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Going for It—Book Seven

 

When his professional boxing career ended Blaise Thomas knew he had to re-group and build a new life for himself. Buying a gym where he could train amateur fighters seemed like a perfect fit for him, but when a sexy sports agent walked in looking for a personal trainer, his plans changed.

 

Kiara Wagner loves her job as a sports agent, but she’s been burned by professional athletes one too many times. Now she’s just looking for a nice guy who’s ready to settle down. She knows Blaise doesn’t fit the bill, but that doesn’t dull her attraction to the former athlete. She falls for him. Hard.

 

But when Blaise’s past comes back to haunt them, will Kiara run for cover or tough it out with her prized fighter?


 

 

Chapter One

 

Being back in the ring felt damn good, even though Blaise knew his doctor wouldn’t approve. Three concussions may have taken him out of the pros, but they hadn’t dulled his love of the sport. Training elite boxers made him feel alive again, even if he was living vicariously.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Kiara demanded.

Her voice distracted Blaise, and his sparring partner took advantage, following a bolo punch with a solid blow that set Blaise back against the ropes.

“Gimme me a minute, Riley,” he said to the other fighter. He shook off the blow before taking off his gloves so he could remove his mouth guard.

When he climbed down to meet Kiara, he could tell she was pissed, though he couldn’t say what he’d done to warrant her anger. “Hey, beautiful.” He reached for his water bottle, but he wanted to kiss her. She looked so beautiful in her cream silk blouse with matching skirt and stilettos that he didn’t want to risk messing her up though.

“Don’t ‘hey, beautiful’ me,” she said, fisting one hand on her hip as she gestured to the ring with the other. “You retired from boxing because the doctor said you couldn’t fight anymore.”

“So?” He led her through the gym to his private office in back, trying to ignore the dozens of guys who’d stopped working out to gape at her. They’d been dating for a couple of months. He should be used to the attention she garnered wherever she went, but he didn’t know if he would ever get used to the gnawing question in the back of his mind whenever they were together: What’s a goddess like this doing with a chump like me?

“So?” she asked, slamming the door. “Are you stupid?”

He tried to ignore the tightness in his chest. It wasn’t the first time he’d been asked that question. Parents, teachers, even girls he’d dated had questioned his intelligence, but when he heard the question from an Ivy League graduate, it hurt even more.

She sighed when he didn’t respond. “I’m sorry, but seriously, Blaise, you could’ve gotten hurt.”

He sat behind his desk, reminding himself that she wouldn’t be getting so worked up if she didn’t care about him. That was progress. “That kid couldn’t take me on his best day. No need to worry.” He’d earned the right to be cocky. A couple hundred wins over the course of his career meant few guys could claim they were stronger or tougher than he’d been in his prime.

“But I do worry.” Her voice softened as she rounded the desk. Gripping the arms of his chair, she turned him to face her and leaned over just enough to give him a peek of the lacy flesh-toned bra beneath the fine silk. “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

Seeing her bra drove him crazier than it normally would. She’d been keeping him at arm’s length, which meant out of her bed, because she claimed she wasn’t into casual sex. Her indifference was driving him out of his mind. He had to have her soon.

“I’m not gonna get hurt.” He closed his eyes briefly when her soft hand rested against his cheek. At least not physically. Emotionally, she already had him over the ropes.

“You’re important to me, Blaise.”

He let those words seep in. Coupled with the genuine fear in her eyes, he wondered whether her message might have a deeper meaning. Was she as crazy about him as he was about her?

“I came here for two reasons,” she said, standing. “One, I set up a dozen sessions with that new trainer you hired, Max. I want to be in top shape for our vacation next month.”

Blaise had talked her into going to the Caribbean with him for a week. All-inclusive resorts with quiet beaches normally weren’t his thing—he preferred gambling on the Vegas strip—but since Kiara’s best friend, Sabrina, claimed Kiara was looking for a romantic guy, he was determined to make her thirtieth birthday memorable. “Why the hell did you choose Max? We have half a dozen personal trainers, including several women.”

Kiara laughed. “Because you said he was the best, and that you lured him away from the gym across town because he has a great reputation.”

She was right, but that didn’t mean he wanted Kiara to train with him. Max was so good at what he did that he didn’t think the rules applied to him. Blaise had already reprimanded him numerous times for coming on to their female clients. He feared Max would have to pick his jaw up off the floor when he caught sight of Kiara in a tight tank and running shorts.

“Have you met the guy yet?” Blaise asked.

“No, why?”

“He’s gonna have a coronary when he sees you,” he mumbled, hating that he sounded so jealous and insecure. “Why don’t I see if Shelley’s here? She’s just as good, and you won’t have to worry about her hitting on you.”

“I’m not worried about him hitting on me,” she said, looking amused.

“Maybe you’re not, but I am.”

“You’re so cute.” Kiara sat in the chair opposite his desk, setting her purse and gym bag next to her. “There’s another thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

He could tell by her tone that she was apprehensive, making him wonder if she was about to tell him she thought their relationship had run its course. That would kill him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so into a girl. “Sure.” He tried to sound calm. “What is it?”

“Um, I got a call today. A boxer who wants me to be his agent.”

“Who?” Blaise asked, unable to quash his uneasiness. He could tell by the fact that she wasn’t making eye contact with him that he wouldn’t like her answer. “Kiara, who called you?”

“Morin.” She took a deep breath. “I know he was your nemesis and that final blow gave you the concussion that put you out of boxing for good, but—”

“But nothing,” he said, slamming his palm on the desk as he leaned forward. “If you know all that, you’re not even considering his request. End of story.” Except it wasn’t. She wouldn’t have brought up the call unless she was considering representing him. He tried to see it from her perspective. Morin was the current heavyweight champion, a title he’d taken from Blaise the year before, so representing him would be a coup for her and her agency, but he couldn’t help feeling the knife in his back.

She sat back as she crossed her arms. “You know it’s not as cut-and-dried as that. This is my career we’re talking about.”

“Right, and I’m just one of many guys you’re stringing along.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he regretted them—more so when she shot out of her chair. “Jesus, wait, Kiara, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

She paused with her hand on the doorknob, glancing over her shoulder. “Then why did you? Is that really what you think of me?”

He crossed the room and flattened his palm on the door to prevent her from opening it. Leaning in, his chest brushed her back as he whispered, “I don’t know what the hell to think. You won’t let me make love to you. I have to wonder if that’s because you’re seeing someone else.”

She shook her head slowly. “I’m not. I told you, I’m not into casual sex. I’ve been burned too many times.”

“I know.” He lowered his head to rest his forehead on her shoulder. “I’m not gonna hurt you. Let me prove to you that I’m different.”

“You don’t think I want to believe that?” she asked softly. “I do. Believe me, I do.”

“Then take a chance.” He curled his hand over her hip. “We could be incredible together.” Brushing his lips across her neck, his arm wrapped around her mid-section.

She leaned into him. “This thing with Morin, I don’t want it to come between us.”

“That’s his goal, you know.” Blaise knew Kiara was a sought-after sports agent and he didn’t want to belittle her, but Morin’s call had everything to do with his hatred for Blaise. “He’s getting close to you to get to me. He probably saw our pic on some blog and saw you as the perfect way to get to me.”

“Gee, thanks.” She pulled away from him, curling her hand around the door handle again.

“I know this guy, Kiara. It wasn’t enough for him to take me out of boxing. He wants…” He couldn’t say revenge, though Blaise knew that was exactly what Morin was looking for.

“What?” Kiara turned to face him. “What does he want?”

“He wants to come between us.” He decided that was the safest response. It was the truth, just not the whole truth.

“Why would he want to do that?”

“I told you, he hates me. We were rivals. Boxing is a competitive, violent sport. I was his biggest competition. We talked smack about each other all the time. Things got ugly.” You have no idea how ugly.

“Regardless of what went down between the two of you, representing him is a business decision. I can’t turn him down without at least talking to him.”

Blaise knew first-hand how persuasive Morin could be, and he didn’t want him to use those powers of persuasion on Kiara. He knew he was being irrational, asking her to reject Morin simply because he asked her to, but he couldn’t tell her the whole story. It would make him look bad, and Blaise was trying so hard to impress her, to make her believe he was worthy of her, even if he wasn’t entirely convinced himself. “Why not?”

“Sabrina would demand to know why I’d turned him down. Allowing personal feelings to affect business relationships is frowned upon. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.”

“Fine, but Mitchell’s has plenty of other agents. Why does it have to be you?”

“Morin didn’t call the agency. He called me directly. He made it clear he wants me to represent him.”

Morin could tell Kiara things about him that would end their relationship, and Blaise couldn’t let that happen. “Please, do this for me. Just tell him no.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “If this is because you think he’ll make a play for me, you have nothing to worry about. We have a strict policy against agents fraternizing with their clients. Not that I’d be interested in him even if we didn’t have that policy.” She leaned into him, running her hands over his shirt, heedless of the fact he was dampening her expensive blouse in the process. “I’m not interested in anyone else.”

His mouth went dry when she leaned back against the door, her eyes hooded as she unbuttoned her blouse.

“I’m running late for my appointment with Max. You don’t mind if I change here, do you?”

He couldn’t speak, so he shook his head, inviting her to continue.

“I know you think I’m putting you off because I’m not that into you.” She stepped out of her high heels, giving him at least eight inches on her. “But you couldn’t be more wrong.” Her breasts brushed his chest when she reached back to unzip her skirt. “I’m taking my time because I’m so into you. I don’t want to screw this up. I want you. I know you want me too.”

“I do.” He licked his dry lips when she slid the zipper down and shimmied the skirt over her hips, making her full breasts bounce inside her lacy bra. “God, you have no idea how much I want you.” His palms were itching to feel every soft and supple inch of her gorgeous body.

“Tonight,” she whispered, standing before him in a flesh-toned lace demi bra and matching thong. “After my session, let’s go back to your place.”

“Yeah, let’s.” He thought she’d never ask. He turned the lock on the door. “In fact, why don’t we reschedule that appointment?”

Her face fell, giving away her disappointment. Blaise cursed himself for being so stupid. Sabrina had told him Kiara was a hopeless romantic, and he was trying to impress her by suggesting their first time be bent over the desk in his office? Classy, Thomas, real classy.

“I’m sorry.” He reached for her gym bag and handed it to her. “That was dumb. Of course we’ll go back to my place. I’m not looking for a quickie.”

“Hmm, good to know.”

 

***

 

Blaise had been right to warn her about Max. Her new trainer hadn’t taken his eyes off her chest since she’d started running on the treadmill between sets on the weight bench. He kept increasing the intensity as he stood behind her, no doubt so he could watch her from both angles.

“Keep your goddamn eyes on her speed, not her form, Max,” Blaise said, smacking his trainer upside the head as he walked past.

Kiara’s lips twitched as Max rubbed the back of his head.

“What the hell’s his problem?” Max asked, still massaging his head as he moved to the front of the treadmill.

Kiara took advantage of his preoccupation to slow the machine, hoping he wouldn’t notice. “I think he’s jealous.”

Max quirked an eyebrow as he followed Blaise’s back into the office. “Why would he be jealous?”

“Uh, he’s kind of my boyfriend.” While they hadn’t labeled their relationship yet, Kiara knew she wasn’t interested in seeing anyone else. She hoped that, after tonight, Blaise would feel the same way.

“Thomas is your boyfriend?” Max rolled his eyes. “You could’ve told me that before I hit on you. Seriously, this is the former heavyweight champ we’re talkin’ about. He could’ve really busted me up.” He ran a hand over his smooth jaw, sneaking a peek in the mirrored wall. “You wouldn’t want to see anything happen to this pretty face, would you?”

Kiara laughed in spite of herself. Now that Max knew he had no chance with her, he was pretty entertaining. “Definitely not.”

“Good, then let’s get back to work.” He pointed at the ropes. “Think of it as punishment for not telling me earlier that you’re Thomas’s girl.”

Kiara groaned. She hated the ropes. “Couldn’t we do something else instead?” She batted her eyelashes at him.

He smirked. “Honey, that might’ve worked a few minutes ago, but you’re just like one of the guys to me now that I know you’re off-limits.”

“Off-limits, huh?” Blaise asked, refilling his water bottle at the nearby cooler. “I think I like the sound of that.”

“You could’ve told me she was your girlfriend,” Max muttered. “I wouldn’t have been stupid enough to hit on her.”

Kiara’s cheeks flamed when Blaise shot her a questioning look. She hadn’t intended for him to hear that.

“Well, now you know.” Blaise winked at Kiara. “So back off before I bust you up.”

Max glared at him, crossing his arms over his massive chest. “Only you would have the balls to threaten me like that.”

“Yeah, and you know I’d make good on it.” Blaise leaned against the wall facing them. He tipped his water bottle back, taking a long swig.

Kiara was getting tired of their pissing contest. She only had twenty minutes left with Max and intended to make the most of it. “You’ve made your point, Blaise. You can leave now. I’ll catch up with you when I get out of the shower.” Speaking of showers, he’d clearly had one and changed his clothes. His black hair was still damp and slicked back, but he hadn’t bothered to shave. So sexy.

“I think I’ll watch for a while.” He propped the heel of his boot up on the wall. Setting his water bottle on a bench, he rolled the sleeves of his denim shirt up to reveal the warrior tattoo on the back of his left forearm. “Nothing hotter than a sexy woman pumping iron.”

Kiara was self-conscious about letting him watch. He made his living in a gym, so he’d probably find her strength and endurance seriously lacking. “Don’t you have something better to do?”

“Nope.” He grinned. “My concentration’s shot to hell. All I can think about is gettin’ you home.”

Well damn. Normally her face would have been on fire after a comment like that, but she was too turned on to care whether Max was uncomfortable. Her only concern was getting through the next twenty minutes so she and Blaise could finally act on the attraction that had been building between them for two months. If the look in his light blue eyes was any indication, he intended to make it worth the wait.


 

 

Chapter Two

 

By the time they got back to his place, Blaise was ready to back Kiara against the wall and take her right there in the foyer, but Sabrina’s voice was ringing in his ears, reminding him that Kiara wanted a guy who would sweep her off her feet. Since he didn’t know whether they would have another chance after she talked to Morin, he intended to spend the entire night living out every fantasy he’d had about her since they first laid eyes on each other. Picking her up and cradling her against his chest, he smiled.

She giggled and curled into him. “What are you doing?”

“Sweeping you off your feet. I thought that’s what you wanted?”

“I didn’t mean it literally.” She kicked off her high heels. “Not that I’m complaining. This is kind of nice.”

He carried her down the hall to the master bedroom. He was glad he’d stocked the bedroom with everything a woman might want for a romantic evening. Though he hadn’t known when or if he’d get a chance to be intimate with Kiara, he’d wanted to prepare just in case. She looked around the large room as he set her down before hitting the switch on the wall to dim the lights.

“Nice room,” she said, walking to the french doors facing the pool. “Your house isn’t what I expected.”

Though they’d been dating for a while, he usually took her to dinner or back to her place, since it was closer to his gym and her office.

“What did you expect?”

“A bachelor pad. This is a real, grown-up house, with a well-kept yard and everything.”

After growing up in low income housing, he’d sworn he’d never go back. The very first thing he’d invested in was a nice house no one could take away from him. “I’ll be sure to tell my gardener you approve.”

“Aw, and here I was hoping you got out there and did it with a push mower, all sweaty and shirtless.”

He grinned at her backside as he lit a few candles and set his iPod in the Bose speaker on his nightstand. He selected John Mayer’s “Your Body is a Wonderland” from his playlist.

She glanced at him over her shoulder, trying to keep a straight face. “Nice choice.”

“How about a glass of wine?” He felt guilty for taking her straight into his bedroom. Although she’d made it clear where she intended for the evening to go, he didn’t want her to think that was the only reason he’d brought her back to his place.

“Sure, I’ll come with you.” She followed him down the hall to the kitchen, sneaking a peek in the living room on the way. “I was curious about why you’d never invited me back to your place. I thought maybe you had a wife or kid stashed away you didn’t want me to know about.”

He laughed. “Not likely.”

“Well, I don’t see any pictures or women’s lingerie, so I guess that’s a good sign.”

His amusement died when he realized that while she was trying to make light of it, she was partially serious. He halted, turning to face her. “Someone really did a number on you, didn’t they?”

She looked startled, tearing her eyes from his before forcing a laugh. “What are you talking about?”

“Was he married?” Blaise hated to think of any man lying to her or hurting her. She was too good to be treated that way, though he suspected if she knew the truth about his past, she would lump him in with the loser who’d hurt her. “Engaged? Girlfriend?”

“I don’t want to talk about.” She tried to brush past him, but he gripped her wrist.

“Why do you always do that? Whenever I ask you about your past relationships, you just shut down. Why?”

“You do the same.”

She was right. He wasn’t proud of his past. He’d only had a couple of real relationships, and he’d hurt both women because he put his career first. He wanted to keep certain skeletons buried forever, but he would give her some insight into his previous relationships in the hopes that she would trust him enough to do the same. “Fine, I’ll tell you about my exes if you’ll tell me about yours.”

“I’ll need that glass of wine first.” She sounded as though she’d rather have a root canal than tell him about her ex-boyfriends. Following him into the kitchen, she asked, “You’ve never said, do you like to cook?”

“Nutrition was an integral part of my career,” he said, happy to talk about mundane things since he needed a little time to collect his own thoughts. “My trainer would always tell me success was eighty percent diet, so I learned to prep food.” He grinned as he uncorked a bottle of merlot. “I’m not sure if that’s the same as cooking, but I learned enough to survive.”

“It’s a shame to have a kitchen like this and not cook,” she said, smoothing a hand over the granite countertop as she admired the Sub-Zero appliances.

“You like to cook, right?” he asked, remembering she’d once called herself a foodie. Given all the meals they’d enjoyed together, he knew she liked to eat, but she’d never cooked for him. “Feel free to use my kitchen whenever you like.”

“Thanks, it sure beats the little kitchen at my condo.” She accepted the glass of wine he offered. “What shall we drink to?”

He considered his words carefully. “How about getting to know each other better?”

She touched her glass to his before taking a sip. “It must seem weird to you that we’ve been dating a couple of months, yet we’ve only been out half a dozen times because I’m always travelling or attending some event on behalf of my clients. We have to do a lot of schmoozing in this line of work.”

He took a sip of wine. He knew she was trying to justify the times she’d blown him off or canceled at the last minute. “I understand.”

“Most guys don’t.” She swirled her wine. “Especially when I have to leave them because one of my clients is having a meltdown at a bar. Our job is to negotiate their contracts, but that often involves some babysitting. It’s tough to negotiate a good contract if your client is losing it at the bar every night.”

“I can imagine.” He hated the thought of her running out to rescue some drunk jock at midnight, but it wouldn’t help his cause if he admitted he was jealous or overprotective.

“Anyways, a lot of times, guys just got fed up and decided to move on.”

“How about the other times?”

“I’ve made some poor choices.” She cleared her throat before looking at him. “I’ve dated a few athletes, thinking I knew what I was doing. I didn’t. They were just using me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, well, that’s why I don’t date athletes anymore.” She smiled. “I thought that rule extended to former athletes as well, but you’ve made me rethink that.”

