no matter where they come from, whether it’s up by Lake View or down near Fuller Park, they deserve the best from me. They need someone to believe in them enough to see their potential and bring it forth.

      The bell chimes from behind and I swear if Xavier drags his ass in now after missing half of tonight’s practice, I’m going to lose my shit. My lips press together in a firm line and I look over my shoulder.

      Only it’s not Xavier. Surprise, along with a good dose of lust, packs a punch straight to my gut as the woman from the bar—the beautiful, feisty, zombiefied vixen—scoots along the back wall, her eyes wide and taking everything in. She’s dressed in a black tee and jeans, hair pulled into a messy bun, and this time no fake flesh wounds paint her skin, but I’d recognize her anyway.

      Her eyes catch mine and if I could stare all night, I would. Even though I knew she was beautiful before, nothing compares to her face when it’s not adorned with fake blood and guts. “Sorry,” she mouths and turns to leave, but before she gets far I shout out to my boys.

      “That’s enough. One mile sprint. Go!”

      They know better than to argue, and fly out the back door in a pack of muscle and sweat that dares to be messed with.

      “Hey.” I step forward and she does the same until we meet halfway. I hold up my hands, and twist my features with mock worry. “I know better than to call you zombie girl.”

      “You learn fast for a jock.” Her smile is weak and she shakes her head. “Sorry. I- I didn’t really think. You’re obviously busy and I can come back.”

      “No. It’s fine. You’ve got seven, maybe nine minutes, but that’s only because they’ve been at this for a while.”

      “I got the address from your card. I wanted to . . . I don’t really know what I wanted.” She shoves her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, and I try not to notice the way her breasts press against the cotton of her shirt. Her eyes dart around the gym and it’s strange because even though we don’t know each other well, she’s different than before. Her assertiveness over the weekend has been replaced with nerves. I wonder at the cause for that, or if it’s what happens when she’s without stage makeup.

      “Okay, how about we start with the basics. I’m Matt.”

      “I know that.” She almost laughs, her hands going to her hips as she meets my smile with a raised brow.

      “This is the part where you tell me your name, I say nice to meet you, and then we get down to why exactly you’re in my gym tonight.”

      “Never mind. I knew I shouldn’t have come.” She turns on one heel but I reach out and hold her arm to stop her. Her eyes widen as they follow to where I barely grazed the fabric of her sleeve and travel all the way up my arm, shoulder, and neck. But as our stares meet, her mouth falls open on an exhale and she takes one big step backward. “Mia.” She shoves her hand between us and I capture it inside mine for a handshake.

      “Nice to see you again. I never thought I would, but I’m glad you’re here.”

      “About that . . .”

      “You’d like to go out sometime? Cool. Me, too. How’s Sunday afternoon?”

      She laughs, a genuine burst of joy, and I like the way it sounds. “Um, no.”

      “Burn.” I cringe and run my fingers through my wild hair. I like to leave it long, but usually pull it back after a few hours in the gym. “Be gentle with me, Mia.”

      “I have a feeling you’re tough. Again, I’m sorry I interrupted your class. Very impressive, by the way.” She nods behind me.

      “Thank you. Is that all you came here for? To turn me down and scope out the gym, because it seems there was more.”

      “Oh, yeah, um.” She chews at the inside of her cheek. “After everything that went down at the bar, it got me thinking. Do you really offer self-defense classes here? Or maybe have some place you’d recommend? From your website it seemed you did, but this seems more like professional fighting.”

      My mouth pulls wide with my grin and she places her hands back on her hips.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. I’m happy you stalked my website.”

      “Yeah.” She rolls her eyes. “So glad I could add to your weekly page hits. Don’t flatter yourself, either. I design for a living and your website needs a serious tune-up. It’s not nearly as notable as this.” Delivering both an insult and a compliment doesn’t deter my smile. If anything, it grows wider because I can tell it pisses her off.

      “These are my advanced fighters, but you’re right. I do more than that. Fitness classes, all kinds of martial arts for any age and level. Self-defense, too. When do you want to try it out?”

      “When’s your next class?”

      “Tomorrow at noon.”

      “Oh, well, I work—”

      “When are you free? I can train you one-on-one.” I get the words out and then fight the need to adjust myself. Yes, my dick tries to weigh in on the decision. The thought of pinning her down on one of the mats while she moves against me is completely unprofessional and yet extremely tantalizing.

      She waves a hand, dismissing my offer. “Oh, I can’t ask you to do that. It’s not really in my budget either. I’ll just watch a YouTube video or something.”

      “No. Let me teach you. We can work something out.”

      “Really, it’s not your problem.”

      “Mia.” God, I love how her name tastes on my lips. “I want to do this for you.”

      “Why?” She cocks her head and narrows her stare.

      “Because of our mutual love of cosplay and zombies, of course.”

      “Wait. You’re into that?” She eyes me skeptically.

      “No, not really.” I laugh and her lips form a thin line.

      “I’m going now.”

      “Mia. Wait. Teaching and training, that’s what I’m good at. I’ll teach you how to defend yourself faster and better than anyone else.”

      “But I don’t have any money.”

      “Good. Neither do I.” A chuckle escapes along with the honest truth.

      “I’m being serious.” Her brow pinches and she places her hands on her hips. I almost respond back with the same words, but she’s too earnest to cut off with another retort.

      She shakes her head. “I won’t take up your time for free.”

      “We’ll barter then.”

      “What could I possibly help you with?” she asks and my mind lights up with endless possibilities. Most of them are inappropriate, but the obvious hits me and I open my mouth. She cuts me off with a scowl and point of her finger. “And so help me God if you suggest sexual favors, I’ll call the cops.”

      My lips pull up with my laughter. Her mind was in the gutter along with mine. I take delight in that, even though she’s fighting it. “My website.”

      Her mouth snaps shut and she raises her brows, as if she’s actually considering my proposal.

      My head bobs along with my idea. “Yes, that’s perfect, really. You can give my website a makeover and I’ll gladly work you in with private training sessions.” I wasn’t planning on an overhaul to my online presence, mostly because I don’t have the funds, but if she’s able then I’m most certainly willing to trade services. Doesn’t hurt that there’s an unexplainable need to spend time with this woman.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” I’m surprised she conceded and it throws me off guard.

      “I said yes. Unless you’ve already changed your mind,” she snaps with irritation.

      “No. I’m still game. When can you train?”

      “Late. Or really early, but fair warning; I’m salty as hell in the mornings.

      “Evenings, it is. Tomorrow at ten okay?”

      “That’s not too late?”

      “Last session with my boys ends just a few minutes before then. Is that okay with you?”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Matt. I’ll see you then.”

      “It’s a date, Mia.” I smile with the words even though it causes her smile to falter. She opens her mouth to respond but my boys race back into the gym, a chorus of smack talk and ragged breathing that cuts her off. She gives one curt nod and turns on her heel, out of my gym before I can say another word.

      But that’s okay because she’s coming back tomorrow. Funny what can happen within the span of a few days. Last week bordered on hopeless, but today things are looking up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      “Dinner with Rae in twenty. You in?” Jared’s smile peeks over the short wall that separates us.

      “Sure, let me just finish up and log off.” Today has been one of those days where we haven’t had a free minute for chatter or shenanigans. The investors for Project X are coming in to meet with the senior developers next week, which has all us running on high—even more so after a few of our betas found a major flaw in level four. I haven’t stopped all day, and a glance at my phone shows me it’s almost seven.

      I don’t want to be late to my first self-defense one-on-one session with Matt, but I still have time for both and need to eat. I’ll just have to keep an eye on the clock during dinner. Oh, and avoid the topic completely so Jared and Rae don’t have a heyday at my expense. I’m sure they’ll tease me relentlessly if they find out. As much as our friendship centers around giving each other a hard time, I’m not quite ready to laugh about last weekend and my impulsive need to become well versed in martial arts.

      Finishing up an email and closing all of my applications, I logout of my computer and pack up my bag before slinging it across my shoulder. Walking out of my cubical and over to Jared’s opening, I find him smiling at his phone screen. “Where’re we going?”

      He glances up, then stands to pocket his phone and wallet before throwing one arm around my shoulder and leading us toward the bank of elevators. “It’s Tuesday, Kitten. Where do you think?”

      All night happy hour, fifty cent wings, and a staff that looks as if they walked off Wrigley Field. “Last Pitch. Rae’s completely predictable.” I reach out and press the button for down. It only takes a second before the middle door opens with a ding and we shuffle inside.

      “Yeah, but you and I aren’t complaining.” Jared bumps my shoulder with a wink.

      “No, we really aren’t. Though that new server makes me feel like a dirty old woman.”

      “Old! Shut your mouth. If you’re old, then that means I’m aging too, and that’s physically impossible.” Jared’s a little touchy about his age, which is funny because the man hasn’t changed since we graduated college more than ten years ago. His tan skin is wrinkle free and as gorgeous as it was in his twenties. “Which one are you talking about? Baby blue eyes and blond hair?”

      As the numbers count down from twelve, our car stops only twice to pick up a few more passengers. “That’s the one.” The elevator dings with the ground floor and we make our way out into the foyer.

      Jared whistles, fanning himself with his hand. “I have no qualms about being a sugar daddy for that boy.”

      I laugh because I understand the feeling. I could almost be the kid’s mother, if I did the teen mom thing, but he’s ridiculously charming and attractive. “Last week he found out what I did for a living while you were flirting with the bartender—”

      “Getting drinks.” Jared interrupts, holding the door so I can pass through.

      A chuckle escapes my lips. “Right. When you were getting drinks for twenty minutes. Anyway, Baby Blues admitted to being a total gamer back in high school. I asked him what his favorite game growing up was. Do you want to know what he said?”

      “Please don’t tell me. He’s too pretty. You’ll ruin the fantasy.”

      “He said Black Ops. You know, because it was the first mature game he was allowed to buy with his allowance.”

      Jared winces and pulls his coat tighter across his chest. It’s cold for September, but Chicago is schizophrenic when it comes to the weather, so next week we could be back in shorts. Thankful for my warm sweatshirt, I tug the hoodie over my head.

      “We didn’t even have ratings on games when we were kids!” He shakes his head with mock exasperation.

      “That’s what I told him!” I nod to the bus stop. “Walk or bus it?”

      “Let’s walk. Thanks to your story, I’m feeling practically ancient. Better keep my heart healthy if I want a shot with baby cakes.”

      “Maybe you should try step aerobics. Then educate him about leg warmers, spandex, and other fashion trends of the 80s.”

      “Oh fuck me, how I could give that boy lessons.”

      “Come on, lover boy. We’ve got another three blocks.” Sliding my arm through Jared’s, we pick up the pace on our walk to Last Pitch. Best friends, food, and laughter promise maybe things are looking up. I hold on to the feeling, determined my positive outlook will guide my future no matter what.
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        * * *

      

      “He smuggled my mom’s leather jacket—fringe, shoulder pads and all—into his backpack.” Rae slams her hand onto the table top.

      “I guess that’s not so bad.” I shrug.

      “Oh, God.” Jared groans into his glass and hides his eyes.

      “I take it there’s more.” I giggle as Rae’s lips pull up with a wicked smile.

      “He also took her Aqua Net, Pretty in Pink shimmer lip gloss, and charcoal black eye liner.” Rae bursts into laughter and I join along, tears leaking from my eyes as I try to catch my breath. My belly is sore from the amount of fun we’ve had tonight, even if most of it was at Jared’s expense as he and Rae recount childhood tales. I appreciate that Rae hasn’t gloated about hanging out with The Wandering Dead actors and crew all weekend. I saw her snaps and that was bad enough. I’m not one to be naturally green with envy, especially toward someone as kind-hearted as Rae, but seeing her and Violet squished between two of my favorite actors has me extra stabby. It doesn’t go unnoticed by me how she skirts last weekend’s rundown completely. I’m sure it’s to protect my feelings and I only love her more for it.

      Jared shrugs. “I wanted to rock the Boy George look.”

      “It was a sixth grade history presentation!” Rae shakes her head.

      I throw up my hands with disbelief. “How could your parents not have known you were gay?”

      “Right?” Rae’s eyes roll as she shakes her head. “The writing was on the wall.”

      “And the makeup was all over my face.” He grins and finishes his beer with one last swig.

      “Please tell me you have videos.”

      Jared twists his empty glass between his hands. “Oh, for sure. But those are locked in the vault of payback’s a bitch, so they won’t be coming out anytime soon.”

      I smile and nudge him with my shoulder. “Oh, come on. What happened to you only live once?”

      “Once was enough. Believe me.”

      “Oh, shit! I’ve got to go.” Rae grabs her wallet and digs out a twenty to lay on the check. “My friend Eli has a show tonight at DeMonte’s. Photography mixed media. He’s really talented and I promised I’d stop by. You wanna go?”

      Jared nods and retrieves cash for his share. “Anything for my little sis. Plus, if I remember correctly, Eli has a really cute older brother.”

      “Aw. You’re so selfless.” Rae stands, slips on her coat, and pulls out her cell.

      “I do my part to make humanity a better place.” Jared shrugs before doing the same.

      Standing from the table, I pull out my wallet and settle the rest of the bill.

      “Mia, how about you?” Rae asks.

      Jared links his arm with mine. “Of course she’s in.”

      “Actually.” I wince because I’ve been dodging this very conversation all evening. Thought I got away with it, too. “I have plans tonight.”

      “Wait. What plans do you have?” Jared steps back, his stare narrow and lips pursed.

      My hands go to my hips and I purse my lips to meet his accusing glare. “Don’t act so surprised. I can have plans.”

      “Not without dishing to me first! I’m hurt.” He presses his hand into the center of his chest.

      Rae rolls her eyes and wraps her arm around her brother, squeezing him to her side. “He’ll get over it.”

      Jared gives her the side eye. “She’s probably just trying to avoid another lame art exhibit. You have dragged us to some pretty bad ones over the years.”

      “Remember the human body collection? They had that 3D vagina!” Rae giggles and I laugh along.

      Jared’s pout gives way to a smile. “How could I forget? If I weren’t already gay, that sculpture would have done the trick.”

      “I’m sorry, Rae. I really do have plans.” I give her a quick hug and then turn to Jared to do the same. “And I don’t know what your problem is; that va-jay-jay was a work of art! Uncanny how she molded that Laffy Taffy. Even I wanted to eat it.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Jared smirks and then nods toward the exit. Rae and I follow him out through the crowded restaurant and I think he’ll let things slide, but when he holds open the outside door to let us pass, he pins me with one of his Sherlock stares. “So, you gonna tell us where you’re off to, or do we get to guess?”

      “Ugh. I don’t want to say.” I shield my face as if somehow that will help hide the truth from his inquisitive stare. We walk the short distance to the bus stop and I check my phone, making sure I’m still on track to make it to the gym by ten.

      “Well, it’s too late for the comic book store. I can’t think of much else more embarrassing than that,” Rae muses but I ignore her. She’ll never share my affinity for a well-crafted graphic novel.

      Jared nods twice before giddiness washes over his face. “Oh, my God! You scandalous woman! You’re someone’s booty call!” He points and draws all kind of stares and chuckles from the strangers waiting along with us.

      “No! Nothing like that.” I shake my head more to defend my innocence to the eavesdroppers now fully tuned in to our conversation.

      “Just say whatever it is, because we won’t let you go until you do.” Jared blocks my view of the street. I step closer to the curb to look for my bus but he only shuffles in front of me.

      “Fine.” I place one hand on his chest and peer around his body. I don’t see the approaching city wheels, but according to the monitor overhead and the scrolling schedule update, my bus is arriving so I need to be quick. I don’t put it past Jared to physically hold me back from catching my ride. When he wants gossip, he’s like a hound. Relentless until you give up or give in. “So, you remember the bouncer from the bar on Friday . . .”

      He whistles and steps back from the curb. “Damn, girl. It is a booty call. I so hate you right now.”

      “No! It’s nothing like that. He’s teaching me self-defense. At a gym off Taylor Street. South Side.”

      “This late at night? Seems shady.” Rae’s brow crinkles with her disapproval.

      I shake my head. “No, we’re bartering actually. Private training for web design.”

      “Is that safe, Mia? Do you even know this guy?” Rae tries again and I appreciate that she looks out for me. Her worried frown causes a sliver of anxiety to work its way into my mind. I don’t know Matt. Not really. He could be some creepy perv or psycho murderer.

      “It’s fine. Really. At least, I assumed it was until you said something. Now I’m not so sure.”

      Jared pats my back. “It’s all good, Kitten. If he tries anything, call me. Or maybe you’d rather let him?” His brows rise, daring me to argue.

      “Stop it.” I shake my head because that’s ridiculous. Sure, Matt’s attractive in a muscly manly-man way. If you go for that sort of thing. But I don’t. I want so much more from a relationship than good looks and a body made for physical endurance. Besides, I don’t do random hookups or one night stands. Not after last time.

      “Mia’s got the hots for muscle man,” Jared sing songs and I look down the street again before checking my phone. God damn, this bus is taking forever!

      Rae’s eyes light up and she bounces up and down on the balls of her feet. “Oh, my God! This is perfect! Halloween is next month. We can finally go Marvel! Please make him be Thor. Please, pretty please.” Her hands clasp together and she resorts to begging.

      “You guys are ridiculous. I’m not dating the man. I’m trying to learn how to defend myself the next time some stranger decides to put his hands on me.”

      “I’m sorry, Mia. I’m proud of you. I think that’s awesome.” Rae bumps her shoulder against Jared’s to urge him to speak.

      He rolls his eyes before capturing me in one of his bear hugs. “I’m proud of you too, Kitten.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jared steps back and eyes me in a way only he can. He’s searching for a tell. To see if I’m into Matt, but even though we’ve been best friends for years I’m especially talented in hardening my feelings until they no longer exist. Sure, Matt’s hot, but there’s nothing for us. We don’t have anything in common and I’m not even interested. Before Jared asks another question, the public transportation gods shine down upon me and I’m literally saved by the bus.

      “I give you two weeks. Three, tops.” Jared’s smug grin pulls wide.

      Totally confused, I shake my head and bug out my eyes.

      “Before the sexy man takes you to bed, or you take him. Either way. It’s happening.”

      “You’re delusional.” I flip him the bird and climb aboard the bus before it heads off without me.
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      Inside South Side Gym my gut churns with a nervous energy that teeters between fear of making a complete ass of myself and plain excitement from trying something new and so far outside my comfort zone. I’m not an athletic girl; it’s just not my thing. But watching the advanced group out on the mats wrapping up their training makes fighting look really cool. If I can learn a tenth of what they know, I have no doubt I’ll take any asshole to the ground if the opportunity presents itself again.

      My search finds Matt immediately and my belly flutters. What? It’s purely lust. He’s a mountain of masculine energy, completely in control of his movements. Fast and quick, but light on his feet, too. He’s working with a young man, maybe seventeen or eighteen, and in addition to making everything look easy, he’s extremely patient, walking him through the movements again and again until the kid gets it just right. When he does, the crowd of about a dozen or so fighters gathered around cheer along with Matt. At their applause, Matt’s gaze lifts to find mine from where I stand near the entrance. His lips widen with a smile that stretches across his face and he holds up one finger, signaling for me to wait.

      “That’s enough for tonight. Get some good rest and I’ll see you all back here tomorrow.”

      The group responds with choruses of, “Sounds good, Coach,” and “Yes, Coach,” in their deep voices. Several of the men take off, but a few linger as they pull on warmer clothing and pack up their bags. I take this moment to unzip my hoodie, the temperature in this space much warmer than I remember it being yesterday. Shoving it inside my bag, I walk closer to where Matt’s talking with one of his fighters.

      “Just keep at it, Mase. Be patient with the process.”

      “But I’m ready now, Coach.”

      “Ready for what? Some underground fight that might yield a couple hundred bucks and maybe a little street cred until they match you against someone bigger and better. Then you get your ass kicked so bad you aren’t able to train for a few months? That all you want? Dream bigger, Mason. You’re good enough. You just need more time. I promise when you’re ready, I’ll get you in the right fight. One that’s legal. One that leads you to the UFC.” He clasps the kid on the shoulder and walks toward me.

      Nerves bubble up inside at his approach. The shirt he’s wearing is one that molds his chest and arms so tightly I’m surprised it doesn’t rip when he flexes. Or is he flexing now? It’s difficult to tell. His muscles bulge and strain with the fluidity of each step he takes.

      “Sorry, one more minute.” His hand brushes across my forearm.

      My breath catches at the touch. Stupid body. I hiss out my nerves with a whoosh of air, but Matt’s not near enough to notice. He jogs over to one of the guys heading out.

      “Hey, Ricky. Hold up a sec.”

      The young man turns, his face falling to a frown at Matt’s presence. “Haven’t seen him, Coach.”

      “At all? What’ve you heard?”

      Ricky chews on his plump lower lip a moment, his gaze flicking between the door and Matt. “You didn’t hear it from me.”

      “That bad?” Matt runs his hands over the top of his head and grabs at the knot holding his hair back. “Shit.”

      “Yeah, ’fraid so. Word is, he got into some trouble.”

      Matt’s eyes widen and concern etches in his brow. “What? Why? He’s not selling—”

      Ricky shakes his head. “Not that I know of. But he made a deal with the wrong people and couldn’t come through. If you want, I can go over there . . .”

      “No, I don’t want you involved. I’ll stop by his mom’s tomorrow. He still staying there?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Thanks, Ricky. You okay getting home?”

      “Riding in style, Coach. The city bus loves me.”

      “I bet it does, man. Stay safe.” Matt pats the young man on the back and walks him to the door, then locks it behind him. The gym that moments ago felt warm and full is now empty and sterile. Even Matt’s footfalls seem to reverberate from the floors and walls as he stalks toward me. His lips disappear beneath the scruff of his beard as he mashes them together, and his forehead crinkles with his frown.

      “Is now not a good time? Should we reschedule?”

      “No. Sorry about that. I’ll figure it out tomorrow.” He shakes his head and his face transforms into a friendly grin. “I’m glad you came, Mia. How you feeling? Ready to train?”

      I have to fight the urge to return his smile, and those damn nerves are back, skittering across my skin. I shrug instead. “As much as I’ll ever be. Is this okay? I didn’t think to wear workout clothes.” Our office allows for an extremely casual dress code except for special meetings, and until I stepped inside I hadn’t considered bringing more than my T-shirt and jeans.

      Matt’s gaze travels over my outfit, his grin still in place, and I hate how my body lights up with the perusal. “Totally fine. Though kick off the shoes before stepping on the mats.”

      “Got it.” I unzip my boots and tuck them with my bag along the wall before following him to an open space in the gym.

      “Okay, so have you ever done hand to hand combat?”

      “No. Not really.” I shake my head, my grin pulling up with my next words. “Unless you count sticking a steel rod through a walking corpse’s brain.”

      His chuckle bounces around the room. “Please tell me you’re talking about a video game.”

      Hands on my hips I raise my brow. “What if I’m not? You scared?”

      “Not in the slightest.” His smile only pulls wider. It’s a nice one, too. Unbridled and full of genuine delight. Even his beard moves with the motion. Matt seems to be the kind of person who smiles often, and that relaxes some of my nervous energy.

      “This is the only time you can tell me what to do, so . . . I guess, let’s get this over with.” I smart back in a cheeky tone and sure enough, he laughs again.

      “I’ll remember that. Why don’t we go through a few simple techniques first? Slowly. Grab my arm . . .” He proceeds to walk me through skill after skill until I can successfully deflect an attacker trying to grab at me from the front. I’m not sure Matt understands how much this alone means. My confidence grows with every minute. Sure, I fudge the first few, allowing him to capture me in a tight hold before he releases me so I can attempt it again. But with trial and error I quickly catch on, and even with his size I’m able to escape his reach again and again.

      He’s a good teacher, too. Patiently breaking down the movements and critiquing me when I don’t get it just right. Complimenting and cheering each time I do. We don’t share much conversation outside of directions, but the energy is comfortable as he teaches and I learn for the next hour.

      “Yes! Good!” he says from where I’ve shoved him to the floor. “Now back up, without turning around, and remember what I said.”

      “Get off me! Help! Call 9-1-1!” I jog backward, keep my eye on him, and shout just as Matt’s taught me. It’s all in character and I don’t hold back.

      “Good! Just like that. Be as vocal as you can and don’t turn your back.” He jumps from the floor and begins to tuck back his hair from where it’s come loose around his face. “You want to keep going or call it a night?”

      “I think I have that down. At least I feel comfortable with it.”

      “Good.” He nods. “You’re a hard worker. Next time we’ll go over floor work. Sometimes even with the right moves you’ll get knocked to the ground. It’s important to not panic and know what to do.”

      “Thank you, Matt.”

      “Of course, Mia.”

      “Oh, and I had some ideas for your web design, but I need all your hosting info, logins, and anything else you’d like.” I don’t want him to think I won’t hold up my end of the deal. In all honesty, he’s a much better instructor than I imagined and I actually had a good time tonight.

      His eyes light with his smile and he points toward a closed door. “I thought you might ask that. I put everything together. Let me grab it from my office.”

      I nod as he jogs over and disappears inside the room. Taking the moment to grab a quick drink from the water fountain, I decide to retrieve my phone and send a quick text to Rae and Jared so they won’t worry. With the touch of my thumb the display on my phone lights up and it’s then I notice the late hour. I didn’t even realize how long we were training. “Oh, shit. The time. Shit, shit.” I mumble to myself.

      Matt steps to my side, holding out a manila envelope marked FOR MIA and his lips pull with his smirk. “Do you turn into a flesh-eating zombie if you’re not home by midnight?”

      “Thanks.” I take the folder and tuck it inside my bag. “No, but I did miss my train and the next one isn’t for another hour.”

      “Let me take you home. Where’s your place?” he says matter of factly.

      “In Irving Park. But you don’t have to do that. I’ll just bus it.”

      “And get home in another hour? That’s silly considering I have to drive home anyway.”

      “It’s not too far out of the way for you?”

      “Not at all. Give me fifteen minutes. I’ve got to change and shut this place up.”

      “Thanks, Matt. You really don’t have to—”

      “Enough. I want to, okay?” He doesn’t leave me room to argue, just grabs a backpack from behind the counter and flips a few lights off along the way. The streetlights from outside illuminate the gym while the heavy bags, cage, and other equipment cast shadows across the room. It transforms this ordinary space to almost that of a thriller film with the mere touch of a switch.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” he says and points to a hallway at the back corner. “Meet you by the back door. That’s the only part that’s lit once I flip the last of the lights off.”

      Nodding my agreement, I head over to the vacant hallway while Matt ducks inside the men’s locker room. I pull on my boots and hoodie, then strap my bag over one shoulder to wait. Boredom and a little curiosity lead me to study the framed photos on the wall; a dollar bill along with a ribbon cutting photo, newspaper clippings with Matt’s name in the headlines, and a ton of action photographs, too. The fighting photos aren’t all that pretty, blood and sweat often covering the fighters’ faces. Something in one of the photos draws me closer. It’s the expression on the young man’s face—exhaustion as if he’s been put through the worst kind of battle. But also a look of drive or even stubborn will, as if he’s still not giving up. Wait a second . . .

      “You ready to go, Mia?” Matt’s voice startles me.

      “That’s you!” I point at the photo on the wall. Without the scruff and long hair, I didn’t recognize him immediately, but now I realize most of these photos are him. “These are all you. Did you fight or something?”

      He attempts a smile, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Something.” He nods to the door and I follow him out, only pausing a moment for him to push a few buttons and set the alarm.

      “Were you any good?”

      He shrugs, stepping out into the night with me. It’s nearing midnight but the city is still alive with the muted bustle of traffic, music, and occasional voices from beyond this alley. My shorter legs work to keep up with his stride as I follow him to his car. There’s something about the stiff movements of his body that spark intrigue.

      “I held my own. Until I didn’t. There’s no long game in fighting, at least not for most. You’re on top until you aren’t any more. That’s why I have this place.” He stops short.

      “Wait. You own this gym?” I don’t know why I never considered it before.

      “Yeah. What did you think? I borrowed it?” His chuckle comes easily and leaves little goosebumps across my flesh. He tilts his head to meet my stare. “Let me guess. You thought because I was working the door at some dive bar, I couldn’t possibly own my own business, or be retired from my previous career.”

      Well, yeah, but I’m not going to admit to that. At least not without a little fun. “No, I thought you didn’t own the gym because your beard gives off the vibe that you’re homeless, and your lame pickup lines allude to the fact you don’t know what you’re doing in life.” The words come out coated in my usual snark and my eyes widen as I slap my hand over my mouth.

      Matt’s booming laughter fills the night air and he shakes his head. “I guess I deserve that.”

      “You could shower more? Read books?” I offer in a teasing tone and he laughs again. Despite the cool night air my body warms with the sound. He has a great laugh and offers it readily.

      “Nah, I’m good.” His smile lingers as he shakes his head.

      “With people assuming you’re homeless?”

      “No. Underestimating me. Makes it all the sweeter when I prove ’em wrong.” He nods toward a motorcycle parked in the corner. “You ready to ride?”

      “You have a bike.” The words leave my lips with disbelief.

      “What? Don’t I seem like the kind of man to have one?” He almost acts defensive.

      “Yeah, actually that’s very fitting. But where I am supposed to sit?”

      “On the back.” He messes around with the side of his motorcycle and produces a helmet. His voice drops low. “Mia, have you never ridden a bike before?”

      “Only the childhood variety.”

      “Here.” He hands me a helmet. “Put this on.”

      “What about you?” I slip the helmet over my messy ponytail and buckle it so it fits snug on my head.

      He straddles the hunk of metal and starts the motor with a loud roar, pushing away from the wall to roll up next to my side. “Don’t worry about me. Get on. Watch your leg.” He holds out his hand, but instead I reach for his shoulders and mount the death machine. My mother’s warnings from my youth about what a bad idea this is ring in my head. Motorcycles are dangerous, Mia.

      “Ready?” he shouts.

      “As much as I’ll ever be. I’m not sure this is safe!” I yell back because I’m pretty sure he should be wearing head protection. I wrap my arms around his waist so I don’t fall off but in turn can’t help the way my body charges with a natural attraction in this position. We were this close on the mats tonight, but this is different. More intimate. I’m no longer practicing combat against an attacker. He’s just a man on a motorcycle and I’m the woman trusting him to drive me home.

      “Hold on tight!” It’s the only warning he gives before the bike surges forward into the night. The buildings blur by along with streetlights and signs while the air sneaks under my sweatshirt, working goosebumps across my skin. It’s invigorating and thrilling at the same time, and even a little magical.

      I try not to overanalyze the warm feeling that spreads from my belly to the rest of my body as Matt sprints us across the city. Or the way his solid chest tempts my fingers to do more than hold on. Especially not the fact I wish I lived further away because there isn’t one part of me that wants to get off this bike right now or say good-bye to the man driving.
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      “Building on the left.” She releases one arm from around my waist to point and I follow her directions until my bike rolls to a stop. She’s been quiet this entire ride and I can only hope that means she didn’t completely hate it. Lots of girls think riding on the back of a motorcycle is cool. But experience has shown the majority of those women are in their early twenties and only want to get in my bed. Mia’s neither, and I could sense her hesitation back at the gym. She’s a feisty one, though, so I knew she wouldn’t back down from the challenge.

      Cutting the motor, I pull in between two parked cars and drop my feet.

      She climbs off my bike and steps to the curb. In those jeans and boots, taking the helmet from her head she has no fucking clue how badass and sexy she looks. “Here, you can have this back.”

      “Thank you.” I hold the helmet in my hand and cut the engine, unwilling to say good night just yet. “Two new experiences in one day. I’m proud of you, Mia.” I wink.

      Her spine straightens and she fiddles with the strap of her bag, not quite meeting my gaze. “You don’t know me enough to say something like that.”

      “I’m getting to know you, and already I’m impressed. Self-defense. Motorcycles. On your way to being a regular badass.” My chuckle earns a slight smile from her.

      She shakes her head. “I didn’t do it to impress you or anyone else.”

      “Exactly.” My smile grows wider at her feisty reply.

      “But maybe I should go get a tattoo tonight since I’m on a roll.”

      “Say the word and I’ll be your chariot.”

      She laughs and takes a few steps away. “Good night, Matt.”

      “Need me to walk you up to your apartment?”

      “I’m good,” she says but doesn’t make a move to go inside. Almost as if she’s waiting for me to leave first. Guarded. That’s how she comes across, which only spikes my interest to discover why she holds up such an iron front.

      “Good night, Mia.”

      “Thanks again. And I’ll have time this weekend to go over my ideas for your website. Sorry it won’t be sooner.” She steps backward, closer to the door than the curb. Inside I can see the security desk. This building is nice, one I sure as hell can’t afford. I’m sure it costs a pretty penny to live here, but it does provide a level of comfort knowing not just anyone can come inside the building without going unnoticed.

      I shake my head. “It’s fine. I’m getting the better end of this deal. I want to be fair. There’s no rush.”

      “Okay, well, then . . .” She takes a few more steps back.

      “Good night.” I grin and with a tap the engine roars to life.

      “Good night.” She waves, and if I’m not mistaken I catch the trace of a smile on her lips before she steps inside her building. I don’t stick around to find out though, pulling back on the throttle and letting out the clutch to zoom out into the empty street.

      Backtracking the same route I just traveled, I make it to my apartment building well past midnight. Worth it. I knew she’d never let me offer to take her home had she known how out of the way she was. But the forced ride time is soothing to the constant running of to-do lists and worries that race through my mind, and I’m thankful for the short reprieve. Good for my mental health. I need to carve out more time on my bike when it’s not all about getting from point A to B.

      I pull into the side lot, more than ready to pass out the moment my head hits my pillow. But when I glance up and see the shadow sitting outside my apartment door, I realize the universe has other plans. I cut the engine and my father leisurely stands and leans against the third floor railing.

      It’s never easy when it comes to him, and I brace myself for whatever mood he’s in tonight. My boots fall heavily with each step but I force myself to jog up the stairwell until I reach him. With anything in life, it’s better to rip the Band-Aid than pull it off slowly.

      “Pop.” I dip my chin and keep my tone neutral.

      He nods. “Son.”

      He doesn’t make a move or speak. I don’t have all night to stand out here and stare at each other. “It’s a little late for a visit. What do you need?”

      “I haven’t seen my son in a while. I can’t just stop by?”

      I repress the scoff in my throat. “How long you been waiting?”

      “A bit. You gonna invite your old man in?” His eyes lock with mine for a stare down, neither of us willing to relent. The air charges with his question. I don’t want to. I don’t want to feel as though I owe him anything but still . . . he’s my father.

      “By all means.” I slide the key into the deadbolt and step inside first, holding the door for him to follow. Dropping my stuff on the floor next to the door, I flip on the lights and walk into the kitchen. “You want a drink?”

      He follows and leans against the cheap Formica countertop. With a lift of his brow he glances around my bare bones apartment. “You got anything good?”

      “Only water around here.” I have no need to stock my place with anything else. I rarely have visitors, and even if I had something hard I wouldn’t offer it to him. I don’t wait for his response, instead I fill two glasses at the tap before handing him one. “Cheers.” I make light of the heaviness that hangs around us, but my smile doesn’t feel right on my face.

      He brings the glass to his lips and takes a long sip. It’s been a good six months since I’ve seen my father, and then it was only in passing. We haven’t had a civil conversation in over two years, so in all consideration I’m counting this as a win. Maybe it’s the late hour or my poor lighting but he’s aged years since Danny’s graduation. Even his frame seems smaller. Almost weak. And in all my life I’ve never used the word weak to describe my old man.

      “I talked to your uncle today.”

      Ah-ha. There it is. “Yeah, did he tell you I’m gonna be working on his crew?”

      “Hard times? You gonna lose the gym?”

      “No.” I don’t entertain the possibility, but I know it’s there. The fear of losing what I’ve built from the dust of my shattered career is motivation alone to never let it come to that. I have hope that if I stay the course, my stroke of luck will turn around. I feel it’s already beginning to.

      “Not what I heard.” As much as I don’t want to hear it, there’s a smugness to his words. He’d probably love to see me hit rock bottom again. If only to ease his own conscience. But that will never happen. Not over my dead body.

      “I’m working it out, Pop. Not your problem.”

      He sets his glass on the counter and his glare returns, along with a stroke of anger. “You need money, son, you come to me.”

      I’ll never ask him for money, or anything else for that matter. Not after everything that went down. “You know damn well why I won’t do that.”

      “And why not? You’re done fightin’. Those days are over. Don’t let your pride get in the way of livin’ life.”

      “That’s rich coming from you.”

      “Ha! There you go. On your high horse. Must get really lonely up there. Always on the righteous path while the rest of us peasants scrap for what’s ours.”

      “Stop. I never had a problem with your way until you forced it on me.” Anger, sadness, and the familiar disappointment clouds my vision. I struggle to calm the need to strike out, physically, but indulge my feelings by laying it all out. “You ended my career. You took everything that was important to me and pissed all over it. With no remorse! Now you want to help? This was a mistake. Get the fuck out of my apartment.”

      “Your mother spoiled you. Made you this way. Made you think you’re better than the rest of us.”

      That’s the last straw. I slam my glass on the counter and with one step I’m right up in his face. Chest to chest, my fingers grab and twist the collar of his shirt. “Don’t ever speak to me about her.” The words seethe from between my clenched teeth and he has the decency to not say another damn word. With one cleansing breath I release my hold and take a step back.

      He holds my stare and nods twice. Dropping his chin, he turns and strolls to the door. His hand touches the metal but he pauses before twisting the handle. “Offer still stands,” he mumbles without looking back.

      “Get out!” I slam my fist against the counter, rattling the empty glasses. The sound mimics memories from my youth, the ones I shove deep down so I don’t have to remember. The door opens enough for him to shuffle outside and shuts on a soft click. I wait a few minutes, attempting to calm myself but it doesn’t work. With every second that ticks by the past creeps into my mind’s eye. “Fuck!” I shout so loud even my own ears ache with the sound.

      This is total bullshit. I’m exhausted, and was prepared to spend a peaceful night catching Zs before getting up in a few hours to do it all again. Now there’s no way in hell I’ll be able to quiet my mind enough to pass out. For a brief second I consider the easy way out, a sleeping pill to take the edge off, but I shake my head. I refuse to go there. Instead, I stomp into my bedroom, strip off my clothes and change into a pair of sweats, and grab my headphones on the way out the door. If I can’t sleep, I can run.

      My body reverberates with the rhythm of my steps and music blasts in my ears, urging me to go faster, push harder. This is my solace. The place where I find peace. While most of the city sleeps, I chase total exhaustion, leaving behind the nightmares that threaten to shake my stability. It’s always that way with him. My mistake was letting him in. An error I’ve repeated my entire life. You’d think after thirty-two years I’d learn my lesson. I’m sure a shrink would have a blast with me, but I’ll never know. It’s bad enough these thoughts clutter my mind. There’s no way I’ll share them with another human being.

      It’s almost two when I return to my apartment. With only a few hours before I have to open the gym, I rush through my shower and don’t waste another second. My body succumbs to the fatigue I forced upon it and I’m out within minutes of my head hitting the pillow.
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      My eyelids flutter open though my body feels like a dead weight. Why am I awake? It’s still dark and Mom doesn’t wake me up until after the sun bursts into my room between the missing slat on the blinds.

      Scuffling. Whispers. Then a whimper of pain, like the squeal the alley cats make when my friend Randal and I set out food only to coax them close enough to pull at their tails. The sound wipes the lingering sleep from my mind and I sit up in bed.

      “Please. Just go, Rich. You’ll wake him.” My mother’s begging reaches my ears and instantly I know exactly who’s in the other room with her. I’m only thirteen years old and he’s still bigger than me, but after last time I swore I wouldn’t be afraid and cower in my room. Not while he beat the crap out of the woman I love most in the world.

      Fear pricks my gut as more scuffling and a muffled scream come from behind the door. I know what comes next. I won’t stand for it. Not anymore. I’d rather he hit me. My lungs pull in a deep breath for strength and I yank open my bedroom door. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust, the light from the television casting a green and blue hue over the rest of our apartment. Panic surges in my throat when my eyes find my mom. His hand is around her throat. She’s pinned to the wall by his strength. His other hand is somewhere between their bodies and I blanch at the thought of it. Some kids are grossed out by the idea of their parents having sex. If only I could be so lucky. Those children don’t know what it’s like to have their dad visit in the dark of night to steal pieces of their mother, taking her without her consent every damn time. Following the act with more violence.

      But enough is enough. I’m not a child anymore; I haven’t been for a while. Grabbing the bat I left propped against my nightstand, I grip the heavy wood, holding it between my fingers the way coach showed us just last week. The way he swore would earn us a home run.

      “Get off of her! Get off my mom!” I scream, cock the bat back, and whack him as hard as I can.

      “Matthew, don’t!” my mother yells as the bat connects with the flesh of his lower back in a fierce thunk and his hand loosens from her throat. Adrenaline surges through my veins, and for a second I think this is it. I’ve won. He won’t be able to hurt her after a hit like that to the kidney. Except instead of crumpling to the ground, he whips around and shoves my mother out of the way so she slams against the edge of the couch.

      “You’re a big man now? Ya wanna go?”

      “Please, Rich. Don’t. Matthew, go back to your room and lock the door.”

      “No, Mom. I won’t.” My arms shake and my fingers clench around the bat so hard I can’t even feel the wood anymore. He’s bigger than I am. Stronger, too.

      “Ya coddle this boy. He wants to play tough guy? Let ’im. Come’ere, ya little shit. I’ll teach ya a lesson. Ya think ya can tell yer ol’ pop what to do? Then come make me.”

      “Rich! Stop!”

      I wake with a start, my pulse racing from the aftermath of a dream of my mother. I don’t dream often, or at least wake up with a memory, but whenever I do it’s always of her. Gone too early, the loss of her gentle nature and steadfast love is one I’ll never truly get over. I only hope to honor her life with the way I live my own. Even as a grown man it’s moments like this I miss her most.

      I shouldn’t have lost my cool with my father. I know better. I know my limits, too. If last night wasn’t a reminder of the need to respect those boundaries, then my dream only helps drive home the concept. We can’t co-exist. It’s better we don’t attempt it.

      Clearing my head with my simple morning routine, I’m on my bike to open the gym and teach a few morning classes before I get lost in the memories of my earlier life. I block it out and focus on what needs to be done, which includes taking a trip to Xavier’s neighborhood as soon as my front desk help gets in and I’ve taught an hour of cardio kickboxing.

      The early morning crowd boasts fitness fanatics. Not many others are willing to wake before sunrise and the morning commute in order to get their sweat on. As of late my little brother is in attendance. He wasn’t interested in fighting when he was younger, but since finishing up his MBA he’s become one of my regulars. He doesn’t like the hand to hand combat, but goes to town on the bags. He’s looking good, too. Bulking up where he was always extra skinny. I think he’s just vain enough to keep coming back for more. That, and he’s been a huge supporter of my dream to build up this gym. We’re nothing alike really, even our skin tone is completely opposite, but we’re bound together by an asshole of a father and somehow that’s all we ever needed.

      Shouting orders over an old mix of Linkin Park and the pounding of bags is usually enough to bring my mind alive, my own body anxious for a turn at the work, but I’m forcing myself today. My mind is still muddled from the visit from my pop and the dream I awoke to.

      I lead everyone through cool-down stretches and wrap the class up. My brother leans against the wall, heaving air in and out of his lungs as he unwraps his hands. After saying good-bye to my other students, I make my way over to check on him.

      “You okay?” Danny pants out as soon as he catches sight of my approach.

      “I was gonna ask you that same question.” My brow rises as I take in his inability to take a full breath. “Rough night?”

      His smile pulls wide. Pushing off the wall, he stretches his arms over his head while drops of sweat shimmer against where the florescent lights hit his mocha skin. “A gentleman never kisses and tells . . .”

      “God.” I shake my head and his smirk only grows wider. “You better be talking about that girlfriend of yours or you ain’t no gentleman.”

      “Of course I am. I really like her, Matt. I think I’m in love.”

      “Must be the reason for that stupid smile even though you couldn’t last two full rounds with the punching bag today.” I chuckle and shake my head again, clasping him on the shoulder. “I’m happy for you, Danny.”

      Even if Nikki’s a bit high maintenance for my tastes, if she’s who he wants, then that’s all that matters. She’s beautiful in that overdone way–tons of makeup, perfect hair, fancy clothes, and at first I’m sure that’s what attracted my little brother. But for as long as they’ve been dating, there must be more under her superficial exterior for him to stick around.

      “Thanks, Matt. Maybe you can meet up with us for happy hour one of these weeks. I’d like for you to get to know her. She’s important to me. So are you.”

      Even though I’m looking at my grown up adult brother, all I see is the eight-year-old version of him glancing up at me with those big brown eyes before I drove off in my mom’s broke down ’77 Olds. Our parents put us through the wringer, and he’s always looked to me for validation. Where they couldn’t provide that, I’ve tried to take on the role.

      “Yeah, I’d like that. The next few weeks are pretty crazy. I’m working at Zig’s on the weekends, and starting Monday I’ll be painting for Uncle Jimmy . . . the entire tenth floor at some highrise downtown.”

      “Good.” He nods, understanding how much that means to me, but apology clouds his gaze. “I know you have a lot going on right now. Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “No. If it’s important to you, we’ll make it work. Let me see how next week goes and we’ll set something up. Let me take you both out. Maybe somewhere cheap, though.” I wink to make light of my financial woes and his smile returns. It’s sad enough to be laughable. Ten years his senior and I can’t afford to take my brother and his girl out for a proper meal. He doesn’t care, I know this, but it still makes me feel as if I suck at adulthood.

      “We always end up at Zig’s anyway.” He laughs and shakes his head. “That’s why I’m draggin’ ass today. We were there last night after work. Dollar pints from ten to eleven.”

      I shake my head and his comments alleviate my guilt. At least I don’t spend my nights wasting money on cheap beer. “If you were in my advanced group, I’d make you run sprints for that.”

      “That right there is why I’m not the fighter in the family.”

      “Touché.” The front door jingles with the bell and I glance up as Sarah, one of my part-time employees, steps inside. She leaves to set her bag inside the back office and I clasp my brother on the back to give him a pat. “Better class tomorrow. I’ve got to head out, gonna run downtown to check in on one of my fighters. Stay away from the beer tonight. Won’t hurt as bad tomorrow.”

      He laughs and rubs his belly. “Yeah, yeah. See you tomorrow, Matt.”

      I check in with Sarah, grab Xavier’s address from the office, and tug on a sweatshirt before heading out to my bike. Zooming through the morning traffic, I’m always thankful for my motorcycle in the city. Depending on where I’m going, I often opt for the train, but when the full rush hour is in full effect it’s nice to slide between the grid of vehicles on my two wheels.

      I’ve only been by Xavier’s one other time. It was the night he graduated high school and his mother invited me over for a home cooked meal to celebrate. She’s a hardworking woman, a single mother, but despite all the challenges life’s thrown her way she’s raised a damn good son. Xavier’s got talent, drive, but more than that . . . integrity, which makes his absence at practice the past two days baffling.

      The store fronts begin to change the closer I get to their apartment building. No more trendy eateries or chain clothing retailers, but instead there’s a plethora of places to cash your paycheck or trade in gold. I pull my bike up onto the curb near an empty parking spot and hope I don’t get ticketed. Several men sit near the front of the apartment and watch my every move. I don’t belong here but they aren’t looking to start trouble with me, rather just insuring I’m not here to cause problems in their hood. Keeping my head down, I hold my helmet in my hand and take the steps two at a time until I’m inside and riding the elevator that smells faintly of urine and old cigarette butts.

      Knocking at the door marked 818, I wait patiently in hope that he’s even home. I tried to call yesterday, but the cell number I had was shut down. After a few minutes I try again and almost give up when the lock clicks and the handle twists. Xavier’s mother peeks through the two-inch gap, the chain inside still attached, and her eyes widen at the sight of me. “Mr. Haywood. We weren’t expecting you.”

      “Sorry. I hope it’s a good time. I wanted to check in on Xavier.”

      Her brow furrows with the downturn of her lips. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. He doesn’t want anyone to see him like this, and I’m not feeling well.”

      “Please. Chantel, I’m worried about him. He’s never missed a practice—”

      She must hear something in my plea because she doesn’t even let me finish before the door shuts so she can unlock the chain and move aside. They have a small place, a one-bedroom apartment, and I don’t have to look around to find him. “Shit.” The word leaves my mouth before I can hold it back. Xavier reclines on the couch, laying on his side as he lifts his head to attempt to meet my stare. Except I’m not even sure he can see me from beneath the shiners that have his eyelids swollen shut.

      “What happened?” I ask but Chantel’s frown transforms into a scowl when it falls on her son.

      “Good luck gettin’ him to tell you. He hasn’t told me a thing and I know he didn’t trip down no stairs. I’ll give you two some space to talk.” She grabs her purse from the kitchen counter and turns back to glance at us both. “Need to get some things at the corner market anyway. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Mom, you shouldn’t be—” Xavier winces as he pushes up on one elbow to sit upright.

      “Don’t. I can buy myself a bag o’ groceries. I’m not that far . . .” She stops and shakes her head. “Don’t get into any more trouble while I’m out. You do that for me?”

      Xavier glares but nods before she steps out in the hall. I give him a minute to collect his thoughts. Speak up. Say something. But he just sits there staring at the wall and working his jaw back and forth.

      I pull over a chair from the kitchen, spin it around to straddle the seat and rest my chin on the back. “You wanna tell me what happened?”

      “Not really,” he mumbles at the ground.

      “Thought so.”

      He chances a glance at me, drumming his fingers over the knee of his sweat pants. His knuckles are spattered with fresh scabs. “You didn’t need to come here.”

      I nod, meeting his gaze before exhaling a deep breath. “Funny, because I think I did. You’re one of my top guys, Xavier, and you’ve got a big fight coming up. When you miss two days of training with no call, no heads up, I start to worry.”