“Am I supposed to say I’m sorry I convinced you to break your rule? ‘Cause I’m not.” They shared a smile before he said, “The first time I saw you I was hooked.”

“Yeah, right. Is that why you took my best friend out to dinner?”

“I knew Sabrina was into Dylan when I asked her out. I just wanted to find out more about you. I figured who better to ask?”

“You’re such a liar,” Kiara said.

He was dead serious, but he couldn’t convince her if she chose to believe he was lying. Lifting a shoulder, he said, “Believe what you want.”

“I told you my sad story—now it’s your turn. Why are you still single?”

“Because I choose to be.” When she raised an eyebrow, he said, “I could lie and tell you I just haven’t met the right girl, but the truth is, I really like my life the way it is right now. I’m settling into a new routine with the gym and training some fighters. I like it.”

“Interesting. So you’re not looking for the future Mrs. Thomas?”

That was a loaded question. He didn’t want to make her think he was just looking for a good time, because he wanted more than that. He just wasn’t sure how much more yet. “I honestly don’t know.”

“Fair enough.” She nodded. “You don’t have to decide right this second.”

“Really?” He couldn’t hide his surprise at her nonchalant reaction. “Most women ask that kind of question because they’re hoping for a specific response.”

“Maybe you gave me the response I was hoping for.”

He couldn’t deny that stung a little. “Ah, so you’re not looking for a long-term relationship either?”

She sighed. “I’m not sure what I’m looking for. I’m just trying to take things one day at a time and see where I end up.”

“That sounds like a good plan.” So why did that leave him feeling uneasy, as though he wanted more from her?

“Don’t think I’m letting you off the hook that easily. Tell me about your exes.”

He took a sip of wine. “There’s not much to tell. I was pretty serious with a couple girls, even lived with one for a year, but when she started pressing me for a ring, I told her I wasn’t ready.” After a deep swallow of wine, he added, “She claimed I put my career before her, and she was probably right. I was pretty focused in those days. After we broke up, I found out she’d cheated on me, so I’m glad I didn’t marry her.”

“So you’re single by choice.” She raised her hands, gesturing to their surroundings. “You live in this big house all by yourself, and you never get lonely?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Who do you call when you get lonely?” she asked, propping her chin in her hand. “There must be someone.”

“Kiara, I—”

“It’s okay,” she said, smiling. “I have no illusions about you being a saint.”

He didn’t know if he had a right to be offended, but he was. “I haven’t been dating anyone else since we started seeing each other.” He got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach when she averted her gaze and downed the rest of her wine. “Have you?”

“Um, no.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

She closed her eyes. “I did something really stupid when I was in Philadelphia about a month ago.”

He knew he wouldn’t like her answer, but he felt compelled to ask, “What happened?”

“You and I had only been out on a couple of dates. I had no idea where it was going—”

“Just tell me what happened.” He was starting to lose his temper, and he really didn’t want her to see that side of him.

“My ex-boyfriend was staying in the same hotel as me. We ran into each other at the hotel bar.”

“You didn’t know he’d be there?” Blaise downed the rest of his wine before refilling both of their glasses. He wanted something a hell of a lot stronger than wine, but he wouldn’t let her see how much her words were affecting him.

“No, like I said, we just ran into each other.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “We started talking, one thing led to another, and we ended up in his hotel room.”

He walked out of the room, unable to listen to any more. The thought of her being intimate with another man hit him hard, and he realized he was in way too deep to escape unscathed.

“Blaise,” she said, running after him, “let me finish.”

“I don’t want to hear it.” He walked to the window, looking into the blackness of the night and unable to find a single star. That was no surprise—he’d run out of wishes a long time ago. He should have known better than to think this incredible woman, who could have any man she wanted, would choose him.

“I need for you to hear it,” she said, stepping between him and the window.

“If you’re trying to absolve yourself, don’t bother. You have nothing to feel guilty about. We’ve never talked about being exclusive. Hell, we’ve never even had sex.”

“I didn’t have sex with him,” she said softly.

“You didn’t?”

She shook her head. “We kissed and…” She shrugged. “I just couldn’t let it go any further. I thought about you and how I would feel if you were at home doing the same thing with someone else. Just thinking about it made me feel sick.”

Blaise finally felt like he could breathe again. He wasn’t thrilled that she’d kissed someone else, but it wasn’t a deal breaker. He gripped her hands when she reached for the buttons running down his shirt. “Maybe we need to set some ground rules. I haven’t been with any other women because no one has appealed to me since I met you. That’s the truth.”

“I feel the same way.”

“That’s not entirely true,” he said, trying to rein in his annoyance. “You wouldn’t have gone to his room if you weren’t still attracted to him.” He wanted to ask who her ex was, but if his competition was some good looking, rich athlete at the top of his game, he didn’t want to know.

“I’d had a few drinks. I know that’s no excuse—”

“No, it’s not. You said you travel a lot, so if we do get more involved, will I have to worry every time you go out of town?”

Kiara tore her hands from his, staggering backward. “You think I’m that easy? If I were, wouldn’t I have slept with you by now?”

“I didn’t say you were easy. I was merely asking whether I could trust you to be faithful to me when you’re out of town.” Blaise knew their night was going from bad to worse, but he couldn’t seem to stop his words from pouring out.

“I’ve never cheated on anyone! I’m not like that.”

“Yet you kissed him.” He threw up his hands. “You went up to his hotel room with him.”

“You want the whole truth? Fine. He sent me flowers today,” she said, glaring at him. “He’s going to be in town tomorrow night, and he wants to see me.”

Blaise clenched his hands at his sides. “And? What did you tell him?”

“You really have to ask me that? I came here tonight to make love to you. I was finally ready to take our relationship to the next level because I was tired of fighting the way I feel about you.”

Her words sucked all the oxygen out of him. “How do you feel about me?”

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” she whispered. “When I’m not with you, I want to be.”

“I feel the same way.”

She wrapped her arms around her mid-section. “I didn’t want this, Blaise. I swore I was done with guys like you, but I can’t help the way I feel when I’m with you.”

“I need to know what you told him when he asked to see you,” he said, stepping closer.

“Why do you need to know?”

He settled his hands on her waist. “Here’s the thing…” His voice failed him when he tried to explain his insecurity. “I don’t know what the hell you see in me.”

“Are you crazy? Do you even own a mirror?”

Blaise closed his eyes. There was no easy way to bare his soul. “It’s not about the way I look or how much money I have or the car I drive. It’s about who I am on the inside.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, gripping his forearms. “You’re a great guy.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m not a great guy. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, hurt a lot of people. But it’s not just that. I’m not like you. I didn’t come from a solid family or get a good education. I never did well in school. The only thing I had going for me was fighting, so I used that to get out.”

“I know how lucky I was to have the advantages I did,” she said, skimming his cheek with her palm. “Just because you didn’t have those advantages doesn’t mean I’m better than you. On the contrary—look at what you’ve done with your life. It’s incredible.”

“Baby, face it, I’m rough around the edges.” He ran his hands up her back, feeling her smooth blouse under his calloused palms. “You’re smart and classy. You need a guy who’ll fit in at all those fancy parties you were talking about earlier.” Though he really didn’t want to know, he said, “That guy you mentioned earlier, the one who’ll be in town tomorrow, is he an athlete?”

She looked uncomfortable, and her gaze darted over his shoulder. “No.”

“What does he do?”

“It’s not important. I have no intention of seeing him again.”

“Just tell me what he does.”

“We went to Harvard together.” Her eyes drifted to his chest. “He runs a software company now.”

“A pretty successful one, I bet.” He turned away. He might have felt better had the guy been an athlete. At least then Blaise may have had a shot.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked, gripping his shoulder. “Why are you trying to drive a wedge between us? I told you Eli doesn’t mean anything to me anymore. I want to be with you. I came here tonight because…”

He covered his face with his hands. If he had any sense, he would take her into his bedroom and make love to her until she couldn’t even remember what that other guy looked like, but sex wouldn’t solve the real issue between them.

She stepped in front of him, tearing his hands from his face. “Stop. Whatever you’re thinking, just stop. I don’t want him. I want you. What do I have to do to prove that to you?”

There was a reason Blaise didn’t make plays for women like Kiara. They were way out of his league, and falling for someone like her would only lead to heartache. He gripped her arms before walking past her. “This was a mistake. I think you’re a great girl, but there’s no way this is gonna work.” He headed back to the kitchen to get the wine he’d abandoned, hoping she would show herself out. As much as he wanted her, if he had her, it would be impossible to let her go.

“Why?” she demanded, following him. “Because you’re afraid? I have to tell you, I never pegged you, of all people, for a coward.”

He ignored her, knowing she was just trying to goad him. He leaned against the island, his back to her, and polished off his wine before turning to refill his glass. What he saw stunned him. She stood in the kitchen wearing nothing but the bra and panties she’d had on earlier. It was the fear and vulnerability in her eyes that really gripped him.

“Don’t do this,” he whispered, his eyes devouring her compact little body. When he was a teenager, he and his brother used to have posters of girls who looked like her on their walls, but he never thought he’d come face to face with one, especially one brave enough to offer herself to him after he’d warned her off.

“Don’t do what?” She reached around to unfasten her bra. “Don’t admit that I want you to make love to me?” She took her time sliding the straps over her shoulders, her eyes locked on his, before she let it fall to the floor.

He sucked in a breath, knowing it was too late to turn back.

“Don’t allow myself to fall for you?” She hooked her thumbs into her panties but hesitated, looking unsure. “It’s too late. I’ve never done anything like this before, offered myself to a man who seems so… indifferent.”

“God, I’m not indifferent. Can’t you see what you’re doing to me?” he said, raking a hand over his cropped hair. The evidence of his arousal was hiding behind the island, but her little striptease left him aching in more ways than one.

“No.” She shook her head. “I keep looking for it in your eyes, but I see nothing, and that scares me.”

He’d gotten good at shutting down and hiding his feelings, but he had no idea he was that good. He assumed his desire for her was written all over his face every time he looked at her. Apparently not, if she couldn’t see it.

“You want the truth?” He forced his eyes to remain firmly on her face. “When you told me about your ex tonight, it took everything in me not to put my fist through a wall.” He’d already given her too much insight into how he felt about her, but he couldn’t stop. The vulnerability in her eyes had finally unleashed the truth. “You said he’s going to be in town tomorrow night? I’d love to meet him to make sure he knows that you’re mine. Except you’re not mine, are you? You’ll never really be mine, ‘cause girls like you don’t end up with guys like me!” By the time he finished his tirade, he was breathing heavily, his emotions on full display for her to see.

She walked around the island. “You’re wrong.” She stood on her toes to press a kiss to his lips, linking her arms around his neck as she swept inside of his mouth.

He groaned as he boosted her up, encouraging her to wrap her legs around his waist. A little voice in his head told him she’d regret this when she found out what kind of man he was, but he wasn’t selfless enough to stop. He kissed her ravenously as he walked backward out of the kitchen and down the long hall to his bedroom. The candles were lit and the sexy music playing, creating the perfect backdrop for a night of passion he wanted to last forever. Laying her on the bed, he stood back to admire her mind-blowing perfection as he unbuttoned his shirt.

Stretching her arms above her head, she pressed her foot into his chest when he peeled off his shirt. “Have I ever told you that your chest makes my mouth water?”

He routinely mixed it up with his guys in the ring, so he wasn’t surprised she’d seen him without a shirt. He grinned as his hands drifted up her smooth calf before curling around her thigh. “No, I don’t think you have.”

“You’re so strong, so powerful,” she said, biting her lip as she watched him remove his jeans to reveal a pair of black boxer briefs. “I’ve imagined this a hundred times. I’ve never wanted someone—no, needed—someone so much. It’s taken all of my self-control to wait this long to be with you.”

He was relieved he wasn’t the only one who’d been fantasizing about this. He’d taken more cold showers after heavy petting sessions with her than he had in his entire life. He kissed a path up her leg. The only thing standing between him and the one thing he wanted most was her sexy lace panties, and he intended to rectify that in a hurry. When he peeled them off, his heart thundered at the sight of her completely bare and exposed to him.

Her eyes were heavy with lust, but there was also a defenselessness that was even more of a turn-on. He wasn’t in this alone. He wasn’t the only one afraid of falling too hard, too deep, to rebound.

“You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen,” he whispered, his voice raspy. “You’re every fantasy I’ve ever had.”

She smiled shyly before sinking her teeth into her plump lower lip. “You definitely know how to make a girl feel special.”

“You are special.” He kissed a trail up her leg, his eyes never leaving hers. “You’re dangerous, girl. So dangerous.”

She arched her back, tipping her head back as he placed open-mouthed kisses on her inner thighs. “How so?”

“You could become addictive.” Who was he kidding? He was already seriously infatuated with her. If he fell any deeper, he’d have to call it what it was. Love. That scared the hell out of him, especially with Morin back in the picture and ready to dig up skeletons Blaise had thought were buried.

“I’d like to be your addiction.” She licked her lips as she trailed her hands over her full breasts. “I want you to crave me, just like I crave you.”

He groaned. The sight of her caressing herself set off a firestorm inside him. He couldn’t remember ever being so turned on. He wanted to take it slow, to be romantic and whisper to her how beautiful she was, how much she turned him on, but he feared if he slipped inside her now, it would be a race to the finish. The last thing he wanted was to disappoint her.

He set one of her legs over each of his shoulders as he positioned his knees on the mattress between her. He trailed a finger between her slick folds, admiring how responsive she was as she moaned and arched, coaxing him to give her more. Thrusting two fingers inside her, he felt his entire body stiffen when her body clenched.

Her breath came in quick pants as she whispered, “Oh God, Blaise…”

He felt as if he’d been waiting forever to hear those sweet words, to know that she was losing control and he was the cause. “Goddamn, girl, you’re so sexy. Show me. Show me how much you want me.” He picked up the pace, giving her no choice but to meet his demands. He slowed marginally as she came apart, crying his name as she fisted the duvet.

“I want more, so much more of you,” he murmured as his knees hit the floor. “I need to taste you, to feel every sweet inch of you.” He’d always been more of an action than talk kind of guy, but something about her made him want to say things he’d never said, to express things he’d never felt.


 

 

Chapter Three

 

This is not happening. I must be dreaming, Kiara thought as Blaise took her to new heights of ecstasy. She hadn’t been a virgin in years and had enjoyed her fair share of lovers over the past decade, but he was doing things to her and making her feel things that were unfamiliar, as though she’d been waiting for that man, that moment, to finally let her guard down and enjoy real intimacy.

He was so attentive, so thorough, and he seemed to get as much pleasure from the intensely intimate act as she did. No one had ever made her belly clench that way, setting her insides on fire and making her limbs tremble with weakness. She felt so helpless, so vulnerable, yet so alive and excited at the same time.

When she couldn’t stand the pleasure another second, she surrendered, allowing his skilled tongue to push her over the edge into an abyss she likened to free-falling without a net. When her heart battered her chest to the point she feared she might stop breathing, his arms were there to catch her, to remind her that he wasn’t going anywhere as long as she needed him. God help her, she needed him so much more than she wanted to.

“I could do that all night,” he whispered, pressing his hot body to hers. “So sweet, so damn sweet. I don’t think I could ever get enough.”

She shivered, as much from his words as the after-shocks of what he’d done to her. His body never left hers as he reached into the nightstand for a condom. She couldn’t tear her eyes away as he encased his hard shaft. She wanted to do so much to him, with him, to return the favor, but her body felt limp and lifeless. She was sure that had been his intent. She prided herself on being a sensual and generous lover who gave as good as she got, and she’d never wanted to give so much.

“Gimme a minute,” she said, trying to force a laugh through her over-taxed lungs. “You kinda wore me out.”

“I wish I could.” He took what little breath she’d reclaimed with a powerful kiss that revealed how close he was to snapping. “I can’t wait another second to have you, gorgeous.”

She hadn’t thought about how turned on he must have been while he selflessly bestowed pleasure on her. “Then don’t.” She closed her eyes at the first hint of his penetration, wanting to enjoy every second of their merging.

Breath seeped through his lips as he filled her, inch by inch, taking his time to stretch her gently. “God, this was so worth waiting for, Ki.”

She smiled against his shoulder at his nickname. No one had ever called her that, but hearing it on his lips felt suggestive and personal, as though he’d christened her as his. As he slowly moved inside her, she realized that was exactly what he was doing—claiming her as his. Kiara had been waiting forever to feel like that in a man’s arms, like she belonged. She was safe and protected, and no one could hurt her as long as she had him.

The image she projected to the world was one of total competence, but the romantic in her wanted a lover who made her feel cherished, as if she was the most important person in his world. Blaise did that, exceeding her expectations as he made love to her with his eyes and body. The only time his eyes strayed from hers was when he swept her away with sensual kisses that aroused her almost as much as the enticing rhythm of his body.

“This feels so incredible,” she said, needing to give a voice to the sweet anguish of sinking deeper than she’d given herself permission to when the evening started. When she’d propositioned him in his office, she had no idea where he intended to take her emotionally, or how terrifying the journey would be.

“It does.” His breath was broken, his voice ravaged as he focused all his energy on taking her back to the brink with him. “Give me this, Ki.”

She didn’t have to ask what he meant. Surrendering to him was easier than she ever thought it would be. Giving herself to him, trusting him with her body and heart, felt as natural as breathing. She locked her ankles behind his waist, raising her hips to meet his powerful thrusts.

“Oh, God,” he moaned. “Now, baby.”

She closed her eyes and basked in the feel of his hard body cocooning her, giving her pleasure as he demanded his own. The moment came and went, the peak giving way to a softer, more subtle landing. He brushed the hair off her face and kissed her forehead. Kiara was mortified when the tender gesture made tears burn her eyes. If not for the candlelight, he might have missed it, but the healthy glow showed him what she’d hoped to keep hidden. He had overwhelmed her.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked, concern etching faint lines on his forehead. “Are you okay?” He moved to her side, one arm curled around her head while his free hand splayed on her stomach. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

She tried to laugh, but it came out a broken sob that made her curse softly. “You were incredible. I just never expected…” She gestured helplessly with her hands. “That.”

One side of his mouth tipped up. “You’re not the only one. That was pretty intense, wasn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah.” She brushed away tears as her cheeks flamed. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m getting so emotional. It’s just sex.”

“That’s bullshit. Don’t ever let me hear you say that again.”

She was surprised by the vehemence in his tone. Forcing herself to look up, her breath caught, making her grasp for words that felt trapped in her throat. The last thing she’d wanted to do was offend him. “I’m sorry, I just meant—”

“I know what you meant.” He rolled on his back, covering his face with his forearm. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you. I just…” A deep breath revealed his inner turmoil. “It’s not just sex, at least not for me.”

Kiara felt guilty for insulting him, but she never would have guessed this big, tough guy would be sensitive when it came to matters of the heart. She propped her weight on her elbow, looking down at him as her hair fell on his chest. “It wasn’t just sex, Blaise. We made a real connection. Why do you think I was getting so emotional?” She knew the only way she could convince him she was sincere was if she afforded him a glimpse inside her head.

“Tell me what you’re thinking?” He rolled onto his side to face her. “Talk to me.”

“I’m thinking I haven’t felt like this in a really long time.” Maybe never. “And I really like it. But I’m scared too.”

He reached for her hand and pressed his lips to her palm. “Why are you scared?”

“Look at you.” She gestured toward his body and perfect face. He would put most fitness models to shame. “You’re so… sexy.” Her face burned with embarrassment as she forced out the word. She hated to seem insecure, but Blaise worked in an environment where beautiful women with hard bodies were likely throwing themselves at him all day, and Kiara spent half her time thousands of miles away.

“So are you.” He smiled. “Do you have any idea the crazy thoughts that run through my head when you’re away, Ki?”

“No.”

It felt so good to be honest with him, to hear him voice his fears and to feel comfortable doing the same. She hadn’t had a mature relationship built on honesty and trust in a long time, and Blaise was making her believe she could have that with him.

“I always wonder who you’re with, what you’re doing, whether you’re thinking about me.” His knuckles grazed her cheeks when his eyes met hers. “That’s why I snapped earlier when you told me about your ex—it was like my worst fear was happening.”

She flattened his palm against her racing heart. “I think about you all the time when I’m away. Hell, who am I kidding? I think about you all the time whether we’re in the same city or not.”

His grin lit up his handsome face with a perfect set of white teeth that looked as though they belonged on an actor instead of a boxer. “Really? Tell me more.”

He looked so adorable, she couldn’t resist the urge to lean in and kiss him. “It’s been that way from the beginning. You’re a terrible distraction.”

“Hmm, I could say the same about you. Can’t tell you how many times I’ve almost had my bell rung ‘cause I was thinking about you instead of what was happening inside the ring.”

“Um, I wanted to talk to you about that.” She tried a softer approach as she ran a hand over his cheek, loving the feel of coarse stubble under her palm. “I meant what I said earlier. I’m really worried about you sparring like that. When your doctor told you to give up boxing, I don’t think he meant you could still train fighters from inside the ring.”

“That’s the only way to train,” he said, looking amused.

“Then maybe you should consider managing or promoting fights if you still want to be involved in boxing. Do something that doesn’t involve hand-to-hand combat.”

“I love that you’re so concerned about me.” He kissed her softly. “I’ll think about it, I promise.”

“Thank you.”

“Now will you do something for me?”

She didn’t even have to ask where he was going. “If this is about Morin—”

“Please don’t meet with him tomorrow, Ki.”

“I have to.” She rolled onto her back to stare at the ceiling as he turned off the music. “I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t hear what he had to say. Please try to understand.”

He pursed his lips, looking annoyed. He sat back against the headboard with a pillow behind his back and his arms crossed. “I’m asking you to try to understand this from my perspective. This guy hates me almost as much as I hate him. He’d do anything to hurt me. Since we can’t act out our aggression inside the ring anymore, he’s looking for other ways to get to me.”

After what they’d shared, the last thing Kiara wanted was to argue with him, but she refused to allow him to make this decision for her. It was her career, her choice. “Did it ever occur to you that he might want me because he thinks I’m good at what I do?”

“Baby, I know you’re good,” he said, brushing her hair off her face. “If I were still boxing, I’d sure as hell want you representing me. If it were any other fighter, I’d say go for it, but not Morin.”

They weren’t going to solve the issue that night, so Kiara sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed.

“Hey, where are you going?” he asked, running a hand down her bare back.

“I should head home.”

“No, stay here tonight.” He kissed her shoulder. “I want to wake up with you in my arms.”

As enticing as his offer was, Kiara knew they wouldn’t be able to make it through the night without arguing about Morin. “Maybe tomorrow night?”

He sighed. “Fine. Call me after your meeting with Morin?”

“Sure.” She only hoped he would still want to talk to her if she told him she’d decided to represent the enemy.

 

***

 

Kiara sat across from Morin, listening to his spiel about how he was the best thing to happen to boxing since Mohammad Ali. The guy had a huge ego, but judging by his record, he’d earned the right to be arrogant. Her research told her the only person with a better record was Blaise, and she was sure that incensed Morin.

“I’m just not sure, Mr. Morin,” Kiara said, sliding back her swivel chair. “Mitchell’s has represented a few boxers in the past, but I’ve never worked with them directly. Mr. Mitchell, the company founder, represented them, and later his daughter, Sabrina. Unfortunately, Sabrina isn’t taking on any new clients at the moment, because she’s getting married and having twins in a few months.”

“I want you.”

She swallowed, slightly intimidated by the intensity on his hardened face. Since Sabrina had been sexually assaulted by a client, Kiara had been on high alert. She didn’t want to become paranoid, but she refused to put herself in compromising positions with men who made her uncomfortable. “Why me? I just explained to you I don’t have any experience with boxers.”

“That’s not what I heard.” He gave her a lewd smile. “Isn’t Thomas your new boyfriend?”

“Is that what this is about?” Kiara asked, deciding to lay her cards on the table. “You think you can use me to get to him? Sorry, not interested.” She pushed away from her desk, standing. “I appreciate you coming in today, but I—”

“You think you know him.” Morin smirked. “You don’t know him at all.”

She refused to let a man with an obvious axe to grind plant a seed of doubt in her mind. “My relationship with Blaise is none of your business.”

“You’re right,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “And that’s not what I’m here to discuss, so let’s get back to business.”

“I think we’ve concluded our business.”

“Just give me a few more minutes of your time,” he said, gesturing toward her desk. “Please, don’t let your personal feelings about me color your decision about whether to take me on as a client.”

Since Kiara had to admit that was exactly what she was doing, she rested her bottom on the corner of the desk in front of Morin and crossed her arms. “Fine, you tell me why you think this would be a good partnership.” She realized how absurd it was that she was asking a professional athlete at the top of his sport to convince her why she should take him on as a client instead of making the pitch about why Mitchell’s was the agency he should choose.

“You’re smart. You’re hungry.” He smirked when she raised a questioning eyebrow. “You’re not the only one who’s done their homework, Miss Wagner. I know all about your professional record. You represent twelve athletes, all at the top of their game. You’ve negotiated more than one hundred twenty million in contracts this year alone, and they all gave you a glowing recommendation.”

“You spoke to my clients about me?” she asked, trying to conceal her outrage. “I think that was pretty presumptuous, given the fact this is our first meeting and you asked to meet with me, not the other way around.”

He met her glare with one of his own. “My career is the most important thing in my life. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to protect it. When I found out my last agent had screwed me over, I knew it was time to find someone I could trust.”

Kiara was tempted to ask him what had happened with his previous agent, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to get any more invested in his situation. She decided she couldn’t make this decision on the spur of the moment. “I’ll need some time.” Even though it might cause a rift with Blaise, she couldn’t deny working with Morin would be an incredible opportunity to make inroads in a very lucrative sport. “Could we meet again tomorrow?”

“Of course.” He stood to shake her hand. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

As Kiara watched him leave, she had to admit he’d been more conciliatory than she’d expected. With the exception of that one comment about Blaise, he’d been focused on the business at hand the entire time. But could she trust him?

“Hey,” Sabrina said, poking her head in the door. “I ran into Casey Morin in the hall. Why didn’t you tell me we’re trying to sign him?”

Kiara claimed the seat behind her desk. She was glad to see Sabrina—she could use her advice. “Actually, he called me yesterday and asked to meet with me. He wants me to represent him.”

“How cool is that?” Sabrina said, sitting across from Kiara and absently rubbing her baby bump. “He’s the freakin’ heavyweight champ. In the boxing world, it doesn’t get any bigger.”

“I know, but…” Kiara was almost ashamed to admit her personal feelings were at play, but since Sabrina was her best friend as well as her boss, she knew she would understand. “He and Blaise have a lot of history.”

“I know all about their history.” Sabrina slipped off her high heels and wrinkled her nose as she wiggled her toes. “God, my feet are swelling already. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to wear these.”

Kiara tapped her palm against the desk. “We can go shoe shopping later. Right now I need to decide what to do about Morin. I don’t want to compromise my relationship with Blaise, but I can’t deny representing Morin would be a great opportunity.”

“Sounds like things with Blaise are getting pretty serious,” Sabrina said, smiling.

“We slept together last night,” Kiara whispered even though the door was closed.

“Oh my God, finally! I thought you were going to make the poor guy wait forever.”

“I just wanted to make sure he was serious about me.” Kiara felt defensive and a little ridiculous that she’d made him work so hard to prove himself. He was clearly as into her as she was into him. “You know better than anyone that I have a lousy track record with guys like Blaise.”

“Don’t pigeon-hole him like that. You’re not being fair. How would you feel if he made assumptions about you because of the way you look?”

Kiara knew her friend was right. They’d had to overcome a lot of sexism to be taken seriously in the old boys’ club, so she of all people should know better than to stereotype. “You’re right, I was wrong. But you know I’ve been screwed over. I don’t want to go into this blind.”

“I get that, but you can’t be so guarded that you give up a chance with a great guy just because of what he used to do for a living.”

“I’m not sure boxing is so firmly in his past,” Kiara said, thinking of the sparring match she’d interrupted last night. She was uneasy every time she thought about the blow he’d taken, the one she’d inadvertently caused by interrupting him.

“What do you mean? I thought the doctors said he was done? He’s not thinking of fighting again, is he?” Sabrina looked alarmed. “If he is, I might have to kick his ass myself.”

Sabrina and Blaise had become close in recent months, which shouldn’t come as a surprise. Most of Sabrina’s friends were men, but Kiara was ashamed to admit she felt kind of uncomfortable with their friendship. She needed to know Sabrina had her back, and she worried Sabrina’s affection for Blaise might color her opinion.

“No, but he’s training a bunch of boxers, and I’m not sure I’m okay with that.” Kiara laughed, feeling self-conscious. “Would you listen to me? I sound like his mother instead of his girlfriend.”

Sabrina grinned. “His girlfriend, huh? When did we decide to label this thing?”

“I don’t know that we have.” Kiara shifted, wishing she’d never brought it up. “I just… oh, never mind. Let’s get back to Morin. What do you think I should do about him?”

“That’s a no-brainer. You have to represent him.”

“Are you speaking as my boss now?” Kiara felt a modicum of relief that Sabrina seemed to be taking the decision out of her hands. Blaise could hardly blame her for following a direct order from her superior. Sabrina normally gave Kiara a lot of leniency about the clients she represented, but this seemed to be one of the odd times she dug her heels in and played the boss card.

“Damn right I am.” Sabrina’s tone softened when she said, “Aside from yours truly, you’re the best agent Mitchell’s has.” She laughed when Kiara rolled her eyes. “Seriously, now that I’m cutting back a bit because of the babies, I need you to step up. Think you can do that?”

The last thing Kiara wanted was to add to Sabrina’s stress with a wedding to plan and two babies to nurture, but she wasn’t accustomed to rolling over, either. “You know I work my ass off. Sixty, seventy hours a week, not to mention the travel and—”

“That’s why you made a cool half mil last year, because you do work so hard. You said you wanted to buy a house next year. Taking on Morin would practically guarantee you could.”

“True.” Kiara had been saving up to buy a house in cash to avoid being in debt.

“Blaise will understand,” Sabrina assured her. “He’s a reasonable man. Just tell him it’s strictly business. And if Morin does anything to make you uncomfortable, he can look elsewhere for representation.”

“You really mean that?” Kiara was touched that Sabrina would turn away that kind of revenue for her sake.

“Of course I do,” she said, sounding exasperated. “You’re like a sister to me. Morin is just a client. There are plenty more where he came from, but friends, those are hard to come by.”


 

 

Chapter Four

 

Kiara was packing up for the day when Blaise texted to tell her he’d stop by the office to pick her up for dinner instead of meeting her at High Rollers, as they’d planned.

“Hey, beautiful. I’m glad I caught you before you left.”

Kiara was speechless when she looked up to see her ex standing in the doorway with a bouquet of white roses. “Uh, Eli, what are you doing here? I told you I couldn’t see you tonight.” Or any other night, for that matter.

“I know, but I needed to see you. There were things I wanted to say to you that night in my hotel room, but you left so quickly I didn’t get a chance.”

“And I told you why I had to leave.” Kiara offered a tight smile when he placed the flowers on her desk. “I’m involved with someone. I never should have gone up to your room.”

“Then why did you?” Before Kiara had a chance to respond, he said, “I’ll tell you why. It’s because you’re still attracted to me. You can deny it all you want, but I know you too well. We spent two years together at Harvard. That was probably your longest running relationship.”

She wanted to deny it, but he was right. “But it ended for a reason. You wanted to stay in Boston and start your business, and I wanted to move here and join Mitchell’s. I’d say we both made the right decision.”

“Sweetheart, timing is everything.” He came around to her side of the desk and perched his lithe body on the corner as he reached for her hand. “The timing wasn’t right then. It is now. I come to Arlington at least once, sometimes twice a month on business. You said you have a client in Boston who brings you to town at least once a month. We could make this work. I know we could.”

Kiara withdrew her hand. “You’re not hearing me, Eli. I’m seeing someone else.”

He rolled his eyes. “A boxer. Really? You’re a Harvard graduate, for crying out loud. Your I.Q. rivals mine. You can honestly tell me you’d be happy spending your life with a boxer?”

The way he said boxer raised Kiara’s ire. She’d forgotten what a pompous jackass he could be. “Not that it’s any of your business, but we’re not talking about spending our lives together. We’re just having fun.” Ugh, she hadn’t meant to minimize her relationship with Blaise. “I mean we’re just figuring things out.” That didn’t sound much better.

“So if you’re not committed to him, why can’t we see each other?” He crossed his arms, drawing the expensive fabric of his black suit jacket tighter across his broad shoulders. His prematurely graying hair suited him, accentuating his dark skin and light eyes, but Kiara refused to allow herself to dwell on his physical appeal.

“I didn’t say I’m not committed to him.” She stood, hoping to put some distance between them.

He gripped her waist before she could sneak past. “Then you’re sleeping with him?”

“Damn it,” she said, flushing. “You have no right to ask me that!”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to answer.” He parted his legs, drawing her closer.

She planted a hand on his chest to keep distance between them, but she didn’t want to be dramatic by trying to wriggle out of his arms. “And I don’t intend to. Do I ask you who you’re sleeping with?”

“You can,” he said, licking his lips as his gaze traveled to her mouth.

If he even thinks about kissing me, I’ll smack him. “I’m not interested.”

“No one,” he said, answering a question she’d never asked. “Do you know why?”

“Ask me if I care.”

Eli chuckled, shaking his head. “Because of you. I haven’t been able to get you out of my head since we met up in Philadelphia. That kiss reminded me of how good we were together. Do you remember how hot it was? You were the best lover I’d ever had. You still hold that title.”

Time must have dimmed his memory. Compared to what she’d shared with Blaise last night, sex with Eli was lukewarm at best. “Nice to know, but we need to leave our relationship where it belongs—in the past.”

“Is it the sex?” he asked, tipping back his head. “Is that why you’re with him?”

She gasped, unable to believe his audacity. “My sex life is not up for discussion. I thought I made that clear.”

“Good sex can’t be the basis for a solid relationship, Kiara. You know that.” He laughed. “What could you possibly have in common with that idiot? His eyes would probably glaze over if you tried talking to him about arbitrage or derivatives. We speak the same language, honey. We understand each other. We’re not just compatible in bed, but out of bed too.”

She pursed her lips, glaring at him. “You don’t know anything about my relationship with Blaise. How dare you assume that just because he’s a former boxer, he’s stupid. He’s not.”

“Really?” Eli smiled. “He barely graduated high school. Did you know that?”

Blaise had confided in Kiara that he’d had trouble in school, and since she could tell it was a sore spot, she hadn’t pushed for more information. “So what?” She peeled Eli’s hands off her waist and stepped back. “Some of the most successful people in the world didn’t finish high school. And some of the dimmest people I know graduated from Ivy League schools.” She raised her hand, gesturing to him. “Case in point.”

He smirked. “Fine, I insulted your boyfriend, and you’re pissed at me. I get it.”

“It’s time for you to go. Blaise is stopping by to pick me up in a few minutes, and you wouldn’t want to make the mistake of running into him, trust me.”

“Is that what turns you on now? Brawn instead of brains?” He pushed off her desk. “Must be a phase you’re going through. When you realize you two having nothing in common, which you will, you know where to find me.”

 

***

 

It took everything in Blaise not to bust into Kiara’s office and put that smug bastard in his place, but he stood rooted to the spot, listening. She was defending him and their relationship, sort of, but not with enough vehemence to convince him she wasn’t questioning whether her ex was right about him. How could he blame her? Blaise had been questioning whether he was good enough for her every damn day since they’d met. Her ex was just bringing to light Blaise’s deepest insecurities and forcing Kiara to analyze them. He couldn’t help but wonder if she’d feel differently about him now that Eli had planted the seed.

“Can I help you, sir?”

Blaise turned to see a silver-haired woman in a no-nonsense navy business suit and sensible shoes walk in. She took a seat behind the desk in the reception area, leading Blaise to assume she was Kiara’s assistant. “Um no, thank you.”

Now that he’d been ousted, he had no choice but to make his presence known. Since Kiara’s office door was already half-open, he didn’t bother knocking. “Hey, baby. You ready to go?” His gaze swung to Eli’s before he closed the door. “I could pretend I didn’t know you had company, but why bother? We all know I heard every goddamn word you said.”

Kiara gaped at Blaise before shooting Eli an uneasy look. “Uh, Blaise, this is—”

“I know who he is.” Blaise crossed his arms, drawing attention to his massive biceps and the tattoos decorating his forearms. If the power to intimidate was the only tool he had, he intended to use it. “The guy who thinks he stands a chance of taking you away from me.”

Eli swallowed, looking visibly nervous. “I should probably be going.”

Blaise stepped into his path when he tried to make his way to the door. “I don’t think so, man. Not until you and I have a little chat.”

“Uh, babe?” Kiara rushed toward Blaise. “Just let him go. I made it clear where things stand. Eli won’t be bothering me again.”

“See, guys like this don’t like taking no for an answer,” Blaise said, planting two fingers on Eli’s chest to push him back a step. Blaise had six inches and fifty pounds on the guy, so he didn’t intend to challenge him physically. He just wanted to make his point in a way Eli would never forget. “You have to explain things to them in terms they’ll understand.”

Eli squared his shoulders. “I, uh, do understand. Kiara’s with you now.”

Blaise glanced over Kiara’s shoulder at the flowers on her desk. “Yet you brought her flowers. See, I have a real problem with another guy bringin’ my girl flowers.”

“Won’t happen again.”

“You’re right it won’t.” Blaise leaned in closer. “’Cause if it does, I won’t be so forgiving next time. You got me?”

“Y-yeah.” He bobbed his head like one of those cheap plastic figurines. “I got it.”

“Good.” Blaise stepped out of his path, gesturing toward the door. “Now get out of here before I change my mind.”

Kiara waited until Eli had slammed the door behind him before she reached for Blaise. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea he was coming here. I told him I couldn’t see him. He knew about us.” She shrugged. “I guess he thought he could change my mind if he saw me in person.”

“And did he change your mind?” Blaise asked, wrapping his arms around her waist. He saw anger flash in her eyes, but he had to know if she was having second thoughts about him after the points her ex-boyfriend made.

“What are you talking about?”

“Are you having second thoughts about me? Or us?” He still didn’t know what had happened with Morin, but he suspected she wouldn’t be in his arms right now if she knew their whole sordid history.