      “Sorry, Coach.”

      “I don’t want an apology. I need an explanation. What the hell happened?” I’m patient in my tone, careful not to push too hard and have him tell me nothing, but this is ridiculous. Watching him resituate himself on the couch only proves how much pain he’s in.

      “I got my ass handed to me.” He shrugs with the obvious.

      “How many?”

      “Huh?”

      I hold his gaze. “How many were there? I know you can handle yourself just fine. You got jumped?”

      His eyes dart back to the floor. “Five.”

      “Shit. Anything broken?” I can’t believe he’s not in the ICU after something like that.

      He shakes his head, opening and closing his fists slowly as if to check their range of motion. “Just bruised up a little. I’ll be back in the gym next week.”

      We sit here across from each other, a silent standoff of wills. I can tell he doesn’t want me to know any more. If he did, he would have come by the gym, called, or spilled more details by now. He’s hiding something.

      “Hell yes, you will.” My tone is harsh and I don’t hold back. “You know why? Because you’ve worked damn hard for the opportunity, Xavier. Now is not the time to fuck it up.”

      “I know, I know . . .” He leans forward to cradle his forehead in his hands.

      “So, I’ll ask again. What happened?”

      The silence stretches between us and I wonder if he’ll even answer when he glances up to whisper the words. “I needed some money.”

      “Damn it, Xavier.” I shake my head and contemplate what he’s done. How he’s possibly messed up his chances of a good career . . . or worse, how he could be ineligible to fight. He knows better than to get involved with anything illegal. His older brother is paying the price for his own sins in a penitentiary for the next ten years. “Don’t tell me you’re running—”

      His gaze snaps up to glare. “No! I would never. Not after Isaiah . . .”

      “So, you got jumped, then? Why? By who?”

      He groans and shakes his head. “Look, it’s more complicated than that. Hear me out, Coach. I had to do something. I needed the money. If there was any other way . . .”

      “No amount of money is worth that!” I point to his face, shaking my head. “You’ll be lucky if you can even train next week. Do you know how badly this sets us back? How much of a disadvantage you now have walking into your fight?”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll make it up. It’s not as bad as it looks, promise. They had to do it. I was late on the payback. They can’t go giving me a pass just because my mom . . . Look, it doesn’t matter. I’m gonna do everything you say. Win the fight, and everything’s gonna work out.”

      It’s only now that I notice the weariness in his eyes, the fall of his chest and shoulders, the type of pain that doesn’t come from battle scars, but rather from life.

      “Xavier, what do you need money for? Is everything—”

      “She’s sick, okay?” he interrupts with a snap and my gut falls. He sighs, shaking his head before meeting my gaze. “My mom. She’s sick, and her job ain’t got no medical. Not the kind she needs. They refused her at the clinic because she makes too much.”

      “So you borrowed money.”

      “Yeah, I did. The docs said with the chemo she’s got a fighting chance. But we couldn’t wait. There’s no way I could make that money. Not without selling or breaking the law and I ain’t doing that.”

      “Is she gonna be okay?” The inside of my mouth goes dry and I have to swallow several times so I won’t throw up. It’s all too familiar. I don’t want this kid to lose his mother, not when she’s his biggest fan. Not after everything she’s done to get him to this point.

      He gives a curt nod and glances back at the ground. “Won’t know until the first round is done. She started last week. She’s tired, Coach. I told her to quit work. It’s not like they’re helping any. But she doesn’t want me taking on any more hours myself. She knows this fight’s what I’ve been working for. So, I don’t have the option of losing. I’ll be back next week and I’ll do whatever you tell me. I’ll train as hard as you want, because I have to win that fight. I have to pay back the loan, and I have to get myself a contract with the UFC so I can take care of my mom. She’s everything.”

      I nod and stand from the chair before sliding it back into place. I wish I had my own resources, that I was financially wealthy enough to take away these obstacles for them, but I’m still struggling on my own. As I meet Xavier’s stare I find the hunger, the passion for victory, and I make a silent vow to do everything in my power to get him there.

      “Rest up, then. I’ll see you at practice Monday. You come ready to work. Got it?”

      “Yes, Coach.” His answer comes swiftly.

      I nod, giving him one last look before I turn away, and walk out of their humble apartment even more motivated to help this kid rise from the ashes and find his own success. Sure, there’s something in it for me, but now it’s not only about keeping up with operating expenses. It’s about life and death. It’s about family. It’s reconstructing the past with the ending I always wanted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven
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      The week goes by in a blur of work, one more late night training session with Matt, and more work. By the time Saturday hits I’m tempted to blow off this Wandering Dead-A-Thon party with Jared and Rae in exchange for a day of cheap takeout, sweats, and video games on my couch. Of course, there’s no way that’s actually possible. We’ve had our tickets for months and it’ll be fun once we get there. Nothing quite like being in the company of fellow addicts to re-energize the soul.

      When my friends show up at my apartment before eight in the morning, Rae with her deluxe makeup bags and Jared with two bottles of wine, I’m swept up in their positive energy. The day proves to be entertaining and laid back, exactly what I need. The bar and grill shuts down once a year in conjunction with the comic book store next door to create a movie theater experience solely for our group. The food is amazing and our drinks stay full. We laugh, we yell, we scream, and we cry at the re-runs played on the temporary screen covering one entire wall. And regardless of the fact Rae’s already seen every single episode, she still jumps out of her seat each time a walker pops onto the screen. We tease her relentlessly and take turns hiding and scaring her each time she returns from using the restroom.

      At the end of the event, we hug and part ways, Jared off to a first date, Rae meeting her friends from work for drinks, and me to find my couch and favorite worn sweats. I should be calm and rested after the day I’ve had, but my mind won’t shut down. I’m amped up with an energy that comes from good people and good food, but without enough physical activity to make me tired. Instead of zoning out with a video game, I fill the hours until bed pacing around my apartment, putting away laundry, washing a few dishes, and cleaning the bathroom.

      My phone interrupts my toilet bowl scrubbing with a chime from atop the kitchen counter. A text alert, most likely Jared updating me on his date with the paralegal who works on the top floor of our building. I prepare myself for the play by play. If it’s a good date, he’ll be over the top with excitement—hyphenating their names and sending selfies of them kissing and hugging. If it’s not, I’ll hear how bad his date’s breath smells or if he caught the cheater checking out the waiter’s ass, only to be followed by another text begging me to rescue him with a made up emergency.

      Flushing the toilet and putting away the supplies, I’m proud of my clean bathroom. I wash my hands before grabbing my phone and plopping on the couch. Only it’s not Jared. The screen shows a message from none other than Matt Haywood.

      Matt: You up?

      My body buzzes at the sight of his name. Before I can answer or even unlock my screen, another text comes through and I almost drop the damn phone. I shake off my reaction because—what the hell?—it’s only a message and sure, he hasn’t sent one before, but we did exchange phone numbers. Upon closer inspection his second message warms my insides with that stupid kind of gooey feeling.

      Matt: Just checking to make sure you got home safe and that you didn’t have to kick any ass tonight.

      He remembered. When we were training Thursday night he asked about my goals and what I wanted to accomplish. I confided in him about the anxiety I’d been feeling about going to the event today. He didn’t make me feel stupid either. He was attentive and drew out my insecurities with a listening ear. Instead of trying to fix it, or change my mind, he reassured me I was already ten times more equipped to deal with another drunken asshole if that should happen again. And then we practiced escape holds for the next hour, just to be certain.

      He’s nice. Something I would have never pegged him for after our first encounter, or even the second. Funny how it’s only been a week and already he’s become a different person. That, or my impression of him has evolved with each hour spent under his training.

      Mia: I survived. No bloodshed or grabby hands. I call that a win!

      Before I can set down the phone, a bubble appears on screen signaling he’s typing a reply. I wait a few minutes, watching as they come and go when finally, another text comes through.

      Matt: Good. Def a win. Can I ask you something?

      Can he ask me something? I stare at the screen because I’m not sure exactly what that means. In my experience, when a person asks for permission they’re about to drop some kind of bomb. Otherwise, they wouldn’t ask. They’d just say it. But I don’t know Matt, not really, so what would he want to ask me? Clicking on the screen to reply, the display flashes with my caller ID of an incoming call. Matt. I press to accept and bring the receiver to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Mia. Sorry it’s late, I know, but since you’re up it’s just easier that I call.”

      “Sure. What’s going on?”

      The clatter of dishes, food orders being shouted, and the thump of a bass drum collide with our short pause in conversation. “I’ve only got a quick break here, but I’ve been thinking about the website and how it could help generate more money. I don’t know, but someone at Zig’s tonight mentioned something about affiliate links and advertising. Would that even be possible? How does that work? What do you think?”

      I have no clue why, but I’m almost disappointed he called to discuss business—or maybe I’m surprised. Either way, it throws off my focus for a moment and I hope he doesn’t interpret my delayed response for anything like lack of interest or knowledge. “Oh, yeah. That’s a great idea. I can get more info if you want. I actually had some ideas of my own. Do you have time tomorrow? We can go over everything in person.”

      “That’d be perfect, actually. But only if you have time.”

      “How’s five o’clock? We can meet somewhere.” As much as I feel comfortable around Matt and trust him to be safe, I don’t really know him well enough to invite him inside my apartment. At least not yet.

      “You like sushi?”

      “Um, yeah. I do.”

      “Cool. Let’s meet at Yuzu’s in West Town.” He pauses and the rumble from his amusement seeps with his next words. “Unless you want me to pick you up on my bike?” The bike. The death trap that literally abolishes the feminist inside me every time my legs straddle the seat. My reaction is frickin’ stereotypical but I cannot deny the spark of sexuality that scrap of metal ignites. The vibration between my legs thrums through my body so I’m fully turned on, but not directly enough at my apex to get me off, and thank God because how embarrassing would that be! Twice now he’s given me a ride home after training so I wouldn’t have to ride the bus, and both times were foreplay before masturbating in the privacy of my own apartment.

      “No. I’m good. I’ll meet you there.”

      “Thanks, Mia. I really appreciate it. It means more than—” A muffled shout interrupts his words and when he comes back on the line, he’s curt. “Gotta go. Duty calls. See you tomorrow.”

      “See you then,” I say, but when I pull the phone away from my ear the screen is back to our text thread. He already hung up. Probably breaking up another fight. I wonder what he was about to say. Oh well, I’m sure he’ll tell me tomorrow. Glancing at the time, I now know exactly what to do to fill my overactive brain for the remainder of the night. I gather my laptop, a pop from the fridge, and settle on a binge of streaming Buffy episodes while I pour my creativity into making the best damn website I can. Something to really knock his socks off. Not that I want to knock any clothing articles off of Matt. Nope. That wouldn’t be professional. Besides, if I had to pick one, it definitely wouldn’t be the socks. Shit. Focus, Mia. Back to work.

      The only reason I want to impress Matt is because I’m thankful for what he’s teaching me. I want to give back and prove I’m good at what I do for a living. Just like he is. Yeah, that’s it. As I design and snack and work well into the early morning hours, I almost believe it’s the truth.
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      Taking a bus and then walking the rest of the way, I spot the restaurant as soon as I turn the corner onto Chicago Avenue. It’s a popular place, not only for the quality of the food, but also for the prices. Every other time I’ve been to Yuzu’s there’s at least an hour wait for a table, but when I open the large glass door Matt’s already sitting at a table in the back corner.

      He lifts his gaze from the menu and waves with a smile.

      I wave back and skirt the hostess stand on my way over. “Hey, Matt.”

      He stands when I approach and it’s awkward for a second as I decide whether I should wave again, or go for a hug or a handshake. We’re not that close, and yet this isn’t an ordinary business meeting so being formal doesn’t feel right either. Matt settles it for me when he reaches for the empty chair. “Please, sit. I ordered a plate with a little of everything. I hope that’s okay?” He sits back down after I do.

      “No, that’s fine. I’m not picky. I like it all.” I set my bag along the empty seat to my right.

      “Good. Me, too.” His gaze finds mine across the small table and grins. “Thanks again. I’m sorry I called so late last night. This morning I realized how rude that was, interrupting your night.”

      “Not at all. You didn’t.” I shake my head and reach over, unzipping my bag to produce my laptop. I’m so damn excited to show him my work. Once I got started last night I couldn’t stop, and I finally had to force myself to put it away and get some sleep at four this morning. Luckily, I could sleep in all day to make up for it.

      “Let me show you what I did so far. Nothing’s live yet, and we can change anything you don’t like. I took some liberties with the design and content, too.” Pulling up the new landing page, I flip the screen around to him.

      He drags it closer, his fingertips timidly moving over the trackpad. “How do I . . . Oh, okay . . .” His gaze trains on the computer screen but mine is on his face. Watching and waiting for his reaction. I did my best work, but he’s not a designer so I don’t expect him to geek out. In fact, I’m not really sure what to expect, other than I’m eager to find out what he will say.

      His eyes dart across the screen as he clicks and scrolls, taking it all in and not hating it—I hope. When he finally opens his mouth to speak, it’s with total awe. “Wow. When did you even find the time to do this? Mia, this is amazing. Wow.”

      “You said that already,” I zing, but inside I’m beaming with pride. I’m a pro at what I do, and it’s nice to be acknowledged. Even better when the customer in question’s eyes light up like a child on Christmas morning.

      He slowly turns the laptop and slides it back into my waiting hands. His eyes darken with the ghost of a frown as he chews at the bottom corner of his lip. I pull up the next thing I want to show him, but when I glance back up he’s shaking his head.

      “Seriously, Mia. This is way too much. I’m trading you, what? A few hours of self-defense classes. This is thousands of dollars’ worth of work.”

      “Stop. It’s fine. You’re working around my insane schedule. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have had the confidence to leave my house yesterday, let alone have a good time. You’ve given me far more than a few hours of training.”

      “That’s good to hear, Mia. I’m glad you see it that way. Thank you.”

      I shrug it off. “It’s nothing. I had some other ideas, too. Can I run them by you?” I scrounge around in my bag until I retrieve the notebook spattered with all of my random thoughts from last night.

      His smile is warm and inviting when I look up.

      With an exhale, I tap on my first bullet point. “Okay, how do you feel about a store?”

      His smirk widens with a pull of his lips. “They’re good for buying stuff . . .”

      I roll my eyes. “No, smartass. I’m talking about an online store. Where people can purchase T-shirts, tanks, all that other crap you have up front.”

      “Gotcha. I like it. But how will I know when someone orders? I’d be worried I’d screw it up.” He clasps his hands together, leaning forward on the table top with interest. I try really hard not to notice how his arms completely fill the sleeves of his white Henley. God damn, why are strong biceps so sexy. Even covered in fabric they’re enough to make me squeeze my thighs together. His soft chuckle pulls my gaze back to his face, the crinkle in the corners of his eyes telling me he’s fully aware of how much his body’s able to distract.

      I shake my head to clear my thoughts and glance back at my notepad. “I can set it up so you’ll get push reminders to your email. Even your phone if you want.”

      “Yeah. That’d be awesome. Thank you.”

      “Okay, so . . .” I move my fingers along the trackpad of my laptop and pull up the screen I want. My phone starts ringing atop the table and I feel bad I forgot to switch it to silent. More so when his brow lifts along with one corner of his mouth.

      “You need to get that?”

      “No. It’s fine. They can wait.” I shake my head when I see who’s calling. Clicking the ringer off with one hand, I slide my other along the trackpad to pull up the class schedule section. I’m most proud of how dynamic it is. Before it was a plain old PDF file. “So, check this out. If someone clicks on this, they’ll see the entire week, but if they expand it, there’s an option to call or email. We can even add a button here to sign up for a trial class if you want.”

      “That’s awesome. Yeah, that’d be great.” He nods.

      The buzz of my silent ringer vibrates against the wood of our table. Incessantly. Annoyingly.

      “Sorry. That’s so rude.” This time I pick it up to see my mother’s name flash across the screen. I send her to voicemail. Again.

      “Not an emergency, I take it?” he asks.

      “Not in the slightest.” I shake my head as a text message comes through, her asking me to call her, that she has someone for me to meet. Ugh. “My mother cannot deal with the fact I’m thirty-four, unmarried, and have no potential love interest on the horizon. Oh, the horrors!” I raise my hands and wiggle my fingers before rolling my eyes.

      He laughs, the kind that comes straight from his belly and the timbre gives me a little thrill. I have to fight back a smile.

      “I’m sure the only reason you don’t have a boyfriend is because you choose not to.” He laughs again, drops his gaze back to the screen, and opens his mouth to speak but I cut him off.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” The words leave my lips full of venom and my mind goes on the defense. I pull away from the table, sitting as far back as possible in my chair. I don’t know what the fuck he thinks or assumes about me, but it’s probably what everyone else does. I’m not cute. Or warm and fuzzy. I suck at girlfriend-ing. But he doesn’t know that and we aren’t friends, so he doesn’t get to make fun of me.

      His eyes meet mine and widen at my glare. “No. No! That’s not what—” He holds his hands up in surrender. “I only meant to imply you could date anyone you wanted. If you’re not seeing someone it’s because you haven’t met anyone worth your time.”

      I raise my brow at his backpedaling but he only continues.

      “You own a mirror so you already know you’re gorgeous. And that you made this.” He points at my open laptop and then meets my stare. “Out of what was there before. You’re brilliant, too.”

      He doesn’t squirm under my glare, only holds it while his brown orbs bore into mine. It stirs that fluttery feeling in my belly again and I despise the fact he holds the upper hand. But his sincere apology of mouth vomit wins. Unable to hold back my laughter, I shake my head. “Nice save. Unfortunately, my mother doesn’t share your viewpoint.”

      His gaze drops and he straightens his chopsticks so they’re perfectly parallel on the placemat before he meets my eyes again. “At least you have someone who cares enough to not want you to be alone.”

      A scoff escapes my throat and I shake my head, taking in the bulked out hunk of a man before me. There’s no way Matt spends his evenings alone. “I’m sure you have no problems filling your dance card.”

      His lips lift at one corner, a trace of a smile that’s so goddamn handsome it’s not fair. “You’d be surprised. It’s not so easy to find someone I enjoy spending time with.”

      My eyes roll because I can’t stand liars. “I bet that’s not true.”

      His eyes darken at my reply and his lips pinch into a disappointed stare. Only I don’t understand what for.

      Leaning forward, my elbows at the table’s edge, I drop my voice so he has to do the same. “In fact, I’d put down money that if you walked over to the bar you could leave with your choice of any of those women.” I nod to the ladies gathered at the high top tables adjacent to our dining area. “Single or otherwise.”

      His lips pull into a smile, but it doesn’t quite fill his face. He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest. “Good thing I’m not a gambling man. Besides, last time I tried to pick up a girl in a bar she shot me down real good.” His smile widens with the reference.

      Picking up my glass, I take a long sip of the cool water and shrug. “She was probably way too good for you. That or your pick-up lines got lost in the nineties. You should work on that.”

      His chuckle smooths over my body and prickles my skin in goosebumps. “A little of both, yeah,” he admits with a smile.

      Before I can reply, our server comes by with one large plate of food. California rolls, spicy tuna, Alaskan, and two others I don’t recognize. It’s a feast, and I rush to tuck my laptop and notebook safely back in my bag. “Can I get you anything else to drink?” she asks us both. Matt sticks with water so I do the same. He hands me an empty plate and lets me pick first. I go with one of the unknowns. The taste of shrimp mixed with avocado permeates my mouth and it’s so damn good I almost let loose a groan. We eat in companionable silence while the hustle and bustle of the crowded restaurant fills the space between our conversation.

      Taking a sip of water between bites, I have to ask the question. “So, you really don’t gamble?”

      He sets down his utensil. “Never.”

      My brow lifts with my question. “Never?”

      “Never.” His smile drops and he shakes his head.

      “Why?” I’m not sure I’ve met someone, a man particularly, who wouldn’t take a bet.

      “Let’s just say I’ve never been given a bet I couldn’t walk away from,” he says with a cocky smirk. It sounds a lot like a challenge. One I can’t wait to break.

      “So, if I bet you ten dollars you can’t stuff three California rolls in your mouth, right now, you wouldn’t do it?”

      He laughs and picks up one of the aforementioned rolls. “I’ll eat them, but I won’t take the bet.” He pops it in his mouth and chews through his smile.

      Okay, that was food. He’s a fighter, so he’s used to denying himself the finer things in life. This time I appeal to the other driving force of a man’s psyche. Laziness and sex.

      “What if I told you that you wouldn’t have to train me anymore and I would still redesign your entire website. But the only thing you have to do is go over there and ask that girl on a date.” I point to a pretty blonde. One with legs for days who can’t avert her gaze from our table for more than a few minutes even though I’m sitting right here.

      He doesn’t even follow my finger. “Nope,” he says, popping the sound of the P with a giant smile.

      “You’re crazy.” I shake my head and laugh. Competitiveness has always been one of my strongest qualities, and now I’m even more determined to get him to agree to a bet.

      “I told you I don’t make bets. Besides, then I wouldn’t get to see your cute face anymore.”

      I stick my tongue out at his fake compliment. My brain races to come up with something good. Something he can’t turn down. But it’s clear I have no clue what makes this guy tick. I think back to our earlier conversations and a stroke of either brilliance or utter idiocy flashes before my mind’s eye. My lips pull up with unbridled laughter and I brace myself for another rejection. “Okay, I’ve got one more for you.” This will be entertaining to watch.

      “I’ll only bring you more disappointment.” He laughs.

      “I’m sure.” I shake my head. “Okay, I bet you can’t last four dates. With me.”

      “Deal,” he answers in an instant.

      What the hell?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      “Wait! You said you don’t take bets.” Her scowl aligns with the intensity of the spicy tuna rolls and if I were a weaker man, it’d be enough to rescind my agreement.

      “I don’t. Haven’t ever, really.” My words fumble from my mouth with as much confusion as I feel.

      “Then why? Why would you do that?” She seems completely appalled.

      “I couldn’t turn it down.”

      Her lips pinch and her glare settles on me until I give her my full attention. “Look, if I go through with this, I want to make one thing perfectly clear.” She tilts her head with a little shake and waggles her finger at the space between us. “This can never happen. We have nothing in common. You’re so . . .”

      At her loss of words my brow quirks and I have to suppress my laughter. “Devastatingly handsome. Witty and dapper,” I offer with a smirk.

      Her nose crinkles and she shakes her head in the negative. “I was going to say muscle-y.”

      “Because I’m dedicated to fitness we won’t get along? Now who needs the lesson in judging a book by its cover.”

      “That along with how you think cosplay is stupid. I’m guessing you also don’t share my love for zombies or video games. Yes, I don’t think we have much beyond . . .” This time when her voice trails off, her gaze travels from my lips to my chest and stutters where the rest of my body is hidden under the table. For someone who protests, her body language shows differently.

      “Sex.” My grin pulls wide.

      “Yeah.” She spits the words out with distaste and gives a shrug. “So, why waste time going down a dead end road?”

      I consider her question by tapping one finger against my chin. “They say the road less traveled is often filled with surprising insight.”

      “I highly doubt that.” She snorts and rolls her eyes but I catch the trace of a grin trying to break through.

      “Ever the cynic.” I wink, lean forward, and pick up my chopsticks before selecting another piece of sushi. “Look, give me four dates. If you don’t like where it leads—”

      “Why?” she interrupts, knocking my utensils out of reach with hers and plucking the last piece of tuna roll off the platter.

      I wait until she glances back up to meet my stare. I need her to witness my sincerity, to see this isn’t some joke. But I also don’t want to scare her. The fact is, I haven’t been interested in a woman like Mia, ever. I’m pretty sure she’s one of a kind. More complicated than the calculus class I struggled through in high school. But I’m not sitting where I am because I like math. I’m street smart. I’m the underdog who always pulls ahead for the win. It takes strategy and a little finesse when going up against an unknown opponent, but I’m not at all intimidated.

      “To see who’s right. If we don’t click . . . If there isn’t more than this . . .” I use my sticks to point back and forth between us.

      “Sushi?” She raises a brow.

      My smile grows as she begins to return it. “Attraction. Then I’ll take my ball and go home, and you can say you were right.”

      “What’s in it for you?” She studies me, looking for what? A tell? If so, she’d make a great fighter. Seeing things others don’t, the little clues people give when most aren’t paying attention, making it difficult to pull a fast one over a person like her.

      Rather than feed her a lie or coerce her agreement, I go with honesty. “Obvious. If I’m right, then I win more than bragging rights.”

      Her eyes train on me and she nods once. “Fine. But no sex.” She pops sushi in her mouth and chews while holding my stare.

      My brows rise and I nod slowly. “No sex? Interesting move. Okay. Deal.”

      Her scowl is in place as she takes a sip of water. “I mean it. The smoldering looks, the shirtless encounters. You keep that shit to yourself, Haywood.”

      Laughter bubbles from my belly. I caught her sneaking looks at my body when we trained Thursday night. It was too bloody hot in the gym and I’d been running drills alongside the guys so I’d ditched my shirt before she even walked inside. I saw her checking me out, but she did a good job masking how much it affected her. Now that I know, it only makes me smile harder. “That’s not sex, Mia. You said no sex, so we won’t fuck. For four dates. Though I don’t know why because that seems more like a punishment for yourself, not me.”

      She clears just enough breath in her throat to scoff, “Arrogant much.”

      “Confident. Anyway, I agree to your terms. Are you brave enough to call or will you fold now that my exposed abs are on the table?”

      Her gaze narrows and I could almost kick myself because I probably pushed too far with that last jab. I’m a fighter and I’m trained to go the extra mile, push the limit, and go until I literally can’t, but that strategy doesn’t necessarily work when it comes to verbal combat with a prospective date.

      “Fine.”

      My eyes widen, and a smile tugs at the corner of my lips because Mia is a contradiction. Hot and geeky. Smart and snarky. I don’t know what to expect with her, but she leaves me wanting more. I can’t believe my luck. “Fine?”

      “Yeah, I said fine.” She exhales and shrugs, glancing around the restaurant.

      “Maybe bring more enthusiasm to this . . . experiment.” My smile pulls wider and I wink.

      Her chest rises and falls with a loud exhale. I get the feeling she’d like to roll her eyes. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Great. Now, how about you help me out with a little pre-date prep?” I take a bite of food, my gaze on her as she sighs and leans back into her chair.

      “I’m not going to plan our dates. This was your idea. I only conceded.” She throws her hands up.

      “Not planning. This is more of a fact finding mission. Can I ask you a few questions?”

      “Fine.” She goes for another bite of food. I like that she brings her appetite, that she even has one when so many women don’t. “Shoot.”

      I rub my hands together and make a show before I ask the question. “If a man were to brush up on his zombie lore, where would you suggest he begin?”

      Her eyes light up and I can tell from that alone how much she really loves this topic. As if her being dressed up as one last weekend wasn’t enough proof. “Wow. I don’t even know. What do you enjoy the most? Action? Satire? Books? Film?”

      “I like it all, but I want to know what you like. What’s the thing that got you hooked on your zombie way of life?”

      She actually grins with the question, her lips painting an uninhibited openness across her face. “Oh, well, I’m a purist, you know, so that would have to be the comic books.”

      I wince, not able to help myself from riling her up. “Yeah, I’m not a little boy, so . . .”

      “There you go, being all judgey again.”

      “There you go, making up words. I’m not going to read a comic book.”

      She purses her lips. “You’re no fun. Okay, then watch The Wandering Dead.”

      “Can do.” I nod and our server sets down the check. I grab for my wallet and she does the same. “I’ve got this.” I reach for the bill but she stops me with her hand.

      “No way. We’ll split it.”

      “What? No. I owe you after everything you’ve done for my website.” I try to pull it back but she won’t let go.

      “No, that wasn’t the deal. Self-defense for web design. Dinner was never a part of it.”

      “Fine.” I shake my head and she finally releases my hand, laying down cash for her portion on top of the check with a smug smile. “You gonna at least let me pay for our four dates?” I ask only because it’s entertaining how independent she is. I like it, actually, that she’s the type of woman who doesn’t need anything from anyone.

      She shrugs, watching as I put down cash for the rest of the bill. “Depends.”

      A chuckle leaves my lips. “We can fight that out later.”

      She stands from her chair, loops her bag across her chest, and I follow behind as we weave through the busy restaurant. Reaching ahead of her to hold open the door, we both step onto the street. It’s a gorgeous fall night. Cool but not freezing and the air hits my exposed skin with a refreshing breeze.

      “So, I should probably go . . .” She points toward the bus stop but doesn’t make a move to leave.

      I take a step forward, enough that she has to lift her chin to meet my stare. “Mia.” Her name escapes my mouth in a whisper.

      Her chest rises and falls with her quickening breath and it takes everything I have to not drop my gaze to her luscious curves. I’m glad I don’t because I want her to know I’m into more than just her body. I find her attractive, yes, but that’s not the only pull she has on me. There are thousands of beautiful women in the world. Mia’s more. More than she lets on or lets others see, and that’s the challenge she brings. Her circle’s small, but so is mine. I want in.

      “Matt.” Her eyes fall heavy as she holds my stare.

      I should keep my hands to myself, I know I should, but I have to reach out and touch her. My hand reaches forward to rest gently above her hip. “I’m really looking forward to our date.”

      She struggles to form words, her gaze trained on my lips, and my eyes can’t help but return the sentiment. The space between us charges with a current that pulls as much as it pushes. If we hadn’t made a deal I’d be lost to it, lean down and fill the void between us until our lips meet, but I hold on to the rush that comes from not giving in to instant gratification. Instead of frustration, I’m rewarded with even more anticipation for our first date.

      “How ’bout Sunday?”

      “Sunday?” she parrots as though she didn’t understand the question and then shakes her head, stepping back to break the spell between us. “Right. Our date. Yeah, next Sunday is good.”

      “Gives you an entire week.” I grin and her brows knit as soon I do.

      “A week for what?”

      “To get excited about our first date.” I wink but she rolls her eyes.

      “Don’t go dragging this out. I said four, but I don’t want to be dating you for months.” A passing couple gives Mia the side eye after overhearing her comment and I can’t help but laugh out loud.

      “Fine. Four dates. But that doesn’t include training, so I’ll see you Tuesday night at the gym.”

      “Right. Bye, Matt.” She turns and rushes down the block, not even stopping to wait at the bus stop. It’s as if she can’t get away fast enough. Maybe she can’t.

      What did I get myself into with this girl? I’m not exactly sure, but something tells me I’m going to love every second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen
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      I can’t believe I agreed to date Matt Haywood. Why would I do that? I can’t come up with a good explanation. Worse, it’s my own damn fault. I can’t back down or fall through now. That’s even more intimidating than admitting a tiny piece of me is scared shitless to go out with that beast of a man.

      Dread, along with a little self-loathing, fill my mind during my Monday commute. The train ride unusually angst-inspiring as I make my way uptown. Our investors are flying in from LA for a presentation on Project X this afternoon and dinner afterward, and there’s the sliver of fear that they won’t be satisfied with my work. I’ve poured so much of myself into this game over the past year—from conception to development—and I can only assume it’s the closest I’ll ever identify with parenthood. I’m so damn proud of my video game baby and I want others to acknowledge it’s perfect and wonderful, too.

      My heeled boots click against the marble floor of our building, and I strip off my wool coat as the heat inside instantly kills the crisp cold from outdoors. Since the investors are in town, we all have to dress corporate casual this week. I don’t mind since it’s not an everyday thing. I look damn good in this outfit and these heels have magical powers. In them I feel fierce, and it helps that they add a good four inches to my stature.

      It’s always entertaining to see who forgets or didn’t read their reminder email and shows up clad in faded denim. Jared and I actually have a running bet, and in my eight years with the company my record’s twelve for nineteen. If the new intern, Aarav, comes in wearing a pair of jeans and one of his ironic tees I’ll add another point to my bragging rights.

      Straightening my pencil skirt in the elevator, I check to make sure none of the buttons are open on my blouse before I step off at the twelfth floor. I’ve almost forgotten about my stupidity from last night—almost—and decide to put the entire dating-my-hot-trainer-thing behind me for the rest of the day so I’ll stay focused. I’ve worked so long for this, a culmination of so many different puzzle pieces, and nothing can ruin it for me. Not even an overly attractive and infuriatingly nice man with an almost shared twisted sense of humor. Nope.

      Starting up my computer, I check my email and go through my to-do list for the day.

      “Hi, Mia. Ready to play with the big boys?” Nick stands at the opening of my cubicle. Nick the dick. Of course, he chooses now to stop by and chat. As if I need another reminder as to why dating is horrible for my health.

      “Hey, Nick.” Go away, I have shit to do. Do I have to physically kick you in the nuts to get you to stay away? What did I ever see in you? All of these questions race through my mind and are suited to my feelings, but instead I go with something more socially acceptable. “What do you need?”

      “I saw you come in. Thought maybe you’d like to grab a cup of coffee in the break room. You look . . . really good.”

      I was expecting a “When can we go over the budget,” or even “How was your weekend?” Instead, he’s so out of left field my mind has trouble processing, and for once I’m at a loss for words. “Uh . . .”

      He blows out a deep breath, straightens the frames of his glasses on the bridge of his nose, and eyes me appreciatively. His lips tick up at the edges with his boyish smile. “I’m not gonna lie, in all my preteen Lois Lane days I never even imagined her as hot as you.”

      Okay, we’re done. “Nick. There’s this thing called sexual harassment in the workplace. Don’t make me take a walk to HR.”

      “God, it’s only a compliment.” His smile fades and he shakes his head as if I’m the one with a problem. “You used to appreciate things like that.”

      Forcing my lips into a wide smile, I hold his stare. “Yeah, well, that was before I met your girlfriend. How’s she doing, by the way?”

      His gaze drops to the industrial carpet and he kicks at it with the toe of his shiny leather shoes. “We . . . uh . . . broke up, actually.”

      “Ah.” That actually explains a lot, but nothing I’m interested in exploring further. “Okay. Well, then, I should . . .” I turn to go back to my computer but he cuts me off, stepping inside my workspace and holding my swivel chair motionless with one hand.

      “Nick?” It’s sort of alarming how he’s staring at me. As if he’s going to try to kiss me or something. I flip through the different ways I can push him off of me if he does.

      “Mia, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh.” Not expecting that.

      “I care about you. I never meant to screw things up between us. I never meant for that to happen. But you’re so fucking perfect, and those tequila shooters didn’t help. I couldn’t stop what was happening between us and I realize now that I should have. Please tell me I still have a shot with you.”

      A shot? What kind of crack did he smoke this morning? “You have a better chance of scoring a goal with your World Cup Soccer pinball machine. Nick, I don’t do cheaters.”

      “I would never—”

      “No. You would, ’cause you did already. With me. I don’t want to hear how I’m different or how you’ve learned your lesson. Save your breath. And please remove yourself from my office before I shove the heel of my shoe into your khaki pants.”

      His doe eyes harden with my words and he steps back until he’s out of kicking reach. “Okay. Sure. I’ll go.” But he doesn’t. He stands there holding my stare as if he’s waiting for me to change my mind. I didn’t think he could be more of a dick, but I was wrong. “I think you’re making a big mistake,” he finally says.

      “Bye, Nick!” I shout a little too loudly, and he glares before turning on his heel. He stomps toward his office, and I can’t help but add a little extra to insure he doesn’t decide to come back. “Be sure to use the cream or the itching only gets worse!” It’s immature, sure, but it brings me a sick sort of satisfaction when he drops his chin and scurries the rest of the distance before shutting his door with a slam.

      Not thirty seconds pass before Jared’s at the entrance of my workspace, his hands on each side of the flimsy walls and blocking my escape. Gossip queen. I’m sure he was too busy listening through our shared wall to come save me. “So, Nick . . .”

      “Total fucking dick,” I growl and shake my head.

      “He was right about one thing.” Jared’s eyes light with mischief and he steps over to my desk, leaning his hip against the top. “You’re rocking that outfit. Meow. Well done, Kitten. I wish I were straight so I could properly appreciate the conservative sexuality. Total nerd babe.”

      When I don’t smile or laugh he pouts and pokes the tip of my nose with his finger, “What’s with the sour puss?”

      I lean back into my chair, completely frustrated with myself. It’s not all Nick’s fault. He didn’t help, but it’s still the stupid bet with Matt. I exhale a harsh breath and groan before admitting what I know will only inflate Jared’s ego. “You were right . . .”

      He beams. “Of course I was. Remind me about what this time?”

      “Me and Matt.”

      His eyebrows shoot up and he bugs his eyes. “Oh, my God! You little vixen!” He practically dances with glee but when I shoot him another glare he stops, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Please tell me it was good. It was really good, wasn’t it? God! Of course he was. The man must be hung like a horse—”

      “Jared!” I pop up out of my chair but he’s not even sorry.

      “What? It’s not illogical. He’s a big guy and so—” Jared’s eyes widen again.

      I hold my hands out because as entertaining as this is, there’s a more pressing matter at hand. “Jared, please! Pull yourself away from his dick. I’ve got bigger problems.”

      “Burn.” One of the programmer’s from across the open hallway snickers as he passes by with his coffee in hand.

      “Stop eavesdropping like a little girl, Larry!” Jared shouts before turning back to me with eager eyes. “Tell me what you did . . .”

      “I didn’t sleep with him, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Of course that’s what he’s thinking.

      Jared pats my shoulder and squeezes me to his side. “Aww, Kitten. Don’t feel bad. Not every guy goes for the . . . black heart and stay-the-fuck-away vibe.”

      I pull out of his reach, my hands on my hips. “No! Would you shut up and listen. That’s not my problem. I don’t know exactly how it happened, but we were having dinner. Discussing his website. Then, bam! I bet him he couldn’t last four dates with me and he took the bet.”

      Jared’s smile doesn’t dim, if anything it only transforms into a know-it-all smirk. “Well, yeah, he’d be a fool not to.”

      He’s missing the point. I shake my head and throw up my hands. “I didn’t want him to take the bet! I was saying ridiculous things because he told me he never makes bets.”

      “Never say never. Good God, Biebs was onto something.” Jared sighs.

      “Jared! This is no laughing matter. What do I do?”

      He tilts his head and takes in my harried state with actual concern before he grips both of my shoulders and gives me a little shake. “You go on those damn dates, Kitten. You go on those dates and get yourself some meathead lovin’.”

      “He wasn’t supposed to say yes!” I’ve already covered it, yes, but that’s where I’m stuck.

      Jared doesn’t seem to share the same outrage because once again his lips upturn with that sly smile. “He tricked you.”

      I shake my head; that’s not it. “No. He didn’t. If anything, I tricked him and that’s what makes this entire ordeal more annoying. If I hadn’t been so adamant about the stupid bet, I wouldn’t be going on four dates.” Why am I so damn stubborn? Probably goes back to when my mother made me eat vegetables before anything else on my plate. I went three days without eating before she caved.

      “He tricked you,” Jared says again.

      “That’s impossible! How could he?”

      “I don’t know, Kitten, it’s pretty obvious to me. You were training with him all week, I’m sure he noticed how . . . obstinate you are.” Again with the damn smile, and that’s when it hits me. Jared’s so fucking right.

      “Damn it! He tricked me!” I fall back into my chair, my hands covering my face from the reality of it all.

      “That’s what I’ve . . . never mind. This is good, Mia! You can finally break your dry spell!” Jared claps as if I’ve won a Grammy.

      I stare at him until it probably begins to burn.

      “What?” He shuffles a few inches away.

      “Matt is not breaking my dry spell. We’re going on four dates. That’s it. I already informed him sex was off the table.”

      “And he agreed?” Jared’s eyes widen and his jaw drops.

      “What? It’s too unbelievable he’d want to spend time with me for my stunning personality and exceptional wit?” At this I want to giggle, but it’s kinda fun to watch Jared squirm so I hold my bitchy glare in place.

      “No. Yes. Whatever.” He shoos me with one hand. “I love hanging out with you and never once wanted to get freaky in the sheets.”

      Right. Because Jared bats for the other team. But Matt . . . Matt would look fine as hell in bed. That well trained body leaves very little to the imagination. The stamina from long workouts would transfer to the bedroom, wouldn’t it? Then there’s the way he’s so authoritative when he’s in charge. I can practically hear the deep timbre of his voice instructing me what to do. “Oh, my God . . .” Groaning, I drop my face into my hands, this time to clear the naughty images from my mind.

      “What am I going to do? I can’t back down. Not with the cocky smirk he’d flash knowing I was being downright chicken. And dating him? How’s that gonna go? We get along great, but that’s because there’re no expectations. We both know it goes nowhere. If he starts to get ideas . . . like, I can’t handle it. Not with Matt.”

      “Jesus. You’re worse than women who start a Pinterest board for the wedding after the first date, only in reverse. He doesn’t want a relationship with you; he probably wanted to call your bluff. So, don’t fold. I’m sure you’ll have fun together, though I don’t know how you’ll keep your hands off of him. Or why you’d want to.”

      “No. I don’t.” The words pop out extra sassy.

      Jared chuckles. “Just say it. I think you want to.”

      “What?”

      “I give the best advice ever. You’re welcome. Now get back to work before Stanton sees the long break you’re taking! Especially with the partners in town!”

      “You were the one—”

      “You’re welcome. I know, I couldn’t live without me either.” He winks and turns to leave.

      “Delusional,” I mutter.

      “What was that?” His head snaps back to raise his brows.

      “Superstar. That’s what you are,” I grind between a forced smile.

      “Madonna. Nice. Break for lunch at eleven?”

      I nod because really, did he even need to ask? We’re best friends and sure, we give each other a hard time, but I couldn’t survive without Jared’s advice and insight, even if I do the opposite of most of it. Twisting back to my computer screen, I wonder if he’s right. Could Matt have known I’d make a bet like that? No way. I’m not that easy to read. The real me, the one very few ever see, is guarded safely behind a good ten different levels of carefully designed defenses. Hell, most men never make it over the first firewall before I install a new virus protection and swear off relationships for another year.

      Some women are really good at being a girlfriend. When they care about the man they’re dating, they go out of their way to show him. Cook him his favorite meal. Hand over the remote so he can watch his show. Yeah, I’m so not that girl. I don’t like modifying my choices for anyone, especially a man. If that makes me selfish or undeserving of a boyfriend, I’m totally okay with it.

      But this bet with Matt is different. I’m not going out with him because I want to. Hell, he didn’t even ask me, I asked him—even though I thought he’d say no. Shit. This entire thing is stupid and I don’t know why, but it has my stomach twisted in little knots. Probably because it’s like a science project that leads to the worst possible conclusion of all.

      That must be it. Because I like Matt. Not in a mushy way, but in a you’re-actually-not-the-douchebag-I-assumed-you-were kind of way. And I didn’t expect to enjoy learning self-defense but it’s something I now look forward to, including the ride home on the back of his bike. I don’t want to ruin that, but I’m certain after spending more time with him outside of the gym, I won’t enjoy his company anymore. It’s more probable he’ll really begin to grate on my nerves and I’ll have to give up our training altogether.

      My phone buzzes from the top of my desk and I glance over to see a message from him.

      Matt: Doing research. Date #1 is in the works. Hope you’re ready.

      A grin takes over my face and if anyone were around to see I’d have to mask it. Since they aren’t I pick up my phone and indulge in an answer back.

      Mia: Good luck with that. Every date I’ve been on sucked monkey balls.

      His answer comes almost immediately.

      Matt: Ixnay on the monkey balls. Got it. Back to work I go.

      I think about responding but I don’t know exactly what to say. Instead, I set the phone down and pull up my email so I can answer a few questions from my boss before breaking for lunch. Not a minute goes by before my phone buzzes again.

      Matt: Training tomorrow night? 10?

      Unlocking the screen, I tap out my response.

      Mia: Yes.

      I almost suggest hitting a meal of food truck hotdogs on the way home and counting that as our first date, but then I don’t want him to think hotdogs are code for something dirty.

      Matt: Good. Maybe I’ll give you a clue about our first date. I know it’s all you can think about.

      Shit. I roll my eyes because sure, it might be taking up a lot of mental space at the moment but not for the reason he’s implying. Knowing he’s joking anyway, I get the last words in with my reply text and slide my cell inside the desk drawer so I’m not tempted to check it again.

      Mia: You wish.

      A little reminder so he doesn’t forget exactly what this is—a bet and nothing more.
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      You wish.

      Her reply forces a chuckle to erupt in the back of my throat and catches the attention of the other guys on the job. I haven’t worked on one of my uncle’s crews since before my fighting career took off. I’m not scared of the hard work, or the early wake up call, because those are two things I’m no stranger to. But working under someone else’s thumb, having to ask for everything—including a trip to the john—is something I’m having to reacquaint myself to.

      “Break time’s over, big shot,” the site supervisor calls over to me. He’s a condescending asshole and going out of his way to let me know who’s boss around here. I get it, I do. He doesn’t want me to receive special treatment simply because my uncle signs the paychecks, but he’s still a total dick about it.

      “Don’t mind him. He gets his rocks off on feeling important,” one of the guys on the job says out of earshot. “I’m Jesse.”

      “Matt.” I hold out my hand to return the shake. His grip is firm and I’d guess he’s about the same age as me, give or take a few years.

      “Haywood, yeah. I’ve seen you fight before. You own that gym now, South Side?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Your brush strokes as good as your left hook?” He grins and nods across the room. We’ve spent the past hour prepping the space by taping down a shitload of plastic. The floor is huge and there’s more to be done, but boss gave us a fifteen-minute break before getting back at it.

      “I hope not.” I chuckle at my own joke. “But I think I’m here for the grunt work anyway.”

      “Good.” He nods over to our supervisor. The dude’s heading our way, splitting the crew into more specific tasks. “Carl,” Jesse says, and our supervisor glances over. “You mind if I bring him with me to get the paint? Seems like he could handle the fifteen gallons okay.”

      “Yeah,” Carl nods, his lips ticking up with what must be his grin. “Grab him when you need him. ’Til then, Haywood, I need you prepping those offices. Start over there.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say, but Carl doesn’t seem impressed.

      Giving a once over that reveals his distaste for me, he nods back to Jesse. “Actually, Jesse. Why don’t you show him how it’s done? Don’t need some rookie wasting a bunch of supplies and having to do the work twice.”

      I keep my mouth shut and follow Jesse over to one of the executive sized offices and listen as he walks me through how to tape up the room. No knock to his profession, but this isn’t the first time I’ve done this, and I know how to tape the windows and protect the carpet without a step-by-step instruction.

      “Any questions?” Jesse says.

      “Nah, man. I think I got it. Uncle Jimmy had me working for him since before I could drive.”

      Jesse chuckles and shakes his head, peeks his head out the open door and drops his voice. “Carl’s a jackass sometimes, but he’s not all bad. Probably just worried Jimmy sent you here to take his job.”

      “I’m not looking to do anything other than make a few extra bucks.”

      He nods. “Then we’re all cool. Can you tape up the rest of these offices then come find me? I really could use your help loading the truck and bringing up the paint buckets.”

      “You got it.” I already like Jesse and I’m okay with doing the heavy work, especially if it means running a few errands with him. There’s something about being stuck inside an office like this that makes me antsy. I don’t know how people come to the same building day in and day out, or worse, one of these offices with the floor to ceiling windows. Being tempted by the gorgeous view of the busy city beyond the glass, but chained to a desk job instead. No, thank you.

      The morning goes by quickly as the crew works together. The workspace is being re-modeled by a new company so it’s nice that we don’t have to shuffle around furniture. The floor fills with the scuff of plastic sheeting laid out and taped down while AC/DC blares from someone’s Bluetooth speaker near the elevator banks. Before I know it, it’s time to find Jesse and head out to pick up the paint.

      After a few final instructions from Carl we walk over to the elevator. It only takes a moment before the doors open with a ding. I follow Jesse inside but stop short. Holy fuck. There she is, owning the sexy library look with the same confidence she brings to any other outfit I’ve seen her in. Fuck me. This brings a whole new level of sexuality.

      Surprise widens her big brown eyes the second they meet mine, but I’m just as taken aback to see her here. “Mia . . . What are you—?”

      “Oh, good Lord . . .” The guy at her right, the same faux hawk friend from the bar, fans himself and repeats that staring thing that makes me slightly uncomfortable.

      “Are you stalking me?” she says with such alarm it’s apparent that’s her actual conclusion as to why we’re sharing an elevator.

      I can’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, I’m going incognito as a painter. How am I doing so far?”

      Her jaw drops open and she assesses my clothing. Worn jeans, work boots, and a long sleeved tee with my uncle’s company logo across the front that reads Haywood Construction must pass the test. “You paint too?”

      “Handy and built as fuck. Praise Jesus,” her friend says aloud and everyone inside the car, including Jesse, chuckles. He almost looks apologetic as Mia sends him a glare. “Sorry.”

      The elevator comes to a stop and we all shuffle off. I step to her side. “Just for the next few weeks. My uncle needed extra help with his crew. I take it this is where you work?”

      “Yep.” She nods.

      “Twelfth floor if you feel like a visit.” Her friend’s smile is full of mischief and earns another glare from her.

      “Today’s not a good day for that,” she says as if she’s worried I might take him up on the offer. Is she really that private about her personal life, or embarrassed to have a lowly construction worker visit her fancy office? I can’t tell, but it puts me a little on the defensive.

      “Yeah, well. I’m here to work, not socialize. See you around.” I wave and turn, but catch a glimpse of hurt spread across her face before she’s out of view. I instantly feel bad, too. My words were petty and intended to sting, but she doesn’t deserve that.

      “Friends of yours?” Jesse asks as we step outside the building and hoof it to where his truck is parked a few buildings over.

      “She is, yeah.”

      “She’s a looker.”

      “Yeah, she is.” Seeing her today is another smack of reality. She’s way out of my league, and while I don’t usually date, I’ve never dated someone like Mia. I’m almost certain there’s no one else like her. Or that I don’t deserve a chance. But here I am being dealt this amazingly good luck of the draw. The pressure is on, and while I could fold and walk away without being behind, that alone feels like a loss. When it comes to Mia, I’m not even sure what I’ll win, but I’m sure as hell sticking around for the fight.
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        * * *

      

      Kind of disappointing, but there are no more run-ins with Mia at the job site. While it’s highly improbable considering the sheer size of the downtown office building and the number of people who come and go, I still can’t help but keep an eye out for her long locks in the crowd. They’re a deep, almost burgundy red, a color that’s most obviously not natural and teeters on unprofessional without crossing the line. Although I assume they have pretty relaxed guidelines at her company since her friend rocks a blue faux hawk.

      I try not to think about her too much, but it’s crazy to be so close, only two floors away, and not be reminded of her snarky humor or lips that fight so hard before giving in to a smile. I know this dating bet is only a joke for her, but it’s not for me. She’s guarded behind her independent and successful nature, and there’s a challenge there. But also great reward. Mia’s not someone who falls for anything or anyone. Her affection is a prize worth fighting for because it’s not given freely to just any man. I don’t think it’s even possible to sweep her off her feet but I’m gonna try.

      I’ve already planned out the perfect first date. Not that there was a whole lot to do, but I put a lot of thought into it—a favor from a client and a leap of faith she’s really not into typical first date activities.

      The rest of Monday flies by with hard work and several trips up and down the elevator with paint buckets. They have me doing grunt work, and regardless of whether it’s because of my size or the fact I’m the new guy, I don’t care. A paycheck is a paycheck. I’m just looking to get paid. I cut out at three and take the bus over to South Side with barely enough time to change and scarf down some food before a night of teaching classes and training my fighters.

      Xavier shows as promised, and while the swelling has gone down in his face, the bruises are painted in ugly shades of blues and purples. It’s almost painful to look at, but I give him credit; despite his injuries, he hustles hard during practice. As if he has something to prove, and really, doesn’t he? He needs this fight to get his mom the care she needs. There’s nothing to do with the hand dealt in life except play it to win. He’s got to fight, and I’ll do everything in my power to get him ready.

      Xavier is a leader through and through, and when he pushes and grinds like this, the rest of the guys follow. He might’ve only just turned twenty—a good five to eight years younger than half of my crew—but he’s the one who sets the pace amongst his peers. The energy in the gym is palpable and addicting, and even I end up getting in on some of the drills and cardio sprints just for fun. By the time I get back to my apartment, I’m asleep before my head hits the pillow.

      Tuesday brings more of the same—another long day of work—but my Uncle Jimmy stops by the job site before I leave for the gym and hands me an envelope. It’s my pay in cash, and up front before I’ve earned it.

      “Uncle Jimmy . . . I can’t take this. Not yet. I’ve only put in two days.”

      “Bullshit. This is my company and if I want to give you an advance, that’s what I’ll do. Just don’t tell the rest of the crew. Can’t be giving out special favors for just anyone.”

      “You didn’t have to do this for me. I don’t mind earning it.”

      “Yeah, well, you are my second favorite nephew.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it. Carl treatin’ you okay?”

      He told me this morning I should jump off the building if he caught me taking extra breaks. “Carl’s just fine.”

      Uncle Jimmy raises his brow and chuckles. “That man’s a hardass son of a bitch. You never were a narc.”

      I shrug because we both know exactly what that means.

      “Your dad said he stopped by your place . . .”

      “Yeah.” I scoff, remembering that delightful encounter.

      “Don’t be so hard on him. He’s trying, Matt.”

      I shake my head before he even finishes saying the words. “Don’t. You won’t change my mind as much as he can’t change who he is.”

      Jimmy’s chin drops and he studies the primer we did on one of the office walls, running his hand over the now dry and smooth surface. “Just remember where you came from, Matt. Don’t burn bridges you can’t get back. I’m not saying he’s without fault, but he is trying.”

      I don’t even know what that means, but I can’t allow myself to care or hope. I wasted much of my youth trying to please a man who never even noticed. Who was only running his own agenda between spreads, a bottle of gin, and multiple women. I’ve no desire to let my father back into my life.

      “Thank you for the job.” I tuck the envelope into my pocket and then reach out to hug my uncle with open arms. He returns the gesture and I step back toward the bank of elevators. “I’ve gotta run. Classes to teach.”

      “Your boys have any fights coming up?”

      “Yeah, actually there’s a big one in three weeks.”

      “Save me a ticket?”

      “You got it.”

      Clocking out for the day, I hightail it back to the gym to lock the money in the safe before opening up the doors. I check the envelope and am shocked when I find there’s four grand inside, and not the one or two I expected. I shake my head with a mixture of relief and frustration. This gets me by until after the fights; until a big contract for Xavier. But I can’t accept it. Not unless Jimmy puts me on jobs for another two months. I grab for my phone to tell him just that when I notice a missed call from Mia. Message too. Clicking on the screen, I hit play and the speaker button while I unlock the safe in my office and tuck the bills safely away until I can make it to the bank.

      Matt, hi, Mia. I’m sorry to do this, but I can’t get there tonight. I think I mentioned we had investors in town. Things are good, but they decided to stay another night. Anyway, that means another night of wining and dining. I hope you get this. Let me know if you do. Again, I’m sorry for the last minute change. ’Bye.

      For a second I wonder whether she’s telling the truth or running. I saw her reaction when I took her bet. She’s not thrilled to date me. In fact, I think she’s either too proud or stubborn to back down. Then, our encounter in the elevator yesterday, when she was looking sexy as . . . I shake my head, send her a thumbs up message and turn off my cell. No more distractions. There are bigger issues at stake than whether this woman wants to spend time with me. I’ve got a fighter to train.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      I can’t tell if I’m irritated or relieved that Matt’s response to me canceling our training session was an emoji. A thumbs up, no less! I felt bad giving him short notice, but I was given the same. Stanton issued all of the senior developers and programmers an invitation to dinner barely two hours before quitting time. While it was offered casually, only a stupid person would decline. Stanton wasn’t really asking; it was a command, and if these bigwigs left unsatisfied, we’d all have hell to pay from now until the game went live. So instead, our company treated us to Chicago’s best deep-dish and bottomless drinks, and everyone went home happy.

      Tensions were high enough leading up to this week, but as far as I can tell Stanton’s pleased with our presentations and day-long meetings. I can only hope that means the investors are satisfied with the progress of Project X. Either way, it’s been a long week and the entire staff is happy things are back to normal now that they’ve left. We can also get back to working in our relaxed fit jeans and comfy tees.

      I haven’t had time to think of much else, but every single time I ride the elevator up or down I look for the Haywood painting crew shirts. Logically, I know there’s a slim chance of running into Matt again, but this Thursday evening is no different. As Jared and I leave the office, my eyes search the slew of people exiting our building.

      “He’s not here,” Jared says with his smug know-it-all sass.

      “Who?” I hedge, because I will not admit aloud to the fact I’ve looked for Matt every time I’ve taken the elevator since running into him.

      Jared pauses before we step outside to wrap his scarf around his neck and tuck it into the front of his coat. “You do know who you’re talking to? Maybe leave the theatrics for someone who’ll buy it.”

      “Whatever.” A shiver works its way down my spine the moment we step outside. The cold wind delivers an icy smack to my face.

      “Mmm hmm. So, do we know when this epic first date is going down?”

      “Sunday.” I spit out the word but Jared gives a little clap.

      “You gonna chicken out?” He raises his brow, slides his arm inside mine, and proceeds to pull me down the street.

      I bristle with the accusation. “I’m no chicken.”

      “Good girl. Now, do you have time to grab dinner before you go roll around on the floor with that hunk of a man? Or do you need to go home and shave your legs first?”

      “You make it sound like we’re doing something sexual.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      Shaking my head, I roll my eyes. “Ugh! Stop or I’ll make you eat alone tonight.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Try me.”

      “Fine. What’ll it be, Thai or Chinese?”

      “As long as it doesn’t come with a side of nagging and judgment, I don’t care. You pick.” I huff but I can already tell he’s steering us toward his favorite noodle spot. I won’t admit that sounds heavenly about now with the way this wind whips my hair into my face.

      He pouts but it’s forced. “That’s not fair. I just want you to be happy, Kitten.”

      A guffaw erupts from my belly. “Happy doesn’t equal getting laid.”

      “Says the angry woman who’s not getting some,” he snaps, but when I turn my chin to shoot daggers with my glare he shakes his head and relents. “Fine. Thai food it is.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner with Jared and then a quick bus ride, I find myself once again inside South Side Gym, waiting while almost two dozen fighters in every shape, color, and size train with all they have. It’s fascinating to watch them, and I stand against the wall nearest the door much like a peeping tom. Matt’s the most interesting of them all. I don’t know why, but when I think of a coach, I think of someone barking orders, intense, maybe even a little frightening. He’s none of these. Completely patient, ruling with a gentle sword, the men all look to him after each drill for wisdom and guidance. He’s really got something special here and I mentally make myself a reminder to get his new website up and running ASAP. More people need to know about this place.

      “Alright, let’s bring it in,” he instructs and they all huddle in the center of the mats. He speaks in a tone so low I’m unable to eavesdrop from where I stand. I consider inching closer, but I don’t think he’s spotted me yet, and somehow there’s freedom in knowing I can surreptitiously observe.

      Not a minute goes by before they all shout, “South Side!” The guys make quick work of returning equipment to their designated spots and wiping down the mats before heading out the door.

      I scoot from my spot and find an empty chair near the front desk to set my bag and wait.

      Matt speaks with two young men, one I remember as Ricky, and the other I haven’t seen before, but who looks as though he recently got his ass whooped by the bruising on his face. The three talk in hushed tones with an intensity that piques my curiosity as to the topic of their discussion.

      “You trainin’ for the octagon?” A man disrupts my staring as he packs up his bag and pulls on a pair of dirty sweats from the chair next to me. Dear God, when was the last time he washed those?

      “Oh, no. I’m no fighter. Only looking to improve my self-defense skills.” I smile politely when really it’s taking everything in my power not to count the grease stains down the front of his pants and sweatshirt. At least, I hope they’re grease stains.

      “You ever need a sparrin’ partner? I’m your man.” I don’t miss the way his chest puffs up with the invitation. I’m sure he’d love that, but I’m not sure I could go one minute without puking on his clothes. Not that he’d mind. Probably still wouldn’t wash those things!

      “Josh! Stop harassing my client!” Matt calls from across the room and only then does his stare meet mine for the first time this evening. Hot. Much like the temperature in this space. I can’t seem to glance away first. I attribute that mostly to my competitive nature. Only a tiny part is because Jared put filthy, sexy ideas into my head and now I can’t not imagine them.

      Matt takes a few steps closer, the two young men at his sides.

      “Hey, Matt.” I wave.

      “Mia, give me a few minutes. I’ll meet you on the mats.”

      “Sure.” I slip my jacket off my shoulders and toe my shoes off before stepping over to the center of the workout space. Josh Grossy-grosser-son leaves without another word and I’m thankful Matt asked him to bug off. Not because I can’t turn him down, but more because I wouldn’t have been so nice. But it’s not my intent to cost Matt a client.

      Matt jogs over. “Thanks for waiting. Sorry we ran late tonight.”

      “It’s no problem. Your guys are looking good.” Not that I know anything about fighting, but from their effort and the sweat drenched clothes I’d think they had a good practice.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a big fight coming up. Five of my guys are competing. It’s semi pro, and for some of them it’s their first time in the octagon. For others, it’s their chance to shine and get a ticket to the big leagues.”

      “That’s awesome. You seem really invested in their success.”

      “Yeah, it’s not entirely altruistic. The better the fighters are who come out of my gym, the more money and business for me, and as their coach, I’ll get a cut of the winnings. But even if I didn’t need the money I’d still be doing this. If I can’t fight, I might as well give back to those who can.”

      I wonder why exactly he quit. If it was just his time or if there’s an age limit to a career in MMA. Not that Matt’s old, but I can’t imagine getting knocked around for sport is good on the body. I open my mouth to ask but before I can, he interrupts.

      “Today we’re gonna work on escapes. I need you to trust me.”

      “Trust you?” My brow lifts because I already hate the sound of this.

      “Look, an attacker, a real one, isn’t going to give warning. He’s not gonna be nice. You’re doing great with training, so we need to move on to real life scenarios.”

      “Okay . . .” Apprehension pricks my nerves because I remember exactly how that feels, and how unprepared I was last time. Matt’s somber expression only heightens my fear.

      “Trust me,” he says and I take a breath, nodding once.

      He charges and my ass hits the floor before I see it coming. My first instinct is to run, but I can’t because his body weight presses me to the ground. I try using my heels as leverage against the mat but I go nowhere.

      “Come on, Mia. What did I teach you?” Matt growls into my ear and it’s enough to knock me out of my surprise and into action.

      “Help! Help! Get off me! Let me go!” I scream and my hands, free at the moment, grab his head and pull it tight to my chest so I can claw at the skin on Matt’s face. I almost feel bad, but then again, he started this. He also taught me the move.

      Matt grips my wrists and pulls them from his head easily before springing back off the ground. “Good.” He holds a hand out to help pull me up.

      “What the fuck was that?” Adrenaline surges through my body, and I’m left with a good dose of irritation and anger.

      “I told you. That’s what we train for. The real thing. I do you no service by going through step-by-step drills if you freeze up when it’s go time.”

      “I didn’t freeze up! I didn’t know you were going to do that!” I say but he only lifts his brow and meets my stare. “Okay, fine. I see the point. But I can do better. Let’s go again.” This time I back up a few steps and put my hands out wide so I can try and keep him from knocking me on my butt.

      His lips pull into a smile that eventually fills his face. “Yes, ma’am. Let’s go.”

      For the next thirty minutes Matt comes at me, sometimes unexpectedly, others with plenty of time to combat his advances. With each turn my movements become more natural, and Matt applauds my effort.

      “Okay, I’m going to change things up on you now. You’ve got this.”

      I nod, but once again he’s already charging forward. He grips one of my wrists but I get out of it. My smile only lasts a split second before he dives at me so quickly my back hits the floor and my breath releases in a rush. Matt’s hands press my wrists down on the mat. It shouldn’t be any different than all the other times we’ve run this drill. I know what to do, or what to try in order to get out, but the air charges between us. There’s a sexual current that only magnifies with his ragged breath.

      I’m supposed to shout, lift my hips and thrash out until he loosens his hold, but instead my body has other plans. Lust, powerful and sudden pulses through my veins, replacing the adrenaline there earlier. Of their own accord my legs wrap around his hips. It’s not the first time we’ve fit together like this during training, but the other times were clinical. This is different. This time my body aches with need and it’s all I can do to not pull his body toward me and erase every inch of space between us.

      Matt releases his hold on my wrists, his movements deliberate and restrained. Placing one hand beside each of my shoulders, he lowers himself closer, like the reverse of a push up in slow motion. He stops when there are only millimeters separating us and holds his chest above mine. His eyes are hooded and his mouth parts as he waits for my next move.

      My fingers, now free, can’t help but skim down his chest and along his sides. His muscles are taut and strong. I stop once my hands rest on his abs, unsure of whether to continue my exploration or stop before things go too far. Do I want them to go too far? He’s so damn sexy, and kind, and funny too. But I’m not looking for another momentary hookup, and there’s no way he’s relationship material. Not for me.

      But still . . . his body is magnificent. A well trained wall of muscle, speed, and agility. He would deliver an amazing fuck. I just know it.

      “Mia . . .” He groans and his forehead drops to rest on mine. Matt continues to keep his body at a distance and my center aches for him to come closer.

      “Matt.” His name leaves my mouth in a whisper. I’m too scared to say it any louder, as if that will allow him into my thoughts. God, how I want to lift my hips to rub against him. I can already feel how hard he is and we’re barely touching.

      “Can I . . .” His breath, as heavy as mine, skitters across my earlobe and shoots a shiver down my spine. My center pulses with need and my eyelids flutter shut as his mouth ghosts over my ear. Whatever he asks, I think I’ll say yes. Can I take you back to my place? Can we exchange our dates for no pants parties? Better yet, Fuck me, please? He doesn’t say any of those things, though. He has incredible strength, because even though I feel his arousal harden between us he doesn’t make one attempt to thrust or grind forward.

      “Can I kiss you?” His request comes like a splash of cold water and it pulls me right out of my lust induced state.

      “No.” My reply is quick and without deliberation. Had he asked anything else I might have said yes. Sex. Fucking. Getting off. Those are propelled by the natural desire to experience carnal pleasure. But kissing? Kissing is intimate. It’s filled with romance and a promise of more. It leads to feelings and crap I just can’t think about. Basically, it’s what I avoid at all cost. Sure, had we fucked, we probably would have kissed, but to ask for that . . . To lead with it? That’s a piece I’m not willing to give freely. Especially not to Matt.

      “Okay.” He breathes out a deep exhale and pushes off the floor, leaning back on his heels. Taking his hair in his hands, he winds it back in one of those topknots only some men can pull off and still appear manly. His erection strains against the fabric of his athletic shorts, and sweat glistens on his chest. It’s really difficult not to stare or regret my decision, but I accomplish both by crawling to my knees and then standing.

      He does the same. “I’m sorry. I—”

      “It’s fine.” I shake my head. “Don’t apologize.”

      He exhales another heavy breath. “We should probably call it a night.”

      “Yeah.” I can’t even meet his steady gaze.

      “Give me a few minutes. I’ll meet you at the back.”

      “You don’t have to. I mean, I can take the bus.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You love riding on my bike,” he says with a cocky grin and I wonder if he doesn’t know how much I secretly enjoy it. Only there’s no way he could so he must be messing with me. I’m thankful he’s letting me get away without talking about feelings. For not making it weird or laying on a guilt trip for turning him down.

      “Right. The death-a-nator on wheels. Nothing says love like a healthy dose of fear on the road. You got me.”

      His laughter squelches all that’s left of our awkward miss of an encounter. Just like that, we’re back to comfortable. “In that case, I’ll grab my keys.” He turns and walks away before I can argue or come back with a clever quip, and I realize I don’t want to. As much as I pushed him away, there’s a part of me that’s pleased he didn’t run. She’s the same whorish part that’s smacking me for turning him down. Because she knows as well as I do a kiss with Matt would have led to a sex-filled night worthy of bragging rights for the century.

      “You ready?” he asks but I haven’t moved an inch.

      I run across the room to grab my things and pull on my jacket and shoes, and then meet him at the exit as he’s keying in the code. We don’t speak on the walk to his bike, or when he hands me the helmet. The engine roars to life and I relish the inability to make conversation for the next few miles until he drops me back at home. He doesn’t move off the bike, but helps me off at the curb in front of my building with a blinding smile. It’s then I realize I haven’t asked him why he was working a painting job downtown, or if he still is. Or updated him on the status of his website. And we still have those dates. Those horribly daunting dates hanging over us like a cloud. Before he can say good night I have to give him an out.

      “I’m sorry about earlier. I’m not—”

      “It’s okay, Mia. You didn’t want me to kiss you. That’s why I asked.”

      “I totally understand if you want to cancel our dates—”

      His laughter rises over his idling engine and he shakes his head. “Oh, no, you don’t. You’re not getting out of that bet so easily. I have big, big plans. Sunday. Pick you up at two o’clock, sharp.”

      I shake my head because there’s no way he’s serious. “I’m just saying I’d understand. Nothing’s going to happen between us, Matt. It’ll only be a waste of time.”

      “Funny, I don’t see it that way,” he says matter of factly and fastens his helmet atop his head. “See you Sunday. Good night, Mia.” He nods and pulls away from the curb before I can even respond.

      Making my way inside my apartment, I flick on old re-runs of my favorite show for background noise while I shower and get ready for bed. Why would he still want the dates? Why didn’t I let him kiss me? My mind is a confliction of self-doubt while my body goes through my nightly routine. When I snuggle under my comforter, the coldness of my apartment seeps in through my wet hair, but it’s his last words that leave me most alarmed. Matt and me together doesn’t make sense. He doesn’t see it that way. His resolve rings with a truth that frightens me more than the zombies on screen who feast on human hearts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      It was too soon.

      I shouldn’t have asked to kiss her. She’s not like other women and I almost blew my chance. Not again, though. I have the perfect date planned for Sunday. One that doesn’t break my bank account, too. She might have given me an out, and that’s probably because she’s not looking forward to spending her day with me, but I’m surprisingly okay with that. Mia’s not an easy target, cynical to the bone, and yet I can’t wait to prove her wrong.

      God, that woman. She was hot as fuck fighting against me on the mats. Doing exactly what we had practiced with a confidence that takes most weeks to master. That was probably the biggest turn-on of all. Okay, that and her body is amazing. Curves in all the places a man can’t help but dream of holding tightly while sinking into her sweet, wet center.

      That’s exactly what I imagined during my shower before bed, and those same gorgeous curves danced in my dreams through the night. My body was painfully hard and unsatisfied when I awoke Friday morning.

      But as much as I’d love to daydream about Mia, I’ve got a whole hell of a lot of work to do before our date. This Friday’s schedule is insane. I teach at the gym, work a full day with the painting crew, and then head back to the gym for a few more hours before catching a bus to Zig’s. It’s after dark by the time I get there and it’ll be well after three in the morning when I get home. I’m basically running off sheer will and energy drinks at this point. There’s not even a light at the end of the tunnel, because after tonight I’ll be back at the gym by six to teach my early classes. At least tomorrow I’ll get a nap between work and the bar.

      I’m about to step foot inside Zig’s when my cell begins to ring. Looking down at the caller ID, I recognize the number and turn back away from the bar, walking a few steps to where there’s less noise before I pick up. It’s the event organizer for the fights in a few weeks. This can’t be good.

      “Hello.”

      “Matt, it’s Kyle Ramos.” His speech comes in a rush and holds the kind of tone that conveys he’s already done with this conversation.

      “Hi, Kyle. How are things going? You ready for a kickass night of fights in a few weeks?”

      “That’s what I’m calling to check on. Things going all right at the gym?”

      Shit. How is it possible he’d have any idea they’re not? The only person who knows is my brother. My father and uncle might suspect, but neither would have anything to gain by babbling that kind of gossip around town. Clearing my throat, I decide to feel him out before making any admissions. “Things are going stellar. My guy Xavier is ready to take home the W and earn himself a UFC contract.”

      “Funny, a few of my guys downtown ran into him a few days ago. Said he looked worked over real good. I’m not saving my main event for someone who’s face looks like he ran into a bus and lost. My fans don’t pay to see that shit.”

      That. Okay, not the greatest. Especially now since I’m sure his opposition will get wind of this and use it to his advantage, but this is still better than Spencer knowing my gym is one fight away from going under. “He was jumped. But he’s already back in the gym. He’ll be ready. I promise.”

      “They catch the guys?” Kyle’s gonna push for the whole story, but that’s tough luck because it’s not mine to tell. Not to some amateur fight organizer whose daddy’s trust fund pays all the bills.

      “No, but you know how it is. They don’t rat. Not from where he’s from.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You sure he’ll be ready? Because I got a guy who can step in. One of Shawn Spencer’s guys.”

      I laugh, genuinely, because that’s not gonna happen. Not even over my dead body. “Come on, Kyle? Really? You want one of Spencer’s guys over my prized fighter? Do what you gotta do, but we both know that’ll be one hell of a boring match-up. Probably get knocked out in the first thirty seconds. You’ve seen the tapes. You know my guy is destined for greatness.”

      “Fine. Xavier’s in, but I’m counting on you, Haywood. Anymore shit like this, or I hear something’s not right, and I won’t hesitate to make the change. I’m doing this because I never believed any of that shit they said about you back in the day. That and you’re a damned good fighter.”

      “Then I hope you’re ready to watch this kid fight.” I’m too proud to say thank you, and with people like Kyle Ramos it does no good to grovel or suck ass. He only cares about the bottom line. His events bring the crowds and the sponsors, and I know all of my guys will step it up to another level come fight night.

      “Hell, yeah. Venue’s seventy percent sold out already.”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      “One more thing, Haywood.”

      I blow out a breath because, really, could the universe cut me some slack right about now? “What’s that?”

      “I might have an opening for a lightweight match-up. Someone green who’s just looking to get his feet wet.” Thank God.

      “Crowd warmer. Got it.” I’m already going through my roster of guys. Ricky could probably step up. Either him or Mason. They’re both more than ready.

      “I’ll call you within the week, that is if you’ve got someone for me.”

      “Oh, I’ve got someone. I have an entire gym of guys chomping at the bit.” I’ve got a couple someones, but all in good time. We just have to show Kyle Ramos the quality fighters South Side Gym produces and everyone wins.

      “Good. It’ll be another grand added to what we agreed upon.”

      Yeah, that sweetens the pot. Even though the gym gets a cut, that’s still more toward bringing me out of the red. “Consider it done.”

      “I sure as shit hope you’re as legit as you preach down there at South Side. It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Haywood.”

      “Talk soon.”

      Kyle ends the call without another word and I rush inside Zig’s for a long night of loud music, mouthy drunks, and bar brawls. Yeah, I need this fight to go my way. I can’t be working security every weekend, not for the long term. For the second time in my life I’m so close to success I can almost taste it. Only this time I won’t fuck it up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      It’s D-day. The dreaded date. It could go wrong in so many ways, but more than likely it’ll only be another lackluster afternoon. I like Matt, I really do, but after today I’m prepared for that feeling to go away. Not that it’s personal. No, it’s just what generally happens after I date someone. That or I sleep with the guy, and that cannot happen. I won’t allow it.

      Not wanting to overthink or invite unwanted advances, I dress in my favorite worn jeans and a bright blue sweater, and go with my black leather boots and jacket. The last two have more to do with the fact I’ll be riding the hog; might as well be in style. Not sure what else I’ll need, I tuck my ID, credit card, and a twenty into the back pocket of my jeans, along with my cell. I refuse to wear a ton of makeup, but I do indulge in a red lipstick that almost matches the deep red dye of my current hair color.

      Taking the elevator down a few minutes before two, I wait for Matt just outside my building. It’s a beautiful early October afternoon. The sun is out, the clouds are at bay, and even though I need a jacket, it seems everyone in downtown Chicago has decided to venture outside their homes to enjoy a few hours of good weather.

      I hear the engine before he turns the corner. Sliding a pair of shades over my eyes to shield against the sun’s glare, I only have to wait a few more minutes before Matt’s bike comes into view. God, he’s sexy on that death trap. He’s just the kind of man my mother always warned me to stay away from, and I absolutely hate the fact that makes him hotter. Or that I find him attractive to begin with. I shake my head and brace myself for whatever today’s date holds. I’m a strong woman. I can handle it.

      Matt pulls up to the curb between two cars and pulls off his helmet. He notices me with a lift of his brows and ghost of a smile. I push off the wall outside my complex and take my time walking toward him. I have never run toward a man and won’t start today.

      “I would have come in,” he says.

      “It’s okay.” I reach for his helmet but he shakes his head.

      “Nope. Not anymore. Here.” He opens one of those compartments on his bike and pulls out another helmet to hand me.

      I take it and put it on. “I hope you didn’t buy this for me.” He’s being safe and thoughtful but it only seems presumptuous. He won’t last four dates. I know this. Besides, what if I don’t want to ride bitch on his motorcycle anymore.

      “Who the hell else would it be for?” He only laughs and then revs the engine before sliding his helmet back on. “Ready?”

      Instead of shouting my reply I fasten the chin strap and climb on back. There’s one great thing about riding this way: no lame small talk. Grabbing his waist, I hold tight as he backs out onto the road and guns it. The rumble of the engine is a soothing melody and for a few minutes I forget what I’m doing or where we’re going. It’s peaceful. That is, until I remember we’re on a date. Watching my surroundings, I try to guess exactly where he’s taking me. He seems extra cocky that I’ll like it, which only magnifies my doubts.

      Oh God, he’s nearing the art institute, along with every other touristy spot along Michigan Avenue. Rae has dragged me to enough art shows over the years to last a lifetime. While I appreciate the effort of the artists, it’s just not my thing. Not unless we’re talking comics and graphic novels.

      He zooms past the Buckingham Fountain, and I swear if he takes me to that fucking bean I’ll jump off this stupid bike and walk all the way home. Thankfully, he pulls to a stop and parks far enough away from that thing I feel we’re safe.

      His expression is lit with excitement as he takes my helmet and stores it along with his own. “You ready?”

      “I don’t know. Where are we going?” I ask with a forced sweetness.

      “Trust me, Mia.” he says and of its own accord my body flushes, remembering vividly the last time he asked me to trust him. “Come on.” He grabs my hand and starts walking so I have to either yank it away or follow his lead. Morbid curiosity propels my feet forward.

      “I’m not sure if you’ve ever done this before, because, well, I don’t really know much about you, but it looked like a lot of fun. Plus, ya know . . .” He stops short in front of the Fine Arts Building and that’s when I read the sign.

      TRAPPED IN A ROOM WITH A ZOMBIE

      “Oh no, you didn’t.” Pure awe and shock ooze through my mind, because how could he know? I’ve been begging Jared for months to go to one of these with me. Escape room, Zombie edition.

      “If you don’t like it we can do something else.” Matt meets my stare with a weak smile and squeezes my hand. I realize I’m still holding on to him. “But my vote is we give it a try.”

      Pulling my hand back into my personal space, I let my guard down and give in to the smile I’ve been fighting since his big reveal. “No fucking way! I’m sorry. It’s just . . . I’ve been dying to do this.”

      His grin grows and a chuckle leaves his lips. “Thank God! You had me worried there for a second. I put a lot of thought into today.”

      “You sure you didn’t get any inside help?” I tilt my head and study his response.

      His expression is stone-cold when he crosses his heart with his finger. “Swear it. Now. Let’s go solve some puzzles.” We walk the final steps and Matt holds open the door like a gentleman.

      Before I enter the building I stop to let him in on a little Mia quality that doesn’t always win friends. “I have to warn you, as much as being eaten by a zombie sounds fascinating, I am incredibly competitive. Like, if we don’t beat this thing I’ll probably demand you take me home afterward.”

      Matt’s smile only widens. “Good. Because I only compete to win. Let’s kick some ass.”
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        * * *

      

      Matt wasn’t joking. I guess as a fighter he knows what it takes to win, but while I usually try to contain my competitive nature, it’s pointless with a teammate like him. We’ve already passed through nineteen different clues and puzzles. Smoked past the group of twenty somethings by the third one. They met their unfortunate fate by zombie bite within the first twenty minutes. Young’uns. We were neck and neck with the other couples until about two puzzles ago. Now it’s down to the wire. Ten minutes left on the clock and it’s between us and one other couple. Oh, and a zombie five minutes from being unchained. There’s still plenty of time, but we didn’t come this far for runner-up. We also still haven’t found the key.

      “It’s got to be in here somewhere.” Matt flings ledgers from a filing cabinet onto the metal desk while I riffle through the drawers. The other couple is clear across the room scouring a bookcase. Our last clue read,

      You’ll find the key

      Between red and black

      Pages that don’t lie

      Unless you can’t count.

      Matt’s first instinct was the financial records of this mock office and I agree, but the other couple thinks they’ll find it in the bookcase lined with red bound books. We can’t be wrong. We have to win this thing, and not only because we’re both competitive, but because the couple we’ve been neck and neck with all night is one of those annoying power couples. She’s a lawyer and he’s a surgeon. They have two children, a dog, and a condo in River North. How do I know this? Because they’ve shared their many successes at every possible moment. Uber annoying, and it’s only fueled my need to beat their asses at this game.

      “Mia!” Matt whisper-shouts and draws my attention. He’s retrieved a leather-bound book etched with the words General Ledger and hands it over. The timer buzzes overhead signaling another five-minute mark, and lets the zombie that much closer to us and the other couple. Matt grabs me by the waist and yanks us into the corner of the room before the zombie actor can knock the book from my grip.

      I flip through the pages as fast as possible and when I get to the last written transaction, there’s the key. Bingo! “Matt!” I yank it from the little paper sleeve and we run across the room to the door.

      I slip it inside and the door opens. Our host, a “scientist” from a special military section studying the zombie outbreak, congratulates us both on making it to safety first. The annoying couple follows through the doorway soon after and I try not to gloat.

      “Lucky guess,” she says to me with a smile so polite it must be killing her to get beat. “You two worked really well together. Good chemistry. Let me guess, you’ve been together at least a year?”

      “Nope. First date.” Matt laughs, deep from his belly and I swear it makes her eye twitch.

      “We all made it out alive. That’s what’s important.” Her husband pats her shoulder and smiles as if they weren’t secretly competing with us this entire time. “Come on, honey, let’s go pick our sign for the winner’s photo. Add it to our collection.”

      Our scientist is back, along with those who were eliminated early in the game. A few people still remain in the escape room, lost several clues back but really good at hiding from the lone zombie. “Okay folks, we’re gonna get a photo of both our survivors and newly infected participants. If you’ve been bitten, you can find props and signs over there. You survivors, take your pick from here.”

      The power couple gives us one last look and turns away to follow the instructions.

      “I don’t think this is their first escape room experience,” Matt whispers in my ear. “Did you see her face? Must suck to get beat by first timers.” He laughs again, this time out loud and I can’t help but join along.

      “But damn, it feels good.” I giggle and throw up my hand to meet Matt’s high five.

      “Gangsta. That’s what I’m gonna call you.” He grins and I really laugh this time.

      “What should I call you? Boy genius?” I say and he laughs so loud the couple glances back at us. I pop up on my toes to whisper in his ear, “Smarter than a fucking brain surgeon and lawyer.”

      A guffaw erupts from his lips and he shakes his head at me, holding his finger over his lips to shush me, but his smile tells me he finds it as entertaining as I do.

      “You have a great laugh.” The compliment escapes my lips before I can censor it.

      Matt’s smile lights up his entire face. “Thank you, Mia.” The scruff of his unshaved face moves with his lips. “You make me laugh a lot.”

      He’s laughing at me. “So glad I could be of entertainment.” Rolling my eyes, I huff out a breath.

      He laughs even louder and draws the attention of everyone in the room. “Not what I meant. Mostly.” He winks with that last part. The buzzer sounds and the remaining participants still struggling to solve their final puzzle are ceremoniously “eaten” by the now free zombie. He’s playing the part well but his costume and makeup could use a little work. All in all, it’s hilarious to watch.

      We walk over to the selection of props and signs. I pick one that says, “Which zombie?” and Matt digs through the stack until he comes over with one reading, “I’m smarter than a zombie.”

      “And other things,” he whispers, our inside joke that makes us smile wide through the photos we take.

      “We’ll email these photos out tonight. Congrats again! If you had a good time, please consider leaving a review on Yelp. That’d really help us out.” The scientist grins after taking our photos.

      “Will do. Shall we?” Matt gestures to the door and I nod, stepping in front of him to take the lead. There’s a bounce in my step as we walk back to our parking spot. That was so much fun. Like the best kind of fun, and I’m still reeling from it as Matt hands me my helmet and starts up the bike.

      “You ready for more?” His smile is wide. Proud. And really, he should be.

      “There’s more?”

      “Hell, yeah. I promised you a spectacular date, and I never back down on my word.”

      I slide onto the bike behind him, wrapping my arms tightly around his waist before he surges out into the weekend traffic. This time he heads away from the city, up along the lake’s coast. Even though the sun shines brightly, the wind whips across the water and stings my cheeks. I now understand why so many bikers opt for the full helmet. Not that I’m complaining. The further we go, the faster Matt drives, and the cars on the road become fewer with each mile.

      It’s beautiful here. I’m not sure I’ve ever been this far outside the city’s center, not unless it was a rare trip to the suburbs. I wonder where he’s taking me, and how it can come close to competing with the zombie escape room we just ruled. That is, until he releases the throttle and I realize where he’s heading. His bike passes through the wrought iron gates of a quaint little cemetery. How is it possible this man gets me so well? We only just met. Unless he’s brought me here to murder me, I’m pretty sure anything he has in store will be completely perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      “This okay?” I lay out the blanket from my backpack in the center of the walkway, just to the north of my mom’s headstone.

      “You mean dinner in a graveyard?”

      “No, I meant the spot. There are some big shade trees down that way, but I always liked this hill.” I work really hard to keep the nostalgia from my voice. This spot is special. When I set out today my plan was to take a ride along Lake Michigan, find a peaceful stop on the beach and eat there. But once I started driving I couldn’t help but steer my bike here. I’ve had so much fun with Mia, and even though it’s silly and impossible, I wanted her to meet my mom. I don’t think there are many women who wouldn’t be weirded out by picnicking in a graveyard, let alone love it, which only causes my admiration for Mia to grow.

      “It’s beautiful here.” She sighs and sits at one corner of the blanket to look around. Anyone else and I’d think they were blowing smoke, but she means it.

      Dropping to my knees, I grab my backpack and proceed to pull out the goods. “Don’t laugh but we have grapes, cheese, wine . . .”

      “Those are my basic food groups. Nothing funny about that.”

      Sitting on the blanket next to her, I pull out our main course, crinkling my nose as I say the rest. “And protein bars.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “Okay, that’s weird.”

      “Next time I’ll do better.” I hold up a pair for her to choose from. “Peanut butter chocolate or cookie dough?”

      “Mmm . . . peanut butter chocolate.” She takes the bar from my hand and studies the back of it while I pop the cork on the wine bottle and pour the liquid into two red Solo cups. She takes her glass and nestles it into the earth near her side of the blanket. “Are these any good?”

      “Not bad, but I won’t lie to you. They aren’t as good as the real thing.”

      “Nothing ever is.”

      I raise my cup and wait for her to do the same. “To the real things in life.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” She taps her cup against mine and takes a sip. I love the way she looks right now. The clouds coming in off the shore cast shadows over her face in the most mysterious way. It’s entirely fitting, and after today I’m determined to learn as much as I can about this woman.

      “So, if we weren’t on this date today, how would you have spent your Sunday afternoon?” As much time as we’ve spent together, there’s still so much I want to learn about Mia.

      “Probably finishing up your website.” She raises her brows a beat before laughing.

      “Damn it. Really shot myself in my foot there, didn’t I?”

      “Yep. Remember that when I don’t have it up and running for a few more weeks.”

      “I will.” Normally that would be incentive enough to end this bet, but Mia’s not some random science experience to determine whether I can win over her beauty and brains with my wit and sheer will. She’s someone I genuinely enjoy spending time with. I don’t see that holding an arbitrary expiration date. “But after the website design, what would it be? Lounging in lingerie while watching porn?”

      It’s hilarious to watch her reaction. For a second she can’t tell if I’m joking but the minute she does she rolls those eyes and shoves at my shoulder. “What is it with guys and porn?”

      “So, yes to the lingerie, but no to the porn?”

      Her lips pinch together with her smile but her eyes study mine closely as she narrows her gaze. “Actually . . .”

      I groan. A real, tortured sound leaves my lips and it only makes her laugh.

      “Yes to the porn. Tasteful, not corny. And a hell no to the lingerie. I’m more of a sweats and no bra kinda girl.”

      At the mention of her nonexistent underwear my gaze drops to her chest. She’s not wearing her jacket but I can’t see a trace of nipple through that thin sweater.

      She shoves my shoulder again, her laughter growing. “Eyes up here. Not now, you perv. When I’m at home alone in my apartment.”

      “Sorry.” I apologize even though she doesn’t seem disturbed by my question or my staring.

      “What would you be doing, Matt Haywood, if we weren’t on this outing?” I don’t miss the fact she skirts calling this a date.

      “Work. I work a lot.” Pushing the cheeses and fruit between us, I’m happy when she digs in without any encouragement.

      “That sounds awfully boring.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m a pretty simple man. At least since I opened the gym.”

      “What about before that?”

      “When I was fighting?” She nods. It’s almost like another lifetime, the Matt from then so different from who I am now. “I trained, but after a fight, especially a win, I took a few weeks to indulge in the finer things of life.”

      “Scandalous.”

      She doesn’t know the half of it. “Yeah, but now look at me. It’s almost embarrassing to admit aloud how uneventful my days are.”

      “Come on, you’ve got to do something for fun,” she says as if she doesn’t believe me.

      Taking a moment to think, I pluck a grape and pop it in my mouth. “Okay, besides work I do sometimes meet up for dinner with my brother.”

      Her eyes light with interest and she crosses her legs together to wrap her arms around them. “You have a brother? Older or younger? Any other siblings?”

      A chuckle leaves my lips at her slew of questions. “Just the little bro. He’s what . . . twenty-three now. Lives downtown not far from me.”

      “Interesting. So, did you both grow up here?”

      “In a graveyard? No.” I crack a joke because she’s really good at steering the questions my way and I’d rather not talk about my fucked up family. It’s an automatic downer and she doesn’t deserve that. I’m going for fantastic first date, not stay-away-and-never-again-date. “Yeah, I grew up near South Shore. But what about you? You don’t have the Chicago accent. Where did you hail from before Chi-town?”

      “Little town in Iowa. Clear Lake. My parents will live and die there but it’s not for me. I love the big city. Moved here after high school with my best friend and haven’t looked back. That was sixteen years ago. This is home now.”

      We continue to munch on food, trading stories and learning more about the other for the next hour. I love that she eats and chats with an ease I’ve never seen before. As if she’s letting down her guard down. I’m getting the real, unscripted version of her.

      “Another?” I point to her empty glass. I’ve hardly touched mine. Not that it would hurt if I did, but even now I can’t allow myself to enjoy the pleasure.

      “I better not,” she says but then frowns. “Wait, you don’t have a top for it. I feel bad wasting it.”

      “Not a waste.” I smile and shake my head, holding the glass bottle. “Can’t ride with this open anyway.” I find a nearby trashcan and dispose of the leftover wine, along with our food wrappers. On my way back to Mia, I stoop at my mother’s grave and caress the headstone, my heart both full of love and heavy with sorrow. “Love you, Ma,” I whisper and then stand to help Mia refold the blanket. I should tell her exactly why this place is so special, but part of me wonders if it’s too personal, too fast. I grab for my bag and shove the blanket inside instead. Maybe the moment is lost, or I’m just a chickenshit, but either way there’s a storm moving in and I need to get Mia home before we’re caught in the rain. That, I’m certain, would ruin this perfect first date.

      The ride back to her apartment isn’t as enjoyable, the wind whipping off the water brings a chill that settles in my bones. Mia holds me closer than she usually does, her entire front pressed against my back, and I wish I could enjoy it a little more. As night draws down upon us the lights ahead shine with the cityscape. Thankfully, the storm clouds from earlier yield no rain. My focus is on the road and getting Mia home safely, but there’s also a piece of me that doesn’t want this night to end. I may let up on the gas more than once the closer we get to her apartment, simply to draw out the drive.

      Usually when I drop Mia off after training I wait at the curb, but today I park and we walk together in companionable silence. Reaching for the door to her building, I pull it open and wait for her to pass. I don’t think she’ll invite me up, but there’s a need in me to be a gentleman and make sure she gets inside without any problems.

      Before we reach the elevator she stops and turns to meet my gaze. “This is me . . .” She points behind her and I almost grin because I was right. She won’t invite me up. Not tonight.

      “I had a really good time with you, Mia.”

      Her brow narrows and lips purse. “I did too.”

      “Don’t sound so damn surprised.” I laugh out loud and it causes her scowl to deepen before she shakes her head.

      “Sorry, it’s just . . . It really pains me to admit this to your face, but today was the most fun I’ve had in a long time. Not just on a date.”

      “Yes,” I hiss, close my fist tight, and pull it into my side.

      She rolls her eyes, but laughter teases the edges of her mouth. “Oh God, you’re gonna gloat now, aren’t you?”

      My smile widens. “Just proud I was able to set a new benchmark. No more sucking monkey balls for you, sister! All thanks to Matt Haywood.”

      “Wow. Third person. Not at all arrogant.”

      “Confidence. Confidence, Mia.” I wink and she shakes her head, but I can see the smile she tries to hide. Taking one step closer I put the joking aside to tell her how I really feel. “I’m glad you had fun, because I did, too. I can’t wait to wow you again. Next Sunday?”

      “You’re really determined to drag this out.” I know she’s teasing, but the truth is, I’m not. I wish we could do this again tomorrow. If I didn’t have a failing business and two stupid side jobs, I’d ask her to have dinner with me every night this week. Probably a good thing I can’t, because even though she’s obviously had a good time, I don’t want to upend the trust we’ve built today by being overeager.

      “Well, of course,” I smart. “I need at least a week to plan something that lives up to today.”

      “I don’t even know how that’s possible. You did good.” She sighs like it really does hurt to admit, but I’m thankful for her honesty.

      “You make it easy.”

      Her gaze snaps up and just like that the fire in her eyes appears. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I want to laugh because it’s almost too easy to rile her up, but that’s not my intent. I need her to understand how much today meant to me, too. How she affects me. “I enjoy your company. You’re smart. We laugh. It’s uncomplicated.” I shrug and it must be enough because her defensive posture is gone.

      She nods once and her gaze lands on my lips. I’m almost certain she’s thinking about kissing me right now and that causes my dick to jump to life. If I could roll my eyes at him, I would. Talk about easy.

      “It isn’t complicated with you.” The words leave her lips a murmur. They’re laced with so much naked honesty I wonder if she realizes she even said them.

      It’s all I can do to not wrap my hands around her waist and tug her close. All of the push and pull today, the witty banter, the closeness, the building chemistry between us is about to explode. The desire I feel for her is more than a quick lay or one-night stand. With Mia I already want more than my four dates—three after this one officially ends.

      She leans a little closer, her eyes hooded with what I imagine is longing, but she still won’t meet my gaze. Her tongue darts out to lick along her lower lip and only a weaker man would cave and give in, take what her body language is implying. But I won’t.

      “Training Tuesday?” The words come out huskier than I intend. Her eyes flutter closed and it’s only then I realize my hand has found its way to her hip. Resting above the waistband of her jeans and against the soft flesh there, my thumb draws circles on her skin. Skin I dream of tracing with my lips and gripping so tightly my fingers leave prints.

      “Hmm?” she says and leans into me, her gaze now at my chest and the white shirt that peeks from beneath my jacket.

      “You still want to meet for training on Tuesday?” This time I’ve got my voice back, and my body under control. I drop my hand from her hip.

      She blinks and takes a step back. “Yeah, Tuesday.”

      “’Night, Mia.”

      She opens her mouth to respond, her brows now knit and eyes cast down. I can’t read her expression and I wish I knew her well enough to understand its meaning. “Good night.” Her words leave in a rush and she turns, walking inside the elevator the moment it opens.

      I hope I made the right move in not kissing her. I can’t tell if she was relieved or disappointed. I only know I didn’t want a repeat of Thursday’s rejection. That, and even though this is all a bet, I’ve never really dated. Not in the traditional sense, and I want to get it right. I’m attracted to Mia, have been since that morning at Zig’s, but after today my feelings have evolved. I don’t simply like Mia, I’m falling for her. I can only hope she feels the same, and I don’t scare her away. Pulling my bike away from the curb and riding back to my apartment, I run through the possibilities for next week’s date. One of them is tracing those luscious lips with mine. Damn, I’m almost giddy with the prospect. I don’t even care that I’ve got another week like the last one to get through. It’ll all be worth it in the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      “He didn’t try to kiss you?” Rae gasps.

      “He didn’t try to kiss me!” I repeat for the second time. Last Pitch is busier than usual tonight and I have to shout out the words. I’m not angry about it. More or less, I was relieved. On the bike ride back to my apartment the sex machine was doing its job of turning me on, and yet in my mind I was reciting all the ways to turn Matt down without hurting his feelings. All because I had a wonderful time.

      “And we’re certain he’s not gay?” Jared interjects, but when Rae and I glare his way he continues, “What? I’m only asking a question.”

      “No. He’s most certainly attracted to me in the physical sense. I felt the evidence of his generous manhood.”

      “Wait! When did you touch his cock? How did I miss this?” Rae leans forward on the table, her eyes wide and waiting. She was in New York for work so I didn’t get a chance to fill her in.

      “I didn’t touch it. I felt it.” Jared cuts me off with a wave of his hand.

      “They practically humped during one of their after-hours one-on-one training seshes. He asked if he could kiss her, and you know how that goes.” He rolls his eyes.

      Rae meets my stare with deep concern. “Her kissing is more intimate than sex thing. Yes, I remember. She made us watch the YouTube clip.”

      “It makes perfect sense.” Now I throw my hands up because it’s frustrating that neither of them agrees with me on this.

      “It was satire, Kitten.” Jared pats my shoulder but I shake him off.

      “So, you asked him not to kiss you . . . and now he won’t kiss you. He seems pretty legit to me.” Rae shrugs and finishes off her pint of lager.

      “But that’s not normal, right?” I’m genuinely puzzled by Matt’s behavior. He always seems to have one up on me, and I hate that.

      “Define normal. Jared over here likes it in the ass. I sleep with my cat.”

      I take a sip from my glass. “Yeah, at least your cat sleeps with you.”

      “How is Mr. Mick Grimes these days? Still shitting in the closet?” Rae leans forward with genuine interest.

      “Only when I have a bad day. Last week he almost brushed my leg on the way to eat his food. I’m sure it was accidental, but I’ll count it.” I shrug and lift my glass.

      Rae clinks hers against mine in a cheers. “Good for Mick.”

      “Ladies, enough about the pussy, let’s get down to brass tacks. Mia, are you going to follow through on the bet with Muscle Man?”

      I don’t like that Jared’s insinuating I’d quit so easily so I narrow my gaze at him. “His name’s Matt.”

      His smug smile widens and he leans back in his chair with raised brows. “Ohhhh . . . Well, that answers that.”

      I shake my head, now even more irritated. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Just that you’ve never been bothered by my nicknames before. But Matt, he gets special treatment so he must be . . . special.”

      “Like he rode the short bus? I don’t understand.” Rae, with her blissful innocence, chimes in.

      “No.” I speak before Jared can continue with any more of this hearsay. “Your brother is trying to imply there’s more to Matt’s and my relationship than training, a business arrangement, and a simple bet.”

      “Isn’t there, though?” His smile is wide.

      “There’s not.”

      “But you will be going out with him again?” God, he’s mean when he smiles like that.