“Of course not. Why would you ask me that?”

“You told him we weren’t serious, that we’re just having fun. Is that really how you see it?”

She winced and looked away. “I’m sorry you heard that. I shouldn’t have said it. It just sort of came out when he pressed me about our relationship.”

“How do you see things between us?” he asked, tipping her head up with his finger. “You seemed content to keep things casual up to this point, but when we made love last night…” He shrugged. “I thought that changed things.”

“It did.” She seemed to be choosing her words carefully as she curled her hands around his biceps. “Last night was incredible, so much more than I expected.” She blushed. “Sorry, it’s not that I didn’t think it would be good. I knew it would. I just didn’t expect that kind of connection. It was amazing.”

Her confirmation bolstered his confidence in what they’d shared, but he still needed to hear her say that she was committed to trying. He wanted a real relationship with her and hoped they were on the same page. “Does that mean we’re beyond pretending this is a casual thing?”

“Um, I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

Kiara was a smart girl. He shouldn’t have to spell it out for her, and the fact that she was forcing him to do so resurrected his uneasiness. “I’m asking if you’re ready for a serious relationship at this stage in your life.”

“I… think so.” She nodded as though she felt the need to punctuate her point or make it more believable somehow.

“Okay, I guess the next logical question is whether you’re sure you want me.” Before she could answer, he said, “I’m not delusional, Kiara. I know you could have any man you want.”

“But I—”

He raised his hand. “Let me finish. I can’t pretend I saw this coming. If I’d known your story when we met, I don’t know that I would’ve let myself fall so hard, so fast.”

She frowned, taking a few steps back until her butt hit the edge of the desk. “What does that mean? You regret getting involved with me? Is this because of what Eli said? Because his opinion doesn’t carry any weight with me, I promise you that.”

“It’s not about him,” Blaise said, shaking his head slowly. “This is about me and how I feel about us.” He hated exposing himself, but it was important that she understand how he felt. “We’re from two different worlds, Ki. Your father’s a respected psychologist, and your mother’s a middle school principal.”

She folded her arms. “So?” What does that have to do with anything?”

“Everything.” He hated making it seem as though he wasn’t proud of his own accomplishments. He knew few people got the opportunity to live out their dream, and he had. He was grateful for that, but it didn’t change his standing in life or people’s opinions of him. Most of the time he couldn’t care less what people thought of him, but Kiara’s opinion, and her family’s, was important to him. Because she was important to him. “Everything your ex said about me was true. I was a lousy student. I barely finished high school.”

“I don’t care about that.” She gestured toward him. “Look at what you’ve done with your life. I’m more impressed by that than the grade you got in algebra a lifetime ago.”

“You may say that now, but what if things between us get serious?”

“So? I still don’t see how your education, or lack thereof, matters.”

He loved her for trying to make him feel better, but his insecurity was deep-seated, and it would take more than her assurances to help him shed them. “You say that now, but how would your parents feel about you dating me?”

She shrugged while thumbing the diamond stud in her ear as though she needed a distraction. “My parents trust my judgment. I’m old enough and mature enough to make my own decisions.”

“They groomed you for success.” He gestured toward her well-cut raspberry dress and nude heels. “You’re classy and sophisticated, well-educated, you have a great job and—”

“I don’t see why any of that would lead you to believe that my parents wouldn’t approve of you. They’re good, decent, honest, hard-working people. They’d understand how hard it was for you to make it, virtually on your own.”

“There’s a difference between respecting my work ethic and thinking I’m good enough for their little girl.” He wasn’t just worried about her parents’ opinion. He was afraid of falling irrevocably in love only to have her wake up one morning and decide she could do better than a washed-up boxer with a chip on his shoulder.

“I think you’re making excuses, looking for reasons why this won’t work. If you want out, just say so.” Her dark eyes flared with resentment. “No hard feelings.”

His jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious. You think I want you to dump me? Trust me, I don’t.”

“Then why are you assuming I will?” She swallowed, looking emotional. “You think this is easy for me? You think I’m not afraid? I am.”

He moved closer to rest his hands on her hips. His eyes landed on hers. “Ki, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just couldn’t move forward until we got this out. I don’t wanna get hurt, and I don’t want to hurt you.” But he knew if anyone would be destroyed, it would be him. That was how much he wanted her, how invested he was in her and their relationship.

“I don’t want that either.” She dropped her head against his chest. “I don’t know where this’ll go. No one does when they start a relationship. It’s always a risk. I guess we just have to decide whether it’s a risk worth taking.”

Blaise realized she was right. He’d never been one to run from a challenge, and he sure as hell wouldn’t start now. Not with so much at stake. “I’m willing to take a chance if you are.”

She tipped her head back, her beautiful face glowing with happiness and hope. “I’m definitely willing to take a chance on you.”


 

 

Chapter Five

 

After their heavy discussion, they were both careful to avoid the other subject Kiara knew was at the forefront of both of their minds. But by the time the waitress served coffee, she couldn’t stand the tension any longer. “So, Morin came to see me today.”

“Yeah, how’d that go?” he asked, taking a sip of his coffee. “Let me guess, he was on his best behavior to impress you?”

“Something like that,” she admitted. “But here’s the thing—the decision is kind of out of my hands now. Sabrina wants Mitchell’s to represent Morin, and it really is her call. She’s the boss.”

Blaise’s face tightened before he rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “Maybe if I talked to her, explained to her that this guy could be dangerous. She’s your best friend. I know she wouldn’t put you in harm’s way.”

“No, I don’t-”

“He’ll try to mess with your mind, to turn you against me. Like I said, he hates me as much as I hate him. He won’t rest if he thinks I’m happy with someone like you.”

“Someone like me?”

“Yeah.” He reached across the table for her hand. “Someone smart, gorgeous, sexy, successful…” He smirked. “I could go on.”

Kiara was tempted to invite him to do so, but she smiled instead. “That won’t be necessary, but thank you.” Warmth spread through her, and she realized it was because her feelings for him were growing stronger every day.

“I don’t want anything to come between us, baby. Especially not a low-life like Morin.”

Kiara couldn’t help but ask, “What happened between you two? I know rivalries are common in boxing, but this seems more personal.”

“He ended my career,” Blaise said through clenched teeth. “It doesn’t get any more personal than that.”

She’d been trying to respect his privacy by not asking about his last fight, but she could tell it was still eating him up inside. “What happened? That final concussion, the one that ended your career—how did it happen?”

He remained quiet before squeezing and releasing her hand. He sat back in his chair. “I don’t know. I was feeling great. I was ready. I’d been training hard, and I felt sure I could take him. So did my manager and trainers. But I started feeling a little off before the fight. I wasn’t sure if I was coming down with something or not, but I’d been diligent about my diet and staying hydrated all day. It was weird—it just came on so suddenly.”

“So why did you go ahead with the fight if you weren’t feeling well?”

He looked at her as though he was trying to gauge whether that had been a serious question. “Sweetheart, this was at Madison Square Gardens. There were more than twenty thousand people there. The atmosphere was electric.” He zoned out as though he was reliving it. “I was making twelve mil for that fight. I’d trained night and day. No way was I going to let all those people down. My trainers, my manager, they were all counting on me to win. I was so sure I had it. My mental game was stronger than it had ever been.”

Kiara stroked his forearm, hoping to draw him out of his memories and remind him that she was still there. She didn’t like the look of anguish on his face, the disappointment that seemed almost palpable.

“Morin was a tough competitor. I wasn’t expecting it to be easy.” He covered her hand with his, stilling her as his eyes locked on his hand. “I knew he’d make me work for it. That was what I wanted. I wanted him to give me everything he had. I wanted to give those fans the fight they’d paid to see. I expected to leave blood and sweat on the mat…” He sucked in a sharp breath. “I just never thought, even for a second, that that would be the last fight of my life.”

“Babe, we don’t have to talk about this anymore,” she said, giving the waitress a subtle shake of her head when she approached to refill their coffee cups.

Blaise didn’t seem to hear or see anything. “I started feeling dizzy, staggering around the ring like I couldn’t get my bearings. Every punch he landed went right through me. I couldn’t make a comeback. I couldn’t… then he landed that final blow that knocked me out. I don’t think I saw it coming. I don’t even know if I felt it. By then, I was so out of it. I’ve watched the replays of all of my fights, including the other two where I suffered concussions, but that one… it was tough to watch. I looked like I’d already given up, and that’s not me. I don’t give up. No matter how battered and bloody I am, I get up and keep fighting. But that night, I didn’t.” He looked at Kiara. “Why? Why couldn’t I keep fighting?”

She felt his pain. That fight wasn’t something he’d get over because he carried it with him like a brand. He saw himself as a quitter, a coward, whereas before, he’d always seen himself as a fighter. She glanced at the warrior tattoo on his arm and wondered if he resented it now that he no longer felt that way.

When he caught her looking at his tattoo, he turned his arm over to hide it. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get so carried away. It doesn’t matter now anyways. It’s over, right? I just have to forget about it and move on.”

“Easier said than done, I’m guessing,” she said gently. She wanted him to know that while she could never understand what he’d been through, she was sympathetic.

“Yeah, but I’m trying.” He reached for his coffee, breaking eye contact with her. “The gym is helping with that. So is the training.”

She wanted to lecture him about that again, but it wasn’t the time or place to remind him that that part of his life had to be over, for his own good. “Have you thought about managing? You’d be great at it, and you obviously have the respect of other boxers.”

He winced. “I don’t know about that. If I were a heavyweight boxer, a contender for the title, I’m not sure I’d want me as a manager. Not after the way I went out.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself,” she said, feeling frustration seep in. She hated watching him torture himself. “You need to cut yourself some slack.”

“Hmmm, yeah, I’ll work on that.”

He was obviously being sarcastic, but as he raised his hand for the bill, she knew nothing she could say would convince him. Hopefully time would ease his bitterness and heal his wounds. If not, perhaps her love and understanding would help him to realize there was more to life than boxing.

 

***

 

Blaise was quiet on the way back to Kiara’s office. He hadn’t planned on talking about what had happened during his last fight, but she had a way of making him open up. He felt more comfortable with her than he had with anyone, and he wanted her to know him, inside and out. But that prospect was terrifying, because he had to wonder whether she’d like what she found.

“Come back to my place,” she said, reaching for his hand. “I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

She’d invited him back to her place after dinner several times, but he sensed she was inviting him to spend the night, which would be a first. “I’m not sure if I’d be very good company tonight, Ki.” He cursed himself when her face fell. He hadn’t intended to reject her, but he was pretty sure that was how it had felt to her.

“No problem,” she said, releasing his hand. “Maybe some other time.”

But he knew if he allowed this rift to grow, he may not get another chance. “You know what, I need to get out of my head for a while. You could help me with that.” When she didn’t respond, he said, “That is, if the offer still stands?”

“I don’t want to be your escape.” Her cell phone rang. She hit the ignore button when it indicated she had an unknown caller.

“Hey,” he said, reaching for her hand. “That’s not what you’d be. The truth is”—it was the truth, but he was almost afraid to admit it—“I need you tonight.”

She shifted to face him. “Really? You mean that?”

He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. His McClaren P1 gripped the slick pavement like the engineers who’d designed the remarkable car had intended. “Yeah, I mean that.”

Her hand found his thigh in the darkness. “I need you too.” As her hand drifted higher, she said, “And I want you. So. Much.”

Before he could respond, her phone rang again. This time it was Dylan, and she answered. “Hey, Dylan. Was that you—”

Blaise could tell by her expression that something was wrong. Thankfully he was pulling into the parking lot of her office building, where she’d left her car, so he could give her his undivided attention. Once he put the car in park, he reached for her hand.

“Oh God, okay, yeah, I’ll be there as soon as I can. Thanks for calling. I’m sure everything will be fine. Try not to worry.”

“What’s wrong?” Blaise swallowed to coat his dry throat when he caught a glimpse of the panic on Kiara’s face. “Is it Sabrina?”

She bit her lip, fighting back tears. “Yeah, they just rushed her to the hospital. Dylan couldn’t give me any details. They’re waiting on test results. Apparently she fainted.”

“Jesus,” he said, scraping a hand over his face. “Which hospital?”

“Memorial.” She closed her eyes and tipped back her head. “God, what if something’s wrong with her or the babies?”

“Relax, try not to worry until you get more information, sweetheart.”

She reached across the seat to kiss his cheek. “I’ll call you as soon as I know what’s going on.”

“Like hell you will. I’m taking you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Sabrina and Dylan are my friends too. Besides, I want to be there for you. You know, in case you need me.”

“Thank you.” She stroked his cheek, turning his face toward hers to kiss his lips. “Seriously, thank you. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

“It’s not a problem.”

 

***

 

By the time they’d made their way to the hospital waiting room, Kiara felt nauseated. She hated hospitals, even more so now that her best friend was behind one of those closed doors, learning the fate of the babies they’d all grown to love. While Sabrina had been apprehensive about becoming a mother at first, after she’d had a chance to get used to the idea, she became as excited as Dylan about welcoming their son and daughter into the world.

Dylan opened one of the doors and spotted them.

Kiara and Blaise met him halfway before she asked, “How is she? How are the babies? What happened? Why did she faint?”

Blaise tightened his grip around her waist. “Relax, baby. Let him get a word in.”

“Thanks for coming, guys.” Dylan kissed Kiara’s cheek and shook Blaise’s hand. “I didn’t mean to worry you. Turns out it wasn’t as serious as we’d feared. It was just dehydration.”

“Oh, thank God.” Kiara let out the breath she’d been holding as she flattened her palm against her chest. “How the hell did she let that happen? She always keeps a water bottle on her desk.”

“I guess she’s been busy with work the past few days,” Dylan explained. “She hasn’t been drinking as much as she should. She’s missed lunch a few times too.”

“Are you serious?” Kiara felt anger mixed with guilt. She was usually the one who made a point to check on Sabrina at lunch time and make sure she remembered to eat, but she’d been so caught up with her own work that she’d forgotten. “I can’t believe—”

“Don’t worry,” Dylan cut in. “I’ve lectured her, and so has the doctor. From now on she’s taking a cooler to work, packed with plenty of bottled water and healthy food, so she won’t forget again.”

“Good,” Kiara said, shaking her head. “When will they be discharging her?”

“Her blood pressure was a bit high when she came him, which isn’t surprising, given the fainting. But because she’s at high risk for preeclampsia, he just wants to be sure it’s back to normal before they release her.”

“Can I see her?”

“In a few minutes.” Dylan gestured toward a row of plastic chairs in the waiting room. “The doctor’s in with her now. I’ll let you know just as soon as he’s done.”

“Okay, thanks,” Kiara said, allowing Blaise to lead her to the chairs Dylan had indicated. “Thank God she’s going to be okay. I can’t believe she allowed herself to get dehydrated! I am so going to let her have it when I see her!”

Blaise chuckled as he sat beside her and reached for her hand. “I wouldn’t worry. After a scare like she just had, I’m willing to bet she won’t let it happen again.”

“She’d better not.” Kiara forced full breaths in and out, trying to get her heart rate to return to normal, before she turned to Blaise. “Thank you for coming with me. That was so sweet of you.”

“You really think I would’ve let you drive in your condition? Not a chance, girl.”

It had been a long time since Kiara had been with a man who wanted to take care of her, and longer still since she’d entertained the possibility of letting someone be her strong shoulder to lean on. “I’m sorry we were sidetracked on our way to my place. I was really looking forward to…” She didn’t finish, thinking he might think she was terrible for letting her mind go there while her friend was in a hospital bed just a few feet away.

“You heard Dylan,” Blaise said, winking. “Sabrina won’t be here all that long. If you’re still game, we can head back to your place when we leave here?”

“I’d love to.” She debated whether to tell him that she was falling for him in a way she hadn’t expected. Ever since they’d made love, she couldn’t stop thinking about him, which terrified and thrilled her. She wanted to fall in love, to develop a solid relationship with a man she could trust, but she hadn’t expected her feelings for him to evolve so quickly.

“Tell me what’s goin’ on in that pretty little head of yours,” he said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “It seems there’s somethin’ you wanna say, and I’m not gonna lie, judging by that look in your eye, I’m anxious to hear it.”

He could already read her thoughts? That could either be a really good thing or a really bad thing, depending on how open she chose to be with him. “I was just thinking that you—”

“Sorry to interrupt guys,” Dylan said, looking sheepish. “If you still want to see Sabrina, the doctor just left, Kiara.”

“Oh.” She blushed when she realized she’d been so engrossed in Blaise she hadn’t even heard Dylan approach. “I do, thank you.” She squeezed Blaise’s hand. “I’ll be back in a few, then we can head out.”

“Take your time. I’m not goin’ anywhere.”


 

 

Chapter Six

 

Dylan sat beside Blaise while Kiara made her way to Sabrina’s room. “Sorry to interrupt your evening. Sabrina asked me to call Kiara, you know, in case…” He didn’t let himself finish the thought, scraping a hand over his face.

It had taken a while, but Blaise considered Dylan a friend. He knew how much the babies Dylan’s fiancée was carrying meant to him. They’d talked about it numerous times at the gym and when they met for drinks at High Rollers.

“Hey,” Blaise said, gripping Dylan’s shoulder. “You don’t have to apologize. I’m glad we could be here.”

“Thanks, man.” Dylan shook his head. “I worry about her. She’s pushing herself so hard at work, planning the wedding, and now getting the nursery ready. I think she’s taking on too much.”

“Face it, your woman’s a force of nature. Nothing’s gonna slow her down.” Blaise meant it as a joke, but it was true, and he couldn’t blame his friend for being concerned. He would have felt the same way in his position.

“You’re right about that.” Dylan sighed, as though he’d resigned himself to the fact that he just had to take it day-by-day with his bride-to-be. “Looks like it’s getting serious with you and Kiara.”

“I’d like to think so.” Blaise stared at the door she’d passed through. “She has issues, but so do I. I’m not expecting it to happen overnight, but I think I can earn her trust.”

“Hey, I’ve known Kiara a long time. She’s just looking for a good man who’ll be honest with her.” He gave Blaise a cursory glance. “You seem to fit the bill. Just treat her right, and you won’t have any problems.”

Blaise recognized a veiled warning when he heard one, or maybe that was just his conscience weighing in, since there was so much Kiara still didn’t know about his past. “I know you and Sabrina were friends a long time before y’all hooked up, but…” Blaise didn’t want to alert Dylan to the fact that he had skeletons he’d rather keep buried, but he had to know whether he was crazy to think he could keep Kiara in the dark forever. “Would you say there’re things about you she still doesn’t know?”

Dylan quirked an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

Blaise already regretted bringing it up. He didn’t want Dylan to question whether he was the right man for Kiara. “You know, things in your past you’re not proud of. Girls you’ve been with, mistakes you’ve made.”

Dylan laughed. “Man, I was a pro football player. Sabrina isn’t naïve. She knows there are things she doesn’t know and things she wouldn’t want to know.”

That made Blaise feel a little better. “Then you don’t think it’s bad to keep your woman in the dark about your exes?”

“That depends,” Dylan said, looking thoughtful. “Are you thinking of someone specific?”

“Kind of.” Blaise hadn’t thought about Marla in months, but with Kiara working with Morin, he knew the whole sordid story could come to light. He didn’t want it to lessen her opinion of him.