      “Sunday. Because if there’s one thing I am not, it’s a quitter.” I won’t admit aloud how much I’m looking forward to the next date, or what a fantastic time I had at the last one.

      “So, you’re only dating him because of the bet?” Jared says but before I can even open my mouth he continues, “I retract my statement, your honor. No further questions.”

      “You two are weird.” Rae says and then catches the attention of our waiter. “Check, please?”

      “Okay, enough of your love life,” Jared says.

      “It’s not lo—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jared interrupts. “It’s still eating up your attention but I have a real problem here. I need you to slap some sense into me.”

      “I’m ready.” Rae brings her hand back and eyes the side of Jared’s face with a devious grin.

      “Sorry, sis. You’re family. I need an outsider’s opinion.”

      Outside, huh. I narrow my glare. “I’m not sure if it offends me that you think of me that way. Wait. Nope. Yeah, it totally does.”

      “Mia, focus!” Jared leans across the table and shakes my shoulders. “The lawyer asked me to be his boyfriend.”

      “I thought he was a paralegal.” Rae taps her chin.

      “Paralegal. Lawyer. Semantics.” Jared waves a hand between us.

      I shake my head. “No, I’m pretty sure there’s more. Like maybe a law degree. A lot more schooling.”

      Rae holds up a finger. “And student loans. Don’t forget that.”

      “Ladies!” Jared throws his hands in the air.

      “Sorry. Obviously, you must let him go,” I say because in all the years we’ve been friends Jared’s never had a steady boyfriend. It’s not how he’s built. Besides, his wandering eyes don’t relate well with commitment and exclusivity.

      Rae studies her brother, her eyes almost sad, and that’s when I catch Jared’s deep exhale.

      “Wait. What’s going on here?” It takes me a moment and then it hits me. “You don’t want to move on.”

      “I don’t!” He throws up his hands, a deep frown etched in his brow. “What’s wrong with me? Does this mean he’s the one or am I having an early mid-life crisis? Is this how other people feel? Is this how it starts and before you know it I’m living in the ’burbs raising our adoptive child while Logan takes the train into the city to fight crime?”

      “Just to be clear . . . you know paralegals don’t fight crime, right? The law office above us specializes in family law.”

      “Mia! You’re missing the point!”

      “Jared. It’s me. I suck at relationships and feelings. I don’t know what you want me to tell you.” Really, he must have about a dozen other friends better suited to offer relationship advice.

      “That’s why I’m asking you and not Rae. She says follow my heart. But since you don’t have one of those I thought you could give me perspective.”

      Our waiter interrupts the bizarre conversation. “Sorry. No rush. I’ll take care of this whenever you’re ready.” He’s a gorgeous young thing. Blue eyes and blond hair, and he makes a point of meeting Jared’s eyes when he slides over the check.

      Jared opens the bill and after studying the amount he throws up his hands. “See! This right here! The universe is plotting against me!”

      Rae leans over and whispers in my ear, “He’s losing his shit. Help, please.”

      “What’s the trouble? They charge us full price for appetizers again?” I draw the paper printout from his hand. There’s nothing off about the amounts, but that’s when I notice the handwriting at the bottom. It’s the name and number of our server along with a very explicit request.

      “I hope that note’s for you because I’m not into ass play.” I slide it back to Jared. Only instead of laughter he looks as if he’s about to have a panic attack. “Jared?”

      “I don’t understand,” he mutters and shakes his head.

      “I think it’s pretty clear. Good thing you prefer bottom,” I say, expecting him to snap out of whatever this is, make an inappropriate joke, and chill the hell out.

      Instead, he slams his head on the top of the table. Total drama queen. At least he’s still acting like himself.

      I widen my eyes at Rae because I’m still confused at the meltdown. Jared finds a new guy multiple times a month and every single time he falls hard and fast, envisioning their future together. That lasts until a shiny new guy comes around and we begin the cycle over again.

      Jared pulls himself up off the table. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but . . . I have no desire to ditch my crime fighting man for the pretty baby blues. This must be it. The sign I was looking for. I’m finally ready. I’m ready for a real boyfriend. I’m going to tell him yes.”

      “Thank God!” Rae rolls her eyes and grabs the check to drop down her cash.

      I’m not sure it’ll last, but Jared seems relieved by his declaration. Plus, he’s passing on a random hookup with a really attractive twenty-two-year-old. If that doesn’t say commitment, I don’t know what does.

      “I’m happy for you.” I smile and pat his shoulder. He takes the opportunity to hop off his chair and wrap me in a crushing hug from behind.

      “Thanks, Kitten. I want you to meet him. Oh! Maybe we can double date! Or triple! Rae, we’ll find you someone.”

      “I’m good, thanks.” She shakes her head and I do the same, untangling myself from his grasp.

      “I’m good, too. No double dates for me. Remember, I’m not into Matt. He’s just a bet.”

      Jared seems disappointed in more than my answer but lets it go without saying anything. We pay the tab, head out of Last Pitch, and say good-byes before parting ways to catch our respective bus rides home. I wonder if Jared’s really that into his law guy, or if that was some ploy to get me to admit something more for Matt. Stupid attempt if it was. Matt’s just a guy I’m dating. Sure, there’s a lot more to him than I imagined and yesterday was so much fun I forgot it was all pretend. Matt’s as competitive as me, which helps me understand why he’d put that much effort into our date together. I won’t fool myself into believing it was something other than that. Feelings won’t come into play. Not for me and not for him. Three more to come. Easy as pie.

      This week goes by almost as quickly as last and when I show up for my training sessions with Matt there’s nothing weird at all between us. It’s just as it was before and that’s good. I keep my back off the mats and he doesn’t ask to kiss me. I don’t even fear that he will. It’s all professional. As it should be.

      I don’t feel one twinge of regret either. Nope. I don’t have the emotional capacity for a romantic relationship with Matt Haywood, or anyone else for that matter. That he respects my terms of the bet doesn’t make him any more attractive than he already is. It’s not his fault he has a good sense of humor and an incredible work ethic that yields a body fit for all things physical. Or that his beard is perfect; just long enough to frame his lips that are always smiling but not too long that food and crap get stuck in the whiskers. Okay, he’s growing on me, but that doesn’t change the fact we would never work. It only furthers my resolve that I don’t want to change this good thing we have going.
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      I’ve always been a hard worker. It comes with the territory. You can’t be a successful fighter without putting in effort. But this pace I’m keeping between the gym and two other jobs is running me ragged. It’s not only the physical exertion, it’s mental as well. There’s only so many nights I can run off of less than five hours of sleep before it gets to me. The week passes at a manic pace and by Saturday morning I’m just thankful I survived. I’d like to sneak a nap between teaching classes and heading to Zig’s, but there’s a stack of mail in my office and overdue bills that need to be paid.

      My brother shows for my second class of the morning, and he’s always a sight for sore eyes. I don’t think it will matter how old we are. He always brings this positive energy to my day, no matter what kind I’ve had. It’s because he believes in me, one hundred percent, and still looks up to me with an awe only little brothers seem to have. It’s also fun to share my passion with him. He might not be a natural fighter, but he enjoys the training part of it. Or at least the physique that comes from hard work in the gym, and it’s nice to have something in common for once besides our DNA.

      “Good work today, Danny,” I say to him after class.

      “Thanks, man. I’m getting better at my right hook, huh?”

      He’s not, but I can tell he’s trying. “You’ve almost got it, and your push kicks look great.”

      “This class is the real deal. I keep trying to tell my colleagues at the office they need to come down and try it. They’re all too scared to suck.” He pours some liquid from his water bottle over his head and wipes it away with a towel.

      “You know that doesn’t matter. I let you join!” I tease with a laugh.

      His smile is wide when he agrees. “That’s what I always say!”

      “Everything going good this week? I didn’t see you at class as much.”

      “Yeah, just quarterlies due for some clients. Long days at the office. I’ll be back to my regular schedule in a few weeks.”

      “Good. I miss your face around here, ugly as it is.”

      He shakes his head. “Not as ugly as yours. Hey, that reminds me. Nikki wants to have you over.”

      “Oh, sure.” Right. I promised to get together with them soon. I don’t have a second of free time, but my brother is important. I’ll make it work. “Let me know when and I guess just shoot me the address.”

      My brother glances at the floor and a sheepish smile sneaks onto his face. “It’s . . . ah . . . You already know it.” He chuckles before meeting my confused stare.

      “I’ve never been to your girlfriend’s house, Danny.” I’d sure as shit remember something like that.

      “Actually, you have.” His smile grows as though he has one up on me. “Because I asked her to move in with me.”

      My eyes widen with shock. That’s a huge step. “Wow! Congrats. That’s great news.” I give him a hug.

      He steps back, his smile full of joy. “I think so, too. We wanted to have a few people over to celebrate, just our closest friends, and I want you to be there.”

      “Sure. When you thinking? I’ll make sure I get off work.”

      “Actually, I know it’s late notice, but tomorrow. Cocktails and appetizers at five. Dinner at six. Oh, and don’t be late. Nikki likes things to run on schedule.”

      It’s really difficult to not give in to an eye roll. I’m perfectly aware Nikki prefers everything to run on her terms. “I’ll be there on time.” Shit. Tomorrow I have plans with Mia. She’ll probably love me having to reschedule, but I don’t want to. It’s been the one thing keeping me moving forward this week. Spending more time with her is like a dangling carrot in this rat race of a life.

      “Good.” Danny beams and slaps my shoulder.

      Sure, good. Even though this gathering at his place sounds more like torture. I have a feeling Nikki and her pretentious friends will overthrow any fun my brother’s friends try to instill. A stroke of brilliance hits me, and although I don’t want to waste one of my dates on this, I don’t want to go it alone even more. “Hey, would it be okay if I brought someone?”

      “Like a date?” My brother’s eyebrows shoot up with his question.

      “No, my bike.” A chuckle escapes my lips. “Yeah, a date. There’s someone I’ve been seeing recently.” I stretch the truth a little.

      “I didn’t think you did that.” My brother genuinely appears surprised.

      “Date?”

      “Yeah. Actually, Nikki had me wondering if maybe you were gay. Wait, are you? We’re both totally cool with that.”

      “How nice of her.” I roll my eyes because this woman is a piece of work. But my brother loves her. I just keep telling myself that. My answer to his ill-advised assumption is full of annoyance. “And for the record, no, I’m straight.”

      “What? It’s a valid conclusion. Though my bet was on a freak ball accident that somehow curbed your erectile abilities.”

      “God! Stop! My dick is fine,” I say a little too loudly and draw the unwanted attention of my clients gathering for my next cardio kickboxing class. A few women giggle at my outburst.

      “Keep telling yourself that, buddy.” He nods, a sympathetic frown taking over his lips, though his laughter threatens to take over with a smile.

      “Always a little brother.” I shake my head and it’s then he really does laugh.

      “So, tomorrow. You’ll be there? Bring the girl. Or guy. Whatever. I’m excited you can make it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. See you Sunday.” We hug and I pat his back once before he’s out the door and on the way to his office. Now I have to break the news to Mia. Or maybe I don’t. She’s already agreed to a date with me. I’ll pick her up and explain the entire sob story. Enlist her help at surviving a dinner at Nikki and Danny’s. Can’t be any worse than zombie apocalypse training, and she’s into that. Yeah. This will work out perfectly.
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      “You want me to meet your brother?” she exclaims so loudly I think she might jump off my bike. We’re cruising through the mid-day traffic so I’m not going that fast. She’d probably still break an arm, though.

      I wait until we’re stopped at a traffic light before I continue. “I’m asking for your assistance. I can’t do this thing alone. I suck at parties. Small talk. Formalities.”

      “You have got yourself the wrong girl, Matt! I’m no good at that shit either.”

      Speeding ahead, I weave through the final two streets, pull to the curb, and park my bike in the empty space. “So, we’ll go down together. Sounds like fun.” I take off my helmet and she does the same standing beside my bike.

      Her hands go straight to her gorgeous hips. “Not one bit of this sounds like a good time.” Even though she’s pissed, she’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.

      I slide her hand in mine and begin walking. I take it as a good sign she doesn’t pull away. That or she’s so wrapped up in her own head she doesn’t realize what she’s doing. Wracking my brain, I try to come up with something to sell this stupid party. “They stock craft beer and have a refrigerator just for wine.”

      “Okay, only one part of this sounds tolerable,” she grumbles.

      We march up the stairs to my brother’s brownstone and I stop to kiss the top of her head. “Thank you, Mia.”

      “I haven’t agreed! When is this stupid party, anyway? I might already have plans. To wash my hair.”

      I reach forward and knock at the door, a giant grin on my face. She’s gonna kill me but instead of being scared, it only makes me laugh under my breath. “Oh, but we’re already here.”

      “Wait, what? I thought this was your place!”

      The door swings open and Danny greets me with a smile. “Brother!” He steps outside and gives me a hug. “You came!” He sounds surprised and a sliver of guilt wedges its way inside. I hate that I’ve let him down enough that he second guesses my support for him.

      I return his embrace and then step back to loop my arm around Mia’s waist, thankful she doesn’t shove away. “Thanks for inviting us. Danny, this is Mia.”

      “Mia, it’s so nice to meet you. Come on in. We’re just watching the end of the game. Nikki’s still getting ready. Honestly, I’m not sure what women do for so long. She doesn’t look any less beautiful after two hours in the bathroom, but let’s keep that between us. Mia, you probably understand better than we can.”

      “Actually, I suck at being a girl. This right here took me fifteen minutes.” She motions down her body and I’m actually jealous when my brother looks because his jaw drops open.

      “Liar,” he says.

      “Swear to God.” She holds up one hand.

      “Sorcery, woman. Fucking sorcery.” Danny shakes his head and we follow his lead inside. We pass a group of twenty-somethings glued to the television. A few of them half-wave because we’ve met before, but their attention is centered on the football game. Danny glances back over his shoulder. “What can I get you two to drink? Mixed drinks, beer, pop?”

      Mia’s phone chimes from her back pocket, a song I’ve come to learn is the opener to The Wandering Dead. She’s so obsessed with the show that I had to sneak a few more episodes in this past week. I’m almost at the end of the first season. Of course I had no time to be doing so, but the damn show had me up until two every morning.

      She pulls her cell out and looks at the screen before lifting her gaze. “Sorry, I really need to take this. I’ll just step out front . . .”

      “Sure. Or there’s a balcony right out that way.” My brother points to the sliding door just beyond his living room.

      “Thanks.” Mia ducks her head, holds the cell to her ear, and strides over to the back doorway where her words are lost in the chorus of my brother and Nikki’s friends who shout at the TV.

      “Drinks?” Danny asks.

      I nod, following him the rest of the way to the kitchen. It’s been a few months since I’ve stopped by his place and only a week or so since Nikki moved in but I can already pick up on the added feminine touches. Most notably, those little potted plants found in every hipster restaurant now litter his kitchen countertop. I pick one up and tilt my head when he opens the fridge. “These are . . . cute?”

      “Shut up.” He chuckles. “They’re succulents. And you should probably set that down before Nikki finds you messing with it. Took her thirty minutes to arrange them on the counter. I know you want water, but what about Mia?” He tosses me a plastic bottle from the fridge.

      I set down the potted plant and catch the water before it hits me in the chest. “Beer, or wine I think. She’s not picky.”

      He nods, and pulls two bottles of Summer Shandy out before shutting the door. He hands one to me and twists the top off of his. “She’s gorgeous.”

      “Yeah, I know. And funny and smart.”

      “So, you two are exclusive then?”

      “Um, no, not really. I don’t think she’s seeing anyone else, and I’m not. But from what I can gather she’s not too keen on relationships.”

      “But I thought you said you were dating.”

      “We are.” I leave out the part about the bet. “It’s a long story, but we’ve been spending time together. We’ve got a few dates planned on the horizon.” Two after today to be exact, but again, even I know it sounds pitifully lame so I don’t mention the specifics.

      He shakes his head, eyebrows raised, with a grim smile on his lips “Bro. You need to lock that down.”

      “Lock it? I’m sorry, I don’t even know what that means.” I laugh but his expression doesn’t change. If anything, he appears more concerned.

      “Look, you have a short window of opportunity. If she’s into you and you feel the same, then you need to let her know. Wait too long and you’ll be outcast to the dreaded friend zone.”

      “Friend zone? That like the danger zone?”

      “Hell yeah, it is! You don’t want to be there. No love between the sheets in the friend zone. And it’s practically impossible to climb your way out. Ask most of my friends out there.” He tips his beer.

      “I believe you, Danny.”

      Danny shakes his head, clasps a hand on one of my shoulders, and his gaze is sober. “I want to see you happy, Matt. And not alone forever.”

      His concern is well meaning, but unnecessary. He doesn’t need to worry about me. “I’m good with being alone.”

      “Yeah, that’s what worries me.” He exhales loudly.

      “Hey, baby, can you start the barbeque?” Nikki turns the corner into the galley style kitchen. Her eyes widen and her painted pink lips widen with a smile. “Oh, hey, Matt. I’m so glad you made it.” She gives me a quick hug but with one drink in each hand I can’t quite reciprocate so it ends up feeling super awkward on my end.

      “I’ll go start the grill. Everything’s ready to go, baby.” Danny pulls her to his side and kisses the top of her head.

      She wraps her arms around his waist and glances up adoringly. “You are the best, baby.” They continue to stare into each other’s eyes as if I weren’t standing right here. If they weren’t blocking the entry, I’d scoot right out of this kitchen. I’m glad they’re in love, but it’s uncomfortable to watch. Call me old fashioned, but some things are best left for behind closed doors. I’ve never been big on PDA and as they continue to mutter compliments between kissing, it only confirms my feelings on the topic haven’t changed.

      A throat clearing from behind finally separates their moment and Mia squeezes by the couple. I hold out the bottle of beer and she takes it from my hand with a smile. Her eyebrows lift just enough that she must find something amusing but of course she’s too polite to say it now.

      “Everything okay?” I ask and she rolls her eyes.

      “Fine. One of the beta teams found a problem with the torture chamber and now we’ve got to do a total rebuild.” She sighs, twists the top off her bottle, and takes a long pull.

      “Matt, please tell me your girl isn’t an actual ax murderer,” Danny says on a forced laugh.

      I shoot him a glare, because we just discussed the status of our relationship. “Oh, she’s not my—”

      Mia interrupts. “Only some days. Others I’m fighting zombies, or the Russian mob. Oh! I raced cars in the Indy 500 a few years ago . . . Really, you name it and I’ve done it all.” Mia’s lips pull up with her smug grin.

      “Badass. And a little scary.” Danny tips his drink at her. “How exactly . . .”

      “I’m a video game designer.”

      “Cool job. That explains a lot. I better go start the grill. I’ll be back.” Danny places a quick smooch on Nikki’s lips and bops out of the kitchen.

      Nikki’s gaze follows him out and I wrack my brain for something to say or ask her. I’m not great at small talk and I can already say with certainty we have nothing in common besides loving my brother. It isn’t until Mia bumps my hip with hers that I realize I haven’t introduced the two.

      “My bad. Sorry. Nikki, I’d like you to meet my friend. Mia, this is Danny’s girlfriend, Nikki.”

      Nikki takes a step forward and holds out her hand, but her attention is garnered by the cheers in the other room. “It’s so nice to meet you . . . I’m sorry, what was your name?”

      “Mia.”

      “Right, Mia. We’ve never met one of Matt’s girls. You must be extra special.” She giggles and it’s one of those really pitchy sounds.

      “Yeah. I’m sure—”

      “Sorry, I’ll be right back,” Nikki says and rushes out of the kitchen. “Jen! You made it!” She shouts and wraps some girl in a bear hug.

      Mia’s gaze flicks to mine and I feel I owe her an apology for making her endure the anguish that can only come from being the odd man out at a party of close friends. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked you to come.”

      “What? Why? Are you embarrassed?” She says with what appears to be authentic hurt.

      “No!” I shout and when a few people from the other room glance our way I turn to block their view. Dipping my chin to her ear and lowering my voice so I won’t be overheard, I admit the truth. “I can’t stand parties like this. People like this. I’m sorry for dragging you along. It was selfish of me.”

      Her gaze lifts and the way we’re standing there’s not much space between us. In fact, if I were to drop my chin a little lower, it wouldn’t take more than two inches to reach her lips with mine. Fuck, it’s insane how much her mouth begs for me to do just that. How much my body pulses with the need. But I won’t.

      “Why?” she whispers, almost as if she’s scared to speak too loudly and break this magnetic pull between us. I lean that much closer, still not kissing her, but her eyes flutter shut and I can’t deny myself the pleasure of scraping my lips along the side of her cheek before I answer in her ear.

      “Because I’d rather spend time with you.”

      She sucks in a ragged breath and her exhale tickles my neck. Oh, how I wish I could claim her lips right now. Own them with demanding kisses and take her body in my arms. Prop her up on this counter so I could get even closer. But this isn’t my house and she isn’t mine.

      “Also, I think my brother’s girlfriend is a real bitch.”

      Laughter bubbles up from her belly, erupting around us and quashing the intense sexual tension that was brewing. I step back to give us both the space to breathe.

      “All right. Let’s get this over with.” She shakes her head, finishes the rest of her beer, and grabs another before setting her empty in the sink. Mia hooks her arm in mine and drags me toward the party.

      “Have I mentioned lately how much you’re saving my ass,” I say before we join the others.

      “We’ve already established you owe me big time. I expect date number three to make up for it.” It might be undue, but the warmest feeling spreads throughout my body that she’s already looking forward to our next date.

      We catch the end of the Bears taking a beating before Nikki calls everyone over to the dinner table and mutes the television to click on some soft background music. The table hosts a fall themed centerpiece and even the place settings are assigned with cards. Mia has the seat across from me, and while I like that I can see her, my brother’s friend Zeke sits to her left and won’t stop chatting her ear off. I also don’t love the way he continues to side eye the top of her breasts when she’s not looking. There’s an empty spot between Mia and Nikki and I wish I could take it. If it weren’t for my brother’s girlfriend, I would.

      “So Mia, what do you do?” Zeke leans a little closer.

      She sets down her bite of chicken to answer. “I’m a video game designer for EverSoft.”

      “Wow, that’s really cool.”

      “Isn’t it?” my brother says.

      Mia grins, a genuine smile now that the topic is something she’s passionate about. She looks between Zeke and Danny. “I love it. Are either of you into gaming?”

      “I used to play Madden on the regular, but that was before Nikki reformed me. She’s made me into a responsible adult.” He winks and Nikki beams, as if that’s an actual compliment or that playing games is only child’s play. Only he’s totally insulted Mia and what she does for a living.

      “A majority of the video game market is actually designed specifically to target adult users. I’m one of the leads on a game that’s one of the most anticipated releases in our over thirty demographic.” I have to give it to Mia, she holds back the snark but calls him out at the same time.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything rude. I guess what I meant is that since meeting Nikki, my extra-curriculars have changed so we can spend more time together.” He leans over and kisses Nikki’s cheek. “I love you, baby.”

      “I love you, baby,” she coos in response.

      Mia looks as though she’s about to barf all over the table at their exchange. The feeling’s mutual. I try to bring the conversation back to the group. “Mia’s really talented. She’s actually giving my website a total makeover. And helping me add in some new ideas for the business.”

      “That’s awesome. Can’t wait to see it when you’re done.” My brother nods with interest.

      “It’d already be up and running if I weren’t putting in such crazy hours at work. The project I was telling you about has a release scheduled late next month, just in time for the holiday shopping rush, so until it’s complete we’re working long days.”

      “What’s the game, maybe I’ve heard of it,” Zeke says.

      Mia laughs. “I hope so. We sure spend a ton on marketing. Project X.”

      “What? Wow! That’s huge.” Zeke exclaims and now the entire table has eyes on Mia.

      My brother’s eyes widen with recognition. “They did a feature about Project X in Maximum last month.”

      Nikki leans forward and purses her lips. “I’ve never heard of it before. What’s it about?”

      “Zombies, blowing stuff up, dynamic and intuitive storylines, killer graphics. Everything I love.” Mia grins.

      “Sorry I’m late!” One of Nikki’s friends, one I swear I’ve seen before, slams the front door and rushes over to the table to hug my brother’s girlfriend. “Nikki! This place is amazing! My God! The hardwoods, the lighting, and in Uptown.” She continues to gush at an obnoxious volume. It’s rude, but she’s one of those people who doesn’t seem to mind or notice the rest of us in the room, or the fact she’s interrupting the conversation with her blabber. She whips her hair over one shoulder and smiles at my brother. “Hey, Dan!”

      Before he can speak, Nikki turns to her. “Did you eat?”

      “Not even hungry,” she answers and squeezes next to Mia on the bench seat. She turns to Nikki and runs through everything she’s accomplished since this morning, including an incredibly detailed account of why she’s no longer ordering soy milk with her lattes.

      It takes everything I have to not roll my eyes, and I can only hope Mia feels the same. I try to catch her eye and that’s when I notice how incredibly uncomfortable she appears. I want to ask her what’s wrong, or if she’s feeling okay, but I don’t want to call her out from across the table. I wait for her to lift her gaze, but instead she focuses on pushing pasta salad around her plate with her fork.

      “So, Mia . . . I assume you’re a Wandering Dead fan? What did you think of last season’s finale?” Another one of my brother’s friends, Marc, makes a gallant attempt to rein the conversation back to the group at large. Mia’s gaze finds his and they light up with interest.

      “But of course. And I can’t even tell you how pissed—”

      “Oh, my gosh!” Nikki interrupts, her bubbling laughter permeating her words. “Don’t you have those loser friends who dress up like zombies all the time and go to events and stuff? It’s like a cult for people obsessed with the show? Didn’t you go with them a few weeks ago, just to get on television?”

      My eyes widen because at first I think she’s talking to Mia, but it’s her friend who answers.

      “Yes! Oh, my God! They’re diehards. Like it’s unhealthy how much these people love the show. Total freaks, but of course I went because . . . come on, I want to be on TV. Never know when I might be discovered. Not surprising, I was one of the few picked as an extra,” the friend says smugly, but her smile disappears quickly. “Ouch!” she shouts, turns to Mia, and glares.

      “Oops. Was that your foot?” Mia gasps, her eyes wide and innocent.

      “Yeah!” The woman scoffs, turns her shoulder, and scoots that much closer to Nikki.

      The chatter resumes around us as everyone gets caught up in an argument about which shows are returning this month and which were canceled over the summer but I don’t pay them any attention. No, I’m more interested in the slight smile that plays on Mia’s lips. Satisfaction, even though Nikki’s friend totally bashed something she loves so much. I sure as hell know I couldn’t get away with such comments, so my only conclusion is that Mia kicked her on purpose. Devious. A little scrappy. Maybe even vindictive. Either way, I’m even more intrigued by this woman who’s quickly capturing my interest, and maybe even my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe she’s here. Violet. My worst frenemy, only she’s now been unequivocally downgraded to pure enemy. What a bitch! She was the one who wormed her way into our group. Into being friends with Rae. I have no doubt she begged to tagalong to the casting call. Rae didn’t drag her because Rae knows how much I despise Violet. And she was having as much fun as everyone else! She’s embarrassed about liking it. About being labeled a freak so she feels the need to make fun of me instead. I actually feel sorry for her, not being comfortable enough in her own skin to own it.

      Only when she pretended she didn’t know or see me, which I fucking know she did the moment she squeezed her bony little ass next to mine, I couldn’t resist my knee jerk reaction. Or rather, digging the heel of my boot onto her designer shoe. It wasn’t very nice, but it was so worth it. Now as everyone chatters on I can’t fight the smile that tries to take over my face.

      “Mia, you need another drink?” Matt asks from across the table.

      “Yeah,” I say and he lifts his brow, just the slightest toward Violet. Shit. He knows I hurt her on purpose. Probably thinks I’m acting like a stupid, petty girl. It shouldn’t bother me because I shouldn’t care what he thinks, but it does. I don’t have any desire to embarrass him or his brother’s friends. He stands from the table and I do the same. “I’m not sure what I want. I’ll come with you.”

      I follow him out of the dining room, through the living area, and into the kitchen. He walks toward the refrigerator, but before he opens it, he stops on a dime and whips his gaze around so I almost lose my balance or crash into him. His response is automatic and his hands grab my hips to hold me steady. They slide along the waistband of my jeans, and a shiver works its way up my spine at the touch of his fingers. They dig just slightly into my flesh and he holds me steady. As if his hands belong there. I want them to. It’s a dangerous thought and one that has me taking a step back out of his reach.

      Matt doesn’t miss a beat and opens the fridge to retrieve another beer for me and a water for him. “So, women’s footwear isn’t just for wearing? When the description called them killer boots they weren’t kidding.” His lips pull up with a wide smile as if he finds it funny I stepped on Violet’s foot. I take that as a good sign.

      “You better watch yourself, Haywood.” I tap my toe near his as I twist the top off my bottle and take a pull. His gaze follows my drink and his eyes zero in on my mouth. They heat like warm honey and that look alone causes my body to thrum with need. “Cross me and I’ll bring these bad boys on the mats.”

      “You play dirty, Mia.” His deep murmur spikes the space between us full of desire. I should quash it. Nip it in the bud. But my inner woman roars with the power of it all.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know just how much?”

      His eyes darken and that woman inside claps with approval. I wonder if he might kiss me. He’s more likely to prop my ass on the counter and devour me the way he’s staring now. I’d enjoy it, too. I can guarantee it. That part doesn’t scare me. It’s the moments after when he becomes clingy or things get awkward that keep up my guard.

      “So, now you know. Never cross me.” I grin and tip my drink, breaking the mood, and Matt recovers as if it never was.

      “Noted.” He grins and downs his entire bottle of water.

      I sip my beer and a roar of laughter from the other room reminds us both there’s a party we’re avoiding. Before we head back there’s something I’ve been dying to ask Matt since his brother answered the door. Matt’s not easily offended—ever in my experience—but I know the topic can be a sensitive one so I drop my voice in case of any eavesdroppers. “So, I’m just going to come out and state the obvious. Your brother is . . . black.”

      Matt’s laugh, the one that booms from his belly, fills the kitchen with his amusement and it takes a moment for him to catch his breath. “He’s actually half black, but I get what you mean.”

      I shake my head, because I’d like to know the story behind that. I find myself curious about his life, family, and upbringing, but when he doesn’t expand on the topic I decide to feel out his take on Nikki. “And his girlfriend is . . .”

      His brows rise and he nods for me to continue. “Say it. You won’t hurt my feelings.”

      A mean girl. Pretentious. Un-fun. None of them are acceptable answers so I go with the most positive thing that pops in my head. “Not right for him?”

      “Right? You got that vibe, too? Just from a few hours. But how about that friend of hers, the one you foot stabbed? She’s a real piece of special.”

      Violet. Yeah there’s a place in hell for women like her. “Oh, I’ve met her before.”

      “Wait, what? She didn’t act like she knew you. Wow. That only makes her even more of a bitch.”

      “My sentiment exactly. For the record, I’ve also met Nikki before.” I didn’t put two and two together, not until Violet walked in, but I knew there was something familiar about Danny’s girlfriend. She came to Rae and Jared’s blowout Halloween party two years ago. Threw up into a ficus planter on their community rooftop deck after hooking up in front of everyone with some random guy on a lawn chair. But since she’s dating Matt’s brother I leave out those details.

      Matt’s brow etches with concern. “What? Wow. That’s really disappointing. That doesn’t make her any better than her friend.”

      “Not that I’m defending her or anything, but I’m pretty sure she didn’t recognize me. It was a few years ago at a Halloween party. Costumes were involved and we were all heavily intoxicated.”

      “Yeah, she’s a real catch, that one.” He rolls his eyes. “But more about this infamous Halloween party. There was a pillow fight and you kissed a girl, didn’t you? Do we have pictures?”

      “I most certainly did not.” Laughter bubbles from my belly and I roll my eyes. “And I’m sure Jared has them somewhere.”

      “Can I see them?” His grin is like that of a little boy.

      I shake my head because there are some things that are universal when it comes to men. “God, what is it with guys and Halloween costumes?”

      “Honest truth. They tend to unleash the inner slut in even the most sensible of single women.” His smile is not deterred by my scoff.

      “I’m not sure if I should be more offended by you calling me a slut or boring.”

      His eyes widen and he shakes his head. “No, no, no. I would never. You are neither, I swear it.” He clears his throat and stands a little taller. “Let me try again. The reason most straight men love the costumes that come with Halloween parties is because they’re basically themed lingerie. Sexy butterfly, sexy mermaid, sexy cop, sexy Catwoman . . . Make that just Catwoman. She’s inherently sexy.”

      “Mmm hmm . . . Remind me to find you a picture of the time my eighty-year old grandma dressed up as Catwoman. You may rethink your position.”

      He shudders and I can’t help but giggle. The laughter and festive chatter from the other room reaches us in the kitchen but Matt doesn’t make a move to re-join the party. He seems to enjoy our one-on-one conversation as much as I am so I continue our little Q & A.

      “So, while we’re on the topic, let’s talk favorite holidays.”

      “I am going to take a wild guess that yours is Halloween.” He grins.

      “While I don’t normally like to conform to stereotypes, I’m glad you’ve been paying attention enough to take an educated guess. And yes, Halloween is my favorite holiday. But what’s yours?”

      “Now that you’ll never guess.”

      “Challenge accepted. You’re more predictable than you like to let on.”

      “Hmm . . . We’ll see. Guess.”

      “Christmas.”

      “Nope.”

      “Fourth of July.”

      “Not even close.”

      “Oh! I know! It’s all about the food. Thanksgiving.”

      “Try again, sister.”

      “Wow, you are really throwing me for a loop here.”

      “I’m sorry, all I hear is blah blah blah, you still can’t figure it out.”

      “At least tell me the month.”

      “Fine. February.”

      “Oh, hell no! You can’t be a Valentine’s guy?”

      “Why? Because I’m big and strong and like to beat people up?”

      “Well, yeah. That and it’s so romantic. It’s disappointing, really.”

      “Good thing you guessed wrong, then. Give up yet?”

      “There’s no other holiday in February!”

      “Sure there is.”

      “Wait. President’s Day?”

      “Nope.”

      “Fine, just tell me.”

      “Groundhog Day.”

      “Punxsutawney Phil? What’s so special about a gopher predicting the weather? Of all the possibilities, why is that yours?”

      “Groundhog. Not gopher.” He actually appears offended, his face scrunching up with his words. “It’s a great holiday. Probably one of the most underappreciated of all awesome days, not to mention one of the most epic Bill Murray films of all times. You ask me why, but the better question is how can you not love Groundhog Day?”

      “Ahhh . . .” The smirk on my face grows with his passionate explanation.

      “Ahhh what?”

      “Underdog.” I nod, knowing I’m right. I’ve got him pegged, at least when it comes to this. “You always root for the underdog. Don’t you?”

      “No, I don’t.” He stares but I lift my brow at him and he relents. He tosses his empty bottle on the counter and crosses his arms over his chest. “Fine. I do. Hell, I was the underdog. Still am.”

      “I think for once we’ve actually found something we agree on.” I smile, lean my back against the opposite counter, and tip back my beer. The cold ale tastes a whole lot like the small victory of seeing Matt Haywood rattled.

      He shakes his head. “Are you sure? Because I watched the news this morning and hell was most certainly not freezing over.”

      “Funny, big guy.” I set my bottle next to the other empties. I dread going back to the party of meaningless small talk and rude women, but I know we have to. It’s not that I can’t be social and friendly with strangers, it’s just that I find it tiresome and exhausting. More so a challenge when I find nothing in common. Matt’s brother Danny has been nothing but nice and maybe I’d be more excited to re-join the party if his girlfriend were as well.

      Matt clears his throat and I glance up to find him staring. He opens his mouth to say something so I wait patiently until he does. “How about we ditch this joint and go watch a movie or something?”

      A smile stretches across my face and his follows at my answer. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      Matt’s bike takes us to an apartment not far from his gym. It’s not even on the way to my place, which means for weeks he’s been going entirely out of his way to drop me back home after training. I don’t mention it because I don’t want to know the meaning behind it. Instead, I follow him up the outside staircase and along the walkway to his place.

      “It’s simple, but it’s home. For now.” Matt unlocks the door and steps inside first to flip on the lights. I’m not sure what I expect, but probably not this. He wasn’t kidding when he said simple. The place is small, but hell, I know how much rent runs in this city, so lots of places are. What gets me are the blank white walls. There’s nothing but one older television on a black stand and a leather couch that looks as if it came straight from the early eighties. That’s it. Even the kitchen counter doesn’t hold much but a few canisters of protein powers and a blender.

      “Have a seat on the couch. Remote’s on the cushion,” he says, kicking off his shoes and locking the door behind me.

      “What do you want to watch?” I say and unzip my boots to leave them by the door. Not sure if that’s the proper protocol, but considering the carpet looks practically brand new, I go with it.

      “You pick,” he offers, but when he catches the evil glint in my eye he recants. “Wait. No. Let’s just scroll through until we find something we both like.”

      “Ugh. No fun, Haywood. Where’s your sense of adventure?” I tease, and eye the couch for a place to relax. There’s a serious concern the fabric will completely split when I sit on it. A few seams are already held together by duct tape so it’s entirely possible.

      Matt laughs and walks around to the other side, and digs under one of the cushions before retrieving the remote to power on the TV. “I store it with my self-preservation. Right behind my fight or flight. Sit. Scroll. I’ll grab us drinks. What do you want? Water, pop, wine?” He hands me the controller and backs up with an expectant grin.

      “Wine.” I sink into the cushion of his couch and resist the moan that threatens to leave my lips when my back hits the padded leather.

      “Best couch ever, right?” His brows waggle.

      “It’s okay,” I lie and his laughter carries as he steps into the kitchen. It continues from behind the refrigerator door. This is the most comfortable piece of furniture my ass has ever felt. If it were mine, I’d never use my bed. Hell, I’d move it inside my room so no one else could experience the luxury. With my finger on the remote I open the Netflix app and thumb through to locate acceptable options.

      Matt comes back in, two glasses in one hand, a bottle of wine in the other and a bag of chips cradled in the crook of his arm.

      “Snacks, too. You so fancy.” I snag the chip bag and pop it open.

      “I treat you right.” He winks before pouring my glass.

      “Okay, I’ve got it narrowed down . . .” The cursor lights up Santa Clarita Diet.

      “Nope.” He says popping the P.

      Okay, then. I click over a few more until I find Warm Bodies. “How about—”

      “Nope.” He’s already rejected it, so I hover on two more of my all-time favorite zombie films. “Nope. Nope.”

      “You’re being difficult, Haywood.” I shake my head, almost frustrated enough to hand over the remote, but I won’t. God knows he’d corner me into watching one of the Rocky movies. I pause my surfing a moment to drink.

      Matt chuckles. “Your shows suck, Mia.”

      I grumble to myself and head toward something that might be considered middle ground, not sure what that would even look like. He turns his nose up at every option I like. “This is impossible.”

      “Wait.” He stops me from flipping past Game of Thrones.

      “You watch this?” My jaw drops more from the fact we’ve found a show we both like.

      “Hell, yeah, I do. It’s in my top five.” He grabs a handful of chips from the bag in my lap. “Cue it up.”

      “And you like it?” I’m still flabbergasted.

      “Love it. You want to start from the beginning or watch last season?”

      “Oh. My. God. I can’t believe we agree on something.” My eyes wide, he finally turns his chin to meet my stare. My mouth opens and closes twice before I get out the words. “I’m in shock.”

      His chuckle holds as much humor as the corners of his eyes. “What’s not to like about this show?”

      “Nothing. It’s cinematic perfection.” Shaking my head, I recover enough to scroll through the episodes, and hit play at the beginning of season six. “Wait a minute, you just watch it for the boob shots and sex, don’t you. I bet you’ve never even read the books.”

      “Got me. It’s hard for me to read, Neanderthal that I am. Me man. Me eat food. Watch shows.”

      “I knew it,” I gloat and his smile grows so wide I can’t help but mirror the movement. He laughs and I almost release one of those annoying giggles. Thank God I don’t because I’m certainly not the giggling type. Sinking further into the soft leather cushion, I ditch the bag of chips and prop my feet into the middle of the couch.

      Sipping on wine, I enjoy everything about this moment. The comfort. The show. And yes, even that muscular man next to me on the couch whose laughter lights up my entire body each and every time his mouth opens. Whose tastes in television surprisingly cross over with mine. Whose finger trails soft circles along my calf while his gaze stays trained on the television screen. Even through my jeans his touch sends goosebumps over my skin.

      I want that touch everywhere. All over me.

      Damn it. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I’m so screwed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure why I let her believe I don’t enjoy reading, or why I play stupid other than it seems to make her smile. God, that smile. It’s not the pinched, guarded pull of her lips she gives most people. No, it’s the grin that begins slowly and grows wider with her amusement until the outside edges of her eyelids wrinkle together and all her teeth show. It’s the smile I’m thoroughly addicted to. The one I’ll act an idiot to gain.

      She’s here, in my apartment, and while I should be relishing in the proximity, I can’t help but heed my little brother’s warning. Don’t sit on the bench too long. You freeze up one moment and you’ll be friend-zoned for a lifetime. That’s one position I don’t want to be held down to by Mia.

      I should ask first. I want her full consent, but my fingers can’t stay put in my lap with her legs so close. There’s nothing overtly sexual about the way I’m touching her. Just stroking her leg over the material of her jeans. Who am I kidding? Everything between us is charged with an untapped lust we’re both too chicken or proud to give in to. I want Mia—every part of her—but she’s made her position clear. No sex with these dates. It was part of the deal.

      The show plays on-screen, and while I watch the action unfold I don’t hear one bit of the dialog. I’m too preoccupied with the woman beside me, wondering if she wants me as much as I want her. There’s no way to know for certain but I take it as a good sign that she never once moves her leg away from my touch. Maybe I’m too afraid to chance another rejection, but I’d like to think it’s because I’m working to respect her boundaries. Either way, I’m glad I’ve already seen this episode or I’d be clueless as to what’s going on. In true Game of Thrones tradition, it doesn’t take long for the characters on screen to get physical. This scene in particular is so damn arousing my dick pushes painfully against my jeans. I close my eyes to calm myself, quite literally, but that only makes it worse. The heavy breathing and moans travel directly from my television to my groin.

      “Matt,” Mia says and I lift my gaze to find her breath coming just as rapidly as mine.

      “Mia.” Her name is the sweetest sound on my lips.

      “Can our date be over?” She’s looking at me from beneath hooded eyes, her chest rising and falling in the most distracting way. She has a fantastic rack and I don’t understand her question. Does she want to leave? Her body says the opposite.

      “Over?” I barely get out the word before she’s up off the couch. Taking the full glass of wine from my hand, she drinks most of it and then sets both the empty glasses on the kitchen counter. Too scared to ask questions because it might impede whatever she’s after, I don’t say a word. Her hips sway on the way back to the couch, but instead of taking her previous seat she stands directly in front of me, unmoving and blocking my view of the television. Not that I mind, but it is sort of humorous considering how much effort it took to agree on the show.

      “Do you want me to take you home now?” I say, hoping, praying, begging the universe that she’ll say no.

      She shakes her head in the negative and leans forward enough to place one hand on each of my shoulders. Carefully. Painfully slow she sets her knees on each side of my lap so she’s straddling my waist.

      God, I want her. Lust, carnal and pure, courses through my veins, and it takes all of my willpower not to drag her the rest of the way over my body so she feels exactly what she does to me.

      “Matt,” she whispers and her fingers move boldly over the front of my shirt. Her nails scrape through the fabric and I groan. My gaze stays on her eyes as she lifts the hem of my shirt to slide her hands underneath.

      “Mia,” I say and her gaze lifts to mine. “Can I—”

      “Touch me,” she demands and I don’t waste a second. My hands run along the tops of her thighs until they reach her hips. Squeezing. Rubbing. Touching. My fingers caress over her clothes, but I don’t make the first move. No, that’s her call. If it were mine, I’d stand up and carry her to my bedroom this instant.

      She lifts my shirt and I sit forward so she can peel it from my skin. She gasps, her fingernails raking down the front of my chest and stomach. “You’re so . . .”

      “Muscle-y?” I flex my abs and wink.

      She laughs. It’s not fake or polite either; it’s one I’ve never heard from her before. “Yeah, I was gonna say fucking ripped.” Her lips tick up with a smirk.

      “Convenient I own a gym, yeah?” She’s too far away, even sitting on my lap. My dick throbs painfully in my jeans and I release a ragged breath to calm the fuck down. Dipping my chin, I tuck my head into the crook of her neck and kiss my way up the side of her throat to the shell of her ear. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Mmm . . .” she moans and I take note her body shivers when my breath hits her ear. A sweet spot. I’m determined to discover all of hers.

      My hands rub up and down her back all the way to her ass and I grip the flesh there to drag her center on top of mine. “So fucking smart.” I say in her ear, again causing her to moan. My lips pepper kisses closer and closer to her lips. That’s what I want. To claim them with mine, but I’ll admit I’m cautious. I don’t want her to run scared. Not like the last time.

      “Matt.” She stops my movements by holding my cheeks between her hands.

      “Yeah?”

      “Would you kiss me already?” Her demand could be considered comical, but I’m not laughing.

      My lips meet hers, and like everything between us there’s a push and pull that almost feels like fighting as our lips come together. My hands move with more purpose, and my fingers dig into her hips as I help rock them over my lap. Mia groans before she swipes her tongue along the seam of my mouth.

      Letting her take control of the kiss, I work on removing her shirt and unclasping her bra. She pushes against my chest so I have to lean back into the couch and in one motion she peels the article from her breasts. Now it’s my turn to groan.

      “Fuck,” I breathe out and cup them in my hands. Natural, heavy, and the perfect fit. These are my new favorite things about Mia.

      “Are you just going to stare all night?” she quips and it’s then I realize she must be as worked up as I am. I’ve been trying to show restraint and slow things down, not completely overpower her, but honestly, I’m ready to unleash. Her sassy words issue the permission I’ve been wishing for all night.

      I lean my head forward so my lips can clamp down around one perky breast. She gasps and groans. With one free hand I play with her other nipple, working it into a hard peak, and my other hand holds her center against my throbbing dick.

      Switching my attention to the other breast, both of my hands go to the button of her jeans. I flip that open while she does mine, and both of our zippers drag down in unison. My lips are still fastened around one of her breasts, and Mia’s fingers dive into my hair to hold me right there.

      She doesn’t use words, but everything about her body shows me exactly what she prefers as I lick, suck, and nip at her beautiful breasts. With her jeans now undone, I slide two fingers inside the front of her panties, not at all surprised to find her wet. My fingers work back and forth until I find that tiny bundle of nerves, and once I do her hips push further down on my lap.

      “We need fewer clothes,” she suggests in my ear and I release her nipple from my assault. With two hands around her waist I stand up from the couch and press her body to my chest.

      “Bedroom or couch?”

      “Here,” she quickly responds and I nod, turning us around before lowering her feet to the ground. Her fingers, quick and practiced, shove my pants to the floor and she takes me into her hands with long strokes.

      Well, fuck that. I’m not the only one who needs to be naked at this party. My hands go to the waistband of her jeans. I lower them to the floor, along with my own body, kissing my way until I’m at her center and she has to release my cock.

      “Matt . . .” she moans and it’s such a powerful sound coming from her lips. Hooking my arms around the back of her knees I pull so she falls back onto the couch.

      “Relax,” I tell her and she settles her back into the cushion while I part her thighs so I can lick between her legs. “Mmm . . .” My groans meld with hers as I work her center with my mouth and tongue. It’s so good but it’s still not enough. I want it all; every moment of her pleasure. Before she reaches her climax I slow my movements and kiss my way back up her body until our lips meet and she can taste her arousal all over me.

      My hands stroke her skin and her fingers dig into my ass as I kick my pants and socks the rest of the way off. She’s still wearing socks and I back away enough to peel off each one. My eyes lock with hers. I love that she’s not embarrassed by her naked body and trying to hide it from me.

      Climbing over her so my dick rests between us, I once again claim her lips. My cock begs for me to slide home but I won’t until she says. Using both the back of the couch and the balls of my feet for balance I rub the head of my cock over her opening and around her clit.

      “I don’t have any condoms. But I’m clean,” I say because she needs to know.

      “I’m on the pill.” She groans as I use my dick to rub against her clit again. “I’m clean, too.”

      “Mia, ask me to stop and I will,” I whisper into her ear.

      “Don’t,” she says back.

      With that I push into her warm and wet folds until I’m completely sheathed. Fuck, fuck fuck. I’m not gonna last long inside her like this. We don’t speak because our mouths are too busy moving and tracing the other’s body. I lick along her neck, up to her ear and bite the lobe while she strokes her clit with one hand and grabs my ass with the other.

      Now that I want to go slow, drag this out, my body isn’t cooperating. I won’t last long enough this way, so instead I’ll give it to her as hard as I can. Leaning back onto my knees I grab her hips and scoot them off the edge. Lining myself at her entrance, I keep a rough grip on her hips and begin to slam in and out.

      “Yes . . . more . . . I’m almost . . .” Her fingers rub her clit fast and hard while her free hand squeezes one of her nipples. The sight is stimulating enough that I have to glance away or else shoot my load. I need her to come and I know she’s close. I want to give her the same orgasmic release she’s about to give me.

      Pausing only a short moment to drag her hips further off the edge of the couch and spread her legs wider, this time I grab her ankles and pick up my pace. Her groans of pleasure fill the air, along with my heavy breathing and the sounds of our flesh slapping together with each thrust. The familiar tingle starts at the base of my spine and as hard as I try to hold it back I can’t this time. I’ve already started.

      A sound somewhere between a grunt and a groan leaves my lips and I pull out in time to shoot my load across her belly and chest. She hasn’t come yet, I would have felt it, so instead of falling onto the ground to catch my breath the way my body wants, I replace my cock with my fingers and crouch down to lock my lips over her clit. Using my tongue, beard, and fingers, it’s only a little while longer before Mia’s release sends spasms throughout her body. My mouth is flooded with her come and I lick it up. I don’t stop until her laughter and hands push me away.