“Is she still in the picture?”

“No, I haven’t talked to her in a long while.”

“Do you still have feelings for her?” Dylan asked, crossing his arms.

“Hell no, it wasn’t like that. Marla was just a girl I was seeing for a while. Nothing serious.”

Dylan smirked. “There’s obviously a story there. If there weren’t, you wouldn’t have brought her up.”

“She was, uh, married.” He was ashamed to admit it. Sleeping with a married woman went against everything he believed in. “I didn’t know it at the time.”

“Hmmm.” Dylan seemed to consider Blaise’s dilemma. “And you’re wondering if you should tell Kiara?”

“I’m crazy about Kiara, and I don’t wanna screw this up.” He felt like such a girl, talking about his feelings, but Dylan’s friendship with Kiara made him the perfect person to help him sort things out. “But I’m not gonna lie—I’m worried. We don’t know each other all that well yet, and I can’t help but think it might change her feelings if she found out about Marla.” Blaise didn’t feel comfortable sharing any more of the story in the middle of a hospital waiting room, or at all for that matter, but he hoped he’d given Dylan enough to allow him to weigh in.

“Because she was married?” Dylan wasn’t stupid. He obviously sensed there was more.

“Well, yeah.”

“I’d say go with your gut. Kiara’s a pretty understanding girl. She’s definitely not someone I’d describe as judgmental.”

“Good to know.”

“That’s not to say I’d rush in and tell her all your deepest, darkest secrets,” Dylan said cautiously. “I think you need to give it time. Let the relationship evolve. If y’all are getting closer, if things are getting serious and it feels right, tell her about your past.”

Blaise knew he’d hate it if she kept major secrets from him, but he would lose the best thing that had ever happened to him if Kiara decided he had too much baggage. “Thanks for the advice, buddy. I appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

Blaise stood when Kiara walked back into the waiting room. Their eyes met, and he swore he stopped breathing for a second. No question about it. He was falling. Hard.

 

***

 

Kiara just wanted to put the day behind her. Between her meeting with Morin, Eli’s surprise visit, her talk with Blaise at dinner, and Sabrina’s scare, she was exhausted. They’d decided to go to Blaise’s place instead of hers so they could take advantage of his hot tub. They were immersed in hot water and enjoying a glass of wine under a blanket of stars.

She tipped her head back and sighed. “I could get used to this.” She wanted to clamp her hand over her mouth as soon as the words slipped out. The last thing she wanted was for him to think she was being presumptuous.

He laughed. “Why’ve you got that deer-in-the-headlights look, girl?”

“I just…” She closed her eyes as she wrestled with the mortification that came with telling him the truth. “I don’t want you to think I’m assuming this will become a habit.”

“Why wouldn’t it?” He looked confused. “I usually cap off the night in the hot tub. It helps with all those stiff muscles.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” she said, grateful he seemed willing to let her off the hook. Sitting up, she rolled her shoulders. “I skipped my massage this week, and I’ve never needed one more. This is definitely helping.”

“I’ve been told I have pretty strong hands,” he said, flexing his fingers as he gave her a sexy grin.

“I’ll bet.” But she didn’t want to think about how many women he’d pleasured with those strong hands. She wanted to pretend they were the only two people in the world, and it wasn’t that difficult in his backyard, enjoying the complete silence in the dark.

“Come here,” he said, his voice husky.

He didn’t have to ask her twice. She set her wine glass aside and climbed into his lap.

He chuckled as his hands roamed up and down her back before he planted a moist kiss on her collarbone. “As much as I love this, it wasn’t quite what I had in mind. Turn around.”

She smiled, wiggling in his lap just enough to make him groan. “That works for me too.”

He flashed her a naughty smile. “Get your mind out of the gutter, woman. I was just offering a massage.”

She pouted, but not before turning her back to him. “I can get a massage from Isaac. I was hoping for a little more than that from you.”

His grip on her hips tightened as he positioned her on his thighs, carefully avoiding his burgeoning erection. “Who in the hell is Isaac?”

Kiara would never admit it to him, but his possessiveness gave her a little thrill. She was used to seeing women flirt with him at the gym, and she routinely had to fight the urge to mark her territory. It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one who’d been bitten by the green-eyed monster. “He’s my massage therapist.”

“Oh, hell no.” Blaise dropped his head against her back. “You’re not gonna tell me I have to get used to the idea of some other dude puttin’ his hands all over you, are you?”

She looked over her shoulder, giving him a saucy grin. “There’s nothing sexual about it. He’s just doing his job.”

“I’m a guy, okay? If this Isaac dude is straight, there’s no way he’s not getting hard rubbing you down.”

Isaac was a good friend. He had admitted to getting aroused a few times with female clients, her included, but she knew he was too much of a professional to ever do or say anything inappropriate.

“So what if he is?” she asked, gripping his thighs. God, his body feels like it’s sculpted from steel. “I’m not interested in him.”

“Oh yeah?”

He didn’t sound convinced, so she took his big hands and guided them to her breasts. “Turns out I’ve got my hands full already.”

Sounding amused, he asked, “Is that so?” as he tweaked her nipples.

“Mmm hmm.” She inched up, grinding his lap, hoping to convince him she needed something much more than a massage. “I’ve heard sex is a great stress reliever, even better than a massage.” She hoped her playfulness would help vanquish his doubts.

“I’m willing to put that to the test.” He gripped her hips. “Later, much later. First, I intend to take my time enjoying your beautiful body.”

Her tension melted away under his expert touch. She never would have guessed someone who’d used his hands to inflict so much pain could also use them for such intense pleasure. Of course, after last night, she shouldn’t be surprised.

She tipped her head back as he kneaded her lower back. “This feels incredible. I could stay here all night.”

Blaise worked his way up her back, his body letting her know in no uncertain terms that he had other plans for her. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it. I aim to please.”

She realized he was doing everything in his power to please her. It had been a long time since she’d been with a man who made her feel so cherished. “I never pegged you for a romantic,” She said, though the flowers he’d sent her numerous times over the past couple of months, coupled with the scenes he’d set last night and tonight, and the trip he’d arranged for her birthday told her otherwise.

“There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” His voice rumbled against her back as he pressed his chest against her.

His delicious nearness made her shiver.

He closed his arms around her, obviously mistaking her arousal for a chill. “You want to go inside?”

“No.” She repositioned her body, turning to face him. “Um, Blaise…” She’d wanted to suggest this last night, but wasn’t sure how he would respond. “I get the shot, you know, for birth control.”

“Good to know,” he said, kissing her shoulder.

“How would you feel about…” She’d never considered this before and didn’t know how a man like Blaise would feel about her proposition. Would he be appalled she’d even entertain such an idea? But she thought it was the perfect time to suggest it, given their submergence in water. “Going without a condom? I mean, assuming you’ve been tested. I have and—”

“In my line of work, you have to be tested,” he interjected. “I’m clean.”

“Oh, good.” Kiara held her breath while she waited for his answer. It required a certain level of trust on both of their parts, and his silence made her question whether she was asking too much of him too soon in their relationship. “Um, well, we can think about it and decide if—”

He brushed his lips across hers, rendering her silent, before his tongue breeched her mouth. He twirled his tongue around hers, leading her in an erotic dance that lit her body on fire.

“I want you,” he whispered. His hot breath fanned her cheek. “Just like this. I want to feel all of you. I want you to take all of me.”

Kiara couldn’t remember ever being so turned on just by a whispered promise, but the rasp of his voice as his fingers bit into her flesh told her how hard it was for him to contain himself. The knowledge of his raw power awoke something primal in her. “Don’t hold back with me.” Her eyes locked with his as she slowly lowered herself on his hard shaft. “I want to see the real you.”

He looked taken aback. He held his breath, waiting until she was fully seated before breathing again. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

Kiara felt her desire bloom with intense edginess and excitement. Her nails clawed his shoulders as she rode him, panting as he met her thrusts. His words echoed through her head while his body answered her plea for pleasure.

You don’t know what you’re asking.

She’d watched boxing matches and knew those men became violent brutes inside that ring. She suddenly wanted to watch him release that fierce intensity on her, focused solely on mutual gratification instead of destruction. She licked the stubble masking his jaw. “Show me. Show me how crazy you can get, Blaise. What happens when you lose control?” A spiral of fear snaked through her, almost overshadowing her anticipation. Am I crazy to unleash this beast?

When she felt herself retreating into fear, his hands closed around her face. “I would never hurt you.”

She closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against his. He’d said exactly what she needed to hear, putting her irrational fears to rest. “I know. I trust you.”

“I’m falling in love with you, Kiara.”

His words were coupled with the most sensual grinding of his hips, hurling her into the throes of an orgasm she hadn’t seen coming. He’d blindsided her, both with his claim and his intuitive understanding of her body. She didn’t think about her response as she expressed exactly what she felt in that moment. “I’m falling in love with you too… the way you make me feel.”

He answered with a guttural moan and a thunderous explosion of vigor that swept her away. He thrust hard, taking her deep and demanding her surrender until he was the one lost in an explosion that had them both filling the silence with sensual promises and pleas.

 

***

 

Blaise was in love. While he’d had little experience with the emotion, he knew what Kiara had inspired in him could only be described as love. Listening to her sing along to a Miranda Lambert song in the shower made him smile. The thought of what they’d shared last night made him hot. Imagining a future with her stirred a sense of longing unlike anything he’d ever felt. He wanted more. He wanted her. Maybe forever.

She was the perfect woman. Whether she was too good for him or not seemed irrelevant because she loved him. She’d said so last night and again when she’d woken up in his arms, and she wasted no time straddling him to prove those were more than words. She showed him in the way her body moved over his, the way her eyes captured and held his. She meant it. She was his.

His cell phone rang, pulling him out of his daydream. As he turned the bacon in the skillet, he considered ignoring it, since it was a private caller. But he thought he’d better answer in case it was one of his employees calling in sick. “Hello.”

“Blaise?”

He’d know that voice anywhere—his brother. His heart thundered as he said, “Rowan? Is that you?”

“I know you told me not to bother you again…” He cleared his throat. “But man, I’ve been tryin’ real hard to clean up my act. I was hoping you’d be willing to see me? I don’t want anything from you, I just… miss you.”

Blaise closed his eyes, fighting an internal battle. He wanted to see his brother again. He’d missed him too, but it wasn’t the first time he’d heard those words. “Where are you?”

“Not far from your gym.”

So Rowan had been keeping tabs on him, probably following his career. He wasn’t surprised. “I’ll be at work in about an hour. We can meet there.”

“Sounds good. Thanks, Blaise.”

“Rowan, don’t make me regret this.” He disconnected the call just as Kiara slipped her arms around him from behind. “Hey, baby.” He kissed her hand. “Hope you’re hungry.”

“Famished.” She glanced at the iPhone he’d set on the counter. “Important call?”

He swallowed, hesitant to bring her down with his problems. “My brother.”

She swung him around to face her. “Your brother? The one who’s been out of your life for the past three years?”

“That’s the one.”

“Oh wow.” She took the spatula, nudging him out of the way. “Are you okay with him calling you? I mean, it must have come as a shock.”

“It did.” He still hadn’t processed his feelings about it, so he was reluctant to share, but he didn’t want Kiara to feel as though he was shutting her out. “I told him to come by the gym this morning. He said he’s doing better, so I guess I’ll see for myself, won’t I?”

Kiara watched him put bread in the toaster before she said, “Honey, some relationships are toxic, and as hard as it is, cutting ourselves off from certain people is an act of self-preservation. Are you sure letting Rowan back in your life is the best idea?”

He loved that she was concerned. It had been a long time since someone in his life had cared about him. “Honestly? I don’t know. I just felt like I had to see him again. He’s my family. We were close once. Nothing would make me happier than to see him put his life back together.”

Kiara seemed pensive as she seasoned the scrambled eggs and flipped the bacon. “You’ve never told me much about him. What’s he like?”

Blaise didn’t allow himself to think about Rowan often. It was too painful. “I was his hero for a long time. He’s a few years younger than I am, wanted to be just like me.” He smirked, trying to hide his pain. “That was before he found new idols.”

“You said he fell in with a bad crowd?”

“Yeah, drugs, booze, petty crime, the whole deal.” He was ashamed to admit his family had so many problems, especially since Kiara’s seemed so perfect. He busied himself buttering toast, but he could tell she was expecting more. “I kept hoping it was just a phase, but when he was still a mess at twenty-five, I had to acknowledge that he didn’t want to change. That’s when I cut him loose. I told myself it was for his own good.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it was.”

“You can’t fix everybody.”

He was surprised to hear her say that, since it had always been his M.O. He’d bought his parents a small house and paid off all their credit card debt only to find out a year later they were another fifty grand in debt because they couldn’t stay away from the local casino. He wanted to believe he could help them, fix them, make their lives better, but it never worked out the way he planned. “I know.” He sighed. “Learned that lesson the hard way.”

She reached across the counter to cover his hand with hers. “You’re a good man. I just don’t want to see you get taken advantage of.”

His laugh was harsher than he intended as he withdrew his hand. “Baby, I don’t need protection.”

He turned his head when he caught sight of her frown. He wanted her to care about him, but he didn’t want her to get too invested until he found the courage to tell her the whole truth about his past and she decided whether she could live with it or not. He set the plates on the table before walking back to the counter for the coffee mugs. He could tell by her fixation on the food and the tense set of her shoulders that she wasn’t happy with him.

He walked up behind her and brushed her hair aside so he could kiss her neck. “I’m sorry for being an ass, okay? I love that you care about me, Ki.”

“I know I can be a little over the top sometimes. That’s one of my biggest faults.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, resting his chin on her shoulder as he wrapped his arms around her narrow waist.

She set the eggs and bacon on a platter before reaching in the drawer for a serving spoon. “When I’m in a relationship, I’m all in. Sometimes I overstep. I’m really going to try to avoid making that mistake with you. Your relationship with your brother is your issue to sort out. I know you don’t need me to chime in with my two cents.”

Damn. He’d hurt her feelings. “Hey, listen to me.” he said, turning her into his arms. He held her hands when she reached for the platter of food, refusing to look at him. “After what we shared last night, there’s no one closer to me than you are. If you have an opinion, I want you to feel free to share it. I can’t promise I’ll always agree with you, but even if I don’t, so what? People don’t always have to have the same opinions, right?”

“That’s a very mature outlook,” she said, her lips twitching. “I guess in the past, I’ve tried too hard. I always wanted the fairy tale and believed every guy I dated could be the one.” She made air quotes before rolling her eyes. “Don’t worry, I gave up on that fantasy a long time ago.”

“What if I told you I didn’t want you to give up on it?” His hand drifted over her shoulder and down her arm before resting on her hip. He owed it to her to be honest, even if he didn’t have enough faith in them yet to be honest with her about everything. “I’ve never been the kind of guy a woman should pin all her hopes and dreams on, but for you, I want to be that guy. I don’t know if I can be. But I want to try.”

She smiled before brushing her hand over his cheek. “I love you for saying that, and I love the effort you’ve made to make me feel special. I know this is a bit of a departure from the way you usually are with women—”

He couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Uh yeah, you could say that.”

“But the fact that you’re willing to work so hard to make me happy, it means everything.” She wrapped her arms around his neck before standing on her toes to kiss him. “I was afraid of you at first, afraid to let myself feel anything for you, but you’ve made me feel safe. You’ve made me believe it’s okay to fall in love with you, because I know you’d never do anything to hurt me.”

Blaise gripped her waist, picking her off the ground as he buried his face in her hair. He couldn’t stand to look at her, not when he saw so much hope and misplaced trust in her eyes. God, he hated himself for letting her believe he wasn’t capable of making the kind of decisions that shattered lives. He was, and he had. He only hoped that by the time she realized that, she was in too deep to leave him.


 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Blaise stared across the desk at his younger brother, marvelling at how good he looked. His skin had lost that lifeless pallor. His blue eyes were clear and bright. His teeth were white again, not stained from nicotine and neglect. Rowan looked like a different man, the man he could have been, had he not taken that detour all those years ago.

“Why do you keep looking at me like that?” Rowan asked, laughing. “You’re creepin’ me out.”

“Sorry,” Blaise said, shaking his head. “I know you told me on the phone that you’d pulled yourself together, but I didn’t expect this.” He gestured to Rowan’s clean jeans and black T-shirt. He even looked as though he’d been working out some. His body was lean but chiseled.

“I swore to myself I wouldn’t come back into your life until I could prove that I was a changed man. I am, Blaise. I’m off the drugs. I haven’t had a drink in sixteen months. I’ve never felt better.”

“You’re working?” Blaise asked, almost afraid of the answer.

His cheeks reddened as he dipped his chin. “Yeah, two jobs, in fact.”

“Really?” Blaise couldn’t hide his surprise. “Doing what?”

Rowan shrugged, obviously embarrassed. “I work nights at a pizza place, you know, making pizzas and manning the cash, and I work during the day and on weekends washing dishes at a restaurant.”

“You’re kidding.” Blaise wasn’t surprised by the jobs, only that Rowan was working seven days a week. He’d never known Rowan to hold down a job for more than a couple of weeks.

“No.” He shrugged. “It’s not much, but it keeps a roof over my head, and I don’t go hungry anymore.”

Blaise swallowed, thinking of all the nights Rowan had suffered on the streets without a bed or warm meal. “What happened to make you want to turn things around?”

“I hit rock bottom.” His eyes landed on the worn hardwood floor. “I woke up in a shelter one morning, looked around me, and realized I didn’t want to live that way anymore. I met some good people who were willing to help me and…” He looked at Blaise. “I did the work. Simple as that. One day at a time, I fought the demons that kept calling me back.”

“Are you ever tempted?” Blaise asked. “You know, by booze or drugs?”

“You’re never cured.” Rowan rubbed a hand over his face before he leaned back in his chair. “They say it’s a disease, and I guess it is, but it’s the chronic kind. You just have to learn how to live with it.”

“I guess so.”

“I used to sneak into the library when I was between shelters. I’d use the computer so I could find out what you were up to. I was so proud of you.” Rowan laughed. “I used to tell the guys on the street that Blaise Thomas was my big brother, and they’d think I was high again.”

Blaise felt the sting of guilt and remorse. “I didn’t want things to go down the way they did, kid. I wanted you in my life. I just couldn’t have you in my life, not like that.”

“You were right to cut me loose. It was the best thing you could have done for me. As long as you continued to give me money, you were just feeding my addictions. I know that now.”

“I’m glad you don’t hate me.”

“Never. I could never hate you.”

Blaise felt a lump rise in his throat. There was so much he wanted to say, so many questions he wanted to ask, but words failed him.

“Is that your girlfriend?” Rowan asked, pointing at a picture of Kiara.

Blaise had downloaded it from his phone that morning before printing it and sticking it in the corner of another frame on his desk. Kiara was wearing a tight black dress and heels, her long hair in a polished up-do. He’d taken the picture when he accompanied her to a friend’s wedding last month, and it was one of his favorites, even if it did highlight the glaring differences between them. “Yeah, it is.”

“Jesus, man, she’s gorgeous.”

“Yeah, she is.” Blaise felt a swell of pride as he held the picture. “She’s amazing. Way too good for me.”

“Why do you say that?” Rowan frowned.

“She’s an Ivy League graduate, man. One of the most sought-after sports agents in the country.”

“And you’re Blaise-freakin’-Thomas, the former heavyweight boxing champ. So what’s your point?”

Blaise appreciated his brother’s indignation on his part, but he wasn’t foolish enough to think anyone would compare Kiara’s accomplishments to his. Blaise had gotten ahead because he was fearless. She got ahead because she was smart. Big difference.

“The old man really did a number on you, didn’t he, Blaise?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He tucked the picture back in the frame before scrolling through the messages on his phone. He thought if he pretended he had better things to do, Rowan would take a hint.

“The shit he said to you about being stupid and worthless, you believed him, didn’t you?”

“I don’t believe anything that crazy old bastard says.” Blaise laughed, though it felt as if it burned his throat. “You know that.”

“I know that when your own parent beats you down, it’s hard to get back up again.”

“He never beat us,” Blaise said, unsure why he felt the need to distinguish between physical abuse and the verbal abuse they’d endured.

“He might as well have.” Rowan cracked his knuckles. “The things he said hurt every bit as much as a punch.”

“I guess.” Blaise wasn’t one to feel sorry for himself, and he didn’t want to dwell on the past, not today. “I’m glad you stopped by, kid. It was great to see you again.”

“I wanted to ask you something before I leave.”

Here it comes. Blaise knew he should have been smart enough to see the barb before he got hooked. “Okay, what is it?” Or should I ask, how much?

“I heard you’re training amateur boxers here. That true?”

“Uh, yeah, why?”

“Would you consider training me? Maybe managing me?”

Blaise leaned forward. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I want to start boxing again.”

“Again? I don’t recall you taking much of an interest in it before.” They’d had the same opportunities, but Rowan had preferred to get high while Blaise was learning how to defend himself.

“I was clueless back then,” Rowan said. “No direction. I didn’t think I could make anything of myself, but you showed me it’s possible. We came from the same place, survived the same messed up parents. Only you made it, and I just made a mess of my life.”

Some days Blaise still questioned whether he’d truly survived, but then he reminded himself that a lot of people were worse off than him. He tried to practice gratitude instead of whining about his lot in life. “We have no choice but to deal with the hand we’re dealt. That’s what I tried to do.”

“You’re my inspiration.” Rowan grinned when Blaise rolled his eyes. “I know that sounds cheesy as hell, but it’s true. I want to learn to be fearless. I want to learn to fight instead of backing down and looking for the easy way out.”

“There are other ways to do that,” Blaise said. “It doesn’t have to be inside the ring.”

“I want to do this.” Rowan sounded determined. “Will you help me or not?”

Lifting his hands, Blaise said, “How can I say no to a plea like that? We’ll meet here at six tomorrow night.”

“Awesome, thanks, man. Rowan stood and shook Blaise’s hand before making his way to the door.

“Hey, kid.”

Rowan turned to face his brother, looking wary. “Yeah?”

Blaise grinned. “Prepare to have your ass handed to you.”

“I look forward to it.”

 

***

 

Kiara signed the contract before passing it back to Morin. “Just sign below my signature on all three pages.” She still had mixed feelings about taking Morin on as a client, but now that she had, she was determined to learn as much as she could about boxing so she could represent her client to the best of her ability.

“We should go out to lunch to celebrate.”

“Uh, I don’t think so.” Client lunches were routine, especially after they’d sealed their working relationship or signed a big deal, but Kiara thought Blaise would have a problem with her getting too cozy with his nemesis.

“Why?” Morin quirked an eyebrow as he slid the signed contract across her desk. “You think your boyfriend would object?”

It wasn’t like Kiara to allow anything to interfere with her work, so she felt a twinge of guilt for treating Morin differently than any other client. “No, it’s just…” She sighed before reaching for her phone. “Let me double-check when my next appointment is. If I have time, we can grab a quick lunch at High Rollers to celebrate.” As luck would have it, she was free until two. Great.

“Well?” he asked, reaching for his car keys. “Do we have a date or not?”

“It’s not a date.” She needed to set some boundaries before he got the wrong idea, though. “We’ll take separate cars, and I’ll pick up the tab for lunch. It’s a business expense, after all.”

“Sure, whatever you say.”

Morin was following her to the restaurant in his late model Hummer when her phone rang. Blaise’s number flashed across her screen. Damn, he would have to call now. “Hey, babe. I was just thinking about you. How did things go with your brother this morning?” Maybe if she could distract him, he wouldn’t ask what she was up to.

“Better than expected, actually. I can tell you all about it if you can meet me for a quick bite. High Rollers in ten?”

Oh, no. “Um, you’re on your way there now?”

“Yeah, I was just going to grab some take-out, but if you can meet me there, I’ll stick around.”

Morin was waiting at the light to turn into the High Rollers parking lot. She had no choice but to come clean. “Actually, I’m already having lunch at High Rollers… with Casey.”

“Casey?” he growled. “Please tell me you’re not talking about Casey Morin.”

She turned into the parking lot, her eyes scanning the cars for a black McClaren. She didn’t see one. “We signed the contracts this morning. It’s customary to take new clients out to lunch. Maybe you should just grab a bite somewhere else?” Pretty, pretty please?

“Oh, hell no. I can’t wait to see Morin again.”

When he hung up without saying good-bye, Kiara knew she had to do some damage control unless she planned to referee a fight between two heavyweights. “Hey, Casey,” she said, raising her hand when she saw Morin getting out of his truck. “You want to go somewhere else?”

He walked toward her. “No, this is good. I haven’t been to High Rollers in a while.”

“Yeah, but—”

Before she could finish, Blaise spun into the lot, tires squealing.

“Well, look who it is.” Morin folded his arms as he leaned against Kiara’s silver BMW. “Did you know your boyfriend was gonna be here?”

“I just found out,” she said, trying to swallow her dread.

“That’s why you wanted to go somewhere else.” He smirked. “You don’t have to worry about me, doll. I can handle this guy.”

“Casey, please.” She stepped in front of him, her eyes pleading as she planted a hand on his solid chest. “Don’t start anything with Blaise. This is a public place. As your agent, I’m telling you we can’t afford this kind of publicity.” She knew she was grasping at straws. Boxing fans would eat this up.

“Don’t worry, doll.” Casey closed his hands around her waist. “I won’t bust him up too bad. Not this time.”

Kiara’s only thought was of what might happen if Blaise got in a fight and suffered another concussion. “Please, I’m begging you—”

“Hmm, I do love a woman who begs.” He licked his lips as he leered at her cleavage.

“Take your hands off her, or I will kill you,” Blaise said, coming up behind Morin.

“You’ll kill me?” He chuckled, his massive chest rumbling. “Man, have you forgotten what happened the last time you challenged me?”

“I’m warning you, Morin,” Blaise said, gripping his shoulder. “Kiara is off-limits.”

“Off-limits?” Morin turned slowly, his beady eyes boring into Blaise. “Off-limits? Who the hell are you to talk to me about respecting boundaries, Thomas?”

Kiara didn’t know what they were talking about and didn’t care. The only thing she could think about was diffusing the situation before it turned into a blood bath. Stepping around Morin, she positioned her body between the two men. She gripped Blaise’s face in both hands and forced him to look at her. “Hon, please don’t do this. It’s not worth it.”

“She doesn’t know what kind of low-life you really are, does she, Thomas?”

Kiara could feel Blaise’s tension as his hard body turned to granite. “Just go, please. We can talk later.”

“He’s leaving first,” Blaise said, pointing over her shoulder at Morin. “No way am I leaving you here with him.”

She tried to leash her panic. “He’s my client. I told you Sabrina wants me to represent him. I can’t avoid meetings like this. You’re just going to have to get used to it.” Her voice was soft, placating, but she knew Morin was taking in every word. “This is my job, Blaise.”

“How long do you think you can keep secrets from her?” Morin asked. “You think a sexy little thing like this doesn’t have guys lining up to get into her panties?”

Blaise lunged for him, and Kiara screamed when her back collided with Morin’s solid chest.

“Jesus, are you okay?” Blaise asked, jerking back. When she nodded, fighting back tears, his large hands framed her face. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No, you just scared me.” She released a shaky breath.

Blaise hauled her against his chest and stroked her hair. “I’m sorry, Ki. I never meant for you to get caught in the middle of this.”

“But she is in the middle of it,” Morin said. “Your girlfriend is my agent, which means we’re going to be running into each other a lot. Better get used to it, man.”

“I gotta get out of here,” Blaise whispered, gripping her hand as he led her back to his car. “If I don’t, I’m gonna kill that guy. But I’m not leaving you here alone with him.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Did you hear me?” Blaise glared at a young man who walked slowly past, checking out Blaise’s car. “I am not leaving you alone here with him.”

Kiara knew there was no sense arguing with him when he was in that state. “Fine.” She turned toward Morin, who was only a few feet away. “Casey, we’re going to have to do this another time.”

“Yeah, like never,” Blaise muttered.

Morin rolled his eyes. “How’d I know you were going to say that? I gotta tell you, Kiara, I never pegged you for a submissive. Marla, sure. But not you.”

“Who’s Marla?” she asked, glancing at Blaise. The nerve jumping in his jaw told her he had no intention of answering her, but Marla was obviously someone important. An ex-girlfriend, perhaps? A submissive ex-girlfriend? Is that the kind of woman Blaise usually goes for?

“You mean he hasn’t told you?” Morin glared at Blaise. “Why am I not surprised?”

“If you don’t get the hell out of here now, I’ll make you wish you had, Morin,” Blaise said, pushing off his car.

“You forget who got taken out the last time we mixed it up.”

“We both know you got lucky.” Blaise’s chest brushed Kiara’s back as he stepped closer to Morin. “That was our third fight, and I kicked your ass the first two times.”

“Maybe, but I was the one who had the pleasure of taking you out of the ring for good.”

“You son of a—”

“Morin!” Kiara shouted. “Get out of here right now, or you can find another agent to represent you!”

“Fine,” he said with a heavy sigh. “We both know I won this round.” Morin pressed the button on his key fob before reaching for his door handle. “But don’t forget to ask him about Marla.” He winked at Blaise. “If he doesn’t want to tell you, I’d be happy to fill you in.”

 

***

 

When Kiara turned to face him, her eyes filled with accusations, Blaise couldn’t breathe. He knew she was going to ask questions he didn’t want to answer. If he told her the truth, she’d walk away without a backward glance, and he couldn’t let that happen.

“Care to tell me what that was about?” she asked.

Blaise was caught between the truth and a lie, and neither felt right. “You know we hate each other. Put us within a few feet of each other, and that’s bound to happen. That’s why I didn’t want you working with him.”

“Why do you hate each other so much?” She crossed her arms as she tipped her head back to look at him. “I know boxers trash talk before a big fight, that’s part of the promo, but this hatred you have for Morin runs deep. What happened?”

“He always thought he was better than me. I hate guys who are that arrogant.” That was a lame excuse. Kiara wasn’t stupid or naïve, and Blaise knew she wouldn’t stop until she uncovered the truth. “Why don’t we go inside and grab a quick bite now that he’s gone?”

She grabbed his hand when he turned away. “You’re trying to distract me. You don’t want to answer my question. Why? What are you trying to hide?”

He forced a laugh. “Girl, you’re crazy.” He’d intended to come off as playful, teasing, but he could tell by the way her eyes narrowed and nostrils flared that she wasn’t amused.

“You want me to trust you? You tell me you love me. Prove it. Be honest with me.”

“Baby, I don’t know what you want me to say. I already told you why I hate Morin. End of story.”

“You’re lying to me.” She shook her head as she stepped back. “I can tell you’re lying to me. I’ve had a lot of experience with liars. All those guys who told me I was the only one while they were banging puck bunnies and—”

“Stop,” he said, gripping her shoulders. “I would never cheat on you. I’m not like that.” He wanted, more than anything, to tell her he would never lie to her, but a lie by omission was still a lie.

“Prove it. Start being honest with me. Just tell me why you hate him so much. Who is Marla?”

“She’s his wife, okay?” Blaise hung his head, fighting waves of nausea. “She’s Morin’s wife. We had an affair.”


 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Kiara stared at him in disbelief, waiting for him to tell her he was kidding, but the anguish on his face told her it wasn’t a joke. “Oh, God.” She covered her mouth. “It all makes sense now. He is using me to get back at you.”

“Yeah.”

“And you couldn’t have told me this before I signed a contract with him?” She couldn’t believe she’d allowed herself to become a pawn in their sick game.

“I’m sorry.” His voice was low and raspy. “I know I should have, but I was scared, Ki. I was falling in love with you. I didn’t want to lose you when you found out about Marla.”

“No wonder he hates you. I don’t blame him.” She never thought she’d take Morin’s side over Blaise’s, but she couldn’t believe he would do something so vile.

“I didn’t know they were married.” He raked his hands through his hair, stumbling back against his car. “Marla and I had been sleeping together for months. Apparently she’d been seeing Morin too. She married him in Vegas one weekend and failed to mention it to me.”

Kiara didn’t know a lot about boxing, but she assumed Morin had been a big enough name for his wedding to warrant some press coverage. “How could you not have known? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Marla convinced him to keep it a secret, for obvious reasons. Don’t ask me why he went along with that. I just know he did.”

“Have you seen her recently? Are she and Morin still married?” She had so many questions, and she could tell by his prolonged silence that he wasn’t anxious to fill in the blanks. “You know what, forget it. I’ll ask him.”

He reached for her arm when she stepped toward her car. “Last time I saw Marla was about four months ago. She was still married to him then.”

Four months ago. Just a couple months before he’d started seeing her. “What happened when you saw her? Did she come looking for you, or was it the other way around?”

“We ran into each other at a bar. I was drinking a lot and…” He glanced at a couple walking past them, shooting a curious glance their way. The guy must have been a boxing fan because he whispered Blaise’s name to his partner. “I’m not doing this here. If you don’t want to go inside—”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” She couldn’t believe he expected her to have a leisurely lunch with him as though he hadn’t just imparted news that was bound to change everything between them. “Not until you tell me the whole story about Marla.”

“Fine, at least get in the car where we’ll have some privacy.”

She unlocked her door and slid into the driver’s seat, waiting for him. As soon as he got in the car, she said, “Start talking. I have a meeting with Dalton back at the office soon.” When he stared straight ahead instead of speaking, she asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about her?”

“What the hell was I supposed to say, Ki? ‘Oh yeah, I banged Morin’s wife. Hope that doesn’t change your opinion of me.’” He looked out the passenger’s window. “I’m not an idiot. I knew you wouldn’t be able to get past something like that.”

She wanted him to make her understand, to give her some reason to believe in him again. “You said you didn’t know she was married to him. So when you found out, you stopped sleeping with her? Right?” She wanted to believe Blaise was Marla’s victim. She closed her eyes, tipping her head back against the headrest. “Please tell me you didn’t continue sleeping with her after you found out she was married.”

“I hated Morin’s guts,” he said, as though that justified sleeping with the man’s wife. “And by the time I found out about their marriage, I was already in pretty deep with Marla.”

“Get out.” Her hands trembled when she pressed the button to start the car. “I don’t want to hear anymore.”

“Please, Ki,” he said, grabbing her hand. “Try to understand. I was in a bad place. I’d lost my career. I didn’t know what I was going to do next. I despised Morin, blamed him for ending my career, so maybe I was using Marla to get back at her husband. She was using me too. Morin was horrible to her. He hurt her.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, pulling her hand from his.

“According to her, he roughed her up. I saw the bruises, so I’m inclined to believe her.”

Kiara rubbed her temples before reaching into her glove box for a bottle of aspirin. She tapped two tablets into her hand before reaching for a bottle of water from the cup holder between them. “I don’t believe this. Now you’re telling me that my new client is a wife beater, and you let me agree to represent him? Do you have any idea what it’ll do to my career if it gets out that I aligned myself with someone like that?”

Kiara felt guilty for considering herself above the real victim, Marla, but she had trouble feeling sympathy for Blaise’s former lover. “The way I present myself is important in my line of work. I need to gain the respect of not only the athletes but team management as well. They need to believe that I have sound judgment, or they won’t take me seriously. Don’t you get that?”

“I do, baby, I do.” He sighed. “I’m sorry. I never meant for you to get hurt.”

“But you could have prevented it. You could have told me the truth as soon as you found out Morin called me, but you didn’t. You were more concerned about protecting your own ass.”

“I was trying to protect us.” He looked tortured as his hand closed around the gearshift between them. “We were building something incredible, and I didn’t want to let Morin ruin it. He’d already ended my career. I couldn’t let him ruin us too.”

“He didn’t ruin us,” Kiara said, trying to ignore the pain searing her. She would have time for tears later. Right now she had to be strong. “You did. You were the one who wasn’t honest with me. You kept secrets that you knew would hurt me.”

“I’m sorry.” He leaned forward, gripping his head. “I don’t know what else to say. I made a mistake.”

If it had only been one mistake, she might forgive him, but their situation had been created by a series of bad choices that indicated a pattern of behavior. She questioned whether she knew him at all. “You didn’t tell me what happened the last time you saw her.”

“God, do we really have to go there?”

“I guess that’s my answer, isn’t it?” Knowing he’d slept with Marla even after he knew she was someone else’s wife left a bitter taste in Kiara’s mouth. How could she have been so wrong about him?

“I was drunk. Hell, I was pissed. I hated myself, the world, but I hated Morin most of all.” Distress etched lines in his face, making it appear as though it took everything in him to hold it together. “I wanted to punish him. So did Marla. So yeah, we slept together. But that was the last time we were together, I swear.”

“And that’s supposed to make it okay?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

His broad shoulders slumped as he hung his head. “I didn’t say that. I know you must think I’m a low-life for sleeping with another man’s wife, but you gotta believe me, baby. I’m not like that. That was the first and last time I’ve ever done something like that, and I swear to you, I’ve regretted it ever since.”

“Then you haven’t seen or heard from Marla since it happened?”

His long exhale told her that was wishful thinking on her part. “She called me a couple nights ago. It was late. I was half asleep, told her it wasn’t a good time.”

“A couple nights ago?” Numbness pervaded her body and took away the pain. “I spent the night with you a couple nights ago. I was there when she called?”

“Yeah, you were asleep. My cell was on vibrate, so it didn’t wake you.”

“The lies never stop, do they?” Her stomach roiled, making her glad she hadn’t eaten. “Is there anything you have been honest about?”

“I was honest about my feelings for you, Ki.” His voice was thick when he said, “I’m crazy about you. You gotta believe me when I tell you I’ve never felt this way about anyone.”

“Not even Marla?” She regretted the bitterness she’d allowed to creep into her voice. Now he knew how jealous she was of his last lover.

“No.”

“Did you love her?”

He stared at the ground. “I thought I did at the time. I was a bit of a mess when I found out about her and Morin, I’m not gonna lie.”

“You’re not going to lie?” She rubbed her forehead. “That would be a nice change.”

“What do you want me to do?” he asked, briefly clenching his hands. “I can’t take it back. If I could, I would. But I can’t. I screwed up. Does that mean this is the end of the road for us?”

“I can’t think straight right now. I need some time to process this.” She glanced at her watch. “I have to get back to the office.”

“Baby, please.” He leaned over, coaxing her to face him as he touched his forehead to hers. “I love you. I can’t lose you over this.”