      “No more. No more. I can’t. Oh, my God.” She throws her head on the backrest. A perfect smile paints her lips.

      “Fuck.” I plop my ass on the carpet to slow my racing pulse. The light from the television illuminates the mess we’ve made and I have to chuckle. Not because it’s funny. It’s actually the most erotic sight, my come streaked across her gorgeous skin like that. “We made a mess.”

      She glances down at her chest and catches some that’s about to roll down her side. “Yeah, we did.”

      I stand up and cup myself while I grab a paper napkin from the kitchen counter to wipe most of my release off her body. “Come on.” I offer my arm to help pull her off the couch. “Let’s clean you up.”

      She nods but doesn’t say much as I show her into my bathroom. The overhead light is bright and displays every bit of our naked bodies. I reach into the shower and turn the handle, waiting for the water to heat.

      “So . . .” Mia glances around, biting her lip while her arms wrap around her chest. She’s uncomfortable. Which is strange since we were both open and up in each other’s business just moments ago. It’s clear I’ve still got a ton of work to establish her trust in me. “You want to go first, or me?” She nods to my shower.

      My lips pull, wanting to give in to laughter but I don’t. “I was thinking together, actually.”

      “In that thing!” Her brows rise. “I’m not sure how you fit in there alone.”

      “Are you calling my shower tiny, Mia?”

      “No, it’s minuscule. Makes you feel like a giant, doesn’t it?”

      “You got me.” I smile and reach inside. The water’s just right and I’m over this space between us, physical and otherwise. Before she can fight me, I haul her into my arms and throw open the shower curtain.

      “Matt! What the hell?” she screams but there’s laughter in her voice.

      “Taking you on a tour of my massive shower. What do you think so far?” I keep my back to the now closed shower curtain but tilt my body so we can share in the spray. Reaching over, I grab the soap and washcloth, working up a lather before I trace the curves of her skin, starting at her neck and shoulders before working my way to her breasts. I love the way they rise and fall with her breaths, her nipples hardening to peaks that make me want to ditch the soap and use my mouth.

      “They’re clean now,” she says and I think it was supposed to come out a joke, but lust invades her tone. It’s enough to harden all of the muscles in my body. I didn’t bring her in here for a round two, but now that we’re here . . .

      “I think I missed a spot,” I mumble and before she can argue I’m on my knees, my lips following the trail of water skittering down her abdomen to the apex of her thighs.

      “You’re a cleaning professional,” she groans, her head falling back against the wall with a thunk. Her hands are in my hair again and I lift one of her legs over my shoulder so I can get even closer. She’s right, I’m eating her out like it’s my job, but it’s not only because I want to be the best. My enthusiasm for her pussy has everything to do with bringing her pleasure. It’s a purpose that lights my entire body with a fire-filled lust I have no desire to quench. With her I don’t think it’s even possible. In my tiny shower with my face between her thighs I make it my mission to make this woman mine. Even if she only allows me tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Light cracks through an opening in the window, blinding me with the rays of morning sunshine, and I tug my blanket over my head before Mick can attack my face. Only it’s not my bedding and the object next to me is not my cat, but another pillow. What did I—?

      Shit. I fell asleep. Shit, shit, shit.

      Among the top rules of keeping things casual and avoiding awkwardness is the unspoken expectation that sleepovers are not to be indulged in. Only Matt wore me out, pulling from me orgasm after orgasm until there weren’t any left. He’s good with his fine motor skills for a big wall of muscle, I’ll give him that.

      Resisting the desire to bury myself, along with my major fail, into the softness that is Matt Haywood’s well rumpled bedsheets, I slink from his bed and listen for any trace of sound. He’s not here. Oh, thank God. It’s still embarrassing, but at least I can catch a bus to traipse back home, shower, and head straight to work where I can pretend this never happened. We don’t need to have one of those conversations and rehash exactly what last night meant.

      Because it meant nothing. It changes nothing.

      Right. Keep telling yourself that, Mia.

      Damn it. It probably changes everything. He won’t want to continue our training. I won’t finish his website. He won’t get to wow me with another date. “Fuck!” I say to no one but myself because I’ve really gone and fucked up a good thing here. I enjoy spending time with Matt, but that’s gonna change now. It always does.

      Damn you, Game of Thrones!

      I’ve no idea what time it is, but I take a look out Matt’s bedroom window and surmise it’s still early. I need to get home and shower before I’m late for work.

      My clothes are folded into a neat little pile near the bedroom door and I slip on my panties, bra, sweater, socks, and jeans. Taking a quick visit to Matt’s bathroom, I pee and try to tame down the mess that is my hair. There’s no comb but a benefit from sleeping with a guy who has hair long enough for a topknot is he’s got plenty of hair ties. Twisting my messy locks into a pile on my head is good enough. My eyes are framed with a bleeding raccoon look that rivals most crack whores so I also spend a few minutes washing the remaining makeup from my eyelids and face. Stealing a swig of mouthwash, I chance one last glance in the mirror. Yeah, that’s as good as it’s gonna get.

      I open Matt’s bedroom door and step toward my boots. I can’t believe my luck, all things considered, that I’m making my escape without running into the man of the night. Oh, what a man, too. He’s the most generous lover I’ve ever had the pleasure of fucking. Even now my body heats remembering how well we fit together. His face as he came. God damn it. Enough, Mia. It’s time to get to work. Taking my boots in hand, I turn to sit on that glorious couch to zip them on.

      “Oh!” My heart leaps into my throat at the unexpected view of Matt standing in his kitchen. So much for being in the clear. Wearing only a pair of snug fitting boxer briefs, his body is as spectacular as I remember.

      “Hey, Mia.” His lips lift with that annoying as hell grin, the one that says I’m busted and he’s inside my head. It’s also the same one that gives him the upper hand.

      “I was just . . .” Running as fast as I can. Leaving before you could notice. Trying to avoid this very conversation.

      “Trying to take a walk of shame without saying good-bye first.” His lips dare to tug with a smile but his gaze, it lights with all the memories of last night. Or at least that’s what it does for me. My stare flicks down to the couch and when it goes back to him I catch him doing the same. We were good together in all the ways that produce pleasure. That’s fact, not opinion, and it’s really difficult to not stomp toward him and demand we get in one more round before starting the day. Only I really do have to go, and in my experience morning sex encourages pesky little things like relationships and commitment.

      Tugging at my sweater, I squeeze my thighs together and tell my lady bits to calm the fuck down. “Yeah . . .” I draw out the word, glancing around his place, and appreciate once again the surprising cleanliness. “So, let’s not do this.”

      “This?” His brow quirks up with that sexy stare. It’s the one that holds the knowledge, as if he’s in on a private joke but balances precociously on the edge of cocky teasing.

      “Get weird. I know that’s the natural tendency, but let’s not.”

      “The only time I want to ‘get weird’ with you is when we’re naked.” He stalks toward me, a man on the hunt and God, do I want to be his prey.

      “Oh.” So not helping the horndog of a vagina I’m sporting this morning.

      His fingers find their way to my hips, just above my jeans, and lift the sweater enough to rub tiny circles on the sensitive skin there. It’s a direct hit to my defenses and my eyes flutter closed as he whispers at my earlobe. “Yeah. You hungry?”

      My chest rises and falls, each time brushing against his body. “Am I—?”

      “Food. You put it between those fantastic lips. Chew. Swallow.” He steps back, and his smirk broadens as a groan leaves my lips. “Provides sustenance.”

      “Food?” I gulp as I take in his practically naked body, knowing exactly what I’d like to have for breakfast.

      His laughter, right from the pit of his belly, washes over me and fills the apartment with the joyful sound. “Not much of a morning person, are you?”

      Finally. He asks a question I can easily answer. “Not at all.”

      “Come on.” He steps forward, swings an arm around my shoulder as if we’re the best of buds, and leads me into to the kitchen. “So, I’m going to take a wild stab that you’re a coffee person.”

      “Don’t tease unless you have some ready.” I sure don’t smell any in here.

      “I’ll make you a cup right now. Sit.” He points to an empty barstool and my first instinct is to not. I don’t like being bossed around. He must read my expression because he amends. “Only if you want. Eggs?”

      “That part of the food phenomenon you were explaining?” I prop my ass on the chair.

      “Yeah.” He chuckles. His movements in his kitchen are smooth, practiced, and I like watching him all domesticated while he brews a pot of coffee and grabs a few items from his fridge. He flicks the gas on, lighting up a burner before he plops down a skillet.

      “Omelet?”

      “I usually have a handful of dry cereal on my way out the door.”

      Matt blanches and shakes his head as if that’s the most horrible thing he’s heard.

      “That or I don’t eat at all.”

      He shakes his head, dropping a handful of chopped veggies into the pan along with three eggs. I don’t know if he expects me to eat all of that, but it smells really good—even better when his coffee brewer stops and he pours me a cup.

      “Sugar or cream?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “I was afraid of that.” He winces and his brow lifts. “Trust me?”

      There are those words again. They hold so much more than a casual exchange or silly banter. While my mind doesn’t want to give him the satisfaction, as if it’ll let him know exactly how much power he holds between us, I do in fact trust Matt Haywood. “Yeah.” The word escapes my lips and he almost looks surprised.

      He doesn’t miss a beat though and turns, pulling out a small glass bottle that holds an eyedropper. One drop in my coffee and then he’s opening one of his canisters of powder to stir that into the mix.

      “I swear to God, if you fuck up that coffee I will never forgive you.” He laughs. I’m not kidding, though. “Seriously! What the hell are you putting in it?”

      He turns, hands me the mug and picks up the spatula to flip the eggs. “Try it.”

      I roll my eyes, completely skeptical, and bring the cup to my lips for a tentative sip. Shit. That’s actually good. Sweet and creamy. I continue to drink, not sure exactly what magic he used but not even caring because . . . coffee.

      “Here, eat up.” Matt flips the finished omelet onto a plate and sets it on the counter between us. He hands me a fork, but doesn’t move to cut the giant serving in two or grab his own utensil.

      “I can’t eat all of this.”

      “Mia, you need to eat,” he says almost irritated.

      My eyes bug out at his words and I sit taller in my chair. “So, you’re telling me what to do now?”

      His eyes narrow and his lips tick up with that confident smirk. “You didn’t seem to mind last night.”

      Fuck that! Standing from the stool, I don’t look back. I stomp to the couch to grab my shoes and head for the door. I don’t even take the time to put them on I’m so angry.

      “Mia! Where are you going?” Matt calls and he’s so damn fast he beats me to the door before I can unfasten all the locks. His lean body covers mine from behind as his hand holds the door shut. Not forceful or angry, if anything he’s going out of his way not to touch me with the movement. “Mia, talk to me.” His voice is void of all teasing and humor.

      “I’d like to go home now,” I manage.

      “Let me get dressed. I can take you,” he offers and backs away from the door. The space allows me to breathe easier and I turn my chin to find him still watching me. “I’m sorry, tell me what I did. I won’t do it again.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. What to eat. Or where to go. Who I can or cannot hang out with.” My thoughts are like vomit from my lips. I have to get them out because up until a few minutes ago, I started to believe Matt was different than the rest. It saddens me he’s not. That he feels one night of unbelievable fucking gives him the right to begin demanding things.

      “Mia.” His voice alarms me, it’s so full of agony, and when I meet his gaze his eyes hold the same. He steps forward and takes my hands in his. “I promise I will never change you. I like you exactly the way you are. I’m sorry about the eggs . . . I . . .There . . .It’s a thing with me. But that’s my issue, not yours.”

      I’m stunned silent by his apology. That and his admission compels my interest to discover exactly what he means. Before I can ask, he continues to speak.

      “I’m sure it’s pretty obvious by now, but I didn’t have much growing up. We were dirt poor, actually. So many days we went hungry. I remember my mom used to give me the food off her plate, lied that she was full because she knew I wasn’t. Of course, stupid kid that I was, I didn’t see how she went without. Not until I got older. That’s my problem, Mia. My issues. I’m sorry I was pushy with the eggs. You can eat or not. Just don’t leave angry.”

      He deflates all of the righteousness from my sails and I’m left reeling from his words because I saw none of it coming. The space between us prickles with the honest sharing of his past—one that’s full of pain and regret. Matt’s gaze falls to the floor and I hate that his joy and laughter have been stolen by our own personal fears.

      “So, I don’t have to eat?” I set him up because I need to lighten the mood. I’m not good with deep feelings. This is much more personal than my comfort zone allows.

      Matt lifts his gaze. “No, only if you want. You’re not starving.”

      “Are you calling me fat, Matt Haywood?” I exaggerate the shock of my wide eyes with the hint of smile so he can tell I’m joking.

      “No! No, I’m not!” he says, looking as if he might be the one running now. “That’s not what I meant!”

      I lift one brow, and let my smile spread across my lips. “Because I’m pretty sure you fed me healthy coffee. I enjoy my calories and fat, thank you very much.”

      Matt’s mouth parts but he’s tongue-tied and I finally give in to the laughter I’ve been holding back. With a huge sigh of relief, he finally joins in, stepping closer until he’s caged me once again, this time with my back against the front door.

      “Mia, Mia, Mia . . . You know how much I love these curves?” His voice drops to a sexy rumble and his touch is soft as his hands feather up the outside of my hips, over my waist, cup my breasts and find their way to hold my chin in place as he steals one passionate kiss.

      He lets me go and rests his forehead against mine, the breath between us shared. “We’re good?” Such a simple question. Are we? His gaze is sincere and I know what he’s asking. It’s what I’ve been wondering since we crossed the line last night. Can we keep this thing between us and not change everything?

      “We’re good,” I say because I want it to be true.

      He smiles and drops a chaste kiss on my cheek. “Let me throw on some clothes. I’ll take you home.” With that everything is back to the way it was before. Matt doesn’t get clingy and I don’t have to plan an exit strategy. I eat a few bites of the omelet and finish my coffee. The stevia/protein powder blend won’t convert me, but it’s good and Matt’s company is even better. He cleans the kitchen while we banter, his unbridled laughter returned, and I put on my shoes before jumping on the back of his hog. It’s so simple I’m almost alarmed. Maybe it’s foolish wishing, but I hold hope that Matt’s right. That we don’t have to change. That things will work out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      I’m familiar with denying myself.

      Dropping pounds to make weight for a fight is one of the most agonizing experiences. Sweat. No food. No water. Sauna. More sweat. It’s the worst because during the process the mind wants to fixate on the very things it can’t have. But fighters—those who are seasoned and have been through the trenches—know how to focus on the prize. Otherwise, they’ve lost before even stepping inside the octagon.

      That’s how the rest of my Monday goes, my willpower put to the test. I want to call Mia. Text her. Make sure she’s okay, see how her day went, and ask to spend more time together. Request we break this stupid bet in exchange for something real. But all of those options automatically put me out of the game. If this morning proved nothing else, it’s that she’s waiting for me to screw up, and that the demons from our pasts are right on our heels.

      But I won’t let that happen. I’m not one to back down from a challenge, and as much patience, precision, and skill as this battle with her heart will require, it’ll be worth every bit of the process. I just know it. And so I wait. I won’t text her first. But if she doesn’t show for training tomorrow, I’m going for her and calling her out. Because Mia doesn’t deserve to be treated with kid gloves. She’s strong, ready, and willing to fight. Even if it’s with me.

      Maybe it was unwise to let her sleep over at my place, but I’m so glad she did, even if it was by accident. It’s not as though we really discussed the arrangement, more or less both passing out after a phenomenal night of sex. But I could tell she was spooked from the second she tried to sneak past me and out my apartment this morning. I’m sure she assumed I wasn’t there, and normally I wouldn’t be. I teach the early classes, but late last night I knew I’d rather spend the early morning hours in bed next to Mia. I texted one of my trainers before I fell asleep and he agreed to cover for me.

      The location of my uncle’s job site only adds to the temptation, considering I’m only a few floors beneath the woman consuming my every thought. We’re close to finishing this job so it’s a bare bones crew with Jesse while Carl starts another project across town. I’m not sure I could deal with his asshole dictatorship crap this week, so I appreciate the break.

      Putting thoughts of Mia out of my head the best I can, I push through the next two days of work. Long days and even longer nights, because even though we’ve only spent one evening together, it’s not enough.

      By the time Tuesday night rolls around I’m more than looking forward to my training session with Mia. It’s all I can think about, including about a dozen different ways that involve my lips tracing every inch of her body. Still, she’s been known to run so when she steps inside South Side a good ten minutes after my boys have left for the night, I’m surprised.

      “You showed.” I arch my brows.

      “It’s Tuesday, isn’t it?” She shrugs and peels off her jacket as I lock up the front door.

      “I wasn’t sure, after—”

      She holds up one hand. “Look, let’s not do this. If you want to end our sessions, I’ll go now.” Glancing away, she grabs her jacket and starts for the exit.

      “Mia, stop.” I stand in front of the still-locked door so she can’t pass without physically moving me out of the way. My brow lifts and I fight the smile on my lips. “I wasn’t sure if you were coming because you were late. I didn’t think you did that.”

      “Well, I am human.” She puffs out a breath. “And the Blue Line was having mechanical difficulties.”

      Before she can say another word I take one step forward and rest my hand on her hip. “I’m not interested in ending anything between us. Besides, we still have a bet to finish.”

      “Hmm, that’s what you think—” She clucks her tongue against the roof of her mouth and a slight smile plays at the edge of her lips.

      “Don’t even joke, Zombie Girl. Remember, I know where you live.”

      She shakes her head and laughs. “You don’t know which apartment is mine.”

      “I’m persistent when I need to be. I’d figure it out.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” She stomps back over to the row of chairs and drops her jacket and bag, and unzips her boots before following me to the mats.

      “You ready to get started?”

      “This is the part where I’m supposed to say I was born ready?” she sasses.

      My lips pull up with a smile. “Let’s play a game.”

      “Okay . . .”

      “Trust me?” I raise one eyebrow.

      “With that look? Hell, no.”

      “Come on, Mia. It’ll be fun. I promise.”

      “Ha! I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “You’re getting really good at this. Remember the advanced moves we went over last week? I want you to try them again. Repetition is everything. Your body needs to remember how to act without your brain having to think about it. I’m going to come at you, just like we’ve done before, but this time with a little extra challenge. You block me or get out of my hold, and you win the round. I capture you in a hold, I win.”

      “Sounds easy enough. What are we competing for?”

      Her mind is right where mine is. God, I like this woman. “Kisses.”

      “That’s stupid. I’m out.” Her eyes roll and she huffs out a breath.

      “Hold up. That’s only for each round I win. Don’t you want to know what you get?”

      “I hope it’s better than some stupid kiss.”

      “It sure is.” My smile holds but my entire body warms with what I have in store. “I make you come. With my mouth.”

      “In here?” Now she looks partially alarmed, her brow rising as her glance darts around the gym.

      “Oh, that’s the other caveat. Lights off.” I wink and jog over to the switches to blanket the space in darkness.

      “Matt . . .” It’s a warning and I get it. She’s not into this. Yet.

      “You ready? Because I’m coming for you in three . . . two . . . one . . .” Last time we practiced more realistic scenarios Mia panicked, but this time she doesn’t need a reminder. I grab for her wrists and she escapes easily. I try to take her from behind, but she doesn’t give me her back. Finally, I resort to charging her body with mine, only I soften the fall by rolling us so we land on my back.

      “Gotcha,” I say and, cupping her chin with my palm, pull her down for a sweet kiss. Before I can release her, Mia pulls away and stands.

      “That wasn’t fair. I got out twice before you could pin me. That’s two for me.” God, I love her competitive nature.

      “Nope, that doesn’t count. Let’s go again.”

      “I see how it is. You make the rules and call the shots.” Her scoff meets me through the darkness and I can see the outline of her frown thanks to the streetlights through the window.

      “Well, it is my game.” I let a chuckle escape my lips, and before she can complain I reach out to try and trap her arm. Deflected. Again and again. I advance and she retreats. Fuck if she’s not getting me hot with her badass skills. I’ve only been her instructor for a few weeks but she’s soaked in every bit of information. I’m so damn impressed.

      Finally, I catch her in a hold, once again on the ground where her body can’t quite compete with my size. Technically I win, but really, we both know I’m not winning until I taste her come on my mouth.

      Of course I claim my kiss first, if only because I know it irritates her. “I won,” I whisper and my lips brush against hers. She tries to pull away so I stop. “What? Not a fan of kissing?”

      “Actually, no.” The skin between her eyebrows crinkles with her scowl, and even though it’s dim inside, my eyes adjust to see through the ambient light.

      “Challenge accepted.” My lips brush chastely against hers.

      “Oh, I’m pretty set in my ways when it comes to swapping spit,” she says so I move my lips to the side of her face, where I know they’ll be better appreciated.

      “Allow me to sway the jury, or at the very least give it my best shot,” I murmur against her earlobe. Her body shudders with the movement and I trail more kisses down her throat until I find the valley between her breasts.

      “I guess there’s nothing wrong with that.” She threads her fingers in my hair.

      I pause to look at her. “Just call me the little engine that could.”

      “I’m absolutely certain no woman in her right mind would use the word little to describe anything about you.” She giggles and squirms as I pull her shirt up. With my lips I trace imaginary lines on her skin, from her rib cage and across her navel to the opposite hip.

      “Why Mia, that’s awfully naughty of you.” I nuzzle my face under the waistband of her jeans, wishing they were already off.

      Her grip tightens in my hair. “Maybe you should shut up and teach me a lesson.”

      “Hell, yeah.” My fingers undo the button and zipper of her jeans and I sit up enough to drag them off her body, along with her panties. I’m still wearing my workout shorts but I don’t remove them because this is all about her pleasure. I’m determined to get her off several times before chasing my own release. Not at all in a rush, I take my time kissing down the inside of one thigh, enjoying the way she tries to hold still but can’t quite manage it, and those breathy little moans that leave her throat when my face meets the sensitive flesh of her center.

      “Just so we’re clear, this is not a date.” She pushes up to her elbows and looks down at me as I begin to eat her out. It only takes a few moments before her head falls back with pleasure and her moans overpower the assault my mouth makes against her slick folds.

      I swipe my tongue back and forth over her bundle of nerves until she calls my name aloud, and only then do I lift my head. I blow softly against her center until she meets my eyes. “Oh, Mia. When it’s a date, you’ll know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      What is wrong with me? I apparently have less self-control than a zombie on the hunt for fresh meat. Last night I went to the gym determined to keep things casual. That or call the whole thing off, but instead . . . Instead, I allowed Matt to pleasure me with his mouth until I came a record breaking number of times before he sank inside and fucked me right there in the middle of his gym.

      Again. What is wrong with me?

      I’m pondering this very troubling thought as I sit at my desk and try to make my way through a mountain of code before it’s time to break for lunch. A quick glance at the screen tells me that’s still hours away. My cell buzzes from the top of my desk and I readily swipe it off the surface, thankful for a momentary reprieve. Shit. How does he know I’m thinking about him?

      Matt: Lunch Saturday? You have time?

      Do I have time? Of course I have the time, and even if I didn’t I’d make it work for him. That’s the thought that has my stomach coiling into a thousand knots. When did this happen? I wasn’t going to be that girl. The one who gets a little thrill every time her man invites her out. Not that Matt’s my man. Fuck! Even my brain can’t keep that straight. This is already a horrible cluster fuck. I should text him and say no, thank you. Cut things off now while I still can. Before hurt feelings and disappointments are involved.

      As if they aren’t already.

      Matt: It doesn’t have to be a date. Unless you want it to be.

      That right there has my fingers frozen and unable to reply with a witty response. Is he being funny or making fun of me? I don’t know why I have an impulsive need to clarify when we’re on one of those stupid bet dates and when we’re not. I just do. Is this his way of letting me know he’d rather let our relationship devolve into a string of booty calls, or is he really letting me call the shots? I growl, a full on frustrated groan, because this . . . This right here is exactly why I don’t know how to function in a relationship.

      “Why are you trying to murder your phone, Kitten?”

      Jared’s voice scares the crap out of me and I almost drop my cell when I swing my chair around to meet his stare over the low wall of our shared office. His lips pull into a wicked smile as he waits for my reply.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I flip my phone over, screen down, and cross my arms over my chest.

      Jared only laughs. “Oh, Kitten, what did you do now?”

      “Nothing. Why do I have to do something? Why can’t it be him?”

      “Hey, I’m on your team. Of course it can be him, but I need deets. Let’s coffee?”

      “Now you’re talking. Yes!” I grab my wallet and jacket because as much as Jared drives me crazy with his shoddy advice, I need to unload on him. He’s my longest standing friend and he understands my crazy. He also understands why I am the way I am. I consider leaving my cell at my desk but grab it at the last minute.

      “The Bean or Xpresso’s?” he asks. They’re our two go-to spots.

      “Xpresso’s. I could use the walk.” I press the down button when we reach the elevator bank and tap my heel against the floor. Does this thing always take so long?

      “I’m sorry, where is my Mia and what did you do with her?” Jared’s wide eyes are framed by his raised brows.

      “What?” I demand, totally annoyed that he can tell there’s something wrong without asking.

      “Opting for additional exercise to get to coffee? Matt’s influence, I assume.”

      “You know what they say about people who assume,” I snap before the elevator opens and we step inside the car. It’s mostly empty. With my coat draped over one arm, I tuck my wallet under the other and hold my cell with a free hand. I glance at the screen. That damn text message still waits for my reply. Taunts my indecision.

      The elevator pauses to pick up a few more passengers and my gaze lifts from my phone to find none other than Matt Haywood’s damn gorgeous smile. Fuck me. Worried for a second that I muttered that aloud, I realize it must have been Jared’s voice giving voice to my inappropriate thoughts. My body zings with the X-rated memories of last night’s training session. It takes every bit of self-control to not react when Matt shuffles closer inside.

      “Hey, Mia, fancy meeting you here,” he says with that adorable lift of his lips.

      “Hey, yeah.” Those are the words that leave my mouth, making me sound every bit the fool I feel.

      He reaches forward just enough to brush his fingers along my hip and it’s all I can do to act unaffected when really I have a sudden need to ditch my coffee date for a quickie with my trainer. Matt’s eyes bounce between myself and Jared a few times and when I don’t say anything he reaches his hand out. “I’m Matt. We haven’t been formally introduced.”

      “Oh, I know who you are.” Jared meets Matt’s handshake, his smile growing wide until he glances at me. “I’m Jared, Mia’s best friend.”

      “For now,” I grumble.

      “Nice to meet you. Digging the new color, by the way,” Matt says in reference to Jared’s change of hair. What was once electric blue is now flamingo pink.

      “Oh yeah, Mia and I both like to change it up with the weather, but I’m awfully fond of her current red. What do you think, Matt?”

      “What does he think?” I say more to Jared than Matt. I can’t believe the nerve. He knows better than to meddle when it comes to my relationships, and yet here he is asking Matt’s opinion on my hair color.

      “Yeah, should she change it or keep it another round?” Jared’s being ridiculous, and even though I’m pissed, I am a little curious as to how Matt will answer. The elevator comes to a stop and we all take a step to shuffle out. I think maybe Matt won’t answer but he stops walking and moves to the side before we’re all out of the building.

      “Oh, I’m sure I’d love whatever Mia decides,” he says with a polite smile.

      I slip on my coat, surprisingly satisfied with Matt’s answer.

      “Safe.” Jared hides his response in a cough.

      “Pardon?” Matt cocks his head.

      “Nothing. Hey, Mia, I’ll meet you outside. I just remembered I need to return Logan’s call. Give me a few minutes? Nice seeing you again, Matt.” He’s already halfway across the foyer and doesn’t even wait for my agreement.

      “So, I’m guessing you got my texts?” Matt shoves his hands into his back pockets, calling out the elephant in the room. I have to admire that about him, but then that only irritates me further. Why is this man so perfect?

      “Oh, yeah. I was going to answer but then Jared asked me to break for coffee.”

      “Cool.” He nods.

      “Yeah.”

      His laughter comes easy. “So, are you free Saturday?”

      “Um, yeah, I think so.” I bite the corner of my lip and glance outside the big glass walls to make sure Jared’s still out there. Traitor. Leaving me to fend for myself when I’m obviously out of my element.

      Matt’s laughter dies and his gaze is sincere as he reaches out to place his fingertips at my hips. “Mia, if you don’t want to hang out, just say the word.” There’s hurt in his tone and I hate that I’ve put that there.

      “No! It’s not that. My cousin wasn’t sure if she was gonna come up for the weekend,” I lie. My closest cousin is married with three children and still lives in Clear Lake. She hasn’t come for a visit since I graduated Loyola and that was over a decade ago. I don’t know why I made up a bogus excuse, but it only makes me feel worse.

      “Oh.” His face floods with a relaxed smile. “Sure, just let me know. I’m game for whatever. But we’re still on for training tonight?”

      “Yep. I’ll be there.”

      “Well, I better . . .” He points over his shoulder at the exit.

      “Yeah, me, too.” I nod and we both make our way outside, parting as he heads down one side of the street and I turn toward Jared.

      “Bye, Matt.” I wave.

      “Later, Mia.” His lips tug with more than just a smile. They tug at my heart, and for the second time today I panic that I’m in over my head with this man. Feelings weren’t part of the deal.

      “Oh, my God. What was all that about?” Jared pockets his phone and wraps his arm around my waist.

      “What?” I am not entirely ready to divulge my worries to the steady stream of business professionals walking alongside us down Michigan Avenue.

      “The I’d-like-to-fuck-you in the elevator but I’m-not-sure-if-you’ll-bite-my-head-off and not in a good way vibe?”

      “You got all of that from a trip down ten floors?”

      “What are you doing with that boy? He’s obviously into you for more than your good looks.” Jared holds open the door to our favorite coffee joint and we crowd into the long line. It’ll move fast though, and we’ll be back on our way to the office, delicious coffee in hand, before Stanton even notices we took a break.

      “Shit, you got that too? We’ve been having fun. Lots of fun.”

      “Fun equals sex, right? I’d be certain with anyone else, but this is you we’re talking about.”

      “Thanks.” I roll my eyes. “Yes, so I need to know what to do about it. Help me, Jared.”

      “I don’t know, Kitten. What do you want?”

      “That’s the problem. I don’t know. We both know a relationship between me and Matt would never last.”

      “How exactly do we know this?”

      “Come on, really?”

      “You haven’t tried to make it work. Not since college and you-know-who.”

      “Which is exactly why I’m not cut out for anything more than fun.”

      “If you say so, sure. There’s nothing wrong with that. Why can’t you keep things casual? If the sex is good, I don’t know why you wouldn’t. I mean, I don’t personally understand why he’s attracted to your pussy or your stunning personality, but it was bound to happen sometime.”

      “What can I get you today?” The barista smiles as though Jared didn’t just reference his distaste for my pussy. It’s enough to pull a smile from my lips. We place our orders and wait off to the side while they whip up their magic. I try to take it all in: Jared’s advice—if you can even call it that, and my growing affection for Matt.

      I’m still unsure of my next move but I am having fun with Matt, both in and out of the bedroom. Maybe I should finish the bet and see where it leads. I’ll probably be as tired of him as he is of me by then and we can both part ways. I should finish his website soon, though. Because this thing between us has an expiration date and I will fulfill my end of the deal before it does.

      “Can I just say one more thing?” Jared asks right before our names are called. We gather our drinks and start our trek back to the office.

      “Sure. What other parting advice do you have for me, sensei?”

      “I’d like to point out that I was right.” He winks, his smug smile growing wide. “I predicted less than three weeks ’til you rode the Matt-a-nator, and damn, girl, have you ever!”

      “You’re the worst best friend ever,” I mutter, which only makes him laugh.

      “Don’t be salty, Mia. I’d buy more than the day pass to that ride, too.”

      I shake my head and swallow another gulp of coffee. “Oh, God!”

      “Tell me, does he offer a frequent visitor incentive program? Extra perks and bonuses?”

      “If he did, I’d have already filled my punch card.” I roll my eyes and Jared nudges my arm.

      “Atta girl. Enjoy this, Mia. You deserve to be happy.”

      Does Matt make me happy?

      That’s the question I try not ponder for the rest of my workday.
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      The rest of this week flies by. I don’t run into Mia at her office again, but I look for her each time I enter or exit the building. She shows for her session on Thursday, but from the minute she steps inside my gym she’s all business. I don’t recommend another kissing game even though I’m positive we’d both enjoy it. I don’t want her to get the wrong impression—that I’m only in this for sex. As amazing as that is, when it comes to Mia I find myself quickly wanting more.

      She texts me on Friday morning that she’s free this weekend if I still want to get together. Her cousin’s visit gets nixed, so we make plans to meet for lunch on Saturday after I’m done at South Side. I don’t ask if she’s including it as one of our “dates,” because frankly, I’m hoping she’ll lose count. Ridiculous, I know. In the meantime, I’m out to prove we’re good together. Oh, and keep my gym open and running.

      Saturday brings two kickboxing classes, and after that, training for a solid three hours with my advanced fighters. Xavier is once again absent without notice and that automatically pisses me off. I sincerely hope everything is okay with his mom. He’s already missed two practices this week, but at least with those he called. He’s been picking up extra shifts at work to help cover those his mom’s been too sick for. Really, I have no room to complain, but while I sympathize, it doesn’t bode well for his upcoming match. He can’t keep missing training and expect a win. I know he has immediate needs, but he also must shine in front of the UFC sponsors. For the first time since I signed on to this event, I’m doubtful he can deliver.

      I wave a good-bye as the last of my guys leave the gym. The few who had the slowest sprints get stuck wiping down the mats post practice. There are only a few minutes before I need to leave to meet Mia for lunch before my shift at Zig’s. This time she picked the restaurant along with a promise to school me on comic trivia afterward at her favorite store. I’ll get my ass handed to me there, and I’m more excited for that than I should be.

      I don’t know what exactly it is about her, other than she’s unlike every other woman I’ve ever met and I find her extremely sexy. She’s too good for me in so many ways—intelligence, job security, hell, even looks, but it doesn’t keep me from holding out hope. Maybe she doesn’t want to label what we’re doing together, and that’s cool. For now.

      Our arrangement has an expiration date, but I already know I want more. More time. More laughs. More conversation. Yes, more sex, too. Doesn’t matter what I want though, if she doesn’t return the feeling, and I know better than to push. Being a fighter, I’m trained to be patient. One strike too soon and your opponent learns all your moves, sees you coming. You have to do the dance, take a few hits. And once you’ve worn them down . . . Strike.

      Leaving the door to my office open, I step inside and take a seat at the desk. There’s a stack of mail I’ve been avoiding, mostly marked with a familiar late notice stamp. I’ve been in total denial, but it’s time to face the damage and make a new game plan. The cash from the painting job is almost gone, and even though I haven’t had to lay off any staff, another month like this and I will. Damn it!

      There are only two weeks until the big fight night, and I need that payout to come through—along with a contract or two for my guys. I want everyone who walks in that venue wearing a South Side gym shirt to be regarded with a higher level of respect, but that’s only gonna happen if we’re prepared. I’m still pissed as hell that Xavier didn’t show today. I’m going to have to call Kyle soon. It’s not fair to him or his fans to bring someone unprepared to a match-up. Disappointing. Xavier would have won, too; caught the eye of the right people. But that’s my streak of luck as of late. One step behind. Every damn time.

      Settling back into the office chair, I pick up the stack of letters and sift through them. Electric, city, gas. I already know what they contain, and next month they’ll be shut off. I’ve got to make some more cash. My check from Zig’s comes this week, thank God. Or maybe Uncle Jimmy has another painting gig I can get in on. But the thought of keeping up this pace another month has my gut sinking with dread. Will I ever pull ahead or am I just another rat in this wheel of continuous catch up?

      The envelope from the management company of my apartment complex catches my attention and I pull it from the stack. Marked important, I have to wonder what else the universe wants to test me with. As I unfold the paper I steel myself for the worst.

      Dear Mr. Haywood,

      We are excited to announce the Offering Plan for the conversion of South Gentry Apartments to condominium ownership has been approved for filing. With this change from R&R Investments management, we are able to present you with the opportunity to purchase your property at an exclusive discount available only to current tenants.

      My building’s going condo. “Fuck!” I shout even though no one hears. Skimming the rest of the letter, two things are clear. There’s no way I can afford to buy the tinder box I’ve been renting for the last year, and even though I’ll officially be homeless, I’ve just been given an out on my lease. I can vacate at any time and request a refund of my deposit. I’m two grand richer this month.

      Now, if that’s not a glass half full, I don’t know what is.

      “Coach.” The voice at the doorway lifts my gaze from the letter.

      “Xavier. Nice of you to show up today, but you’re a few hours late. Practice was at nine.”

      “Yeah, about that. I’m sorry.” His jaw locks and he studies the concrete floor.

      “Don’t be sorry,” I snap because I’m just not in the mood. His stiff shoulders and non-existent eye contact only grind on my already shattered nerves.

      “Can I talk to you?” he mumbles to the ground.

      “Sure, but make it quick because I have someplace to be at one. I hope you have good news for me.” That catches his attention and for the first time since he arrived his gaze lifts to meet mine.

      His frown is full of worry, and I’m already disappointed before the next words leave his mouth. “I’m sorry, Coach.”

      I shake my head, not in the mood for excuses. “Don’t be sorry. Show up.”

      “I won’t be. Not anymore. You’ve done so much for me and I don’t take a single thing for granted, it’s just that I can’t do this anymore. I came to say good-bye.”

      It takes me a moment to process his words. “You’re serious?”

      Xavier’s gaze drops again and so does my heart, along with all my hopes for this gym—for showing everyone I’m not the fuckup they once thought. For this kid and the opportunities a career in the UFC would afford him.

      “What the hell are you thinking?” My anger flares along with the disappointment. What a fucking waste. A waste of talent. A waste of time. A waste of hope. I stand and walk around my desk so we’re face to face and he can’t hide behind some lame excuse.

      He lifts his head and shakes his head. “Look. I’m trying to do the right thing. I could’ve left you hanging, but I’m not a coward. I can’t fight anymore. Ain’t no one gonna lose sleep over that but me.”

      “Bullshit, Xavier. That’s fucking bullshit. You think coming here to bail in person makes you a man?” I shove my finger into his chest but that only causes his gaze to harden.

      A scoff leaves his lips and he shakes his head. “It’s not your problem.”

      Oh, but it is. Unfair as it is, my dreams of making this gym what I want it to be, what it has the potential to be, all ride on the shoulders of this kid. Of me being able to produce a fierce fighter. One who can soar to the top better than I ever could.

      “Give me a good reason. You owe me that. A fucking explanation why I wasted hundreds of hours training some nobody from the ghetto. Huh?” I’m poking because he’s void of his usual fire and drive. I want to know what has this fighter acting like the quitter I know he’s not.

      “Sorry, Coach.” He shakes his head as if that’s enough. He won’t even meet my eyes.

      “That’s really all you’re gonna give me, huh? God damn it!” I resist the urge to take a fist to the wall behind him and smash the framed photo that only further mocks my failures. It’s one that captures the weigh-ins for my very first UFC fight. Xavier won’t meet my gaze, even as I get in his face. This isn’t the same hungry kid who walked into my gym not even a year ago. The one willing to do whatever it took, whatever I said, because that’s how bad he wanted to train. That kid wouldn’t have quit. Nothing could keep him from his dreams. “What changed, Xavier? This have something to do with your mom?”

      He’s stone cold, his expression impassive as he trains his gaze at the floor. It’s because of that he doesn’t see me grab for his shoulder. The moment he feels my touch he shoves at my chest and jumps back a step.

      “Answer me when I’m talking to you,” I bark.

      Xavier’s glare digs into mine. Angry. Present. That’s the fighter I trained. “You aren’t my fucking father. I don’t owe you shit. Don’t put your hands on me again.”

      “You’re right. I’m not that worthless piece of crap who walked out on you and your mom. I actually give a damn.”

      “This is BS. I’m out.” He moves to turn but my next words catch his step.

      “Don’t you walk out that door unless you plan to never come back through it again. Even with the shit you’ve pulled this past week, that’d be a damn shame. You’re fucking talented, Xavier. Too bad you’re willing to throw it all away. How does this help your mom? You going to run drugs like your brother now?” I spit out the last words, so damn disappointed. In him. In me. In life.

      Xavier doesn’t turn around and I won’t beg him to stay. I turn back to my desk with the resolve to find another solution to my own problems. I was a fool to place so much weight on one young man.

      “Coach?” Xavier’s voice cuts through the empty room, splicing the thick air with all the pain that drips from that one word. I can’t help but lift my gaze to meet his sad eyes. “It’s my mom. We need more money. They’ve stopped her treatment until we can come up with more. Until I can . . . Without it? . . . She’s as good as six feet under.”

      “Xavier, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t, okay? I know you’re sorry. Everyone’s fucking sorry. But that doesn’t help her get better, you know? And chasing some pipe dream to become the next UFC champ doesn’t either. It’s time for me to grow the fuck up. If running with the guys from my block gets her the treatment she needs, then that’s what I’ll do.”

      “That what she wants?” Xavier’s mother has been in here countless times. Her pride for her youngest son and the fact he’s chosen a different path than his father and older brother has always been clear to me.

      “She doesn’t get a say anymore. We don’t have time.” He blows out a breath.

      “So, you’ll give it all up?”

      A scowl forms on his face. “I’d do anything for her. You know that.”

      “And sitting in a jail cell, what does that do? Can’t pay for treatments or take care of her from there.”

      He steps forward, anger and frustration laced into each rigid movement. “What else am I supposed to do, Coach? Tell me. Honest to God, tell me what the fuck I’m supposed to do to make this right. To get her better?”

      “It’s not a fairytale. There’s no magical spell. It’s blood and sweat. Hard work and time. Fuck, you’ve done all the work. You’ve earned your place in the ring. I know there’s an easier way. But it’s not the right way. It’s not what she wants, and not what you want, either. Give me two weeks. Wait until after the fight. After that, quit if you want. I don’t think you should, but if you have to walk out, don’t do it before the main event. Not after you’ve earned your front row ticket.”

      He’s considering my proposal. He wouldn’t still be standing here if he weren’t. I only hope he chooses to stay. To fight.

      I give him the time he needs, the seconds passing more painfully than the last thirty seconds of a match. There’s no cheering crowd. No adrenaline surge or cuts and scars. Just a young man at a crossroads of two very different lives.

      “Two weeks,” he finally says.

      “So, that’s a yes?”

      “Yes, Coach. I’m sorry I let you down.”

      “Good. No more apologies. We’re moving forward.” Turning my back to him, I squat down and input the code to the safe. Drawing out the grand I have left from my uncle, I know this is the right thing to do. I’ll get out of my apartment tonight and they should return my deposit to cover this. I lock up the safe and turn around, shoving the envelope into Xavier’s hands. “We’re moving forward. Starting now. This should get your mom’s treatments back on track. Now, go get changed and meet me on the floor. We’ve got a week’s worth of practice to make up.”

      “Now?” He blinks, still gaping at the envelope in his hands.

      “Yes. Now.”

      He nods and when he lifts his gaze I know I’ve done the right thing. Consequences be damned. “But don’t you have somewhere to be?”

      “That can wait. This takes priority. I believe in you, Xavier. You have what it takes, and you deserve it more than anyone I know. I’m going to do everything in my power to get you ready for that fight. Now, let’s get to it.”

      “Thanks, Coach.”

      With that he bounds from my office, lightness in his step, determination in his eyes. My own outlook is so much brighter with his decision to fight. I swipe my cell off the table and type out a quick text, hoping Mia understands. I hate canceling our plans, but this is where I need to be.
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      Matt: Something came up. Raincheck? TTY.

      That’s the text Matt sent me over an hour ago. The one that propelled me to invite my friends for an impromptu late afternoon brunch and endless mimosas. It’s also the stupid message I can’t stop thinking about. He owes me nothing. We’re not even dating. Not really. But it still came as a surprise that he’d cancel our date last minute. Especially after our naked party last weekend and mostly naked training session this week.

      “Mia? Earth to Mia!” Jared laughs.

      “I think we broke her. I always knew this day would come.” Rae pats Jared’s shoulder.

      “Sorry.” I shake my head and lay my cell phone back on the table. I don’t know why it bothers me that Matt canceled our plans today. We’re just having fun. This is only some stupid bet. Because you were actually looking forward to spending time with him. I shake that thought right out of my head.

      “Seriously, Mia. What the hell? You gonna let us in on what’s running through that pretty little head of yours?” Jared’s words flip my attention back to the present.

      “Is it normal for a guy to cancel a date last minute?” I blurt my question because these two have a vast knowledge to reference on the protocol of typical male behavior.

      “Uh, I guess so? It’s not really the best sign. Why?” Rae tilts her head and takes another sip from her drink.

      I nod because I’m being silly letting Matt’s text mess with me. He’s a busy man. I’ve got my own career. It’s difficult enough to find time to train together, so I’m sure something simply came up. I can’t fault him when I’ve done the exact same. But still. I’m curious what Rae and Jared think. “What about after getting naked together?”

      She flips her hair over one shoulder and leans back into her chair with a wicked grin. “Like you did the dirty and now he won’t call? That’s a totally bad sign. Unless the sex was bad!” Rae giggles, holds up her hand, and Jared reaches over to smack her palm in a high five.

      “Oh.” I guess I knew all of that but it still stings. Why the hell does it sting? Maybe it’s heartburn. Those huevos rancheros were a touch on the spicy side. I push my plate to the center of the table.

      “Wait . . .” Rae leans forward and folds her hands on the edge of the table. “We’re not discussing a real life dilemma, are we? Because you don’t usually have those.”

      I shrug and drink from my water glass to clear my throat. “Yeah, well, Matt was supposed to meet me for lunch today but he canceled.”

      “We’re your pity replacements?” Jared’s mouth falls open and he scoffs. “Mia!”

      “Oh, that’s totally shady.” Rae rolls her eyes and ignores Jared’s tantrum. “Last minute cancel. After last weekend. What a dick move.”

      “I’m still not over we weren’t her first choice for brunch. These mimosas taste like bitter broken friendship.”

      “Jared, shut up.” Rae rolls her eyes and points at me from across the table. “Mia, you need to watch out for that man.”

      “I’m not sure I need to watch out. That seems a little severe. Here. You look. What does this even mean?” I bring up my text thread with Matt and shove it in Rae’s waiting hand. I’ve never tried to analyze a text message before. I’ve never really cared. That alone concerns me more than whatever Matt ditched our lunch for.

      She reads the words and winces but Jared swipes it from her. He starts to scroll like a madman but I’m too distraught to care. Besides, he’s so damn nosy it’s easier to let him have at it. I have nothing to hide.

      Rae leans over the table and refills both our glasses. “Don’t you see? You hooked up last weekend. And it was good. Then you had that unbelievably sexy game of cat and mouse in his gym. But now you’re not dishing out the goods, so he suddenly has other plans. He’s putting a mind fuck on you, Mia.”

      I glance at Jared, who seems to agree with his sister’s analysis by the frequent nodding of his head. He glances up from my phone and hands it back. “You should also up your sexting game if you want to hook that meathead. There’s nothing about your messages that would turn me on.”

      “I don’t want to hook anyone.” I must be slow because I don’t really understand how that has anything to do with Matt’s change of plans. “And I’m not trying to turn Matt on.”

      “Be careful, Mia. This is a setup.” Rae raises her brows, and her stare is so serious I don’t dare laugh.

      But setup? Really? It’s not as if Matt’s planning a heist. “I’m sorry. How, exactly?”

      They both gawk, jaws dropped until I bug my eyes.

      “He wants the goods. The best way to get into the locked drawer is to pretend he doesn’t care about the key.” Jared says.

      Rae nods. “Or find another treasure chest.”

      Okay, this is ridiculous. I really do laugh now, shaking my head. “So, he canceled our lunch date so I’ll want him in my drawers because I’ll think he’s in someone else’s?”

      “Pretty much.” Rae snaps the words and takes a long sip from her glass.

      “This is exactly why I don’t date.” I laugh again.

      “I thought you weren’t dating.” Jared lifts a brow and his lips curve up with a slight smile that says “Gotcha!” As my best friend of almost twenty years, nothing gets by him.

      “We’re not.” I defend even though we kind of are. But it’s all on that stupid bet. Nothing more.

      “And you’re not friends with benefits either?” Rae scrunches her lips and shakes her head, “Wait. I’m confused.”

      I throw up my hands. “Why does everything need a label? I’m not interested in dating or a fuck buddy. He knows this. He’s still hanging around. I can’t tell if that makes him crazy or persistent.”

      “If he’s still around, I say go with it.” Jared pats my hand.

      “But if he’s trying to mind fuck me . . .”

      Rae reaches for my other hand. “Don’t give up on him, Mia. I’m just saying tread carefully.”

      Jared winks. “Like a baby tiger.”

      “A cub.” Rae grins.

      Jared laughs. “They’re so cute how they fall on their faces.”

      “That’s me, all right.” I snag my hands back from these crazies.

      “And we love you.” Jared blows me a kiss.

      Our waiter comes by and we settle up the check. I’m thankful this conversation is over, though it leaves me more confused than before. I hate games. Is that what Matt’s doing or am I seeing something that’s not even there?

      “What’s on the rest of today’s agenda now that Mia’s schedule opened up for us?” Rae snuggles into her scarf as we step outside the restaurant.

      “I don’t care what you bitches do. I’ve got myself a hot date with a hot thing. I have to go prep.” Jared claps his hands together.

      “Mmm . . . Tell us more,” Rae says.

      I bump my shoulder against his. “This your lawyer?”

      “Paralegal, and yes. There’s a big difference between those two, Kitten.” Jared practically scolds.

      “Oh, my God!” I groan into my hands so I won’t roll my eyes.

      “Day drinking at your place.” Rae wraps her arm around my shoulder and sings out into the city, earning us a few funny looks.