“Just go, Blaise. Please. Just go.”

 

***

 

Kiara was trying and failing to focus on outlining the standard client/agent contract for Dalton, who she was supposed to be training.

“You wanna talk about it?” he asked, pushing the contract aside. “I’m a pretty good listener.”

Kiara had been friends with Dalton almost as long as she’d known Sabrina, but she didn’t know if she was ready to confide in anyone just yet.

“Is this about Blaise? Did something happen between y’all?”

“He lied to me.” Kiara knew she wouldn’t get any more work done. Reaching for the coffee Dalton had brought her, she said, “I thought I knew him, but now I’m questioning everything.”

“I’ve gotten to know Blaise a bit over the past few months,” Dalton offered. “He seems like a pretty good guy.”

“I thought so too, but…” She was angry with Blaise, but she didn’t think it was fair to share his secrets. “Are there things that are deal breakers for you in a relationship? Like trust, honesty, fidelity?”

Dalton sputtered on his coffee. Clearing his throat, he raised his hand. “Hold up a minute. Are you telling me Thomas cheated on you?”

“No, but he wasn’t honest with me about some things. Things that could have a negative impact on my career.” If only her career was all that concerned her. She couldn’t help but think that if Blaise didn’t respect the sanctity of someone else’s marriage, he wouldn’t be capable of respecting his own wedding vows. They weren’t anywhere near that stage, but she wondered why she was wasting her time if she couldn’t trust him.

“Hmmm.” Dalton was obviously curious but didn’t want to pry. “Did he have a good reason for not coming clean about it?”

“He said he didn’t want to lose me.”

“Would that have been a possibility if he’d told you?”

Kiara felt differently now that they’d been intimate. She was more invested in their relationship. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“That’s a tough one. I know how Thomas feels. There are a lot of things in my past I’m not proud of.” He grinned. “Some have called me a bit of a man-whore, and I can’t deny it. I wouldn’t want to share my sordid past with a girl I care about.”

Kiara knew Dalton had a point, but that didn’t make Blaise’s indiscretions sting any less. “Part of me thinks that what happened before he met me shouldn’t have any bearing on our relationship, but the other part of me thinks it speaks to the kind of man he is. I’m not sure the man who could do the things he’s done is someone I’d want to risk giving my heart to.”

“You’re a sweet girl,” Dalton said, rubbing her shoulders. “Sometimes I think you’re too sweet for your own good. I get why you’d be cautious, especially with someone like Blaise.”

“Thanks.” She reached for a grape from the fruit platter her assistant had brought in for them. “I’m already in so deep. I wish I wasn’t, but I am. It would hurt like hell to walk away from him now.”

“You’re in love with him?”

“Yeah.” She wanted to say she wasn’t sure, but her heart knew the truth. She was all in, and it was pointless to pretend otherwise.

“Then you have to ask yourself if you can leave. I mean, is it even possible?”

“It’s always possible.”

He smoothed a hand over his red silk tie. “I don’t know about that, sweetheart. Sometimes, someone gets under your skin and you can’t get them out. You know the relationship is toxic, or at the very least not what you want it to be, but you can’t end it. Not even to save yourself.”

Kiara was shocked to hear that from Dalton, of all people. To her knowledge, he’d never been emotionally invested in a relationship in his life. “Sophie?” she asked, referring to the girl Dalton had been dating for the past several months.

He chuckled. “Oh no, you’re not gonna turn this around on me. We’re talking about you and your problems, not mine.”

She wanted to probe, but she knew Dalton would share when and if he was ready. “Fine, oh wise one,” she said, smirking. “Tell me what you think I should do about Blaise.”

“All the things you mentioned—trust, honesty, fidelity—those are deal breakers in a relationship, no doubt about it. So let me ask you this. Could you see Thomas cheating on you?”

She’d been down that road before when she placed her trust in a man who swore he was being faithful when he wasn’t. He thought being a professional athlete gave him special privileges. It occurred to her that she’d never thought to ask Blaise if he’d ever cheated on a girlfriend. He said he’d never slept with another man’s wife before Marla, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t cheated. “No, I don’t think he would.”

“So it’s the trust and honesty you’re struggling with?”

“Yeah.” She popped another grape in her mouth, needing something to distract her.

“Everyone tells a little white lie from time to time. That’s part of being human, I think.”

“I guess you’re right.” How many times had she begged off an important event by claiming she wasn’t feeling well when she was just tired, or told her parents she had to work and couldn’t fly home for the weekend when she had a spa appointment she didn’t want to miss? She certainly wasn’t a saint. Maybe it was unfair of her to expect Blaise to be. “It’s not that he lied to me. He just didn’t tell me things he should have.”

“Were they things you had a right to know, things that impacted you directly?”

She considered the impact her affiliation with Morin could have on her career if what Blaise claimed was accurate. “I think so.”

Dalton must have sensed her hesitancy because he said, “See, I think we’re all entitled to a past. When a woman asks me how many girls I’ve slept with, you really think I’m going to tell her?”

“Not if you’re smart,” Kiara said, amused by Dalton’s self-deprecating comment.

“Exactly.” He pointed at her. “But it’s not for the reasons you think. I’m not ashamed of anything I’ve done. I’ve lived a great life, had a hell of a good time, but that doesn’t mean I want to share that with the woman I love.”

Kiara sucked in a breath, unable to hide her shock. Was Dalton implying that he was in love with Sophie?

“Just like I wouldn’t want to hear about other guys she’s been with. Some things just fall under the headline of too much information, and I tend to think previous lovers is one of those things.”

“You might be right.” Part of Kiara wished she’d never even heard Marla’s name.

“Trust is something you develop over time, hon.”

“You have to look at the guy Blaise is today, not who he was a year ago,” Dalton said. “You have to ask yourself if you have faith in him. If he says he’s out with the boys, can you trust that he is?”

“Yes,” she said, without hesitation.

“And he’s not getting other girls’ phone numbers or going home with them?”

Given her previous experiences, she couldn’t answer unequivocally, but her gut told her he would be faithful to her. “No, I don’t think so.”

“Okay, let me ask you this.”

Kiara’s lips twitched. When she’d decided to unload on Dalton, she had no idea he’d take his role as her advisor so seriously. “What?”

“You’re having a lousy day and need to vent, or you’re having a great day and want to celebrate. Who do you call?”

Since Sabrina had Dylan, her answer came easily. “Blaise.”

“I think you have your answer.”

 

***

 

Blaise beat the hell out of his kid brother in the ring. Damn, it felt good.

“Okay, okay,” Rowan said, holding up his hands. “I’m done.”

Blaise smirked, pulling his gloves off before taking out his mouth guard. “That was solid, man. Seriously, you’ve got natural skill.” His brother could have gone all the way back when they were kids, had he not gotten side-tracked.

“That means a lot coming from you.” Rowan reached for a towel to wipe the sweat from his face. “So you think you can work with me?”

“As long as you’re serious about this. I’m not interested in wasting my time.”

“I am serious.”

“Good.” Blaise wiped the sweat from his face and chest before reaching for a water bottle. He caught a glimpse of Kiara working out with her trainer. He’d been working with his brother when she walked in, so they hadn’t had a chance to talk.

“Jesus, she’s hot,” Rowan said, following Blaise’s gaze to Kiara.

“Don’t even think about it. She’s mine.” Blaise knew he may be overstating things. It had been a day and a half since their argument in her car, and she hadn’t tried to contact him.

“Oh, yeah.” Rowan poured water on himself to cool off. “That’s the chick in the picture on your desk, isn’t it?”

Blaise frowned at his brother’s choice of words. “That’s her.”

“Looks like she’s on her way out,” Rowan said, pointing at Kiara’s retreating back. “Aren’t you gonna try to catch up with her?”

“We kind of got into it yesterday.” Blaise turned away from the exit she was passing through. “I’m trying to give her some space.”

“Are you crazy?” Rowan laughed. “You give a girl like that too much space, and another dude’s gonna move in and take your place.”

That was exactly what Blaise was afraid of. “Let’s hit the shower. You wanna come back to my place for a pizza?” He didn’t feel like going home to an empty house, where Kiara’s scent still seemed to linger.

“Sure.”

“I just want to talk to Max. I’ll catch up with you in a bit.”

“Sounds good.” Rowan tossed the towel over his shoulder and headed toward the locker room.

Max grinned as Blaise approached. “Hey, boss man. Did you and little missus get into it?”

“Why?” Blaise asked, tensing. “Did she say anything to you about me?”

“No, but she couldn’t take her eyes off you. Made it kind of tough to train her.”

Blaise hoped that meant she would be ready to talk soon. He couldn’t stand the silent treatment much longer. He had to know what she was thinking, how she felt, before he went crazy. “Do you know where she was headed?”

“Said she was meeting a friend for a drink.”

“Male or female?” Blaise asked, clenching his towel.

“Uh…” Max paused, obviously trying to recall exactly what she’d said. “Him, she definitely said him.”

“Son of a—”

“She hasn’t left yet.” Max hooked a thumb toward the locker room. “Why don’t you go talk to her before she leaves?”

Blaise was desperate to talk to her, but pushing her before she was ready would only make matters worse. “I think I’ll let her come to me when she’s ready.”

“I know you didn’t ask for my opinion,” Max said, stacking the weights they’d used during their session, “but if she’s going out with another guy tonight, you may not have time on your side.”


 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Blaise hated that he was so preoccupied during his first chance to catch up with his brother in years.

“You thinkin’ about the fight with your girl?” Rowan asked, stacking his hands behind his head as he stretched his feet out on the ottoman in front of him.

“She’s out with some other guy,” Blaise said, bitterness seeping into every word. “A friend. At least that’s what she told her trainer.”

“But you think he might be more?”

“I screwed up with her.” Blaise sighed. “Things were going great, and I managed to screw everything up.”

“What happened?” Rowan asked, reaching for his can of soda.

“Let’s just say I wasn’t exactly forthcoming about my past. There were things she had a right to know, and I didn’t tell her.”

“Why not?”

“I was afraid.”

Rowan chuckled. “You? Afraid? Man, I’ve never known you to be afraid of anything. Ever.”

His brother was right. If the people who knew Blaise best had to find one word to describe him, it would probably be fearless. But Kiara was different. She inspired fear and insecurity in him, and he hated that. But he loved her. “I was afraid of losing her if I told her the truth.”

“I spent a lot of years running from the truth,” Rowan said. “So I know a thing or two about that.”

“What do you mean?”

They shared a pensive look before Rowan said, “Come on, Blaise. We grew up in the same house. We both know what it was like with those two.”

Blaise tried not to think about his childhood, but when he did, he suppressed the bad memories. It could have been much worse. At least he hadn’t been beaten or abandoned. “Gotta get past all that, Row. You can’t hold on to the hate. It’ll eat you alive.”

“I know, but you can’t pretend it didn’t happen either. Isn’t that what you’ve been trying to do?”

Blaise was grateful he was getting a chance to reconnect with his kid brother, but Rowan was awakening buried memories that made him squeamish. He didn’t want to go there. Not now. Maybe not ever. “I don’t run. I don’t hide. Can you say the same?”

“I’m not running or hiding anymore. In fact, I had a heart-to-heart with the folks not long ago.”

Blaise couldn’t hide his shock. “You did?”

“Yeah, I told them what I thought of them for what they did when we were growing up. I told the old man I thought his approach sucked.” Rowan released a huff of laughter as he rolled his eyes. “He said he was trying to toughen us up by telling us we were pussies, that we were stupid and worthless. He said it must have worked, because look at how tough you are.”

Blaise didn’t always feel tough. Sometimes he felt weak, scared, insecure, and emotionally inept, and he knew he had his parents to thank for that. They hadn’t given him or Rowan a solid foundation. They’d never made them feel safe or secure or loved. His parents never made him feel strong or worthy. Only boxing made Blaise feel strong. Beating his opponent into submission made him feel worthy. But he didn’t have the skills to handle this thing with Kiara. He was way out of his element.

“You can’t let them win, Blaise.”

“They haven’t won.” Blaise reached for his water. “I don’t believe the things they told me.”

“Don’t you?” Rowan raised an eyebrow. “This girl you’re seeing, you think you’re worthy of her?”

Only his flesh and blood, someone who’d walked the same path he had, could hone in on his insecurities so effortlessly. “I don’t know.”

“You must not, or you’d be busting down her door right now, fighting for her, instead of sulking here with me because she doesn’t want you anymore.”

Blaise’s gut twisted painfully. “She didn’t say she doesn’t want me anymore.”

“But you’re assuming she doesn’t, ‘cause what would a classy woman like that want with a low-life like you, right?”

There was that word again, that label that seemed to stick to him like glue.

“You’re better than you think you are,” Rowan said, waiting for Blaise’s reaction. “You’ve earned the right to be proud of yourself. You’ve been a champion, the best in the world. You’ve probably earned a couple hundred million during your career. You’ve got the houses and the cars, and you earned respect the hard way.”

Blaise swallowed, choked by emotion. It had been a long time since someone had told him he was worth anything, and seeing himself through his brother’s eyes made him believe it.

“You think the dude who’s with her now is better for her?” Rowan asked. “You think he can love her more? You think he can give her something you can’t… in bed?”

“Don’t even go there,” Blaise growled. “Not unless you want to get your ass handed to you again.”

“You’re a tough guy inside the ring, but what happened to the tough guy I used to know outside the ring? Did that loss against Morin suck the spirit out of you, or what?”

Blaise had been asking himself that very question for months.

“You’re giving up, quitting on a relationship that obviously means everything to you. Why? Because you think you don’t deserve her? Because you think if you leave her alone, she’ll find someone better?”

Blaise curled his hand into a fist. The thought of Kiara being with anyone else burned him up. He couldn’t handle it, couldn’t even let himself think about it.

“Fight for her, Blaise. Don’t let her go. Don’t let someone else have her. If you love her, fight for her. Make her realize you’re the best man for her.”

 

***

 

Kiara was stunned to hear Blaise’s voice over her intercom at midnight. He said he needed to see her, that he couldn’t wait until morning, so she was standing at her door in a black silk robe that left little to the imagination. She told herself it didn’t matter—he’d seen it all—but she knew it was more than that. She wanted to reconnect with him. It had only been a few days since they’d made love, and she missed him already.

He stepped off her elevator looking ridiculously handsome in faded jeans, scarred motorcycle boots, and a leather jacket. His attire told her he’d ridden his Harley instead of taking his car. He stalked toward her, his eyes drifting to the cleavage peeking out through the gap in her robe.

“Isn’t it raining?” she asked.

“So?” he asked, rolling his shoulder.

“So you can’t ride that bike in the rain.” She stepped back when his powerful body forced her inside.

“Who says I can’t?”

“I do.” She gripped his shoulders when his hands closed around her waist.

“Does that mean you still care about me?” he whispered.

The dampness clinging to his clothes made her shiver. “Of course I still care about you. What kind of question is that?”

“You were out with another man tonight.” He pressed his face into her neck, inhaling deeply. “I can smell his cologne on you. Why the hell can I smell his goddamn cologne on you?” He kicked the door closed as he backed her into a wall in the small entrance.

“We hugged,” she said, feeling breathless from his unexpected invasion. She’d never seen this side of him, so controlling, confident, and powerful. She imagined that’s how he must have been right before a fight. Fearless.

“That’s it?” he asked, pulling on the tie of her bathrobe. “You just hugged?”

“Yes.” She closed her eyes when he peeled off the silk, letting it flutter to the ground. “He was just a friend. But how did you know I was out with—”

“Max told me.” He kissed her deeply, possessively, hungrily. “I was trying to give you some space to figure things out.” He curled his hand around her breast. “When I realized that wasn’t working, I decided to change my strategy.”

“Really?” She struggled to keep her eyes open as he fondled her, bringing her nipples to taut peaks. “What’s your new strategy?”

“To prove to you that no one can make you feel the way I do.”

He was right about that. She became someone else in his arms, exposed and vulnerable, yet so turned on. “I already know that. You have nothing to prove.”

“I. Love. You.” He punctuated his words with hot, needy kisses that made her as desperate as he seemed to be. “A couple of months may be too soon to feel… so much, but I can’t help it.” His hands slid down her body, scraping her skin with his callused palms. “I can’t help the way I feel about you.”

She saw the powerlessness in his eyes, and it made her want to soothe him, to take away his trepidation. “I can’t help the way I feel about you either.” She pushed his jacket off, letting it fall to the floor. “I’m not trying to fight it anymore.” She reached for the hem of his long-sleeved black T-shirt and pulled it over his head before tossing it on the floor. “I hate that you felt you had to keep things from me.”

“I’m sorry, baby.” He kissed her neck, planting his leg between hers. “From now on, I’ll be completely honest with you. I swear. Just give me another chance.”

She didn’t have a choice. After a sleepless night of replaying everything that had happened, including Dalton’s advice, she’d realized she wasn’t ready to let Blaise go. “If you lie to me or keep things from me again, all bets are off,” she warned, reaching for his belt buckle. “I need to be able to trust you, to count on you, if this relationship is going to work.”

“You got it.” His knee was pinned to the wall, holding her in place as the soft denim abraded her.

She wasn’t above shamelessly rubbing against him. She craved the kind of release she knew only he could give her.

He gripped her hands in one of his, fastening her arms above her head as he looked into her eyes. “I was going out of my mind tonight, thinking of you with someone else.”

“He was just a friend,” she whispered, feeling oxygen deprived. “A former client, retired. He has a wife and a couple kids.” She was surprised she could even think straight with Blaise’s breath fanning her ear while his tongue traced the shell, making her squirm. “His brother just got signed by the Red Sox. He’s looking for a new agent, so my friend asked me to go to Boston to meet with him.”

Blaise growled while grinding into her. “Boston? Isn’t that where your ex lives?”

“It’s also where my parents live.” Warmth spread over her body. No way should she be thinking about her family while a hot guy had her pressed against the wall. “You could come home with me to meet them.”

His eyes widened in surprise, and she almost wanted to rescind the invitation. He clearly thought it was too soon, and he was probably right. Eli had been the last guy to meet her parents, and she’d vowed that the next man she introduced them to would be the one she intended to marry.

“Yes.” He showed his gratitude with a scorching kiss that would have had her clawing at his back and shoulders had she not been shackled. “I need you, Ki.” He released her hands so he could finish undressing, kicking his jeans and boots aside in record time. “Right here. Right now.” He slipped a finger inside her, lust darkening his gaze. “God, you’re so ready for me.”

She wanted to whimper, maybe even plead with him to finish what he started, but she held her tongue, intent on letting him take the lead.

“You want this, don’t you? You want me.” He anchored his hands around her waist as he eased down to his knees. “Tell me. I need to hear you say it.”

Her eyes drifted closed at the first touch of his tongue on her throbbing core. “I need you.” That wasn’t exactly what he’d asked her to say, but it was painfully true. She didn’t think she’d survive without the pleasure he promised.

His tongue was a hot, swirling catalyst, prompting her to release her inhibitions and give him the response he seemed fixated on drawing from her.

“Yesssss,” she hissed, flattening her hands on the wall. “More. I need more.”