      Jared shakes his head. “You two can drink but don’t get her in trouble, Rae-Rae. She can’t handle your pace.”

      My brows pull up with his accusation. “What? You calling me old? I can hang with your little sister.”

      He frowns. “No, I’m calling Rae a sloppy drunk. She has been known to encourage unwise decisions when alcohol and life choices intersect.”

      “You don’t have to worry about us, big bro. You just go have a good time with your man.” Rae slaps his shoulder and proceeds toward the bus stop.

      “Behave!” Jared shouts.

      “Yes, Dad!” Rae yells back.

      He flips her the bird and then steps in for a hug. “I’m serious, Kitten. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

      “We won’t.” I laugh and wave good-bye before jogging to meet Rae. She’s a good twenty feet ahead and when I finally catch up, I’m out of breath. “Slow down, Speed Racer.”

      “Sorry.” She links her arm in mine. “I’m cold. This jacket is more for show than purpose. Where to next, your place?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got a bottle of wine waiting for us.”

      “Ohh, threeways are my fave,” she announces in full voice as we pass a couple of hot guys. She might even wink at them.

      “God, you’re such a tease.” I laugh because their expressions are priceless.

      “I know.” She beams and kisses my cheek. If there’s one thing guaranteed about spending the rest of the day with Rae, it’s that I will be thoroughly entertained and most likely sloshed by the end of it. Really, that sounds like an absolutely perfect day.
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        * * *

      

      “Teasing aside, you really like this guy?” Rae says as I pop the cork on our second bottle of wine. The sun disappeared from the skyline hours ago, but we’ve had no trouble filling our afternoon inside my apartment. I love hearing Rae’s stories from working in the fashion world. It’s like an uncut episode of reality television narrated by a comedian.

      “What guy?”

      “Thor. Who the fuck else you got on the side?” She holds up her glass.

      “Matt? Yeah, I like him.” I fill her glass and mine, then plop back down on my sofa. When I catch her stupid dreamy eyes I quickly amend my statement. “But before you get all weird, it’s not like I want him to be my boyfriend or anything. I just like him. He’s funny, and sweet, and so, so great at fucking.”

      “Tell me everything.” She nods with wide eyes.

      “I’m not telling you!” I shake my head and take a drink.

      That doesn’t deter her whining. “Come on, Mia. I need to live vicariously through you.”

      “Says the single twenty-eight-year-old who hung out with stars from The Wandering Dead.” I pout, but remembering that horrible day doesn’t hurt as much as it did a few weeks ago. I guess what they say is true: time does heal all wounds.

      “Mia, I’m truly sorry about that. You should have been there.” Rae’s smile is replaced with a frown.

      “Damn right, I should have,” I say because I have to give her a hard time. It was her stupid friend Violet who ruined everything.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I haven’t been fucked properly all year.”

      I giggle and nod. “That does make me feel slightly better.”

      She takes a long sip of wine until half the contents disappear and then sets the glass down on my coffee table. She turns sideways and crosses her legs. “So, this Matt guy? You should surprise him.”

      “Now?”

      She rubs her hands together. “Yes. Now! You should put on something sexy—don’t worry, I’ll blow out your hair and take care of makeup. Swing by his apartment and just show the fuck up. He’ll love it.”

      I shake my head. “That won’t work.”

      “Sure, it will. It’s a classic move. Every guy goes for that bit.”

      “No, I can’t because he’s not home. At least, he shouldn’t be.” I frown and set down my empty glass.

      “Why not? Mia, is he seeing someone else? Because even though you say this is casual, that shit never ends well. You’re better than that!”

      “Calm your tits. He’s working. He does that bouncer gig at Zig’s on the weekends. More?” I point to her glass and grab the bottle to fill mine to the brim.

      “What the actual fuck?” she yells and for a moment I think she’s talking about the wine.

      “What? Don’t judge me!”

      She leaps from the sofa, almost tripping on the rug but catches herself. “Why the hell are we moping on your sofa drinking cheap merlot when Thor is out at the bar without us?”

      “It’s not cheap.” My brow furrows with her accusation.

      “Oh. My. God!” She throws her hands in the air.

      I blow out a breath. “Fine. I don’t know. I’m not sure it’s a good idea to go bother him. It’s not like we can even hang out. He’s working.”

      “Exactly. Come on, buttercup. This is perfect! Oh, my God. This is so fucking perfect. Remember our conversation earlier? We’re gonna remind Mr. Hotcakes why he wants the key to the treasure.” Before I can argue, Rae grabs my arm and drags me toward the bedroom to play a game of dress up. Jared’s warning from this afternoon is lost somewhere between the wine and Rae’s killer makeup skills. Besides, we’re only going out for a drink or two. What could go wrong?
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        * * *

      

      We decide to Uber it over to the bar because neither of us can hold our phones still enough to read the train schedule. Besides, it’s cold out tonight and standing around waiting on the platform is not at all appealing. When we pull up to the curb at Zig’s, the place is hopping and there’s a line out the door.

      Rae pushes me in front of her and we join in the wait. “Okay, this is it. Mind fuck him back. Let’s do this.”

      I look over my shoulder to meet her determined stare and shake my head. “What are you talking about? I thought we came to flaunt the treasure chest?”

      A few guys in front of us chuckle, but we ignore their immaturity and shuffle forward as a few more enter through the door.

      “What time does he get here?” With the help of my shoulder, Rae balances to get a glance inside.

      “I don’t know.” Apprehension bubbles in my belly as the line moves again. The closer we get to the door, the more I’m not sure this is a good idea.

      Rae pokes the front of my jacket. “That’s your problem right there. You need to know your man’s schedule.”

      “He’s not my man!” I shout because really, how many times do I have to make that clear?

      She nods, a grim smile on her lips. “That’s your other problem.”

      The line moves forward and we’re only a few groups from gaining entry. Now that we’re this close I see him inside the door. Biceps and chest stretching that poor T-shirt, and his lips pulled into that sexy as hell grin. The girl working beside him takes a twenty and laughs when he leans down to whisper something in her ear. “Shit. There he is. This was a bad idea.”

      “No. No it’s wasn’t. We’re going to have a fucking fun time. Make him understand exactly what he’s missing out on.” Rae turns to me and starts undoing the buttons of my jacket. Shit. It’s cold outside, but I’m not stupid enough to mess with her right now. She fluffs my hair out and steps back with a nod, satisfaction written all over her smile. “And you will not, under any circumstance, stand around and talk to him. We get in, show him what he’s missing, and go straight to the bar. He chases you. Are we clear?”

      She’s scary when she’s bossy. I nod. “Crystal.”

      “Who’s she?” She tilts her head, but before I can answer someone from behind us yells at us to step inside. It’s then I realize we’ve missed a few shuffles and there’s Matt, eyes full of desire, waiting for me to walk in and pay my cover.

      “Mia.” His lips pull up to tease at the edges. “What a nice surprise.”

      I’m not sure what to say because Rae’s scary bossy. She explicitly demanded I not stand around to talk to him, and I do not want to deal with her wrath. Also, wine. So much wine. Not sure what I’m allowed to do, I give him a smile and hope that’s safe.

      “Ten each,” the woman sitting next to Matt says.

      “Oh, yeah.” I shake my head and slide off my jacket so I can pull out my wallet.

      “Don’t worry about it. Mia’s a friend.” Matt’s lips pull wide with that sexy smile and though I try to maintain an impartial expression, the day drinking severely fucks with my ability to do so. Instead of casual, I smile like a fucking maniac.

      “Thanks!” Rae says and grabs my arm to pull me inside.

      “Wait.” Matt stops us, reaching his hand out to splay at my hip. I might be drunk but I don’t miss the way his gaze skirts over my outfit, a short little black dress that leaves my midriff bare but for a connecting scrap of sheer lace fabric. “IDs,” he practically murmurs and my body sways toward him with a Hell, yes, I’ll be your sex slave.

      His chuckle pulls me back to reality as Rae hands over her license, causing Matt to drop his hand from my waist. My body shivers with the cold. I retrieve my own identification as quickly as I can manage and hand it over. Matt studies the card a little longer than Rae’s, but when his co-worker calls his name in an irritated tone he hands it back.

      “Have fun, Mia Rene Shultz.” His lips lift with that smirk, but before I can return something clever, Rae yanks me away to the bar.

      “I want a Thor,” she demands and I giggle. Really, I was never one for the long hair, but he pulls it off well.

      “Just wait until you see his hammer.”

      “Mia! You’re my idol.” She giggles and with the utmost expertise guides us between a group of guys so we have direct access to the bar. “Two Jack and Cokes, please.”

      “Wait, no. Jared says nothing good happens after ten when Jack Daniel’s is involved.”

      “Well, Jared isn’t here, is he?” She slides her credit card to the bartender in exchange for our drinks and hands one to me. “Drink up!”

      Rae makes friends with the group of guys around us and the drinks keep coming. I lose count exactly how many, but I’m not really paying attention anyway. It’s taking all of my mental headspace to not glance behind me every few minutes for a sneak peek at Matt. God, he looks good tonight. He looks good all the time, bastard. But more than being gorgeous, my body’s totally ready for another round of sexy time. But is that even a good idea? I don’t understand why things have to be so complicated.

      “Gotta pee!” I say to Rae, but instead of taking my hand and coming along, she nods and points to the restrooms before whispering into some guy’s ear. Whatever. I can go by myself. Not wanting to linger another second because I very well may piss myself, I turn and force my way through the crowd of strangers only to wait in another line.

      My head’s starting to throb with an inevitable headache. I need to order some food and water. Finishing my business, I head back out into the bar. A live band is onstage and the crowd shouts along with the lyrics to “Brown Eyed Girl.” I always loved this song. I search for Rae, but when I get to our spot at the bar she’s nowhere to be found. I hate how dimly lit this space is, and spend another twenty minutes walking through the crowd to make sure she’s not hiding in one of the booths. I also send her a shitload of texts.

      Genuine worry and concern, along with my now pounding headache, consume my thoughts. I cannot believe she would just leave. Not safe, and not cool. Our fun time from before is totally soured by her disappearing act, and all I want right now is to go home. After checking every single booth, table, and another trip by the restrooms, I give up. She’s not here. I turn toward the front exit of Zig’s and that’s when it occurs to me Rae was holding both my jacket and wallet. I have no way to get home. Seriously, this day sucks!

      I’m almost through the bar when someone reaches out to grab my hand. Without thought I jerk out of his reach, lift my gaze, and open my mouth to shout. Matt’s hard gaze catches the words in my throat.

      “I’ve been looking for you!” he shouts above the band.

      My brows scrunch and I open my mouth to ask why when he slides his hand around my waist and drags us to the front doors.

      “Time to go home,” he announces.

      I stop and pull away. “Hey! What’s this alpha shit about? How do you know I’m ready to leave?” I am, but he doesn’t know that.

      His scowl only pulls harder with his glare. “Your friend stopped by on her way out. Left your coat and wallet. Said it was up to me to see you home. Look, I don’t know what kind of game this is, but I need to get back to work. I don’t have time to be chasing you around.”

      Fucking Rae. My face twists with my own glare. “I didn’t ask you to. Where’s my stuff? I’m leaving.”

      He shakes his head and mutters something but starts walking to the doors. I follow behind until he stops at the girl working the cover and some other guy in a Zig’s shirt next to her. Matt grabs my jacket and practically throws it at me. “Put this on.”

      “I was going to anyway,” I grumble because I don’t like him telling me what to do. I’m not some child and I hate being cold. I was gonna wear my jacket outside. Dumbass. “Come on.” He holds my wallet hostage and walks out the door.

      I have to take twice as many steps to catch up with him. “Matt, I need my wallet!”

      He stops at the curb where there’s a guy waiting inside a white Prius. He opens the back passenger door. “You Aaron?” Next, Matt looks at me. “Get in the car, Mia.”

      That right there is what does it. “Are you fucking kidding me? Get in the car? What is going on right now, because last I checked you are not my keeper.”

      “Look, I just want you to get home safely. I called an Uber. Just get in and go home to sober up,” he says and at my scowl he adds, “Please.”

      “I can call my own damn Uber, thank you very much!” I pluck my wallet from his hand and step so I stand between the open door. I swipe my phone to the app and dip my head inside the car. “Hey, Aaron, can you do me a favor and cancel the ride? I’ll request the same one at the same time.”

      “What the hell, Mia?” Matt practically growls from behind but I don’t look back.

      Aaron shakes his head and gives me a polite smile. “Sorry, ma’am. I can’t do that. The rider can request a cancel, though.”

      I glance back at Matt, and his scowl is stone cold. It’s as if this horrible expression has been permanently carved on his face. “Just take the ride, Mia. You’re wasting everyone’s time, including mine.”

      I consider being difficult but it’s the continuous glare of judgment on Matt’s face that moves me to take a seat. “Whatever.” I slam the door before he can say another word. I can’t believe him! The nerve to think I arranged some stupid plan with Rae just to catch his attention. Fuck that! And I’m so damn pissed at Rae. She’s gonna get a damn earful. Whether her move was intentional or not, you don’t ditch a friend while she’s in the ladies’ room to go home with some stranger.

      Anger and frustration boil along with the ache in my temple, and when Aaron pulls up in front of my building I’m just glad to be home. I open the car door. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “No problem. Uber will send the receipt to your inbox. I’d appreciate a review if you don’t mind.”

      “Wait.” I stop from getting out of the car. He’s paying for this. Oh, hell no. “Aaron, how much was the ride?”

      “It’s $32.50. You’ll find the receipt in your app or email.”

      “No, I won’t. And do you know why that is?” I don’t wait for him to answer. “Because some controlling asshole thinks I can’t call my own ride. How much cash will you take right now to refund the trip charges.”

      Aaron glances down at his phone screen before meeting my stare. “I’m sorry, ma’am. That’s not how Uber works.”

      “I know how fucking Uber works. How much?” I snap and even though I know I’m acting like a total bitch, I can’t seem to stop myself.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t accept cash. It’s against the policy and code of conduct I adhere to.”

      God, Aaron, why you gotta be a rule follower? I laugh and shake my head to lighten the mood. “You’re an Uber driver, not a fucking judge upholding the law.”

      His lips press together and this time Aaron isn’t polite with his tone. “Ma’am, I’d like for you to please exit my vehicle. Now.”

      Climbing out of the car, I stoop down to look at my driver one last time. “You know what, Aaron? Fuck you!” With that I stomp the rest of the way inside the building and up to my apartment. I turn off my phone because I’m absolutely furious and there’s no way I want to hear from either Matt or Rae. This entire night was a complete mess. I pop two Advil and down a bottle of water before passing out on top of my neatly made bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      I’m not having a good day. Fuck that. I’m not having a good week. Not only am I spending my nights curled up on my office floor on a bed fashioned of wrestling mats, but I haven’t heard from Mia since her little spectacle at the bar last weekend. She canceled our training sessions this week with the most impersonal text message ever. I won’t be at the gym this week. No excuse. No reason. No apology. As if what we had meant nothing. That was Monday, and for the past four days I’ve been waiting for her to reply to my question. Why?

      I have a feeling I’m waiting in vain. She’s not going to answer back. Hence the bad week. Now to make matters worse, my two best fighters are missing from practice—again—one week from their fight night.

      Not a good day.

      Barking commands at those who decided to grace me with their presence, I focus on getting through tonight’s training. I’ll deal with hunting down Ricky and Xavier later. As for what to do about Mia, I’m at a complete loss. I want to see her again, but I’m not into games. And that shit she and her friend pulled over the weekend was downright idiotic. Only the more I reflect on Mia’s reaction, the more I wonder if she really was in on the ploy the way I first assumed. Why else would she have been so pissed when I made her take the ride home?

      Shaking my head, I clear my mind and focus on work. The guys train hard, and after about an hour the front door jingles with a new arrival. I turn to see Xavier and Ricky jog in, drop their bags, and proceed to wrap their hands.

      Even though they’re hustling to join the group, I’m enraged. It’s plain disrespectful to behave this way only one week out. I stomp over to them without a second thought.

      Ricky glances up when he sees me coming. “Sorry, coach. We’re both—”

      I’m pissed at Ricky too, but it’s the young man who made me a promise he wouldn’t do this again that I’m ready to kill. “Xavier, we talked about this, man! If you’re not gonna make training a priority, this isn’t gonna work. I want you to win, man. I want this for you more than you can ever know. But showing up late to practice isn’t gonna get you the win. And now you’re dragging Ricky in late, too.”

      Xavier’s gaze drops to the ground and he grinds his jaw back and forth.

      It’s Ricky who speaks up, but his voice is coated with agony rather than indignation. “Coach, you don’t understand. We just came from the hospital.”

      Shit. My gut drops.

      “His mom—”

      I hold out my hand to stop Ricky’s explanation, and step in front of Xavier so he meets my stare. “Is she okay? What happened? Do you need to go back?”

      He blows out a breath before answering. “I will, after training. They think she’s dehydrated, but it could be more. We got her checked in and settled first. That’s why I’m late. I’m sorry, Coach. Won’t happen again. I’ll stay after and run sprints.”

      I clasp my hand on his shoulder and shake my head. “I’m sorry about your mom. Get out on the mats and get to work. Next time call.”

      “Yes, Coach,” Xavier says and Ricky follows him, jogging over to the rest of the guys to get to work. We go through practice and I push everyone harder than normal. My nerves are already hanging by a thread. My earlier anger is deflated by sorrow, leaving me unsettled. At the end of class, I send everyone on a one-mile run and pull out my cell. I promised myself I wouldn’t be that guy, but right now there’s nothing I need more. I type out the text message and hit send before I can second guess myself.

      Matt: I need to see you. Can I stop by?

      She’ll probably say no. I’ve been trying to respect her space. Not ask for too much. Hell, this might even be the proverbial nail in the coffin to any chance I ever had at a relationship with Mia Shultz. But not sending that text would have been worse. I won’t play games with Mia. If I want to see her, I’m going to be honest. Just as the guys come back inside, my cell buzzes from in my pocket with an incoming text. I don’t take it out to look right now. I can’t handle the rejection in front of an audience.

      We end practice with bouts of sparring for a solid hour. And after not one, but two of my newbies run outside to puke, I call practice. We only go twenty minutes late and they all know better than to complain. I feel a sliver of guilt because I ran them hard tonight. It was not entirely for their benefit, but for mine, releasing only a tiny bit of the frustration building inside. But then again, my trainers used to do much worse.

      The guys wipe down equipment and put things away, our nightly routine, but I jog over to Xavier and Ricky.

      “You two, head out. You’re done for the night.”

      “You sure, Coach?”

      “Positive. Which hospital?”

      “Mercy.”

      I nod and turn to Ricky. “Wait for me in the lobby? I just need to lock up, and then I’ll meet you boys there.”

      Xavier shakes his head. “You don’t have to. It’s a lot of sitting around. I’m sure we won’t know much ’til tomorrow.”

      “No, I’ll be there,” I promise because no one was there for me. They’re strong young men, but that doesn’t mean they don’t need a hand. Someone in their corner who’s been there.”

      “Thanks, Coach.”

      As they head out, I finally give in to temptation and look at my phone. Only a few words in her response but it gives me everything I need.

      Mia: I’m home. 416.

      Fucking finally, her apartment number. Taking a deep breath, I type out a reply. I’d love nothing more than to rush over there now. Take her in my arms and channel every bit of my aggression into bringing her pleasure. But that’s not on the table. I need to go see Xavier’s mother first.

      Matt: I’ll be really late.

      Her response is immediate.

      Mia: I’ll be up. Come over.

      As I close up the gym, hopping on my bike to stop by the hospital, I can’t help but give in to a smile. There’s nothing joyful about where I’m headed, but knowing Mia’s waiting for me on the other side . . . It’s everything.
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        * * *

      

      Hospital life hasn’t changed. There’s a crap ton of waiting around while your loved one suffers. Not that it’s the fault of any of the staff; it’s the nature of illness. Something inside eating away at both the good and bad, and trying to find that precious edge of comfort and strength in the process. I head down to the cafeteria with Ricky, where he flirts with the worker to convince her to make a meal somewhat in line with his eating plan. I order a second for Xavier and pay for them both with what little I have in my pocket. This fight in nine days can’t come soon enough.

      Feeling better once they’re fed and settled for the night with Xavier’s mom, I kiss Chantel on the cheek before I go.

      “Watch out for my boy,” she whispers in my ear.

      Emotion clogs my throat and I nod. “I will, but you keep fighting.”

      “You know I am. I will ’til I can’t.”

      “Thanks for coming by, Coach,” Xavier says.

      I nod because I don’t think I can manage any other reply. Before I leave, I turn to Ricky. “You need a ride?”

      “Nah, I’ll stick around.” I’m sure Mrs. Johnson is as much family as his own mother, the way these two boys have grown up together.

      “Call me if you need anything. Got that?”

      “Yes, Coach.”

      The hospital walls are exactly the same as I remember. They close in on you with each step, and instead of taking the elevator I push open the door to the stairwell, running until I hit the cold air outside. Finally, I can fucking breathe. I should go back to the gym, pull out my makeshift bed in my office, and get a few hours’ sleep before work tomorrow. That would be the smart choice. But Aiden is already scheduled to teach the early classes and there’s nothing I need more right now then to feel alive. Ironically, the only person who does that for me is a woman obsessed with the dead.

      It only takes a few minutes at this late hour to drive to her apartment, longer just to find a parking spot. Once I do, I’m on my way up to her floor, striding with purpose and drive.

      416. I knock at the door and she opens within a few seconds.

      “Matt.”

      I claim her lips with mine before she can argue or say another word. Pushing her back inside her apartment, my hands wrap around her waist and I spin us around, closing the door and pressing her back against it. It’s selfish of me, what I’m doing right now, but I need comfort. Everything with Xavier’s mom resurfaces painful memories I’d rather forget.

      Shaking my head, I back up a step to give her some space. I practically mauled her with my greeting. “Sorry, I—” The words get stuck in my throat.

      Her hands run along the scruff of my beard. “This is not a date,” she declares and before I can process what that means, her lips are on mine and her fingers are running down the front of my shirt. She reaches underneath the fabric and runs her hands back up my abs.

      Our lips battle it out in that familiar push and pull that only Mia seems to bring out in me. My mouth moves with the same forceful movements of my hands. Everywhere, but not nearly close enough.

      Her fingers thread into my hair and she pulls my lips back to hers. We make out like a couple of horny teens until I’m so worked up I can’t imagine waiting another moment before sinking inside her.

      Lifting Mia off the ground, I break our kiss to ask the question, “Where?”

      She hesitates a moment before pointing to the open doorway. “My bedroom.”

      That’s the only invitation I need.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      He’s different tonight. Still tender and sweet, but rough around the edges. Real. Every thrust, touch, and kiss is filled with so much damn emotion. We aren’t just fucking. What he’s giving is more . . . and for the first time, maybe ever, I indulge in the idea that more is something I’d like.

      We don’t talk about Zig’s. Or why I canceled our training. We don’t do anything other than strip the other of our clothes and strive for pleasure. Somehow in this moment that’s even more significant. I don’t know what it means for us exactly, but I’m too caught up to analyze it.

      We break apart long enough for Matt to peel off his socks, and I crawl onto the bed on my hands and knees. Before I can turn around he’s at my back, one hand working between my legs. His other presses between my shoulder blades and forces my ass in the air. With anyone else it’d be uncomfortable, but with him it only makes me wet.

      He doesn’t waste much time before his mouth replaces his fingers. Licking between my folds, he spreads my cheeks wide. My fingers dig into the bedding and I press my face into my pillow to moan. His lips, beard, and tongue all work in well-practiced unison to stimulate my clit and lap up my juices. It’s so good and yet it’s almost too much. Every time my legs try to squeeze together he presses them apart. His fingers dig into my flesh so hard I’m going to have bruises, but that only heightens the sensation.

      His mouth leaves my center and the bed dips as he joins me. Firm hands grip my hips, holding me in place while his lips move up my spine until his entire body frames mine. He brushes my hair to one side and it exposes my neck and shoulder. God, I love the feel of his lips there. His breath is hot and heavy, shattering goosebumps over my skin.

      “Mia.” My name leaves his lips in a groan that teases the shell of my ear. I push up onto my hands so I can arch back against him. It aligns his cock against where I want him most and without any hesitation he slides inside.

      “Yes, please. More.” My demands are met with every thrust, and he leans back to fuck me at a more vigorous pace. There’s nothing soft or sweet about this. Powerful. Hard. Punishing. This is what he gives, and I continue to beg for more.

      Matt’s hands leave my hips, one to cup my breast and squeeze, while the other weaves into the hair at my nape. “Fuck, Mia. I’m close.” He fists my hair, licks my earlobe, and moans into the crook of my shoulder. His drives come deeper, harder, and his breath hits my ear with each thrust.

      Yanking at my hair, Matt straightens his spine so my hands come off the bed. I’m completely at his mercy in this position, his hands holding me upright on my knees. Usually that’s enough to make me want to run, but with Matt’s strong arms holding me up, his cock thrusting inside, and his mouth at my ear, I give over to the ecstasy of it all. My pleasure surges with each touch, each breath, and I come hard and fast.

      Matt doesn’t relent, even after my body comes down from the aftermath of my orgasm. He’s too consumed with chasing his own release, and even though I didn’t think it possible, his thrusts come harder and faster. It’s enough to make me all hot and bothered again.

      “Mia . . . I need . . . I want . . .” The words rush from his lips in a mess of nonsense but that only shows me he’s almost there.

      “I know, Matt. I know.”

      “I’m gonna . . .” He tries to pull away but I reach back and grab his legs to keep him close.

      “Come inside me.” The words fly from my mouth, urging on his visceral reaction. I’ve never asked for that before. Never. But as Matt groans into my ear, peppering kisses down my neck as he lowers us both back to the bed I’m filled with more than just his release. Intimacy so powerful wraps around my heart, it’s enough to take away my breath.

      He rolls us both to our sides, his arm wrapped protectively around my waist. Maybe it’s accidental, maybe it’s comfort. But I read his actions as a silent plea that I won’t pull away and run. I loathe snuggling. I don’t generally want to be touched post-sex, but this doesn’t feel suffocating. I remain lying next to Matt, my back to his front, for as long as I can.

      Needing to clean up in the bathroom, I slink from the bed and take care of business. Matt watches me from the bed but he doesn’t speak or make a move. “Be right back,” I whisper, almost too afraid to speak too loudly and break this moment between us. Whatever this is.

      After using the restroom and double checking the lock at my door, I tiptoe back to my room. The lights are on and Matt hasn’t moved from my bed. The only change is he’s pulled on his boxer briefs, and his chest rises and falls with his slumber. I should probably wake him. We should probably talk. At the very least, I should make him leave, but instead I flip off the lights and creep back to my bed.

      Climbing onto the mattress, I drag the bedding off the floor from where it fell and cover us both.

      “Thank you, Mia,” Matt whispers and his hand finds my body under the covers.

      “You’re welcome,” I say but I’m not exactly sure what for. I turn away and prop my head on the pillow, curling my body into a letter S. It’s not a formal invitation to sleep over but I’m glad he doesn’t require one. Instead, his hand runs over my hip, tracing imaginary circles until his breath falls as heavy and slow as mine. I don’t even know who drifts to sleep first, but I do know this feels like the most right thing I’ve done all week.
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        * * *

      

      Meow.

      Oh, Mick Grimes, please don’t attack my feet. I wake with the buzz of my alarm, and as per our morning ritual, my dick of a cat is waiting for my retreat from the safety of my blankets. Only as I blink and clear the sleep from my eyes, it’s not me Mick is meowing at.

      “You’re a good kitty cat, aren’t you?” Matt murmurs in his deep rumble. Oh. Right. Matt Haywood is in my bed. He slept over last night. I don’t know which is more alarming; that or the fact Mick is actually purring as Matt rubs behind his ears.

      I turn on my side and tuck my arm underneath my head as Matt lifts his gaze from the cat. His hair is wet, making the locks appear darker. They even curl a little from where they fall into his face. He’s dressed in only his boxers, and I soak in the view of his naked chest while resisting the urge to sigh. He’s a gorgeous man.

      “Morning, sleepy. Hope it’s okay I used your shower.” His lips pull up on one side and I swear Mick’s purring gets even louder. “Cute cat.”

      “His name’s Mick.”

      “Mick?” Matt quirks his brow.

      “Mick Grimes, yeah.”

      “The show.” He chuckles, getting the reference, and stands from the bed. “Nice.” Mick jumps off the bed and follows Matt over to the corner of my room. I watch as Matt retrieves pieces of his clothes from last night one by one.

      “Now who’s doing a walk of shame?”

      “Are you kidding?” He turns his chin to give me a wink before pulling his pants up and picking his shirt up off the floor. “It’s a walk of honor. I’m proud to be leaving your place in my day old clothes. I hope everyone notices.” He does a little shimmy and it’s enough to make me laugh, even at this early hour.

      “You’re such a dork.” I toss a pillow at him but he dodges it, instead walking over to gather the rest of his clothing.

      He comes to sit at the foot of my bed, all teasing gone from his expression. “Hey, I have to head to the gym.”

      I nod. “Okay, I should probably get ready for work, too.”

      “Thank you. For last night.” His hand squeezes my leg through the covers. Last night meant something more to him. It was evident in every touch and kiss. I should ask why, but before I can, his lips lift into a smirk. “And this morning.”

      “What did I do this morning?” I shake my head, totally confused.

      He grins again and that’s when I notice a second too late he has the blankets clenched in each hand. With a yank he pulls them right off my body and his eyes light with appreciation at my naked form.

      “Really, Matt?” I sit up, not at all ashamed to be bare in front of him. Why should I be when his gaze holds so much desire?

      “I really have to leave . . .” He groans and turns away to find his shoes.

      Things between us are light, easy, and the smart thing would be to let it ride, but with the morning of a new day, I can’t just let things go. “Why did you cancel our date on Saturday?” The words blurt out, causing him to stop and meet my stare.

      “I got held up training Xavier Johnson. He’s been going through a few things that we had to work around.”

      I nod because that’s an answer that makes perfect sense. One that doesn’t include drama or games.

      “Why did you show at Zig’s?” His gaze is full of a watchfulness that goes straight to my intent.

      “I let my friend talk me into it. That was a mistake.”

      “Why? Because it didn’t work out the way you wanted?”

      “No, because she ditched me for a one-night stand and then you went all controlling alpha on me. I don’t like that, Matt. I told you I don’t like being told what to do, or where to go.”

      He nods. His gaze is sober but he walks closer until he stands over me. He bends down and lifts my chin with the tips of his fingers. His lips brush against mine once and then he pulls away. “Okay. I’m sorry about that. I won’t do it again.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur and hold his gaze until I can’t anymore.

      Meow. Mick jumps on the bed and trots between us. I pull back, lifting the covers over my body for protection and the shuffle causes Mick to jump down with another loud meow.

      “Your cat is adorable.” Matt chuckles.

      And there he is, Mick fucking Grimes, winding his way in and out of Matt’s legs in circle eights. His tail twitches back and forth, and for once he actually seems content. What the—? Is he purring?

      “He’s a real traitor, that’s for sure,” I grumble and climb off the bed to throw on a big T-shirt and pair of sweats. Matt walks out to the living room and I can hear him cooing to Mick while he laces up his boots. I step out of my room to get a glass of water and when I pass by, the cat hisses.

      “Whoa!” Matt bends down and scratches Mick behind the ears. “No need to get excited, big guy. I promise to be good to your owner.”

      “He’s not pissed at you. He hates me.”

      “Your cat hates you? I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “The fucker shits in my closet once a week. The last time, I swear he smiled at me mid-poo.”

      “I think you’re being paranoid. He’s a good cat. Aren’t you, buddy?” Mick just purrs and rubs his head on Matt’s palm as though he can’t get enough. At least that’s something Mick and I have in common.

      “Really, Mick? Make a liar out of me, why don’t you?” I laugh because Matt really does have some lion tamer gift when it comes to my psycho cat. Bringing my cup to my lips, I take a gulp of water.

      Matt walks over. “Mia, I have something I want to ask you.”

      Oh, God. This is it. The moment he asks me to take things further. To label our relationship when I’m not ready. Only this time is different, and for the first time I’d actually consider it. Oh, God. What’s happened to my cold heart for one?

      “Mia? You okay?” He tilts his head.

      I realize I’m still holding the water in my mouth. I swallow and set my glass down. “What? Fine. Yeah. Sure.”

      He laughs at my sputtering and steps into my personal space. “You sure?”

      “Totally. Why do you ask?”

      “You went white as a ghost there. Or should I say zombie?” His knuckles skim over my cheekbone, a tender graze and I have to shut my eyes as his hand cups my jaw.

      “I’m fine. Promise,” I whisper as my pulse races along with thoughts of this man. Of being together. Which only leads to images of more sex together and my lids snap open. His lips, so damn plump I want to kiss them, are only a short distance away and all I can focus on. Even when he laughs at me. He’s totally laughing at me.

      “What?” I snap more harshly than I intend. Doesn’t deter his amusement.

      “Nothing. I really like when you look at my mouth like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you want these lips on you. All over you. Fuck, Mia. I think about that more than I should.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Shit. I’m already distracted. My question.”

      “What question?”

      “Will you . . .” My heart skips a beat. That or I hold my breath until the rest of the words leave his glorious lips. “Come watch my guys fight?”

      “Fight?” I shake my head because my attraction toward this man is now fucking with my ability to process words.

      “Yeah, the one I’ve been telling you about. My guy, Xavier, has a big match-up. I think it could be a life changer for him. Me too, really. I have a couple others on the card also. Could be a big night for my gym and I’d like you to come.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know why I’m disappointed. I really thought he was going to ask for more. And I was going to give it to him. My pride is more than a little bruised, which is stupid of me. I set these boundaries. I made the rules. He’s only playing by them. “So, should I bring a friend? How do I get tickets?”

      His laugher, that deep rumble that shakes his entire chest, prickles my irritation, but only for a moment. He steps closer and cages me between him and the kitchen counter. My breasts press against his chest as he claims my lips for a kiss. When he pulls back we’re both out of breath.

      “No, Mia. I want you to go as my date. Though it’s not a very good one when I think about it. I’ll have to meet you there, and I’ll be back with my fighters the entire time.”

      “So you’re asking me on a date, but we won’t really be together?” I lift my brow because considering all things between us, that is kind of funny.

      His brow furrows. “Yeah, I’m sorry, retract my question.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh. “It’s perfect. Of course I’ll go.”

      His smile comes immediately and fills his face in a way that even his eyes sparkle with delight. “God, you know how much I’m going to want you? Seeing you up in the stands, cheering us on? Afterwards I’m taking you out.” His arms wrap around my waist and his lips kiss from my neck to between my breasts.

      I moan and run my hand down the front of his jeans where he’s already hard for me. “Or you could take me in?”

      He nods his head, the scruff of his beard scratching against my skin. “Yeah. Yeah, let’s do that.”

      “My place? Or we could go to yours.”

      “Yours.” He steps back and his smile dims. “Unless you don’t want to. I can book us a place downtown for the night?”

      We haven’t talked about it much, not since that one time, but I get the feeling he doesn’t have a lot of money. I don’t bring it up, though, because I don’t want him to feel badly or inferior because I have more. Besides, that’s not why I like spending time with him. I can buy my own damn food and entertainment. His company is better than what money can buy.

      “No. Let’s come back here. I’ll subject you to more Wandering Dead.” I grin and his smile is back in full force.

      “God, no! Please!”

      “You love it,” I smart. My backside presses into the counter and he hugs me close, sending a tingle of lust down my spine.

      “Mia.”

      “Yes, Matt?”

      “I’m really happy you walked into Zig’s last month.”

      I am, too. Those words are more dangerous than they should be and instead of letting them loose, I mash my lips together and nod.

      Matt takes a step back and holds my gaze. I almost think he’s going to call me out. Push for more. Ask questions about my feelings, but instead he assaults my lips with his mouth. We ignite and burn, push and pull, and by the time he pulls away from my body we’re both breathing heavily.

      “I’ve gotta go to work.” His smile pulls wide with that cocky smirk and only makes me want to drag him back to bed even more.

      “Me, too,” I say instead. “Oh, wait. When is this fight?”

      “Next Saturday.”

      “Wait, what? The one before Halloween?”

      He looks up and nods his head. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      Shit, shit, shit. “I . . . uh . . . I can’t go.”

      “But you just said . . .”

      “I’m sorry. It’s . . . That’s the night of Jared and Rae’s big yearly bash. It’s tradition. We have themed costumes and everything.” I try to explain the importance. This is my favorite holiday, and the party is something I look forward to every year. These friends have been by my side for my entire adult life.

      Matt’s chin dips and he shoves his hands into the back of his pants. “Oh, yeah. No, that’s cool.”

      “I’m sorry, Matt. If it were any other night, I’d totally be down.”

      “It’s fine, Mia.” His frown pulls his lips into a straight line and he won’t quite meet my gaze.

      “Don’t say it’s fine if it’s not.” I wrap my arms around my waist and it’s a feeble addition to the defensiveness I feel.

      “Okay, it’s not.” His brow furrows and he leans against the counter across from me. He reaches out and catches one of my palms in his, stroking his thumb across the back of my hand. If I weren’t riled up, his touch would be a comfort. Instead, it only feels imposing. “This is really important to me, and I’d like you there. But instead you’ll be hanging out with your friends at a Halloween party.”

      “It’s not just some random party, Matt. This is something we’ve done every year. Don’t put me in a position where I have to choose you over my friends, because I’m sorry, but it won’t be you.”

      His gaze narrows and he tilts his chin. “Why does it have to be a choice? Why can’t you do both?”

      I pull my hand out of his and shake my head. “I don’t really think that’d work.”

      “If you want it to, it can. Look, I’m not telling you how to live your life. Far from it, but if you want to come to the fight, come. We can go to the Halloween party afterwards. That is, unless I’m not invited, then I guess you go without me.” He shrugs and looks away.

      “Matt . . .” I hate that we’re having this argument.

      He takes a deep breath. “You asked me to be honest. This is me laying it out. Think about it and let me know if I should save you a ticket.” His phone chimes and when he pulls it from his pocket he gives me a tight smile and walks toward the door. “I gotta run. For real.”

      I think that’s it. This is the end I always saw coming, but rather than storming off or leaving me with my doubts, Matt comes back to the kitchen, lifts my chin with his fingers, and brushes his lips across mine. “Bye, Mia. Thanks again for last night.”

      “Bye, Matt,” I mumble but he’s already out of my apartment, the front door slamming shut with his escape. Am I in the wrong here? Maybe I should try and do the fights and the party? Maybe I’m being selfish and stubborn? But what about Jared and Rae? They don’t deserve to be tossed to the side just because I’m into some guy.

      Damn Matt Haywood. Damn him for making me feel things. Fucking feelings, complicating this bet and simple arrangement we’ve got going. I don’t want to give up the things I love. It starts here, but where does it end? Within a few months I’ll be trading my yearly trip to Comic Con in San Diego for a weekend of MMA in Vegas. Sitting on the sidelines while Matt lives in the limelight. No, fucking thank you. Stomping toward my shower, I push all thoughts of Matt out of my head and get ready for a productive day at work.
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      “You’ve been really quiet today, Kitten. Everything okay?” Jared steps inside my cubicle a few minutes before it’s time to head out for the weekend. The truth is, I have been quiet. I’ve been mulling over my conversation with Matt from this morning. I still don’t know what to do about next weekend and that only irritates me more. I’m not one to second guess myself.

      Lifting my gaze to meet his, I pull my lips into a tight smile. “Got a lot on my mind, and work. You should try it.”

      “Ha! Won’t fool me with that trick.” He waggles his brows to earn a laugh but I’m not in the mood.

      Leaning back into my chair, I push away from my keyboard. “Big plans with lawyer boy this weekend?”

      “Yeah, but I’ll always make time for you. Hey, why don’t we grab drinks and appetizers at Cindy’s?”

      “I don’t know . . .” I blow out a deep breath. I’d rather go home to my sweatpants and mope, but Jared’s also a great sounding board. Maybe I should ask for his help.

      “Come on, Kitten. You can fill me in on what’s going down. I’ll text Rae, too!” He claps his hands together and bounces on the balls of his Converse.

      “Okay, fine.” I give in and point my finger at him. “Besides, I’ve got a bone to pick with your sister.”

      “Deal. Ready in five.” He winks and turns to go back to his desk.

      I close up my projects, log off my computer, and grab my jacket and bag before meeting him at the elevators. A quick bus down Michigan Avenue to the Athletic Association Hotel and we’re riding the elevator up to the rooftop bar. Rae’s already there, cozied up in one of the chairs near a heater.

      I shoot a glare at Jared and he just shrugs. He played me, that much is clear because he obviously already made plans with his sister before inviting me along. I’m sure he also knows all about her ditching me at Zig’s.

      Rae glances up as we approach and she eyes me warily. “Mia.” She rubs her hands nervously in her lap. “Hey.”

      “You.” I point and she nibbles her lower lip. “What the hell were you thinking?” I plop into the empty chair at her right.

      “I’m so sorry.” She groans.

      “You made me look like an idiot! Not to mention how worried I was! I spent half an hour frantically searching for you in that bar.” Remembering the chain of events only riles me up again.

      She nods and her brow pulls with a frown. “I’m sorry, Mia, really. I was only trying to help. I thought it would bring you and Matt together.”

      “Well, it didn’t. It almost pushed us apart, not that it even matters because we’re too different anyway.” I grumble that last part and am thankful when neither of them pries for more.

      “Ladies, let’s kiss and make up.” Jared grabs one of her hands and one of mine to link the three of us together. “I hate it when you fight.”

      “I’m not even mad anymore,” I say because I’m not. I’m more or less relieved she apologized. “But don’t ever do that again. I was seriously scared something happened to you.”

      “Did you not get my text?”

      “Yeah. The one you sent after Matt shoved me in the back of an Uber? Rae, that’s not good enough. You can’t just take off with some stranger. It’s not responsible.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. I was really drunk and not thinking clearly.”

      “Obviously, neither of us was. From now on, no spur-of-the-moment outings after day drinking.”

      “Deal.” She nods and our server comes by to take our orders. I stick with water, but order the bruschetta after Rae and Jared order their food. This restaurant is a favorite spot and already full with the Friday after work crowd. I’m glad Rae came early to snag this spot near a heater.

      “So, now that you and Rae are good, tell us why you avoided me all day?” Jared’s brows rise with his smile. Gossip queen. Knowing he’s let me have my space all day without twenty questions must have been sheer torture for my nosy friend.

      I let the silence between us stretch as I gather my thoughts. I’m still irritated with Matt. He implied something by asking me to both watch his fights and go to the Halloween party. It doesn’t sit quite right and nags at my mind. “Do you think I’m selfish?”

      Jared’s smile widens with laughter. “Well, yeah. Aren’t we all. Why?”

      “I don’t think I’m cut out for relationships. I know we joke about it all the time, but I think the problem isn’t in the losers I find. I think it’s me.” I pick at the fabric of my jeans. I’m too embarrassed to meet my friends’ stares.

      “Honey, why do you say that?” Rae squeezes my hand and shakes her head. “We all deserve love.”

      “But what if my heart’s broken? Because I really like Matt. Really. But today he asked me to go support him next weekend and watch his guys at some UFC fight thingy, and I don’t want to because it’s the same night as your party. That’s not normal.”

      “Your heart’s not broken, Mia.” Jared stops short and shakes his head. “Okay, maybe it’s a little dead. But just because you don’t want to watch a bunch of half-naked men wrestle around in a cage rather than hang out with us doesn’t mean you’re not a good partner.”

      “It might mean there’s something wrong with her libido. Can he get us tickets? Because I might ditch my own party for naked wrestling.” Rae winks with her joke and I roll my eyes.

      “Rae . . .”

      “What? Just sayin’.” She holds up her hands and widens her eyes.

      Jared scoots closer to both me and the heater. His brows lift and his lips pinch with a frown. “I get it. But don’t you think your reaction has more to do with the man whose name can never be said again?”

      “Who?” Rae glances between us.

      “Jared!” I scold because he swore to never tell.

      He shrugs. “What? I’m just saying, if it weren’t for that fuckhead, your head wouldn’t be so fucked.”

      Rae stares at Jared before giving me the side eye. “I’m confused. Who’s he talking about?”

      Jared lifts his brows and though I’d love to smack that expression right off his face, it’s been enough years that I can talk about this without having a complete and total meltdown. I think. Taking a long sip of water and wishing it were something stronger, I turn to Rae. “It was freshman year. He was my first real boyfriend. Jared and I made a pact never to speak his name aloud again. Not just because he was a total tool—because he was—but because he changed me, in a forever kind of way, and I still hate him for it.”

      “What did he do?” Rae asks.

      Her question lifts my gaze and I glance at Jared, unsure of how far I should revisit my past. He gives an encouraging nod and squeezes my hand. I take a cleansing breath and continue. “He started with little comments. ‘That’s nice but why don’t you wear this?’ Not so alarming, at first. But then it moved on to, ‘Why are you wearing something so sexy? You want guys to think you’re a slut? Are you fucking someone else?’”

      “He never liked me, so that was his first strike.” Jared’s jaw works back and forth and I know he’s remembering, too.

      “He didn’t want me to spend time with Jared. He got jealous so easily, plus Jared encouraged me to be independent. He was threatened by that.”

      “So, what happened? You broke it off?”

      “Every time I was going to, he’d change, you know? He’d be super sweet or romantic. Surprise weekend away from the city. Night out just the two of us. New clothes for me to wear. A pair of expensive earrings. At the time I didn’t see what he was doing.” This is it. The first time in years I’ve allowed myself to recount these things. The old wounds sting, but for once they don’t bleed. “On our two-month anniversary, he hit me.”

      “Oh, Mia . . .” Rae’s eyes fill with tears.

      Jared waves his hand. “Her makeup skills are crap now, but can you imagine back then? The black eye didn’t get by me.”

      “You ended it.” Rae says, almost begging.

      Shame. A little embarrassment too, sneaks under my well-built wall that guards what’s left of my heart. I shake my head. “No, I didn’t. He was so sorry and he promised not to do it again. He promised so many things.”

      Rae turns to her brother. “Jared, how could you let her?”

      His gaze burns into mine but neither of us backs away. “I had no choice. I told her she was an idiot for staying with him. I pointed out every little thing he did to control her. But she said he loved her.”

      “I was young. I was stupid. I was so easily manipulated,” I plead.

      He holds my hand and smiles, though it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Hey, it was a mistake. We all have those.”

      “I still hate how weak I was. I hate my former self.” I pull my hands back into my lap. Heaviness, thick and weighted, settles between us.

      Rae’s voice cuts the tension. “So, when did it . . . How long ’til you—?”

      “Another month,” I cut her off. “It was right before finals. Jared and I were up late studying for that stupid bio exam. Do you remember how horrible that class was?”

      Jared laughs and I know it’s only to make me feel better. He’s always been such a good friend. Always. “Oh, God! Yes, that teacher was the worst.”

      I could skim over this part, but now that I’m unleashing the ghosts from my past I can’t seem to stop. “He kept trying to get hold of me. I guess he tried all my usual spots. My dorm room. The library. The MU.” My eyes burn and then fill with tears. I don’t want to cry. I haven’t thought about this night in years, and saying the words aloud somehow splits open the past. But I’m done crying over what he did to me, it’s the damage he caused around me that hurts anew.

      I’m so thankful when Jared picks up where I can’t. “When he couldn’t find her he came to my dorm. Only we’d been at it for hours by then, studying for this stupid final, and both of us had fallen asleep on my bed. You can imagine how well that went, him walking in with Mia curled up next to me.” Jared rolls his eyes.

      I nod and roll mine too. “He lost his mind. I tried to get in the way and got hit. He went for Jared . . .” I gulp because that was it, the moment I knew I couldn’t continue to let this man exist in my life. I tolerated him hurting me, but with Jared it was too much.

      “He beat the shit out of me. Thank God, Campus Police came. We pressed charges. He was arrested, suspended, and ended up transferring. Best punch to the face I ever took.” Jared blows me a kiss and for the thousandth time I’m hit with how lucky I am to have him as my best friend.

      “I’m so sorry this happened to you. I can’t believe you never said anything!” Rae slinks back into her seat.

      “You were in your awkward pubescent years, li’l sis.” Jared laughs.

      “Honestly, Rae, it’s behind me. After that I swore I’d never change for a man and I haven’t looked back. Not until Matt.”

      “He’s not hurting you, is he? Because I’ll kill that motherfucker!” Jared’s shout draws the attention of everyone sitting near our table. I shake my head and lift one brow, because really?

      Jared meets my stare and scoffs. “Okay, I’d at least hire someone bigger and stronger to kill him.”

      I shake my head because that’s not it. “Matt’s not the problem. It’s me! I haven’t done a relationship since my fucked up college one, so I don’t know how to be considerate. I don’t want to change who I am for anyone.”

      “Is that what Matt’s asking you to do?” Rae asks.

      “No, but I’m scared I’ll do it anyway.”

      Jared raises his brows and shakes his head. “Mia, we’re talking about you here. I say go right, you go left. I say jump, you say go fuck yourself. Hell, I ask you not to eat the last donut, and you always eat the last motherfucking donut. I don’t think you’re going to accidentally change who you are. You’re too set in your ways.”

      “Maybe that’s why I’ll never have another relationship. Who wants to be with someone like that?”

      “I don’t know. I get the impression Matt does.” Rae shrugs.

      I groan because I’m still at a loss. “But how do I even approach the subject? ‘Hey, so, you know how we’re dating but not really? Maybe we could really.’”

      Jared laughs and shakes his head. “Maybe work on the delivery, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out. If you’re into him, give it a shot.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”

      “I’ll find a hitman and keep him on speed dial in case things turn sour.” He winks.

      “You’re the best. Hey, speaking of the best . . . We need to discuss costumes. Obviously we’re zombies, but do we want to do a theme this year?” I rub my hands together because this is my absolute favorite part about Halloween.

      Jared won’t meet my gaze, and taps his fingers along his empty glass, “Oh, uh. Jesus. This is awkward. Shit. Might as well just say it. I’m not going as a zombie this year.”

      “What? Why?” I sit up straight.

      He puts his hands together and smiles in that ooey-gooey way people in love always do. “Things are going really well with Logan.”

      “I’m so happy for you.” Rae’s smile is genuine but I’m still stuck on the fact we won’t be zombies together. This is Halloween. The big party. We always coordinate our costumes and we always go as zombies. Always.

      “He doesn’t want to zombie with us?” I can’t keep the hurt from my tone.

      Jared shrugs. “We actually made plans to go as salt and pepper.”

      “The rap duo?” I shake my head, even more confused because Jared never was one for nineties rap.

      “No, the shakers.” He grins and picks the set off the table to depict their costume choice.

      “Aww . . . That’s cute.” Rae pats his arm.

      “We think so.” He grins and I have to look away.

      Okay, so Jared’s out. No big deal. At least I have Rae. I turn toward her. “So, what do you think? We could do Wandering Dead again or maybe something different?”

      “Um, I mean, I guess I can do the zombie thing again if you want me to. I do owe you one after last weekend. It’s just, I was sort of thinking I’d do something different.”

      “Different?”

      “Yeah, I was thinking like a sexy butterfly, or ladybug. Hell, maybe even Catwoman. It’s just that I’ve never had the chance, you know, since we were always a trio.” It’s totally obvious that’s what she wants, though she’s too polite and kind to come right out and demand it.

      “Oh, okay. I get it.” And I do, but it’s starting to feel as if our Halloween tradition is lacking the tradition. If we’re not going as walkers, and Rae and Jared are doing their own thing, it seems less significant for me to bail on Matt’s fights in place of the party. “You’re still having your party, though, right?”

      “God, yes!” Jared laughs. “Hey, Rae, did you call your DJ friend?”

      “Yes, and he’s good to go. Won’t even charge us for it. I always knew that blow job would pay off.” She smiles with satisfaction.

      Jared nods and lifts his cup. “BJs are never wasted.”

      Our server interrupts with plates of food and drink refills. Rae and Jared dig in and the conversation steers toward lighter territory. I join in, but a nagging feeling in my gut won’t allow me to relax until I set things right with Matt. I like him, I do, in a more-than-friends kind of way. And even though I’m not ready to take a stab at relationshipping, I might be ready to dip my toe in the waters. Pulling out my cell, I type out a short message and leave the device on my lap to wait for his reply.

      Mia: Save me a ticket.

      It’s no declaration of love, but it’s a huge step for me. His answer comes a few minutes later.

      Matt: It’s already yours. Thank you.

      That heart of mine must not be totally dead because his message warms me more than these space heaters. I pick up the phone and respond.

      Mia: And find your sexiest Catwoman costume because we have a party afterward.

      Matt: Done. You might need to help me with the fishnets and garters.

      A giggle leaves my lips and I glance up to find Jared and Rae staring. Jared lifts his brow with a smirk. Whatever. I’m sure he’ll give me crap about this later, but I don’t care.

      Mia: Rae wants you to dress up as Thor.

      Matt: What do you want me to be?

      You. I want Matt as he is. I’m not ready to say good night so instead of answering his question I take a dangerous step.

      Mia: Come over tonight?

      Matt: It’ll be really late again. That OK?

      Mia: Just come over. I’ll be home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      Experience has shown me that sometimes in life, when times are especially difficult, there are unexpected glimmers of peace within the adversity. A light to the darkness. Solace amongst madness. That’s exactly what Mia has become for me. She’s the home I look forward to every night after work.

      Okay, sure, I’m officially homeless at the moment, but she doesn’t know that. It’s not the reason she invites me over to make love and sleep by her side until I have to leave again. I actually don’t know her reason for welcoming me in, but I’m not a fool to question the good thing we have going. I like to think it’s because I give her the same consolation she provides me.

      Besides, if I show her exactly how I feel in these dark, honest moments of night when her limbs wrap around mine, maybe—just maybe after this fight goes right and I’m making a solid wage with the gym—there will be a right time to ask her for more. God, do I want more. I want her body, I want her heart, and most of all, I want her commitment—the one that says I choose you and let’s build a life together.

      But I’m not a complete fool. Mia’s sketchy about that stuff, so I won’t push. Not yet. Besides, we haven’t even finished our bet.

      The week passes quickly with all the extra training I have to put in to prepare my guys for their fights. It’s the first time in almost a month I’m not working either of my extra jobs, but I’m still as busy. On top of that, Ricky started the week ten pounds over, so all of Thursday and most of Friday I’m by his side as he sweats and sweats and sweats to make weight.

      Friday evening the weigh-ins go well and everyone goes home for a night of rest. Xavier’s focused and eerily calm for a man with his burdens. He acts so much older than his peers, but then that’s part of the reason he rises above. The young man he’s paired against tomorrow has him beat in height and experience, but there’s no doubt in my mind Xavier will walk out the victor. Maybe that’s wishful thinking, but I believe it’s fate. No one is as hungry for this win as my guy.

      Mia sends me another text, as she has all week, inviting me to come over. I’m not sure my bike could turn in any direction other than her place. Especially tonight, the eve before such a crucial turning point for my business. My nerves are already begging for a hit of the relief that comes from being in her arms. For the first time this week, I don’t have to warn her I’ll be late. Her reply is still the same.

      Mia: Come over. I’ll be home.

      If only she knew how true that was.
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        * * *

      

      I rise early Saturday and go through my fight day rituals. It’s kind of superstitious, especially since I’m not the one fighting, but for most of my life it led me to victory so I go with it. I don’t think about the one time my process failed me because that wasn’t entirely my fault.

      My feet hit the pavement outside Mia’s and I cue up my playlist, the one that simultaneously pumps me up and clears my mind. It’ll be hours until the fight, but a good five mile run to the gym, a shower, and then hanging with my boys as they warm up and get into a good mental headspace is all part of the equation to success.

      My run is therapeutic, and by the time I get to the gym I’m ready to take on the world. There’s so much pressure on my fighters. They’re the ones who have to fight, but it’s my responsibility to lead them to victory.

      I open the gym door and disarm the security system, and my phone buzzes in my hand. Just seeing Mia’s name light up the screen with a message is cause to smile. Today’s gonna be a great day.

      Mia: I fell asleep next to this hot guy but he’s gone missing.

      Matt: Maybe put a tracker on him?

      Mia: He keeps coming back.

      She’s not wrong. I can’t seem to stay away. All week I was worried it’d be too much, spending every night in her bed, but for once I’m not worried she’ll run.

      Matt: Just got to the gym. Pre-fight night rituals.

      Mia: If you need any animal sacrifices I can bring Mick.

      I laugh.

      Matt: Poor kitty.

      Mia: Don’t get me started. Meet you tonight?

      Matt: Your ticket will be at the door. Text me when you get there.

      Mia: OK. Don’t forget your costume.

      Oh, I won’t. A surprise I whipped up last minute because of how much love she has for zombies. I only hope it makes her smile. The front door swings open and I lift my gaze to see Ricky and Xavier saunter in.

      “What’s this? Early?” I tease and they both grin.

      “Didn’t want to risk it. I’m too excited,” Xavier says.

      “And I didn’t want to spend the day eating my feelings.” Ricky laughs, closing his eyes to groan. “Xavier wouldn’t let us stop to get donuts on the way.”

      “Tomorrow, man. Tomorrow.” Xavier shakes his head. “Eye on the prize. Right, Coach?”

      “That’s right. Let me catch a shower, then we’ll grab some real food,” I say and they nod. I grab my clothes from the office and think how damn lucky I am to have made it here. To this day. After such an uphill battle, I know whatever happens after this is meant to be. Whichever way the dice fall, I’m at peace with that.
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        * * *

      

      “Matt!” My brother waves through the steady stream of people. They opened the doors minutes ago and the seats around the cage are beginning to fill up. This older warehouse has been transformed to a makeshift showground for the night. Tables, chairs, even a VIP section with free food and drinks; Kyle Ramos sure knows how to sell out an event. My guys, both those fighting and the others here to support, all arrived over an hour ago. We’ve got a room in the back that provides them the space to focus until it’s time for their event.

      I glance beyond the judges and refs to find a familiar set of faces. UFC scouts. The same guys whose eyes I caught in an event much like this in what feels like a lifetime ago. For the first time tonight my gut churns with anxiety. It all comes down to this and what happens in that octagon.

      “Hey, Danny. Thanks for coming.” I clap my brother on the back before greeting Nikki with a wave. “You too, Nikki.”

      “This is so exciting!” She glances around with wide eyes. “Where are our seats?”

      “Here.” Danny hands over the tickets. “Why don’t you go find them and I’ll grab drinks.”

      “You’re the best, baby,” she mutters and kisses him on the mouth.

      My brother squeezes her ass. “You too, baby. I love you.”

      Nikki kisses him once more before sauntering away.

      “So, how are your boys feeling tonight? There are three on the card, right?” Danny asks.

      I nod, unable to hold back a smirk. “They’re feeling pretty good, baby.”

      “Aw, come on, man! Don’t you give me shit about that, too.” He laughs and shakes his head. “My friends have stopped calling me Danny.”

      I laugh and offer him the obvious solution. “Maybe you should stop saying baby.”

      His smile doesn’t fade and he clasps my shoulder with his hand. “You’ll understand one day, man. If she’s the right girl, you’ll do whatever she likes just to see her smile. I don’t give a fuck what anyone thinks.”

      “You’re a good boyfriend, Danny.” I grin because he’s head over heels for his girl. “I better get back. Keep an eye out for Uncle Jimmy. Mia, too.”

      His brows rise at that. “Ah, so you do know what it’s like to be hooked by a woman.”

      “No way, man. Not me. Mia would stab me if I tried to call her baby.”

      He shakes his head and begins walking toward the concessions. “Whatever. Good luck tonight.”

      “Thanks.”

      It doesn’t take long for the seats to fill. Kyle runs these things like a well-oiled machine, so as soon as the onsite medical staff arrives, a runner comes back to our locker room with a five-minute warning before the first fighters are led out to compete. It’s go time. This is the first time South Side, my baby, has had a fighter on the card for an event this size, and we all gather in the staging area proudly wearing our shirts from the gym. Ricky bounces on the balls of his feet, shakes out his arms to keep his shoulders loose, and dips his chin to the beat of the music playing in his headphones.

      The MC calls Ricky’s name and the music cues, streaming over the loudspeakers. My guys look to me first and I nod before leading the way. Ricky walks at my side, Xavier behind him, and the rest of our gym follows. We don’t dance. We don’t stroll in with a slow swagger, showboat, or smile. This is the intimidation factor, right here, and we look every bit a lean, mean fighting team.

      The announcer babbles on as Ricky’s opponent is introduced, but I keep his gaze focused on me, my hands holding the back of his head. “Just like we practiced, Ricky. You listen to me in there. No one else. Make us proud.”

      He strips off his shirt, hands it to one of our guys, and Xavier opens the cage. Ricky jumps inside, pacing and stretching his limbs while waiting on his opponent to join him in the octagon. Standing near the door, I prepare to coach him through any difficulties. The crowd around us cheers and I know I’ll have to compete with their screams to meet Ricky’s ears. I wonder if Mia is here yet. She didn’t text earlier, but I left my phone in the locker room because my head is one hundred percent in the game now.

      The ref checks their gloves and reviews the rules. Within seconds the bell dings and the first round starts.

      The opponents dance around and feel each other out while aiming to get in a jab or two. Ricky’s strongest game is on his feet, and he throws some wicked kicks to the other guy’s knees. The crowd shouts and calls out while the two fighters attack and retreat, hit and defend. It’s a mild fight until Ricky goes for a kick that the other guy reads. He knocks Ricky to the ground.

      “Don’t give him your back!” I shout as the other guy, obviously well versed in wrestling, not only gets Ricky in a hold, but as Ricky attempts to escape, he traps him again. They both breathe heavily and sweat flies from their mouth guards as each holds the other tight. Ricky’s already losing steam and this round isn’t even over.

      “Come on, everything you got!” I shout, but that’s the instant his opponent snags the upper hand and transitions into a mount. Ricky’s on his back and struggling to get free, but he’s vulnerable, a place you never want to be. Ricky battles, bucking to shift his opponent off center. The guy leans back and doesn’t lose his hold, turning Ricky’s body into his own personal practice bag.

      Ricky’s opponent comes down, raining elbows and several jabs to his side that’ll have him pissing blood for a week. I continue to shout encouragement, glancing up at the clock because he still has another forty-five seconds to endure. That’s a long ass time when taking hits like this.

      Ricky waits for the next punch and when it comes he strains for leverage to shove free. It doesn’t work. The other guy changes tactics and wails down five solid punches to Ricky’s face.

      Blood, grunts, groans. The last fight of my career all comes back like a flash. Betrayal, disappointment, failure. I have to shake my head to clear the images from my mind.

      Boos from the crowd amplify. This isn’t an underground show and while hits to the head aren’t discouraged, this is a fucking bloodbath. “What the hell? Get him out of there!” I shout to the referee. Ricky’s head lolls to the side and they finally call the fight only moments before the buzzer signals the round’s end. Win by knockout. I swing open the door and race inside along with the medics who drop to administer care.

      “Ricky, Ricky, you okay?” I shout above them as they clear the blood gushing freely from his nose. I’m sure that’s broken but I’m more concerned with a possible concussion.

      It takes a moment but Ricky nods and raises his thumb, which I take as a good sign.

      “We need to take him for observation,” one of the medics says. I nod in total agreement. I don’t see how he won’t need a hospital stay after that last round of hits. “Can you walk, kid?”

      Ricky nods again, but I’m not positive he can hold his body weight, let alone remain conscious. Propping one of his arms around my shoulder and the other medic doing the same, we’re able to get him to stand. The crowd claps, a sign of relief and praise, but I won’t breathe easy until Ricky’s cleared by a doctor. We make our way out of the cage and it’s then I lift my gaze to see my entire team still on bended knee.

      “Come on,” I say and they all stand, expressions somber as we make our way back to the locker room. Not the debut performance we were hoping for by any means, but I couldn’t be more proud of my men. They wait for us to pass, and without a word follow behind to show their solidarity. I only hope this loss doesn’t set the tone for the night . . . or the kind of fights we’ll see. A shot to the head is inevitable, but repeated punches like that is shady if you ask me.

      We get Ricky back to the first aid room and after another thirty minutes it’s clear he needs to go to the ER. There’s a gash under his eye they can’t keep closed with tape and he’s struggling to stay alert. Salvador’s fight is coming up soon, but Xavier’s isn’t until the end so there’s no way I can leave. Ricky’s got a girlfriend but she’s nowhere to be found, and from Xavier’s expression I’m not sure I’d trust her anyway. I enlist the help of one of the older guys, James, to take Ricky to the hospital with instructions to keep me informed before I get back inside to my team.

      “Hey, Kyle!” I shout when I come back inside. He walks ahead of me, also on his way back toward the octagon, one of only a couple people in this outer room. A few other people mill around–some late arrivals grabbing tickets, smokers on their way out or back inside, and a few event employees. “What the fuck was that?”

      He turns and winces when he sees me coming. “Tough opener. Let’s hope the rest of your team does better.” I realize he’s not emotionally invested in my fighters the way I am, but that’s no way to speak to me after what just happened.

      “You said rookie. You wanted someone green. That match-up wasn’t close to fair.”

      Kyle raises his hands, tilts his head, and his lips pull into a tight smile. “Hey, none of that. Best not make accusations to the man who signs your check.”

      Fucking asshole. It takes everything I am to not strike out with words or my fists. This guy could use a thrashing, verbal or otherwise, but he’s right. It’s not my place. This is business. “You’re right, Kyle. Not your fault. I apologize.”

      “He gonna be okay?” He has the decency to appear concerned.

      “On his way to the hospital now. My guess is a concussion.”

      “Hazard of the sport, but I don’t have to tell you that.” Back to asshole again.

      “Yep,” I say through a tight grin. “I better get back. Salvador’s up soon.”

      “Me, too. I’ll see you after the final fight.” He turns with an arrogant grin and struts inside.

      Closing my eyes, I take a few deep breaths to calm my frustration. This event is not going the way I planned, but really, when does anything? I need to get my head in the game and focus. For myself, sure, but even more for my team. I can’t walk back into that room screaming profanities and expect Salvador and Xavier to perform well. They need me to be stronger than my own demons. The past is right there, fluttering at my subconscious.

      “I need you to take the loss.” He’s waiting outside my room. By the looks of him, he’s been here a while. Since earning my UFC title, Pop always comes to the fights. Maybe he’s trying to make up for years lost, a lifetime of failure, or maybe he’s just a drunken gambling fool. Whatever the intent, he’s never asked me to throw a fight.

      I walk toward him and shake my head. “What? No. No fucking way.”

      “Son, I need this.” And it’s in the way he pleads that I just know . . .

      “You spent it all, didn’t you? You fucking wasted it all.”

      His gaze falls to the floor, a momentary lapse in his usual front. As if he’s actually ashamed by his actions. As if he actually gave a fuck for my dying mother when he took out a life insurance policy the moment we found out she wasn’t gonna pull through.

      “A few bets didn’t go my way. But if you could just throw this one fight . . . do this one thing for me and I’ll leave you alone for good.” He has the nerve to lift his chin to meet my gaze.

      “I’m not losing just so you can settle your gambling debt.” Disgust drips from my words as I meet my father’s glare. He did nothing for us. He hurt her for years, and once I was old enough, he beat me too. I’d never give up what I’ve worked so hard for just to help this bastard.

      “Then I’m as good as dead.” His words catch me off guard. “I owe. If I don’t come through tonight they’re done with me.” I don’t exactly know who “they” are, but I do know he runs in illegal circles. Will they kill him if he doesn’t pay up tonight? I don’t know, but I’m also not sure I care. Maybe that makes me a monster like him.

      “So, you bet against your own son?” A laugh escapes my lips but it holds no humor.

      “You’re predicted to win. I need an underdog for the payout.”

      “Bring back memories?” My father’s voice snaps me to the present and it’s the most unnerving thing to see him here in the flesh after everything that’s happened between us.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I demand with all the hatred I feel.

      He shrugs, a little lift to his forced smile. “Free country, son.”

      “I don’t want you here. You should consider exploiting your freedoms elsewhere.” I turn to walk away but he catches my arm.

      “What? Don’t want to be seen with the likes of me? The only reason you’re here on this earth is because of me, boy. You best remember that.”

      “I’ll be sure and write you a thank you note for knocking up my mom,” I spit out as the familiar rage boils within my blood. It’s a simmer, ready to erupt with the force of my muscles and levy the sins of my past against the first casualty who dares to tip the scales.

      My father steps closer, his face inches from mine. “Don’t sass me, son. See what happens.”

      “What? You gonna hit me? Here? I thought we moved past that the day I walked out.” It feels good to get that out but I’m still fuming.

      He laughs and his breath reeks of alcohol. “You were a foolish boy then. Still are now.”

      “What’s that even supposed to mean?” I try to shrug back, not trusting myself to be this close and not take a hit. Not when he pushes my buttons every damn time we share the same space.

      “Your guy Xavier Johnson. He’s the underdog,” he announces as if I don’t already know it.

      “Yeah, well the kid’s gonna cream Sanchez tonight.”

      My father’s lips pull into an arrogant smile. “I know that. Odds are three to one, and I’ve got a five-digit check coming my way.”

      “I’m leaving now.”

      For the second time tonight he reaches out to stop me. His fingers might be what grab my arm, but it’s his words that stop my feet in their tracks. “I’ll split the winnings. It’d be enough to save the gym.” That he thinks I’d take one dime from him after how my career ended only fuels my anger.

      “I don’t gamble on fights, and my gym is just fine.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      He laughs from the pit of his belly. “That’s not what I hear.”

      That’s it. I can’t deal with him anymore. Not tonight. Not ever. “Get the fuck out of here,” I practically growl, but when he doesn’t move I shout, “Now!”

      “Ungrateful son of a bitch,” he spits that last word and I lunge.

      “I told you never to talk about her!” Grabbing his shoulders, I shove back until his head hits the wall with a hard thump. He fights back, too. Getting me with a knee to the groin, but I’m stronger and I’ve taken harder hits than that. Scuffling until I’ve got the upper hand, I reach back to punch that goddamn smile off his fucking face. I get one good shot in and cock back for a second.

      “Matt!” Mia’s shout halts my momentum, and instead of going for his face, this time I grab for his throat.

      “Get. The. Fuck. Outta here. You understand?”

      His glare stays hard even with the fresh cut on his lip, but when I dig my fingers into the skin at his neck and squeeze, he gives a slight nod. I let go and take three steps back, breathing too hard from that one hit. My gaze follows him, daring him to say another word or to try and gain entry to the event inside. He must realize I’m not playing around because with his lips in a hard, thin line he turns and walks towards Mia.

      “Mia.” Apprehension weasels its way into my tone even though I aim to keep it neutral. I don’t know how long she’s been standing there looking like a wet dream. And eavesdropping over all my family’s dirty laundry. “You came,” I say but her expression doesn’t change.

      Her eyes are guarded, along with her smile. “You asked me to.”

      “Yeah, I guess I wasn’t sure.” I force laughter but it sounds flat to my own ears.

      “Good luck.” My father passes Mia and stops walking. He spits blood from his lip against the concrete floor, turning to meet my gaze once more. His eyes are hard and cruel. “You’re gonna need it.”

      If Mia weren’t standing there I’d lay into him again. Closing my eyes, I count to ten and breathe in through my nose. When I open them Mia’s only standing a few feet away.

      “So, that was your father?”

      My jaw hardens when I consider the man attached to that title. I nod.

      “I can see the resemblance.”

      That only furthers my irritation and I work my jaw back and forth so I don’t say something rude.

      “So . . .” She glances around the now empty entryway. “Any other family members lurking around?”

      “Sorry.” I shake my head and blow out another breath to clear my thoughts from that bastard. I need to focus on the reason I’m here. Get back in the locker room with Salvador and Xavier. But first I need to make Mia feel welcome after the horrible greeting she just witnessed.

      I take in her outfit as I step forward. Her legs appear miles long in that short skirt; the ripped netting of her tights doesn’t help divert my gaze. An “I love dead things,” block letter T-shirt would appear simple if the fabric didn’t hug her breasts and show off her ample cleavage with the V-neck. She’s made up her face differently though, with an imaginary line down the center splitting her into a half beauty queen, half zombie woman.

      “Thank you for coming.” I reach forward and am relieved when she threads her fingers through mine.

      “I said I would.” Her lips and eyes are still impassive, not giving me insight into her thoughts, and I hope she’ll forgive the altercation she witnessed between me and my father.

      “So, what happened here . . .” I point to the side of her face that’s one hundred percent Mia. “You missed a pretty big spot.”

      She shrugs. “Think Jekyll and Hyde, the Zombie-Mia version.”

      “I like it.” I stare and think of all the things I should say. How I should explain my dad, my mom, and my fall from grace, but the words get stuck in my throat.

      Her gaze drops with disappointment, but when she lifts her chin again there’s a smile on her lips. “It’s exciting out there.”

      “Yeah, just wait until we get closer to the main event. Did you catch the first fight?” I ask but she shakes her head with a no. The roar from inside reaches us where we stand. “It was brutal. He’s okay, on his way to the hospital just to be sure. I hope you don’t mind a little blood. Things can get pretty gross.”

      “You do know who you’re talking to, right?” She points at her face and the side painted like decayed open flesh wounds. “I think I’ll be good.”

      “You’re p—” I almost say perfect. The word’s on the tip of my tongue, but instead I clear my throat and add, “Probably right. You can handle more gore than most of my fighters. Speaking of which, I need to go check on them.”

      Taking her hand in mine, I pull her toward the room where my guys wait.

      “What do you all do beforehand? Backstage?” She nods down the hallway. “File your toenails? Warm up with a quick round of jazzercise? Wait, I know! Watch cooking tutorials on YouTube.”

      “Nah.” I laugh and shake my head, stopping when we reach the door marked South Side. I run my fingers through my hair and tuck it behind my ears. “Sorry to disappoint but Salvador is most likely stretching and Xavier’s lying on the table listening to Metallica on repeat.”

      She winces. “Wow. I would’ve pegged him more as a Tupac kinda guy.”

      “Is that because he’s black?” She’s never made a racist comment before, but that doesn’t mean she’s not.

      Mia laughs out loud but when I don’t join in she shakes her head. “You’re serious? No. It’s nothing to do with that.” Her brows draw together and she glances over her shoulder.

      “I guess I better go back inside,” she mutters and won’t meet my gaze.

      God, I’m acting every bit a jerk. It’s as if I can’t help myself. I’m always an intolerable asshole after seeing my father. “Find your seat, okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m right next to your brother.” She nods.

      “My uncle out there yet?”

      “You have an uncle? Is he also a dickwad?” She lifts her brow and for a moment I wonder if she’s insinuating I’m the dick, but then realize the reference is to my father.

      “Oh, no.” I blow out a breath. “He’s nothing like Pop. He’ll love you.”

      She inhales deeply and blows it out in a rush. “Oh, goodie. The whole family is here.” She tries to smile but she’s obviously uncomfortable. After what she witnessed with my father I’m not surprised. Maybe a little disappointed. She shoves her hands into her back pockets and meets my gaze. “What about your mom?”

      Doesn’t matter how long it’s been or how many times someone asks, that question still packs the same punch. My face falls before I can right it. I open my mouth but Mia reaches out to touch my arm.

      “She’s gone.” I manage to get out.

      “I’m sorry, Matt. I didn’t know. How long since?”

      “She passed eight years ago. Cancer.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “You didn’t know.”

      She pushes up on her toes and wraps her arms around my waist, burying her face in my chest. Little as she is, her hold is tight and safe, a comfort I need more than she knows.

      Laughter sounds from behind the door and it’s a reminder that I need to get back to my guys. “I’ve got to go,” I mutter into her hair.

      She lets me go with a sad smile, and without another word walks down the hall to rejoin the crowd. I watch her until she’s out of sight, and I have to wonder. How much longer will she stick around now that she’s seen my past? Hell, she’s only had a preview. If she knew how badly my last fight in the octagon played out—the months following—she’d run and never look back. I want to explain. I want to make her see. Let her in enough to share the pain, but that’s completely selfish. I put the idea out of my head and resolve to spend the rest of my night focused on what really matters. Getting my guys through these fights and emerging with a UFC contract for Xavier. Anything less is unacceptable.
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        * * *

      

      Salvador’s fight is the complete opposite of Ricky’s. He and his opponent go the full three rounds and give the crowd a great show, and he wins by points. It’s exciting for the gym and all my South Siders cheer and shout on our way back to await Xavier’s turn.

      He doesn’t speak much. I admire his focus and am thankful for it. My mind, as much as I try not to let it, continues to wander back to the past. It’s as if I’m not fully here in the moment. I’m sure no one notices, or if they do it appears my thoughts are on the fight.

      Before we know it, Xavier’s called on deck. As the final fight on tonight’s card, this is the coveted spot and expectations run high. We again arrive as a team, and Xavier enters the octagon with total focus. I can’t help but turn around once to find Mia in the crowd. She stands with my brother, Nikki, and Uncle Jimmy, cheering along with everyone else. Our eyes meet because unlike everyone else in attendance, she’s not watching my fighter. She’s watching me. That alone fills me with pride.

      As soon as the buzzer sounds, Xavier pounces with his attack. He doesn’t hold back or wait to feel things out. It throws his opponent off balance, and they hit the cage with a loud rattle. I wince because the other guy is gonna have waffle bruises down his back from that alone. Xavier gets in a few great hits, but Sanchez blocks his next attempts and they break apart.

      There’s no reason to shout direction because Xavier’s doing everything as he should. He’s more than ready for this night. Sanchez attempts a few kicks, but Xavier reads the third one and catches it in his hand. He throws Sanchez to the ground and jumps atop him to rain down a series of hits that not even I could block.

      The ref watches closely this time and shouts a halt to the match. The bell rings and Xavier bounces off the mat and back to our corner. The cheers simmer to an echo of murmurs from the crowd. Xavier paces along one side of the cage while the medics enter to attend to the man down. Before they can reach him, however, Sanchez sits up and waves them off. The crowd cheers and after he stands, Sanchez walks over to Xavier and shakes his hand. The shouts from fans escalate to whoops and hollers. Xavier put on one hell of a fight. Short but precise, and I’ve no doubt he’s earned himself a room full of followers.

      Watching the ref raise Xavier’s hand high and declare him the official winner, I should be filled with pride. Pride for this kid. Excitement for my gym. For the opportunities ahead. Instead, what’s on my mind is how my old man is ten grand richer tonight. In some sick and twisted way I’m a part of that. It dilutes this moment. Sours the win. My lips might pull into a smile for the fans, but on the inside I haven’t been this angry in years.

      I go through the motions. Xavier accepts his belt, the new owner of this semi-pro title for the time being. I spot the UFC scouts as they talk together and flick gazes at Xavier. All the guys from the gym, including their family and friends crowd around to offer their congratulations. Tonight was a big win for us, for South Side, and I only wish I could allow myself to enjoy the victory.

      “Congrats! Oh, my God! Matt, that was so exciting!” Mia winds her way through the crowd and leaps so I have to catch her. Her smile is so damn wide, and with the crazy face paint she looks almost out of this world.

      She plants a kiss on my lips, a rare form of PDA and the shock of it pulls me to the present. “Yeah, it was,” I say as she steps back.

      Her eyes are wide and exhilaration drips from her words. “Xavier was unbelievable. I can see now why you have so much faith in him.”

      “He did good. He did exactly what we trained for.” My lips pull into a smile, maybe the first real one all night, but it’s more for the beautiful zombie girl grinning back.

      “Haywood! Congrats, bro. You train some beasts over there at South Side. I’m gonna have to come check it out.” Shawn Spencer, the imposter of a fighter and rival gym owner interrupts our moment. Mia takes another step out of the way.

      Forcing a smile I don’t feel, I accept his handshake. “Hey, Spencer. Good seeing you again. Stop by anytime.” He better not, though. Snake is probably hoping to poach my best fighters.

      “Sounds good, bro. Catch ya later.” He winks and heads toward Xavier. He’s a bold motherfucker, I’ll give him that. I’ve no doubt he’ll try and sway Xavier over to his gym right now. Son of a fucking bitch.

      “So, do you have to stick around or can we head to the party now?” Mia says.

      My eyes meet her expectant stare. Party. Right. The thought of hanging out with a bunch of drunk assholes in costume sounds like absolute hell right about now. Glancing over Mia’s shoulder, I spot Kyle waving me over. He’s with the UFC scouts. It’s not possible to miss them all tramp stamped out in their sponsored apparel. “Actually, I need to stick around for a while.”

      Mia nods. “Oh, okay. Then I’ll meet you there? I’ll text you the address.”

      Damn it. Right before my eyes Spencer’s got his arm around Xavier’s shoulder, pointing at Kyle and the UFC scouts. “Yeah. Hey, I gotta run . . .” I drop a kiss on the side of her face, the one that’s not covered in stage makeup, and jog over to Kyle before this day gets any worse.

      “Matt Haywood! Here’s the coach of the hour. Noah Bibby, Ethan Sharp, you’ve met Matt before, I think.” Kyle makes introductions.

      “Noah, Ethan. It’s great to see you again. Enjoy the fights?” I say.

      Ethan nods. “Hell yeah, we did. That Xavier Johnson is really something. You got time to grab him so we can talk?”

      This is it. Everything I wanted. So, why is it after I snag Xavier and we sit down to a late dinner with these UFC reps I feel as though I’ve lost the best thing I ever had in my life?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Matt walks away and it feels very much like rejection. I’ve never been one to run after a man, but I can finally understand the urge to do so and that thought angers me enough to leave. I’m already late for the party. Jared and Rae have been texting me photos of their fun all night. I thought I’d made the right choice by splitting my evening and coming here first, but now I’m not so sure. Between witnessing the altercation with his father and now this brush off, I’m not positive Matt’s the man I thought he was.

      “Mia! Wait up!” Matt’s brother Danny calls out and waves. Nikki’s attached to his side, much as she’s been all night. I have to admit as much as I don’t want to like her merely because of her connection to Violet, she’s been friendly all evening. I wouldn’t go so far as to invite her to hang out, but she’s not the vile person I first assumed.

      “Hey,” I say as Danny and Nikki reach me in the crowd. There are still quite a few people loitering around.

      “You sticking around to wait for Matt?” Danny asks.

      “No, actually I need to catch a bus uptown. My friends throw this killer Halloween party each year and I’m already late.”

      He nods. “You want a ride? We were about to take off.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to put you out.”

      Nikki hooks her arm in mine. “Seriously, Mia? Come with us. Danny’s ride is a thousand times better than a city bus!” She doesn’t even wait for my answer and tugs me outside along with them.

      “So, what did you think of the fights?” Danny asks. “First time?”

      “Yeah, first fights I’ve watched live. Well, organized and for sport. I’ve seen my fair of bar fights.”

      “I’m not gonna lie. There’s something super hot about two guys going at it on the ground.” Nikki giggles and Danny rolls his eyes. “What? Tell me I’m not alone in this, Mia? It’s fucking hot, right?”

      “Two dudes. Totally hot.” I agree to that part.

      Danny laughs. “Doesn’t work on the flip, though. Two chick fighters? They scare the shit out of me. Those two tonight. Did you see the rage? I think my balls jumped back to hide in their pre-pubescent position. Nothing sexy about that.”

      Nikki giggles and murmurs something in Danny’s ear that causes him to clear his throat. I don’t want to know what she said, though my guess is something dirty. These two take touchy-feely to the extreme, and don’t even get me started on the baby pet name. It’s great they’re so in love, but not everyone needs to be subjected to it. We approach a sleek black SUV and Danny produces a key fob that unlocks the doors.

      “See. Better than a bus.” Nikki grins and so does Danny. He’s a total gentleman and opens the passenger door for her first, then the back one for me before getting behind the wheel. The SUV is complete with GPS so I give Nikki the address as we roll out into the busy Saturday evening traffic.

      “Man, it was so good seeing Matt in his element tonight,” Danny says with admiration.

      “How was he as a fighter?” I ask because I’m genuinely curious. Matt doesn’t talk about it, and all I know are from the photos he hangs in his gym.

      “Incredibly focused. Owned the room from the minute he set foot inside. A lot like his last kid tonight, Xavier Johnson.”

      “Yeah, Matt said he thinks he’ll go pro,” I add.

      “I’m sure he will after tonight. But that fight was nothing. Damn, I wish you could’ve seen him back in the day. It was his passion and his whole life.”

      “Sounds like it,” I mumble, because as much as Danny’s going on, I feel even more removed from who Matt is. He had this entire career before we met and even though I know about it, I’ve never pushed for details. I want to ask why he quit. Or if he did? Because that argument he was having with his father got really heated. I only caught a few words but I have a feeling there’s a lot more about Matt Haywood he hasn’t shared.

      Glancing out the window, I ponder something to say that won’t come off as prying. “Matt said you guys grew up in South Shore. That’s not far from here, is it?”

      Danny laughs and shakes his head. I don’t understand what’s so funny until he glances at me through the rear view mirror. “I’m not sure whether you noticed, but Matt and I have different mothers.”

      “That part I got.” I roll my eyes.

      He quirks his brow and then continues. “I didn’t grow up in South Shore. I grew up in the ’burbs with my mom and grandparents. I had the good childhood.” It’s the way he says that last part that begs for questions. If Danny had the good childhood, what did Matt get? The possibilities hurt my heart.

      “Oh, okay.” I’m still confused and trying to piece it together when Nikki twists in her seat so she can meet my gaze.

      “Basically, their father was a manwhore back in the day. He never married, slept his way through half the city, and knocked up both of their mothers. Danny and Matt are the only two Haywoods—we think.”

      “Nikki!” Danny shakes his head and flicks his gaze back to mine in the mirror. “I’m not sure Matt would appreciate us blabbing our family crap.”

      “God! Your brother’s such a downer.” Nikki groans and shoots me a sympathetic smile. “Sorry, Mia. I know you two are together.”

      I don’t bother correcting her. I’m more concerned about the fact Matt hasn’t. Does he just let his brother assume we’re a couple? Nikki fills the rest of the ride with her mindless chatter until my temple begins to throb. It’s not her fault, though. It’s all these half-truths, and if I’m being honest, it’s the fact I saw something in Matt tonight that reminded me a whole hell of a lot of my ex-boyfriend from college.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when Danny’s SUV finally pulls up at the curb of Jared and Rae’s apartment. “Thank you so much for the ride.”

      “It was no problem. We’ll see you around?” Danny’s eyes hold an anxiousness I don’t understand but it makes me agree with a nod just to earn his smile. “’Night, Mia!”

      “Have fun at your party!” Nikki calls before I shut the door.

      That is my exact mission as I walk into the foyer and ride the elevator up to the rooftop. I step out of the car and push open the steel door that leads outside when my phone buzzes in my hand. I look down to find a text message from Matt.

      Matt: Sorry, I’m not gonna make it.

      Glancing over to the time icon, I find it’s only a few minutes past eleven. Sure, it’s late, but this is Matt we’re talking about. I’ve witnessed that man work into the early morning hours almost every single night, then get up at dawn to do it all again. I know he’s not too tired. If he’s ditching the party, it’s because he doesn’t want to be here. He doesn’t want to be with me.

      An actual growl leaves my lips as I shove my phone into my coat pocket.

      “She comes with sound effects, too. Special!” Jared’s waiting for me when I raise my chin. On further inspection of my face he claps his hands wildly. It’s alarming, especially with how he’s completely bleached his hair and eyebrows white.

      “Salt?” I tilt my chin and take in the white high top sneakers, white jeans, and white mesh tank top.

      “Don’t you love?” He spins in a circle.

      “Marvelous. When do I get to meet Dr. Pepper?”

      “He’s in law, not medicine, and he’s dying to meet you, too. Come on, Kitten.” Jared hooks his arm in mine and practically skips. He drags us across the party to an attractive—and older—man. That is, unless he had his hair treated to appear to be a forty-something.

      “Logan, this is my Kitten. Mia, meet Logan.”

      “So nice to meet you.” Logan hands Jared his glass and wraps me in a tight embrace.

      “You, too,” I say, stepping out of his arms. My lips pull up with a smirk as Logan takes his glass back and slides his other arm around Jared’s waist. Where Jared went all white, Logan’s varied it up with a pair of black and white wing-tip tuxedo shoes, black dress slacks, and a black suit vest sans shirt. His white bow tie and cloth pocket napkin complete his outfit. Regardless of the fact he must be at least five to ten years older than Jared, they fit perfectly together.

      Jared waves Rae over, and once she sees me, she screams. It doesn’t stand out over the music, but her enthusiasm makes me laugh anyway. She grabs two beers from the cooler on her way and after doting over my costume, and I over hers, the four of us gather to chat and drink.

      “So, Logan . . . Jared tells us you are quite the defender of the innocent.” I can’t help but tease and Rae covers her mouth to hide her giggle.

      Jared glares but Logan takes my question in stride. “If you consider legal research and drafting documents for my firm to sign as their own . . . I guess I do.”

      “Don’t let him fool you. Logan’s firm does amazing work for our community. Several of the partners and staff take on domestic violence cases pro bono. Logan’s a part of that team.”

      “Handsome with a good heart. Where do I find the straight version?” Rae blinks and glances around the party.

      “Not here.” Jared laughs and she slaps him across the chest. “Hey, when is Matt getting here?” he asks but before I can answer, Rae interrupts.

      “Yeah! We can’t wait to see his costume!” Rae nods and then looks at Logan. “Matt’s got a manbun, and he’s a retired fighter. If he shows up dressed with a giant hammer in his hands, you’ll have to hold me up. Because I’ll totally faint over that.”

      “Thor obsession,” is all Jared has to say and Logan sighs with understanding. All eyes are back on me, waiting expectantly for an answer.

      “He’s not coming, actually.” I force the words through my lips.

      “Why? Did something happen at the fights?” Mia’s eyes widen with concern.

      “No. Yes. It’s complicated.” I shake my head and now all three of them are looking at me as if my cat died. Well, as if a cat I loved died. Mick’s still an asshole. Their concern only makes me uncomfortable and I reach for the closest half-truth that will get them off my case. I don’t want to be the downer of this party. “One of his fighters went to the hospital.”

      “Oh, my God! Is he okay?” Rae gasps.

      “I think so. They think he has a concussion. But his other two fighters won. One was the last fight, too. He won a shiny belt and everything.”

      “I’m sorry, Mia.” Jared reaches over to squeeze my arm. “We were really looking forward to him coming.”

      “Me, too.” I nod and manage to hold a smile. Tipping back my beer bottle I finish it off and meet my friends’ stares. “Anyone want another? I need to catch up!” They all decline, their drinks still full, and I turn to walk toward the cooler. Relieved their prying eyes aren’t on me, I drop my front for a moment and pull out my phone. Maybe I’m reading too much into this. Maybe Matt has business to take care of with the gym or he’s going to see how Ricky is. Either way, we need to talk. I don’t know anything about Matt’s life prior to meeting him at Zig’s.

      Mia: Come over later?

      I send the text and then turn off my cell so I won’t be tempted by his response. Pulling two beers from the cooler, I pop the tops on both and make my way back to my friends with the determination to have a fun night regardless of the cloud that rolled in on my life. All thanks to Matt Haywood.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Jared?” Rae plops onto my lap, her sexy butterfly wings long deserted so she’s wearing not much more than a short skirt and bra.

      “He and Logan disappeared an hour ago. I wouldn’t try to find them.”

      “God! Everyone’s getting laid tonight but me.” She snuggles her head onto my shoulder.

      “You and me both, sister,” I say because I’m still livid about the text Matt sent. I finally gave in and checked my phone about thirty minutes ago. Most everyone from the party has either left or is passed out.

      “What? Why no Matt?” She slides off my lap and onto the seat next to mine. “Go get yourself some Thor lovin’. I would. This party’s over.”

      “What would you do about this?” I shove my cell in her face, and I might be a little drunk because she has to push it back off her nose to read the screen. I already know what it says.

      Matt: Sorry, don’t feel like company.

      “Shit.” She swears and I bob my head with agreement.

      “Right? Fucking asshole has fucked me every night this week but tonight he doesn’t feel like it.” I scoff and finish off my drink.

      Rae shoves me with her hand. “You’ve been sleeping with Thor!”

      I close my eyes and shake my head. “Matt. It’s just Matt.”

      “Fucking asshole.” She shakes her head. “Hey! You need to go find him right now. Tell him to man the fuck up. If my girl wants to have zombie sex with his Thor self, then he needs to be there for you.”

      “Right?” I shake my head with utter disappointment. “He’s probably asleep by now.”

      “You know where he lives. Go get your Thor-Matt.” She giggles. “Thor-Matt. Doormat.”

      I pat her face. “You’re drunk, Rae.”

      She grins and wrinkles her nose. “So are you, Mia. Don’t drive a car though.”

      “I’ve got this.” I find the app and type in the cross streets to his apartment. Matt Haywood wants to try and hide? Good luck, buddy. This zombie is ready to hunt his ass down. I might even bite his head off. Depends on what he has to say for himself and whether that’s a good or bad thing.
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        * * *

      

      My Uber driver pulls up alongside Matt’s building and eyes it suspiciously. “Need me to wait here?”

      “No, thanks.” I exit the car. Sure, it’s not the greatest part of town, but it’s not unsafe. I climb the stairwell and follow the catwalk until I’m outside Matt’s apartment. I knock at the door, and resort to banging when he doesn’t respond or open. I know he’s fucking home. The lights are off inside, but he was texting me an hour ago.

      “Matt! Open the goddamn door!”

      “He’s not there, honey.” An angry looking elderly woman pokes her head out two doors over.

      “You saw him leave?” I say, hopeful that maybe I’ve missed him. Maybe he changed his mind and went to find me.

      She laughs but it holds no humor. “No, he’s been gone for weeks. Moved when we got the out.”

      My face must show my confusion.

      “The building’s going condo. He moved out, honey. He ain’t here.”

      The fuck? Where the hell has he been living? “He’s not fucking here?” I shout and head down the stairs. “Fucking hell!” I pull out my phone and consider calling an Uber back home. Why didn’t he tell me he moved? I guess sure, it never really came up and it wasn’t as if I ever asked to go to his place since he’s been spending every night at mine. But it’s still concerning. Where could he be now? That’s when I wonder . . .

      The gym isn’t far from here and the taxi ride is less than five dollars. There’s no way to ring the door bell, so I pound on the glass and hope I’m right. There’s no movement from inside so I pull out my cell and call his phone.

      “Mia?” His voice is rough with sleep.

      “I’m outside. Let me in,” I demand, not even a little bit nice. I’m tired from this entire night. From going to his fight and getting the brush off, to hanging out at the party without him. He ruined my favorite night of the year.

      “What do you—” His voice stops short and that’s when I see his cell, a bright flashlight from inside the gym. He ends the call and comes over to unlock the doors. “Mia, what are you—”

      “Why? Why would you just bail? Why did you move and not tell me?”

      “Come inside. It’s cold,” he says, glancing up and down the street. I know I’m causing a scene but there’s no one out here to notice. “Mia, please come in.”

      I consider staying outside just to spite him, but it’s the cold and the please that move my feet forward. I walk inside and wait for him to lock the door. Once it’s secure he stalks further into the building away from me. I’m guessing his intent is for me to follow but I’m still really pissed.

      “Matt, what the hell?” I throw up my hands.

      He stops and turns before he reaches the light switch. His brow furrows as I come near. “Mia, it’s almost three in the morning. Can we just sleep and talk in the morning?”

      “Sleep? Where? Is this where you’re staying?”

      He shrugs and drops his gaze. “For now. Kinda. I’ve been at your place most nights.”

      “And what? You just don’t have an apartment? You didn’t think that’s something I’d like to know?” I’m sputtering but I don’t know how else to feel than totally betrayed.

      “No.” His voice is a roar that carries throughout the empty space. “No, Mia, I didn’t think to mention I’m homeless. Because it’s fucking pathetic. You happy now?” His words lash out and I draw back with a step.

      “Matt, I—”

      “No. You know what?” He takes a step closer and points his finger in my face, “You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to come here and shit on my life. I’ve had enough of that for one night.”

      “What are you fucking talking about? I shit on your night? Hello! I was the one who came to your fight . . . like I promised. You’re the one who left me. Stood me up at the party.”

      He scoffs and shakes his head. “Oh, come on. I’m sure you were fine. You were with your friends, just where you wanted to be. Remember? Them over me.”

      He throws my own words in my face and it doesn’t feel good. “That’s not fair.”

      “No, but it’s what you said. I get it, Mia. I do. Honestly, it’s cool. I’ve always come second best, anyway.” He shakes his head.

      “Right, ’cause you’re the underdog?” I raise my chin with challenge. He wants to lay it all out, let’s do this.

      His eyes, harsh and accusing, glare into mine. “What do you want me to say? Why did you even come here?”

      Straightening my spine, I prepare for another kind of battle. “I came here for some answers. We’ve been fucking for weeks and I don’t even know who you are!”

      “You don’t . . .” Jaw locked and lips tight, he tilts his head. “Really, Mia? If that’s how you feel, then I’m out.” He turns and walks towards his office.

      “I knew you would be out from the beginning!” The words taste as sour as they feel.

      He spins and stalks back toward me. “I don’t have time for this shit. I have real problems. Something you’d know nothing about. This was all just a game anyway, right?” His stare sinks into mine, a standoff, a battle of truth against lie, but as much as I began to hope for more, he’s correct.

      “That’s right, Matt. This was a bet. You’re a fucking bet. The one thing you swore you never did.” His eyes narrow with each accusation. I should leave. I should shut up, but he deserves to hurt the way I do. “But looks like you couldn’t make it through to the end, could you? I knew you wouldn’t last four dates.”

      “Goddamn it, Mia!” he roars and his fist punches along with his anger. I flinch as his knuckles come in contact with the wall behind me, a Matt sized hole now in the drywall. His anger. His rage. It’s exactly what a younger Mia would have tolerated, but I have no desire to walk that path again.

      I stumble backwards and can’t get away fast enough. “Don’t call me. Don’t come see me. We’re over. All of it.” My voice is eerily calm for the unease running through my body and mind.

      Matt holds his fist in his other hand and winces. “Mia, I’m sorry. I—”

      “Don’t.” I warn and my back hits the front door.

      His eyes fall to the floor with his breath. They lift again and I can hardly stand to meet his gaze, it’s so full of hurt. “At least let me take you home.”

      I shake my head and glance away long enough to unlock the door. “No. I’ll find my own ride.” My fingers wrap around the cold metal of the handle and I tug it open.

      “Mia, it’s not safe.”

      My eyes snap back to his, only this time I’m not rattled by their scrutiny. Narrowing my glare, I hold out one hand to stop him from coming any closer. “I’ll be fine. You taught me how to fight, remember?” I stomp outside so angry, so hurt, and so blindsided that I don’t even look back. I try to slam the door behind me but it has one of those self-closing safeties and the bells on the handle jingle softly as it glides shut.

      I walk down the street to the twenty-four-hour diner before requesting another Uber. I’m so angry at Matt. For leading me to believe there could be more. For making me feel things. God damn, my chest hurts.

      My eyes sting and I’m overcome with the need to cry.

      “You okay, sugar?” The waitress at the counter asks because I must look every bit the mess I feel. I’ve also been in this costume, face paint and all, for almost twelve hours now. She looks me up and down. “Coffee?”

      I almost do cry because that’s quite possibly the only thing that could make this night, or should I say morning, better. “Yes, thank you.” I glance down at my phone and see my driver’s close. “To go, please?”

      “You got it.” She winks and fills a cup. I leave a five on the counter and when she hands over my drink I quickly mix in sugar and cream. My phone buzzes with the alert and I wave to the nice waitress.

      “Wait. Let me get your change.”

      “Keep it.” I push out the doors just in time to catch my ride back to my apartment. The drive is short. At this hour there’s little traffic. I sip my coffee and try not to count up all the ways tonight went wrong—from witnessing Matt’s assault on his father to our fight at his gym. His fists clenched. All that fury in his eyes. In one furious punch, Matt brought back all my past demons. I’ve never felt unsafe with him before. But tonight . . . Tonight when he put his hand through the drywall, my first thought was When will that be me?

      I can’t go back to that place again. I can’t be with a man who uses his physical strength to express his wrath. I’m stronger than the girl I was in college. I’m a woman who knows what she wants, and it’s not that.

      I know what I need to do.

      The driver pulls up to my building, and I thank him as I climb out of the car. With each step forward I’m more resolved than before. I’m done with Matt Haywood. Hell, I’m done with men in general. There’s one thing left, though, before I can put him out of my mind. A deal’s a deal, after all.

      After a quick shower to wash off all my makeup, I arm myself with a pot of coffee and my most comfortable sweats. For the next few hours I make the final adjustments, finish the design and publish the changes on South Side’s new website. Before climbing into bed, I send a text to Jared asking for his help and then turn my phone off. I’m spent, exhausted, and have no fucks left to give, but still the tears flow. I thought I was guarding my heart, but somewhere along the way Matt tore down my defenses. If I weren’t so angry with him, I’d admit I was in love.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday I awake to a buzz at my apartment door. My first thought is that is must be Matt, but as soon as I stand up the sleep fades from my mind and I remember everything, including my message to Jared. I grab the manila envelope from my kitchen counter on the way to the door.

      “You rang?” He kisses my cheek and steps inside.

      “Can you drop these by South Side Gym?” I hold out the envelope that contains Matt’s web hosting logins, along with a set of detailed instructions in case he wants to change what I’ve set up. It’s what I agreed to do for him, but if he can’t figure out how to upkeep things on his own, then that’s no longer my problem. Jared takes the envelope and I turn for a quick second to grab the bag I filled last night. There are only a few things. A toothbrush, a shirt, and the framed picture of Matt and me on our first date—the one from the Zombie Escape Room. I try to hold a smile and shove the bag at Jared. “This too.”

      He opens it to glance inside, drops the envelope in the bag, and the moment he sees the photo his shoulders droop. “Mia . . .”

      “Can you, or not? Preferably before work tomorrow,” I snap.

      He glances up and releases a sigh. “I guess I can.”

      “Thank you. You can tell him the website is live and working, too. I’m done,” I say matter of factly, as if that’s enough to erase the impact Matt made on my life.

      Jared’s lips pinch together. “Matt?”

      “Yes, him.”

      “Mia, what happened?” He tries to reach for me but I hold up my hand.

      “I don’t want to talk about it, okay? Not yet. We were only a stupid bet anyway. I’m done. We’re both moving on.”

      “If you say so, but—”

      I shake my head. “I do. I say so and there’s no one who can change my mind. Not even Matt Haywood himself, so can we please not talk about this anymore?”

      Jared studies me a long moment. He nods and relents. “Okay, Kitten.”

      “Thank you, Jared.”

      “Want to grab dinner before I make the drop.” He holds up the bag.

      I shake my head because I’d rather be alone. “Not tonight.”

      His brows pull together. “You’re worrying me, Mia. Are you gonna be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. I will. I need to lick my wounds in peace. I’ll see you at work tomorrow.” With one hand on the door and the other at his chest, I push him across my apartment threshold.

      “Okay, I won’t harass you again. But when you’re ready to talk, I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks, Jared.”

      “Come here.” He pushes my door back open and wraps his arms around me. Pulling me close, he rocks us side to side. “Love you, Kitten.”

      “Ugh! Stop!” I groan but don’t jerk away. His kindness pricks at my damn feelings again. I cried into my pillow until I fell asleep, so you’d think there’d be no tears left.

      “Fine, fine, fine!” He squeezes me once more and backs out the door. “See you tomorrow, Kitten. It’ll all be okay. I promise.”

      I nod and shut the door when he turns away. I pray to God he’s right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      Two months later

      

      “What are you doing, man?” My brother’s concern begs a deeper question than the obvious. I heard the jingle at the front door as he came in, but I haven’t stopped raining punches onto the bag.

      “What the hell does it look like I’m doing?” I shout and it’s that slight break in concentration that causes the punch to land funny and swing the bag off to my right. Wrapping my arms around it, I wait for it to steady before going back to work.

      My brother’s shadow falls over me as I continue to kick, punch, and throw knees at my imaginary opponent. “Kinda like you’re trying to tear that bag from the wall. But I’m going to go with self-destruction.”

      Pummeling the bag with every ounce of energy I have, I try to block out my brother’s nagging. I get it, I do. I’m extra punchy these days, not only with my workouts, but with my words. That’s what happens when you fall in love with a woman who doesn’t love you back.

      “Okay, so we’re on to the silent treatment. Trying to sabotage our relationship too?”

      That catches my attention and I drop my hands to steady the bag and return Danny’s stare.

      Brows raised, his expression is full of the know-it-all kind of shit I can’t stand. But considering he’s the only person I can trust to give it to me straight, I’ll entertain his insight. “What do you mean?”

      “You liked her. More than liked her.” We both know the her of whom he’s talking about.

      I shrug and turn back to the bag. “Yeah, well, she doesn’t like me back.” Left hook, right hook, knee, knee, knee. I throw one combination before moving on to the next.

      “I call bullshit. She was just as gone for you.” My brother won’t give it a rest.

      “Maybe, but she’s not anymore.” I pant and continue my workout.

      “Fight for her. Get her back,” he says with so much conviction. I wish I had a sliver of that hope but I don’t. For weeks after Mia ended things I tried to call her, text her, reach out, but she wouldn’t accept or respond. Not once. She wasn’t lying when she said she was done.

      “She doesn’t want me, Danny. Groveling won’t change that. It’s time to move on.”

      “The Matt Haywood I know doesn’t throw in the towel so easily.”

      I stop so I can meet him face to face. “Look, Danny. I know you want to help, but this is all on me. I messed up and now she’s moved on. It sucks. It more than sucks. But now I need to do the same.”

      “You really did everything you could?”

      “I did.” But did I? I didn’t tell her how I felt because I didn’t want her to run. I didn’t tell her I was dirt broke because then she’d realize she was too good for me. I didn’t tell her about my past because that’s my hurt to carry. Really, we were doomed from the start.

      “Sorry, brother.” Danny clasps my shoulder.

      “Don’t be. I just want to put it all behind me.” The lie tastes bitter on my lips. There’s not a day or night that goes by without me wishing Mia was here in my life. With Xavier’s UFC contract and his first fight coming up in Las Vegas, I’m no longer strapped for cash. My gym’s back on its feet. Memberships are at an all-time high. It’s all I’ve wanted. I only wish she were here to share it with. “You and Nikki still coming this weekend?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it. Hey, have you talked to Dad?”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      “Uncle Jimmy said he’s been watching your boy. Came in to make some hefty bets last week but Jimmy wouldn’t front him.” His eyes widen and he shoves his hands into his back pockets.

      I shrug because I really don’t give a damn. “What Pop decides to do with his life is on him. I can’t waste any more of mine bailing him out or worrying what trouble he might get into next.”

      He nods, his gaze falling to the ground as he kicks against the flooring. “Matt, back when you lost the title. Did you . . . Did Dad—”

      I cut him off. “Doesn’t matter. The past is the past. Leave it there.”

      “It’s just that I’ve always wondered . . .” His eyes plead with mine, but memory lane is a path I’m not willing to travel. “Fine. I’ll let it go. I don’t need to know. I have your back either way.”

      “I know you do, Danny.” Walking over to the counter, I grab a clean towel to wipe the sweat from my face and arms. “And I really appreciate you letting me stay with you.”

      The moment he learned I was bumming at the gym, my brother insisted I move in with him. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. I’m proud of him, too. Nikki was less than thrilled to have me staying on their couch, but my brother let her know it wasn’t up for debate. If she didn’t feel comfortable she could crash with one of her friends until I moved out. That was some argument. I heard every word from my place in the living room, including the makeup sex afterwards. I thought they used the pet name baby a lot before . . . I try not to gag.

      “Stay as long as you need.”

      “I’m actually going to check out a place in a half an hour. You wanna come with?”

      His eyes widen with his smile. “Love to. Nikki and her girls have a spa day so I’m a free man.”

      I chuckle because that doesn’t happen often. Those two are practically connected at the hip. “Sweet. Let me grab a shower and lock up.”

      I grab my bag from the office and minutes later I’m clean and dressed in a pair of jeans and a long sleeved shirt. I pass my reflection in the locker room mirror and stop to examine my face more closely. I run my fingers through the snarls in my hair. I haven’t shaved since the night of the fight, or trimmed my hair since then, either. Mia always joked before, but I’m actually on the edge of appearing homeless. I need a change. A fresh start.

      “Hey, Danny!” I shout through the door.

      He pokes his head inside. “What’s up?”

      “Maybe after we check out the apartment we could stop by a barber?” Trying to untangle one of my long locks only affirms the choice.

      Danny’s lips pull up with a smile and he nods his head. I don’t have to explain my reasons. From the look on his face he gets it. “Yeah, man. I think that’s a great idea.”

      “Cool.”

      “Maybe we can go shopping too? Make it a regular date night?” He holds the door open for me to pass.

      “Shut up.” I laugh, a deep genuine guffaw prompted by his suggestion, and drop my bag in the office. When he doesn’t join along, I turn around to find his brow pinched into a frown and realize he wasn’t joking. “I mean . . . I guess . . . We can if that’s what you want?”

      He holds my stare a second longer before his lips pull up with his own laughter. “Nah, man! Shit! We’re gonna get wings and cheap beer! Hell, I’d say let’s hit up a tittie bar, but I think Nikki’s got my phone on her GPS tracker.”

      “Oh, she does.” I crack a pretend whip, sound effects and all. “That’s not really my thing, but I guess we could leave your phone here.” I shrug because I’m good spending this day however my brother wants as long as it’s legal. He’s been a huge support to me these past months in a way I can never repay.

      “Oh, no.” His eyes widen and he shakes his head. “I know for a fact she has yours on her app.” Shit. Really? He glances around nervously. “I’m not even sure we should joke about this out loud. Probably has the gym bugged, too.”

      “Come on, Danny.” I laugh and throw my arm around his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      The bitter cold creeps under the protection of my wool coat as I step off the bus this dark December afternoon. The rain’s been at it for weeks, but I just returned from a week-long trip back home to visit my parents, where it’s even colder. At least here there’s not far to go before the inside of the building wraps me in its artificial warmth.

      “Mia!” Rae waves from the corner booth in Last Pitch.

      Jared slides out and waits for me to take off my coat and scarf before capturing me in a tight squeeze, lifting me off my feet and swinging us in a circle. “Kitten! I’ve missed you so!”

      “It was only a week!” I laugh and push away to slide into the booth before him.

      “We ordered already.” Rae grins and slides over a glass of beer. “Stella for you.”

      I mouth thanks.

      “Christmas wasn’t the same without you.” Jared pouts, “Plus, Mick Grimes is a real asshole and apparently has an aversion to good fashion.”

      “Oh, God! What did he do and what do I owe you?” I cringe to consider which of Jared’s clothes Mick went for this time.

      “Oh, I didn’t stick around long enough for him to cause permanent damage but that pussy has a thing against designer jeans. Hissed like he wanted me dead.”

      “That’s just how he shows his love.” I pat Jared’s leg.

      “I don’t understand why you don’t get a new cat. Mick’s not right in the head.”

      “He’s angry at life. A little misunderstood.” I shrug and spin the glass of Stella in slow circles. All this time with my dick of a pet and I’ve never once considered finding him a new home. Maybe because no one will want him and that’s something I understand all too well. He might hiss and scratch and occasionally shit on my shoes but it’s not personal. He’s a little rough around the edges but he still needs love. We’re more alike than I’ll ever admit.

      “Hey.” Rae’s brows etch with concern. “How was Clear Lake? Help to get away?”

      “No, not really.” I laugh. After spending a week in the room I called home for eighteen years, I was more than ready to come back today. Not even my mother’s home cooked meals or guilt riddled inquisitions could get my mind off him. In fact, they only made it worse.

      When are you going to find a nice man and settle down?

      I still don’t like you living alone in the city. What if someone tries to attack you?

      Are you dating anyone? Because the new teacher at the high school is available.

      Every single question brought my mind back to Matt. As much as I don’t want to, I miss him. “You know it took less than one month for Matt Haywood to weasel his way into my undead heart, so why is it that almost two months later I can’t get him out of my system?”

      Rae’s lips pull down with her frown. “I’m sorry Mia. I really am.”

      “You know what you need?” Jared asks.

      “A new life.”

      “Don’t be overly dramatic. It’s unlike you.” Jared rolls his eyes. “I’ll tell you what you really need.”

      “Oh, goodie,” I mutter but he’s already nodding his head.

      “A new pair of fuck me boots. Am I right?” Jared holds up his hands like he’s solved the world’s problems. Rae shrugs and then actually nods in agreement. “Channel your inner Wonder Woman and take on the world, all thanks to a five-inch heel.”

      I raise my brow and pin him with a glare. “That’s the most sexist suggestion you’ve ever made. Wonder Woman would be so proud.”

      “Come on! Nothing like a few added inches and some expensive leather to help you take on the world. I’m not wrong!” he shouts and gestures to his sister for support.

      “He’s really not.” Rae giggles. I redirect my glare her way and she shrugs. “Sorry, but he’s right. New kicks, fresh start.”

      “I’ll consider it,” I grumble and take a long sip of beer thinking there was a pair of Chucks I’ve been wanting for a while. Maybe I should treat myself.

      “You’re still coming to our New Year’s bash?” Rae’s anxious stare bubbles indecision on my part. I love my friends, I really do, but the thought of another party at their place only reminds me of the last one and how it was the catalyst to upturn the good thing I had going with Matt.

      Rae reads my expression and resorts to begging. “You have to, Mia. I can’t handle Jared on my own.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there.” I try for a smile but it falters. I just can’t get myself excited about much of anything anymore. Even my trip back home for Christmas seemed lacking.

      “Smile, Kitten. You’ve got everything you’ve always wanted,” Jared says and he’s right. Project X debuted as one of the highest grossing games of all time. It was on every hot buy and must-have list for the holiday rush. Everyone at EverSoft received generous bonuses, and I even got a raise after rumors our competitor was looking to poach me from the company. There’s no way I would have left. I’ve been with EverSoft since starting out after college. I’m literally working my dream job. But still . . .

      There’s something missing. If I’m honest, that something is a two hundred and twenty pound wall of muscle. I miss his smile. I miss his laugh. And of course, I miss the way he made love to me. It was love, it had to be, because nothing before him ever came close to comparison. But I can’t be with someone like him. Someone who has a temper and strikes out at his own father. That alone scared me enough to realize as much as I might love Matt, he’s not the man for me. And if Matt’s not it, I doubt there is a man out there.

      “God, she’s doing it again.” Rae sighs and her frown in back.

      “What?” I glance around, not sure what she means.

      “Are you okay, Mia?” Jared’s stare matches his sister’s concern.

      “I’m fine. Sorry, my mind was somewhere else.”

      Jared’s brows rise and he pins me with his judgment. “More like on someone else. Mia, when are you going to suck it up and call him?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not going to do that.”

      Rae reaches across the booth to hold my hand. “I don’t understand. What went so wrong that you can’t figure it out?”

      Jared nods, his smile still missing. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I miss happy Mia.”

      I never told either of them exactly what happened. I didn’t want their opinion. It didn’t matter. I know myself and what I’m not able to handle. “I don’t want to talk about it, okay? I’m moving on. In my own time. Let me have that.”

      Jared’s jaw works back and forth a few times. He points and shakes his head. “Fine. But don’t bring that glum mug to our party. I mean it!”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “I’m not going to paste on a fake smile just because you’re having a shindig.”

      “At least dress sexy. You can make the mean girl look work.”

      “Thanks, I think.” I chuckle, glad he’s letting this go.

      Jared’s smile is wide. “Mother knows best.”

      “Logan’s coming?” I say because I can’t remember exactly when he gets back from spending Christmas in Cancun with his family. Apparently the non-lawyer’s family is loaded and still affords their grown children family vacations.

      “Oh, yes he is.” Jared’s eyes grow wide with his smile. “With his hot and totally straight younger brother.” I know what he’s implying and it’s annoying as hell.

      My lips pull with a forced smile. “He in the lucrative legal business as well?”

      “No.” Jared laughs, but then drops his voice as if his next words hold the value of an inside stock tip. “He’s a vet, actually. And recently divorced.”

      “Yay me.” I clap my hands and glare.

      Jared shakes his head. “Play nice, Kitten. He’s fragile. Save your super bitch for us.”

      Saved by the intrusion of hot food, our conversation turns to matters not related to my personal life, and for that I’m most thankful. I might not be excited about much these days, but I can’t deny this dinner with friends is exactly what I need. I will get over Matt Haywood even if my heart will never be the same.
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        * * *

      

      This party was a mistake. I hate everything about it from the gold and silver theme—I dressed in all black—to the drunk and happy people. I especially hate people right now. I’m not a warm and bubbly person, not ever, and it’s taking everything I am to not run home and exchange my dress for comfy sweats. If it weren’t for Jared and Rae I would already be gone, but instead I’m attempting to suck it up.

      Or go unnoticed. With my own personal bottle of wine, I’ve commandeered a corner of their fire escape to watch the city down below. Sure, I have to tolerate a smoker or two, but everyone’s either ignored me or I’m doing a stellar job becoming one with the side of the building. I don’t love being left alone with my thoughts, but it’s better than being subjected to the mostly top hits of the 90’s playlist their DJ is pumping. Also, I have a feeling Jared’s determined to pair me up with Logan’s younger brother and I want nothing to do with that.

      Laughter, shouts, and music pour out into the night as I’m joined by another smoker. Holding as still as possible, I’m once again unnoticed.

      “Hiding from the party?”

      Damn it. I lift my chin and am met by the most startling pair of blue eyes. They’re so blue, I almost wonder if they’re contacts, and they’re attached to a very attractive, well-dressed man. Must be one of Rae’s co-workers. I’ve never seen him before.

      “No.” His lips pull up with a half smirk as if he knows I’m lying. “Maybe.” I shrug and when he doesn’t look away I finally admit, “Yeah.”

      “Good. Me, too.” His smile drops with a deep exhale and without asking for permission he takes a seat against the wall right next to me.

      “People just exhaust me sometimes. Nothing personal,” I say, hoping he’ll take the hint that I’m not in the mood for company.

      “I get it. I’d rather spend my night with my dog.” He grins and rustles in his coat pocket for what I assume is a cigarette, but instead he produces a flask. He holds it up to offer me some, but I hold up my wine bottle. He laughs before taking a swig. “Cheers.”

      “Dog, huh? I’m more of a cat lady.” I tip my bottle up to drink. I’m not even using a cup and have no shame in the matter. “I’m the crazy cat lady your mother always warned you about,” I say more to myself than him.

      “I’m Ben.” He turns to meet my gaze with those wickedly gorgeous eyes again.

      I reach my hand out and we shake. He leans back against the brick wall and stares out into the night. I like that he’s not hitting on me. There’s something in him that I find comfortable and easy. As if somehow I already know we’re destined to be friends. It’s that or the copious amount of wine I’ve already consumed that propels me to strike up a conversation. “How did you get dragged, I mean, invited to this lovely party?”

      “My brother, actually. He thought it would be good for me to get out.” He huffs out a breath.

      I nod. “People over pets.”

      He grins and nods. “Precisely. He’s pretty serious with the guy who lives here.”

      “Wait! Your brother is dating Jared?” Surprise and a little laughter escape my lips. How fucking great is that? The man I’ve been trying to avoid all night has also been avoiding me!

      “Yep.” He quirks his brow and I laugh again. “I’m sorry, what’s so funny?”

      “Nothing. No, something. It’s that Jared is my best friend. I’m Mia.”

      Understanding dawns on his features. “Mia who is recently single and available?”

      “The one and only. You’d be Ben, recently divorced and single?”

      He nods his confirmation, gives a rue chuckle and shakes his hair so that the longer strands fall forward over his forehead. “That is funny. I guess we’re quite the pair.” He turns to me with those wide baby blues. “Not that I want to pair up or anything!”

      “I get it. It’s all good. Maybe we can be friends? Even if it’s just to avoid the obnoxiously happy couples at the party tonight?”

      “I’d like that.”

      We spend the next hour chatting and I have to say, I’m having a good time. The best I’ve had since Matt Haywood destroyed my faith in good men. In another time and space, I might even ask Ben to spend the night, but given that my heart still belongs to a certain someone, I’m not at liberty to offer any of it to someone else.

      My stomach rumbles because I haven’t had anything more than wine. “Do you want to head inside and get something to eat? I’m starving,” I ask.

      “Yeah, let’s do it.” Ben pushes off the ground first and reaches a hand out to help me stand. His lips tick up with the trace of a smirk but it only reminds me how Matt’s smile filled his face. How his laughter practically exploded from the pit of his stomach.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Fine. Why do you ask?” I brush the wrinkles from my dress and tug down my coat.

      Ben waits until I lift my gaze. “You just looked really sad. If you need space . . .”

      “No. That’s not it,” I lie.

      His lips pull into a tight smile and he nods. “Hey, I get it. I do. Every little thing reminds you of him. The good. The bad. It’s okay to be sad.”

      I take a gulp of air and blink to keep my eyes from watering. “I’m tired of being sad.”

      Ben nods and I know he just gets it. I don’t have to explain or defend. “I wish it were that easy.” He pulls open the window and holds the curtains back. “Come on, I saw there were seven different cheeses. I’m not sure how anyone can not be happy with that much cheese in their life.”

      “Yes! Now we’re talking.” Mustering a smile, I pass by him.

      We sneak back inside and rejoin the party. The music’s pumping and several people sing along to “Kiss” by Prince. I follow Ben to the kitchen but when I glance to my right I’m stopped in my tracks. The television screen that fills one wall of the living room shows an up-close video of Matt entering a crowded arena.

      He looks so different I almost don’t recognize him. The beard is gone. He’s completely clean shaven and his hair is cut so short the sides must have been trimmed with a razor blade. Fuck me, he still looks good. The camera pans wide and there’s his fighter, Xavier, at his side. The shot cuts to two announcers. Matt’s name comes up on the screen and I can’t take it anymore.

      “Shhh . . . Shhh! Everyone shut up!” I dart toward the TV.

      “The girl who never loved sports is suddenly an MMA fan? What’d I miss?” Rae’s stupid friend Violet laughs and I really would love to take the skills Matt taught me and punch her in the boob, but I don’t want to miss this.

      I can’t believe it’s him. I can’t believe he cut his hair. I’m frantic as they flash back to what must be old film clips from his fighting days. “Turn it up! That’s Matt!” I shout to no one but myself.

      Jared’s already cut the music. He presses buttons on the remote to raise the volume over the party’s chatter. It’s Matt. Old footage from his fighting days but new stuff too, from last night’s weigh-in with Xavier.

      “This is one of the most anticipated fights of the evening, folks. Defending champ Cesar Hernandez in the lightweight division will be taking on newcomer Xavier Johnson from Chicago, Illinois. Now, this kid is young, but he’s hungry. And training under former UFC champion Matt Haywood, he comes with high expectations.”

      “Yes, Dave. Not only that, but heavy skepticism. If you remember Matt Haywood, then you remember his fall from grace not even two years ago. Tonight’s match-up isn’t only about him proving his coaching skills, but also reclaiming some of the dignity that was torn from him the last time he was here in the UFC octagon.”

      “That’s right, Larry. Matt Haywood lost his title to Suarez, at the time an underrated twenty-year-old kid from South America. Victor Suarez claimed the UFC championship with what many call one of the bloodiest match-ups in UFC history. Then came the aftermath. The shocking revelation that Matt’s own father bet against him and won half a million in the process had many fans questioning whether Matt intentionally threw the fight.”

      “I wonder that myself, Dave, but watching him sustain a head injury that put him from the cage for good, I find it hard to believe he would go to such lengths.”

      “I know I wouldn’t do that for my own father. Hell, I wouldn’t take one punch for the bastard.”

      “Also, adding fuel to the speculation about Haywood’s childhood were his hefty donations to domestic violence shelters in his hometown of Chicago. Though Haywood never confirmed rumors about his own mother, you have to wonder what kind of abuse he experienced first-hand before making his way into the UFC.”

      “That’s right. Haywood’s been a huge advocate of self-defense, too. His training facility, South Side Gym, and the same place he’s training up and coming fighters like Xavier Johnson, also offers free weekly clinics for women.”

      Their commentary collides with the voices around me, but I zone it all out to focus on my Matt. No, not my Matt. Just Matt. He looks good. Better than good really, and my stomach bubbles with nervous energy when they pan off to another story about his fighter, Xavier.

      “Another striking coincidence between the two fighters. Not only were they raised by single mothers, but recently Xavier Johnson’s mother was diagnosed with a rare form of bone cancer. As we all remember, Matt Haywood’s mother passed away from breast cancer a year after he claimed his UFC title. Not only did Matt dedicate his title fight, and every fight after that to her memory, but when I spoke with Xavier Johnson last night, he too says he is fighting for his mother tonight.”

      “That’s an endearing story, Larry, and we all send out our thoughts and prayers to Mrs. Johnson this evening.”

      “You okay? You want to sit down?” Rae touches my arm but I shake my head.

      “Here.” She slides a bottle into my hands. “At least drink this. You’re starting to freak me out.”

      “Thank you,” I mumble and bring the cool liquid to my lips. I can’t wrap my head around the information because I can’t believe Matt never shared that with me. His own father bet against him. That’s why he was so horrible to him. That’s why he didn’t care. Matt wasn’t broken at all. He was burned by his own blood. He’s good at being alone because that’s what he’s been doing all long. My heart sinks a little more because I’m the one who shut him out. Told him to leave me alone, and when he tried to apologize I didn’t give him the chance.

      “Rae?” I ask, my eyes still trained on the screen. They’ve moved on from Matt’s story and are now discussing the first match-up of the night while panning the arena as it continues to fill with people. A brilliant plan is forming in the back of my mind, my pulse speeding with both the excitement and promise that it might actually work.

      “What’s up, Mia?”

      “Do you still talk to that artist?”

      “Mia, really? Half of my friends are artists.” She laughs and eyes me closely. “You sure you’re feeling okay?”

      “The eccentric millionaire.” I can’t remember his name, but I remember he inherited half a gold mine. A literal gold mine. Yes, this is perfect. Really, if I can pull this off . . . I drop my voice and spin to meet her concerned stare. “The one you slept with.”

      She blinks once and I can tell she’s trying to be patient with me. “Alexander, yes. We speak on occasion . . . and hook up every blue moon, too.”

      “Good. You’ve got leverage, then!” My heart pounds so loudly in my chest that I’m surprised it doesn’t jump right out.

      “Why do you look as if you’re about to propose an evil plan, and why do I get the feeling I’m about to agree to it?” Her worries add creases to her frown, but this is Rae and if anyone will be able to make this happen, it’s her.

      “He has that private jet, right?”

      She nods and shrugs. “Well, it’s a shared service, but yeah.”

      I grab her hands in mine. “Can he take us somewhere? Tonight?”

      “Where . . .” she asks, her voice trailing as my gaze drifts back to the television screen. “Ah, right. So, you want to take an impromptu girls trip. To Vegas? Tonight?”

      “It’s crazy, right? And probably not even possible.” I shove my hands through my hair and bite the inside of my cheek. It is crazy. I’m acting crazy. What’s worse is I don’t even care.

      Rae pulls her phone out and taps the screen a few times before holding it to her ear. “Alexander.” She pauses and giggles before pinning me with a look that says I owe her my end of year bonus. I nod for her to pull the trigger. “Listen, Alexander, I’m actually calling for a favor. How likely is it for you to get me and my friend to Las Vegas before morning?” She nods and throws in a few uh-huhs before finally ending the call. Her face is drawn with what I surmise is defeat and my own disappointment seeps into my thoughts. It was an outrageous plan to begin with.

      “Hey, you tried, and I love you for that,” I say and it’s then her lips lift.

      “I hope you don’t mind borrowing clothes because a town car will be downstairs in twenty and we’re headed straight to the tarmac.” Her grin takes over her entire face.

      “You’re kidding!” I almost shout.

      “I am not! And you better not back down now because I’m probably gonna have to fuck him for the favor.” She rolls her eyes.

      “I thought you said you already did that with him.”

      “Meh, I was a free agent for tonight, but now . . .”

      “No such thing as a free ride.” I’m almost bouncing on the balls of my toes and I don’t do giddy. At least not until now. Must be the nerves. Anticipation. The thrill of seeking out Matt and telling him I understand. That I love him, too. “Shit! We need to pack!” I grab Rae’s hand and drag her toward her bedroom.

      “Who are you and what have you done with my friend?” She laughs and shakes her head as we rush inside her closet. She watches me with further suspicion as I shuffle through her collection of dresses and evening wear.

      “I’m no good at this!” My shoulders slump as I ask her for one more favor. “I need to get him back, Rae. I need an outfit like that. Work your fairy godmother magic?”

      Her grin pulls wide, “I thought you’d never ask.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Matt

        

      

    

    
      Tonight’s the night. Just another fight for many, but this is the first time Xavier Johnson competes in a UFC octagon, and my first time as a UFC coach. New Year’s Eve in Vegas, no less! To say he’s nervous and anxious is an understatement. Since we arrived last week the kid hasn’t smiled once, and it has nothing to do with his mom’s recovery. She’s here with him, doing well and enjoying a short break in her treatment to come watch her son realize his dream.

      “Xavier.” I step into the locker room where he’s been waiting since we warmed up earlier. Headphones on and lying on his back in the center of the table—it’s a strange routine but fighters are superstitious so I don’t question it.

      He lifts his head and pulls off his headphones as I approach.

      “You ready?” I ask.

      His eyes, normally so guarded and focused, widen with alarm and before I can ask what’s wrong, Xavier’s off the table and racing toward the trash can. He pukes his last meal and I pray to God it’s only nerves and not a violent case of the flu. He stops heaving, spits the remaining fluid from his mouth, and wipes the back of his arm over his mouth as he straightens his spine.

      “You good now?” I step forward.

      His gaze meets mine for a moment before it drops to the floor. “I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t want to let you down.”

      “Never. I’m so damn proud of you. You know that?” It’s enough to earn back his attention. “And you don’t do this for me. Not even for your mom. You do this for you, Xavier. Because you’re the one who’s earned a place here. You’ve fought to be in this very room. This is yours. You go in there and you give ’em hell.”

      He nods and blows out a breath. “Thanks, Coach.”

      “You ready now?” I nod to the door. They’re waiting for us. It’s time.

      Gloves on his hands, he slaps them together and bounces on his feet. “Yeah. Yeah, I am.”
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        * * *

      

      Xavier does well. From the moment we step into the arena, he’s all business. All those nerves from before are purged into the trash can along with his last meal. He goes all three rounds, each fighter taking some tough hits to the head and body, but in the end Xavier emerges victorious. A win based on the judges’ points.

      It’s a great beginning to what I hope will be a long career for him. He deserves the triumph and I’ll coach him both in and out of the gym on how to handle his sudden success. It’s a lot to take, going from no one to someone in less than fifteen minutes.

      Since Xavier’s new, they schedule him as one of the first to compete, and afterwards we join his mom in the arena to watch the rest of the show. Danny and Nikki are here too, but their seats are further up. We make plans to all celebrate together with a late dinner, and for the first time in two months I don’t spend my entire night wishing Mia were here. It’s not that I don’t want her by my side, because I do. It’s more that I’m resolving myself to the fact she’s gone for good. Maybe this is me finally moving on.

      After the final match-up on tonight’s card—a brutal bloodbath that sent one guy to the hospital—I turn to Xavier and Chantel.

      “What’s the plan, Coach? We still on for dinner?” Xavier says.

      “Yeah, we have reservations.” I made them before we left this morning. The restaurant’s in our hotel, so afterwards it’s a simple trip upstairs to crash before catching our flight home. “You ready to head out?”

      “Hell, yeah. I’m starving. You hungry, Mom?” he asks. I have to give him credit for not getting caught up in the hype. There’s a big group of tonight’s fighters going out to party and drink, but Xavier’s more concerned about his mother. A young man wise beyond his years.

      “Let’s go try and catch a cab.” I take the lead on getting us out of here. The place is packed and we get stopped several times for autographs and photos. By the time we make it outside, wait for a cab, and head to the hotel, it’s already past midnight. A new year.

      My phone buzzes with a few incoming texts and I glance down to see my brother asking for an ETA. I reply and let him know we’re only a few minutes out, and he responds with the request to meet him by the elevator banks at the south end of our hotel. That’s strange. I hope everything’s okay or Nikki’s not trying to bail, but before I can ask he sends a message saying our table is ready and they’ve already ordered appetizers. Thank God because I’m starving.

      Our cab pulls to the curb and I help Chantel out of the car.

      “He did good.” She smiles with so much pride, and it makes me miss my mom.

      I nod. “He did good, Chantel. He did good.”

      Xavier comes over and takes his mom’s arm to help her inside. She’s doing great but her energy is still low. He’s a good son, attentive and aware.

      “I’ll meet you inside,” I say. “I’ve got to grab something first.” Maybe I’m reading into things but Danny’s message seemed out of the ordinary. I wind through the crowded casino floor, in a hurry to see what he needs, but as I come upon the bank of elevators I stop short. Blinking my eyes, I can’t quite believe who I’m seeing. “Mia, what are you . . .”

      She steps forward, meeting me where I stand. Her hair is down and the red curls tease the open V of her dress. A dress I’m sure is illegal in several countries. It hugs all her beautiful curves in shiny red fabric. Her lips, painted in that same deep red, part on a sigh before they force a grin. “I’m here to collect on my bet. We still have that one date.” Her gaze is guarded, maybe as much as mine.

      She’s here in the flesh but I just can’t do this again. I can’t go through this game and lose. My heart can’t take the beat down. “Mia, don’t . . . I can’t.”

      “Why not?” she snaps and her brows rise, awaiting my answer.

      I could lie, but I won’t. Besides, she wants the truth. “Because I’m not interested in one date. I don’t want to trade training for web design. I don’t want a fake girlfriend. What I want, you aren’t willing to give.”

      She nods once. “I’ve changed my mind.”

      The way she’s looking at me, as if it’s really that easy, has me questioning her even more. “Have you? Have you really? Because I can’t do this again. My heart can’t take the fight. It wants you. Only you. If yours isn’t up for the ride, then it’s better to walk away now. While we still can.”

      “Trust me.” She takes two steps closer, invading my personal space. She has to crane her neck to meet my gaze, but she does so anyway. Winding her fingers through mine, she squeezes my hands. “You asked me to trust you, remember? Now I’m doing the same. I’m sorry, Matt. I made the wrong choice. I let my past cloud my future with you and I let my pride get involved instead of listening to my heart. And I didn’t even know how that felt until you. Until you proved my capacity to feel deeply is in perfect working order. That I don’t have to change for anyone. But I made a big mistake.”

      I wait patiently as she gathers her thoughts. Her lips mash together and as they part I wish I could claim them for a kiss. I miss her so damn much, but I need to know she’s certain, that she’s really choosing us before I make myself vulnerable again.

      Her jaw clenches and her eyes shine as though she’s about to cry. “In college I was in an abusive and manipulative relationship.”

      It’s not at all what I expect her to say and the reality staggers. That someone hurt her materializes the need to both protect her and beat the shit out of that asshole. That she’s been hurt awakens a whole new level of understanding. I thought she ran because she couldn’t handle me at my worst. But given this new insight, I hate that my rash behavior triggered her painful past.

      “Oh, Mia.” I can’t handle the space between us anymore. Pulling her into my arms, I lay a kiss on the top of her head. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.” We stay together like this for a long moment, her arms at my waist and mine circling her shoulders.

      She pulls back out of my reach and I let her. “Before you, I thought compromising equaled suffocation. That doing the things you love would take away from the things I love. Take away who I am. But that’s not true at all. You never asked me to change for you. You loved me for who I am.”

      I nod because I never stopped. “I do, Mia.”

      “I got scared, Matt, and I pushed you away. That’s what I do, but only because if I do the leaving then I can’t get hurt. I can protect my heart.”

      My body sinks with the realization that I’ve hurt her, too. “I never meant to hurt you, Mia.”

      Her smile is weak. “I get it, Matt. I really do. That’s why I came. Why I’m here. I know everything. About your past. With your dad and your mom too.”

      I shake my head. Thinking about my fucked up childhood includes everything I try to leave behind. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me. Is that why you’re h—”

      “No. I came because I needed to tell you this in person. Tonight.” This time as she comes close it’s with no hesitation or fear. Her fingers slide up the front of my shirt and around the back of my neck. “I will fight for you, Matt Haywood. I will fight for us. I love you.”

      “Mia.” Her name leaves my mouth, the word full of so much doubt. So much fear. She says I love you, but is it too much to hope? I have everything I’ve ever wanted, but to have Mia in my life too? It doesn’t seem possible.

      She reaches up on her toes and kisses me hard. Her mouth works against mine until I join in and kiss her back. I’m like a junkie who hasn’t had his fix, because that one kiss eradicates the two months I’ve worked to forget her and heal my heart. She pulls away, her breathing heavy like mine.

      “I know it’s hard work Matt, and I’m not easy to love, but I want to give us a try. Not a bet. Not a test. I want to make this work. I’m ready to fight . . . if you’ll show me how.” She whispers the last words and peppers kisses along the side of my neck.

      My body’s vote is all for Mia, and my hands find their way to her hips. “I am a pretty damn good teacher.” I kiss her once, twice.

      “The best,” she murmurs against my lips with a smile.

      “Honestly, Mia, I have no clue what I’m doing. But I trust you. I want a life with you. I’m all in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Mia

        

      

    

    
      Two months later

      

      “Come on, Matt. We’ve got to go,” I call into the bedroom and check my hair and makeup for about the thousandth time. I haven’t been this nervous about my appearance since my first Comic-Con, only today I’m not painted as my favorite character. Today I’m just me.

      “This okay?” He steps into the doorway and I lift my gaze over my shoulder. Fuck me. It doesn’t matter how many times I see this man or that we practically live together with the number of sleepovers we have. I still can’t believe he’s all mine.

      “You clean up nice.” I turn and try not to laugh at the way he tugs at the collar of his dress shirt.

      “I feel like a goddamn monkey. Remind me again why I agreed to do this?” He blows out a breath, his nerves and frustration apparent.

      I reach up to pull his hands away so I can fix his collar and unbutton the top button. “Because you’re going to help so many families and you’re ridiculously generous. It’s one of the things I don’t hate about you,” I say to earn his laughter.

      His smirk pulls his lips wide. “For the record I don’t hate this on you.” He reaches out to skim his fingertips down the front of my fitted sweater to the sides of my pencil skirt where they rest and rub circles against my hips. He’s really good at sparking my desire with his mostly innocent touches. My body thrums with the need to have him now.

      “None of that.” I grab his hands and pull them from my waist. “You’re not getting out of the interview. Not even with that.”

      Busted. He forces a pout through his smirk. “I can’t get anything past you.” He steps around me to run his hands through his hair and over the short scruff of his beard. “You sure I shouldn’t shave?”

      His hair is growing back slowly. I miss the longer locks, but they’re finally where I can run my fingers through them. His beard is a different story. It’s well on its way to the length it was when we first met.

      “Don’t you dare. I love the way you look.” I shake my head and his eyes heat with promise. I reach out and he threads our fingers together. “Don’t change. Not for anyone.”

      “Not even ESPN? Because they’re a pretty big deal.” His brow rises with his smirk.

      “Even for them. But speaking of them, we better go. They’re meeting us at the gym at nine.” Matt didn’t want to accept the tell-all personal interview when reps from both the UFC and ESPN first approached him last month. He’s private with his life, which I appreciate. But after Xavier’s breakthrough into the UFC and Matt’s return as a coach, people were itching for his story. I understand. He’s a fascinating man.

      After considering the lives he’d be able to change and the size audience he’d have the ability to reach, he started to sway. After I came up with the idea to pair the special with a fundraiser at the gym and include virtual participation through his website, Matt decided baring his hard truths was worth sharing. I’m nervous for him, but he’s the strongest man I know, both physically and emotionally. He can do this.

      We arrive at South Side to a flurry of activity. Even after canceling today’s classes for the taping, there are a good number of fighters and trainers here to show their support. Danny, Xavier, Chantel, Mason, and Ricky each take their turn in the hot seat and answer questions about their brother, coach, and friend.

      Matt’s up next and I stand off to the side so I can nod encouragement to him if he gets stuck. Besides telling me after we officially got together in Vegas, there’s no one here who knows his entire past. The reporter goes through a few easy questions designed to draw forth Matt’s lighthearted charisma. He’s doing great, but we both know what’s coming.

      It still doesn’t pack less of a punch.

      “You must know there’s a lot of speculation regarding your childhood. So close to your mom until she passed away; estranged from your father. You’ve never spoken about this before, but you’ve agreed to now. Tell us what it was like growing up in your house.”

      Matt nods, his face holding back much of the pain. “When Pop wasn’t around? There was laughter. Love. Never enough food. Clothes from the thrift store or handed down by neighbors. Mom never finished high school. She worked retail jobs and picked up anything else to get us by. Our apartment was shit—sorry, can I say that?”

      “You can say shit.”

      “It wasn’t much, but it was home.”

      “Was your father around much?”

      “More than I ever wanted. As a kid, I dreaded the weeks he came home. Sometimes it was only for a night, other times weeks. With him, my mother changed. She didn’t smile. She didn’t laugh. Everything she did was wrong and he let her know all about it. First with the insults. The yelling. Then a smack here. A shove there. I’d have to go to my room, but I heard it all. Do you understand what it’s like to listen to your own father rape your mother after beating her within an inch of her life?”

      The gym is silent as everyone awaits his next words with bated breath. My heart aches for that little boy. For the pain he endured.

      “Twenty people are physically abused by an intimate partner in the United States each minute. Only thirty percent of them receive medical care for their injuries. The number of children who witness these acts of violence is staggering; almost ninety percent. But those are just numbers and it’s really easy to overlook them. Domestic violence is ugly. Rape is ugly. There’s something wrong with our culture, and I’m sharing my story in hopes it can be the difference for someone who is struggling.” Matt turns away from the reporter and faces one of the rolling cameras. His voice is rich with emotion and tears gather in his eyes. “There’s help for you. You deserve better. Your children deserve better. I promise you.”

      I don’t think there’s a dry eye in the room, though everyone is too preoccupied holding back the sound. I have to give the reporter credit because she holds it together and asks the question so many have wondered.

      “Thank you, Matt. Just . . . thank you.” She clears her throat. “Let’s go back to your last fight in the octagon. Reigning champ in your division. You were predicted to win. But things didn’t go your way.”

      Matt laughs but it holds no humor. “You could say that.”

      “What happened?”

      “Victor Suarez caught me with a right hook in the end of the third round. I gotta tell you, that guy can pack a punch. From the moment his glove made contact, my ears began to ring. I was no stranger to taking a hit either, but this time was different. I don’t really remember the fourth round but I’ve seen the footage.”

      “It ended your career.”

      “Yeah, the specialists said if I were to take a hit like that again I wouldn’t walk away. I love fighting. It’s been my salvation. It’s in my blood. At the time that was probably the worst news of my life. It sucks to have what you love ripped from your hands with no say in the matter.”

      “But that’s not the legacy you left. That same night, before that very fight, your own father placed a bet against you. The payout was over five hundred thousand dollars.”

      Matt’s jaw works back and forth, his anger bubbling to the surface. Until now he’s been able to maintain his composure, but this visibly rattles him. “Yes, he did.”

      “It’s bad enough he bet against his own son, but several people came forward afterwards, reporting they saw him go into your hotel the night before the fight. What do you have to say about that?”

      “He came to see me. He asked me to throw the fight.”

      A gasp, from Danny or maybe Xavier sounds from behind me, but I don’t look away from Matt. Much like everyone else in this room, I’m anxiously awaiting his next words.

      The reporter narrows her gaze. “Why?”

      “As a favor. To get out of debt. My father has both a gambling and a drinking problem. I wish I could say what he asked was shocking, but really it was only par for the course.”

      “Did he offer to split the winnings?”

      “Of course he did.”

      “Matt, did you intentionally lose to Victor Suarez?”

      “Hell, no.” Matt’s chest rises with a deep inhale and after he releases it, he continues. “Did I consider it? Not for a second. But I struggled with the guilt. He warned me that night, that if I didn’t lose he was a dead man walking. I can’t even explain how relieved that made me. Because my father has always been there, a poison to anything good in my life. So, to not have to deal with him anymore . . . after everything he did to my mother, to me? To not have him show up and interfere in my career? That sounded just about perfect.

      “But the flip side is I worked very hard to become nothing like him. I was an angry teenager, out on the streets at sixteen. I found peace in the sport of MMA. It gave me control. It gave me confidence. I didn’t fight to kill, I fought for the sport, and yeah, a little for the glory. If I won and in turn I contributed to his death, then wouldn’t I be just like him?

      “In the end, Suarez took the decision from me. He’s one hell of a fighter, and my only regret is not being able to challenge him to a rematch.” At that, Matt’s lips pull into his signature smile. The one that melts even the most jagged of hearts—including mine. Matt continues to answer questions and after they wrap up production we all enjoy a hearty meal of deep dish at Giordano’s.

      I’m proud of him and how far he’s come. For being brave enough to share his story across the nation. He’s humble and kind, and has an incredible work ethic. I know he did the interview to help other women, other families, but as I glance around the table it’s clear he’s already changed so many lives. He’s also forgotten what day it is. I can’t wait to get home and surprise him.
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        * * *

      

      “You realize how much I want you right now?” Matt aligns his body against my backside as I slip the key into my apartment door.

      I push my ass back a few inches and feel his hardness through his pants. “I’m guessing a lot,” I smart and am met with a growl.

      His lips bury into the crook of my shoulder and he kisses the skin there. “So damn much. Can we go inside now?” His rough chuckle only spreads goosebumps across my flesh.

      Shaking him off, I turn the key and push inside my apartment and stomp all the way to the bedroom.

      “Where are you going?” He laughs after me.

      “Stay there.” I slam and lock the door with a giggle. “I’ll be out in a minute!”

      “This is not what I was expecting,” he grumbles through the door, but he doesn’t try to gain entry. I hear the television click on and quickly get to work. I’ve been planning this for a month. It is his favorite holiday, after all.

      It takes me longer than it should because I’m not a lingerie kinda girl. But I get the black lace bra, thong, garter, and stockings all in place, then head to the bathroom to pull back my hair in a high ponytail. Painting on a nose and whiskers is simple. The headband with cute little ears adds the final touch. I spin in the mirror with satisfaction. Not bad, considering the improvisation.

      A knock at the bedroom door interrupts my preening. “You almost done in there? There’s a new Wandering Dead episode calling our names.”

      I pull open the door and greet him with a smile. “I was thinking we save the show for later.”

      He tilts his head and his smile’s wide. “What’s this? Did Halloween come early this year?” His eyes take me in with an appreciation that’s worth all the effort.

      “Sexy Groundhog. Of course.” I wrinkle my nose and shake my butt.

      He nods, his lips fighting a full blown smile. “Oh, right. My first guess was puppy.”

      I shrug. “Must have been the ears. They don’t really make groundhog costumes. I had to improvise.”

      “I’m glad you did.” He steps forward so I have to back up, and he doesn’t stop until the backs of my legs hit the bed’s edge. He catches me before I fall and his lips press against mine. Like all the times between us, I can’t help but kiss him back. Our mouths and tongues battle against each other for the lead and by the time he lowers us against the mattress we’re both out of breath.

      “Matt?” I whisper against his lips.

      He pushes up to his forearms to meet my gaze. “Yes, Mia.”

      “Happy Groundhog Day.” I grin, hoping he understands just how much I love him. How thankful I am to have a partner like him in my life. There are so many stupid, mushy things I want to say, and if I weren’t so damn happy I’d be sickened at myself by the thoughts. I have so much to learn and I’m not perfect, but as we make love Matt makes me feel as if I am. As if what I have to offer is more than enough. He’s awakened my heart. He honors my mind. He’s a man I’ll fight for to the end. Zombie apocalypse and all.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Can’t get enough of Matt and Mia? Good, because I couldn’t stop writing about them! Click here to join my newsletter and receive a bonus epilogue absolutely FREE! It’s exclusive to all newsletter subscribers and believe me when I say you don’t want to miss it!
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        If you enjoyed reading The Perfect Comeback try one of Kacey Shea’s other published titles. Detour brings the same humor and heat, when rock star Trent Donavan meets his match in Lexi Marx. Click here to read or download a sample!
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for spending your time with Matt and Mia! Writing these characters became all-consuming, and I’m so in love with their story. It’s one of redemption, and rising above the experience of abuse. If you or someone you know is caught in an abusive relationship www.thehotline.org is an excellent resource, or contact the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-7233 or TTY 1-800-787-3224 (US). No matter your past, or what you’ve endured, you deserve to be loved without physical or emotional abuse. We all do.

      Now… about that FREE BONUS chapter! I couldn’t stop thinking of these characters, so I decided to write another scene. It’s one that’s only available to my newsletter subscribers and you can claim your copy here. Believe me, it’s one you won’t want to miss!

      If you enjoyed The Perfect Comeback please consider leaving an honest review on Amazon, Goodreads, and/or BookBub. Reviews are a wonderful way to support the authors and books you love. Thank you again for your support. I am forever grateful for readers like you.

      Much love,

      Kacey
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