She had no doubt he knew exactly what she needed. He was driving her body with the same skill he used to navigate his powerful automobile, pressing his foot to the gas and propelling her to the cusp of lucidity. She rode the wave, enjoying the slow build without reaching the pinnacle too soon. She wanted this feeling to last, to relish the exquisiteness of this gorgeous man fixating solely on her gratification while delaying his own.

His engorged shaft told her he was ready—he probably had been since he walked through the door—but still he put her needs first. That made her heart swell at the same time she felt him stepping up his game. She was on the verge of collapse, her legs trembling and her entire body shaking with the effort it took to remain upright while he lapped at her with single-minded purpose.

“Blaise…” She doubled over, grasping at him. She was already drenched and pulsating, but she greedily wanted more. “Now.”

He caressed her breast while his hardness filled her, stretching her to the point where she was aching, yet eager for more titillation. The low noise he made in his throat sent a hot rush between her legs, and she was hungry to watch him lose control.

“Harder.” Her voice was fiery, excited, as she panted. “Faster.”

That seemed to awaken the beast in him. Yum. He gripped her hips and hoisted her up as she locked her ankles at the base of his spine. His biceps were bulging, making her marvel at his strength. He made it seem effortless, supporting her weight while thrusting into her with a serious purpose, which she suspected might be to ruin her for all other men.

Her cries echoed out before the merciless thrashing of their bodies knocked the breath from her lungs. He was crazed, but so was she. She looked into his eyes and saw a kindred spirit. A man with so much love to give who’d been wasting his life with no one to give it to.

“Give it to me,” she whispered, certain he could read her mind in that moment. “Show me how you feel about me. Don’t hold back.”

He responded as though she’d thrown down the gauntlet. His breathing was jagged, his movements quick but measured. He appraised her, almost as though he was trying to decide if she really could handle all of him. Apparently he decided she could, because his thrusts deepened while he managed to pick up the pace beyond what she would have thought possible. Their mouths collided, his teeth scraping hers while his tongue thrust inside her mouth, branding her with the heat of his claim.

When she was about to cry for mercy, her body exploded in a rush of liquid heat. She clung to him as bursts of light shattered behind her closed eyes. Before she had a chance to breathe, he was setting her on fire. Wave after wave of warmth spread through her, coupled with his labored rumbles in her ear. Their hearts pounded as their breaths came in short gasps.

Blaise chuckled, leaning his damp forehead against her shoulder. “Think you can move?”

“No.” She laughed at how delicious it was to be rendered immobile that way.

“If you expect me to carry you, you’ll have to wait a minute. I’m not so sure I can move myself right now.”

“Hmmm.” She kissed his neck before trailing her mouth down his shoulder. “No rush. I could stay here, just like this, forever.”

 

***

 

Kiara was sitting at her desk the next day, trying to plan her trip to Boston that weekend, when Morin poked his head in the half-open door.

“Your assistant wasn’t at her desk. You got a minute?”

She didn’t want to deal with him, but she didn’t have a choice. He was still her client. Perhaps she could persuade him to work with someone else, since their obvious conflict of interest would make it difficult for her to be objective where he was concerned. “Sure, come on in.” She gestured to the chair across from her. “Have a seat. I’ve been meaning to call you. I think—”

“Did he tell you about Marla?”

She bit her lip as he folded his large form into the small guest chair. She didn’t like discussing her personal life with clients, but their situation obviously required some explanation. “Yes, he did.”

“I’m willing to bet he didn’t tell you the whole story. He’s a master manipulator. He probably told you just enough to get you off his back, but I guarantee you don’t know all there is to know about him.”

“I know all I need to know,” she said, refusing to allow Morin to shake her faith in her man. “I’m not perfect, and I don’t expect Blaise to be either. If you want to blame someone, maybe you should look to your wife. She was the one who swore to be faithful to you.” She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. Given what Blaise had told her about Morin’s marriage, his wife had already paid for her indiscretions in the worst possible way. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. This is none of my business.”

“It is if you’re still with that loser.” His eyes were hard, boring into her. “You think he can be faithful to you? He doesn’t know the meaning of the word. Ask him how many women he’s had.”

Kiara refused to give in to the dread blooming in her belly. Blaise was a good man. Sure, he may have had a colorful past, but as Dalton said, that didn’t make him a bad guy. “I don’t care about any of that.”

“You should. You’ll be next, you know.” Morin’s expression was cold, bordering on lifeless. “He’ll tell you he loves you, make you fall in love with him, then he’ll destroy you.”

It was difficult for Kiara to breathe, knowing Morin probably had first-hand knowledge of Blaise’s relationship with Marla. Kiara couldn’t help but wonder whether Blaise had said the same things to Marla that he had to her. But Morin intended to make her question Blaise and their relationship, so she squared her shoulders and looked him in the eye. “I know what you’re doing, and it won’t work. What Blaise had with Marla doesn’t compare to what he has with me.” At least I hope that’s true. “You’re not going to shake my faith in him. You’ve done your worst, and we’re still together.”

“You think I want to break you up?” He cracked a smile. “Sweetheart, I don’t have to do anything to drive you two apart. Blaise is gonna do that all by himself. He’s gonna cheat on you or find some other way to break your heart.”

Kiara was sensitive to that particular threat because she’d lived through it. But Blaise wasn’t her ex. He wouldn’t do that to her. Would he? No! “I trust Blaise. You are another story.” She leaned back, feigning calm and control. “It’s obvious we can’t work together. I’d be happy to recommend another agent—”

“Oh no,” Morin said, pushing to his feet. “We are going to work together. We have a contract, and I intend to make sure you uphold it.” His lips curled into a nasty smile. “Whether you like it or not.”


 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Blaise was trying to tamp down his nerves as the airport limo took them to Kiara’s parents’ home for dinner. It was their first of three nights in Boston, and he was anxious about being on her home turf. He’d be meeting her friends and family, the people who knew her best, who loved her and wanted to protect her. Would they take one look at him and decide she could do better? Would they warn her that he was a fraud who would end up breaking her heart?

“Hey,” Kiara said, squeezing his hand. “Why’re you so quiet?”

“I guess I’m kind of nervous,” he admitted, clearing his throat. “Meeting your family and friends is a pretty big deal.”

She frowned. “Are you nervous about meeting my friends from school tomorrow night? Just because they went to Harvard doesn’t mean they’re snobs, babe. They’re not. They’re a lot of fun, and they’re going to love you.” She curled her hand around his bicep and squeezed. “Trust me.”

He wanted to believe her, but a nagging voice in his head told him he was fooling himself if he thought he could convince those people that he was the right man for Kiara. “If you say so.”

They pulled up to a classic brick townhouse in an upscale area. Blaise was certain the façade was deceiving. It was likely more than five thousand square feet and worth several million dollars. “This is where you grew up?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling as she squeezed his hand. “It’s a little too big for Mom and Dad now that they’re on their own, but they can’t bear to part with it. Too many good memories.”

He didn’t have many good memories of his childhood, and certainly none attached to a warm and lovely home. They’d moved a lot, living mostly in dingy apartments and low-income housing, depending on whether his old man was working.

The driver rounded the rear of the car and opened their door before retrieving their luggage from the trunk.

Blaise peeled a hundred-dollar bill from the roll in his pocket and discreetly slipped it into the driver’s hand. “Thank you.” He could tell the driver was surprised by the exorbitant tip. Guys who looked like him usually tried to cut out on the fare rather than tip well.

“Thank you, sir,” he said, tipping his hat. “Enjoy your stay in Boston.”

Blaise muttered, “I’m sure we will,” before dragging both his suitcase and Kiara’s up the stone walk.

Kiara didn’t bother to knock before turning the doorknob and calling, “We’re here!”

A sophisticated man wearing gray slacks and a pale blue cashmere sweater rounded the corner, his blue eyes lighting up when he saw Kiara. He opened his arms wide. “There she is. Come and give your old dad a hug.”

Blaise noted the similarities between them. Dr. Wagner still had dark hair peppering the silver and he was much taller than Kiara, but the family resemblance was obvious. When the older man turned his attention on him, Blaise cleared his throat and extended his hand, wishing he could have wiped his palms on his black jeans without being too obvious. “Hello, sir, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you,” Dr. Wagner said, sizing him up. “Welcome.” He gestured to the grand foyer, with its high ceilings, ornate moldings, and crystal chandelier.

“Thank you.” Blaise reminded himself that while his home wasn’t as ostentatious, it was as large and expensive. He had no reason to feel intimidated. But something about the formality of the old house punctuated the point that Blaise and the Wagners were from two very different worlds.

“Oh, I thought I heard you come in,” a woman with a tapered silver bob said, rounding the corner. “I’m sorry, I would have been here to greet you, but I was out back.”

“No worries, Mom,” Kiara said, opening her arms. “We just got here.”

The two women hugged, and Blaise noted Mrs. Wagner’s crisp black dress pants and turtleneck, accompanied by a black-and-white silk Louis Vuitton scarf. She looked chic and cultured, everything his mother was not. It wasn’t fair to judge, but he couldn’t keep the comparisons from creeping into his mind.

“Mom, this is Blaise Thomas. Blaise, my mother, Kathleen Wagner.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

Her smile seemed tight, almost forced. “You as well, Blaise.”

“I wished you’d agreed to stay here,” Dr. Wagner said, hugging Kiara to his side. “You know we have plenty of room.”

Kiara reached for Blaise’s hand. “I know, but we thought it would be a little easier if we stayed at the Ritz, since that’s where I’m meeting my client.” She laughed. “I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. I haven’t signed him yet.”

“Ah, but you will. I have no doubt about that,” Dr. Wagner said, winking at his daughter.

“Um, I almost forgot, I have something for you.” Blaise unzipped the front pouch of his suitcase and handed her father a bottle of Chateau Montelena. He’d been trying to impress, and judging by the other man’s expression, he had.

“Thank you, Blaise. One of my favorites.”

“My pleasure.” He handed Mrs. Wagner a small gold gift bag. “Kiara mentioned you’re a collector. I’m told this is a new piece, so I’m hoping you don’t have it already.”

Mrs. Wagner withdrew the box containing the Swarovski crystal picture frame. “I don’t. It’s lovely, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He could tell Kiara’s parents were making a supreme effort to be polite to him, but his instincts told him they weren’t thrilled with her company.

“Why don’t we go into the dining room,” Kathleen said. “Janet is ready to serve appetizers.”

“Janet is our housekeeper,” Kiara explained, slipping her arm through Blaise’s. “She’s been with us since my sisters and I were little, which makes her more like a surrogate grandmother.”

“It’s about time you got here,” a stout silver-haired woman wearing a pale dress and apron said. She set a platter on the table so she could hug Kiara. “You don’t come home often enough, and when you do, you’re late. Shame on you, missy.”

Blaise grinned, feeling more comfortable in the presence of the housekeeper than Kiara’s parents. He supposed that spoke volumes.

“And who is this handsome young man?” Janet asked, peering over Kiara’s shoulder at Blaise. She fanned her face. “Mercy me, child, now I understand why you haven’t been home. You’ve been too busy with this fine specimen.”

Mrs. Wagner pursed her lips and closed her eyes, seemingly embarrassed by her housekeeper’s appraisal of their guest. “Janet, this is Kiara’s friend, Blaise Thomas.”

Blaise tried to ignore her characterization of their relationship, but he couldn’t help wondering what Kiara had told them about him. “It’s nice to meet you.” He took the housekeeper’s hand in both of us.

“You look familiar,” she said, pressing a fingertip over her lips when he released her hand. “Where have I seen you before?”

“Blaise was a boxer,” Kiara said, her gaze briefly sliding to her parents. “He’s retired now.”

“That’s it!” Janet snapped her fingers. “My grandson has a poster of you on his bedroom wall.” She flattened her hand against her chest. “Personally, I think the sport is far too violent for little boys, but my son-in-law loves it, therefore, so does my grandbaby.”

Blaise wasn’t sure how to respond.

“I’m sure he would love an autograph,” Janet said. “Would you mind?”

“After dinner, Janet,” Mrs. Wagner said before Blaise could respond.

“Blaise, what would you like to drink?” Dr. Wagner asked, claiming his spot at the head of the table.

Blaise had never needed a stiff drink more. “Scotch on the rocks would be great, thank you.” He took the seat Kiara indicated.

“That sounds good,” Dr. Wagner said. “Janet, make that two Highland Park 30. Oh, and open the wine Blaise brought.” He pointed at the bottle he’d set on the antique sideboard. “And one more of the same.”

“Right away, Dr. Wagner,” Janet said.

Once they were seated, Dr. Wagner fixed Blaise with an intense look, almost as though he were trying to read him. “Kiara didn’t mention you were a boxer. Is that how you met? Did she represent you?”

“No, sir,” Blaise said, placing the crisp white napkin in his lap. “I own the gym where Kiara works out.” He could tell they were thoroughly unimpressed. “I bought the facility just a few months ago. I’ve started to train boxers there. Eventually I think I’d like more locations.”

“That’s interesting,” Mrs. Wagner said before turning her attention to her daughter. “How is your work, dear? Still happy there?”

Kiara’s smile looked forced as she reached for her water glass. “Yes, Mom.”

“I have to admit,” Kathleen said to Blaise, “I never thought her Harvard education would lead to work as a sports agent.” She laughed lightly. “Of course, she always was an athlete. I suppose I shouldn’t have been too surprised.”

“She’s excellent at what she does,” Blaise said, squeezing Kiara’s knee under the table. “I’m sure you’re very proud of her.”

“We are.” Dr. Wagner folded his hands, resting his elbows on the table. “We just want her to be happy.”

“And I am.” Kiara smiled at Blaise. “More so now.”

Janet returned with the drinks before carrying a tray of puffed pastries around the table. “I’ll bring the salad out in a few minutes.”

“Kiara, I meant to tell you I ran into Eli’s mother in the grocery store the other day,” Kathleen said, her face lighting up with enthusiasm. “She tells me you and Eli reconnected recently.”

Blaise’s hand slid from Kiara’s leg at the mention of her former boyfriend. Her parents obviously liked and approved of him, probably because he was an Ivy League grad.

“I wouldn’t say we reconnected,” Kiara said, shooting her mother a warning glance. “We ran into each when we were both in Philadelphia on business a month or two ago.”

“In Philadelphia?” She laughed. “Such a small world, isn’t it? It’s almost as though fate brought you back together again.”

Blaise reached for his scotch and took a healthy swig as he tried to ignore Kiara’s concerned glance in his direction.

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Kiara took a deep breath. “Same time, same place. Just a coincidence, happens all the time.”

“But he also came to see you in Arlington, didn’t he?”

Blaise knew Kathleen was just trying to stir up trouble, but he refused to give her that satisfaction. “He did, as a matter of fact.” Blaise smiled at Mrs. Wagner. “I met him at Kiara’s office.”

“You did?” She sounded surprised.

“Your informant didn’t mention that?” he asked, unable to hide his sarcasm.

Kiara pinched her lips together, obviously trying not to smile at Blaise’s jab. “He was just passing through town on business and stopped by to say hello. I wouldn’t make too much of it.”

“Especially since your daughter made it very clear she’s not interested in him,” Blaise said, regarding Kiara’s mother over the rim of his glass. Since she’d obviously decided he wouldn’t get their stamp of approval, Blaise saw no reason to pull punches.

“You shouldn’t burn your bridges,” Mrs. Wagner said to her daughter. “You and Eli had a very good thing going for a long time.”

“And now she has a very good thing going with me.” Blaise took another deep swallow. “She’s not interested in looking elsewhere.”

Dr. Wagner tried to pull his face into a look of consternation when his wife looked his way, obviously expecting him to back her up, but he couldn’t hide the amusement lighting his eyes. “Kiara has always had a mind of her own, Kathleen. She’s a grown woman and can date anyone she chooses.”

“Of course,” Kathleen said, a blush staining her cheeks as she smoothed the napkin in her lap. Meeting Blaise’s eyes, she said, “I hope you don’t think I was being rude. I just worry about my girls. Kiara’s sisters are married, with families of their own. Kiara is my baby and the only one still single, so I guess I focus too much attention on making sure she finds the right man.”

“The right man?” Blaise couldn’t help but ask, “Define for me, if you wouldn’t mind, who you think would be the right man for your daughter, Mrs. Wagner?”

Kiara seemed a little uneasy about Blaise challenging her mother, but she reached for her glass instead of intervening.

“Well…” Kathleen pursed her lips, looking at Kiara. “She’s very strong-willed, as I’m sure you know, so he’d have to be someone who could handle a strong woman.”

Blaise smiled at Kiara. “That’s one of the things I love most about her.”

“And he’d have to be confident and self-assured. She’s obviously successful in her own right, and her career aligns her with wealthy, handsome athletes, many of whom aren’t shy about making a play for her.”

Blaise had already made his feelings on that clear to Kiara, and he wouldn’t pretend otherwise just to score points with her parents. Blaise reached for Kiara’s hand. “I’m not going to lie—your daughter is an incredible woman. She’s probably better than I deserve. I know that.”

“Blaise, that’s not true.” Kiara brushed her lips across his cheek. “You don’t realize how amazing you are.”

Her parents watched the exchange with curiosity.

Blaise said, “Could she meet someone better suited to her someday?” He shrugged, trying to act as though the mere thought of that didn’t cut deep. “Perhaps. And if she does, I’ll find a way to wish her well. But I refuse to waste a single moment with her worrying about the future. That has a way of taking care of itself.”

Kathleen looked chagrined. “I suppose you’re right. Kiara can take care of herself, but I’m of a different generation. I’d like to know that she also has a man who can take care of her, should the need arise.”

“Mom, I—”

Blaise cut Kiara off by squeezing her hand under the table. “Mrs. Wagner, should your daughter choose to spend her life with me, I’m more than capable of taking care of her. But you’re right, she can take care of herself.”

“I’m sorry,” Kathleen said, shaking her head. “I guess I just don’t know enough about your former profession to gauge your income.”

Smirking, Blaise said, “Let’s just say that for the past fifteen years, I earned more than the C.E.O. of a Fortune 500 company. Does that put your mind at ease?” Blaise had never flaunted his wealth, but he knew he wouldn’t gain the Wagners’ approval until they understood that he wasn’t just some washed-up fighter.

Kathleen’s mouth dropped open as her gaze flitted around the table. “I would never be so ill-mannered as to ask about how much money you made, but seriously? Boxers earn that much?”

Blaise chuckled. “Heavyweight champions do, ma’am. That was a title I was proud to own at various times throughout my career.”

“Wow,” she said, adjusting her scarf. “I just had no idea.”

“Now that you do,” Dr. Wagner said to his wife, “can we stop being so uncouth and talk about something other than how much money our guest earns?”

“Of course.” Kathleen shook her head, with a smile teasing her lips. “Blaise, I’m sorry. You must think I’m dreadful.”

“No, ma’am,” Blaise said, softening when he looked at Kiara. “I think you’re just trying to protect your daughter. That’s something we have in common.”

 

***

 

The rest of the dinner went smoothly, so when Kiara suggested Blaise retire to the family room with her father to watch a hockey game, he wasn’t apprehensive.

They’d settled in and were focused on the game when Dr. Wagner said, “Can I tell you how impressed I am with the way you handled my wife? Once Kathleen gets started, it’s not easy to shut her down. Kudos.”

Blaise laughed. “I just wanted you both to know that I care about Kiara. I want to take care of her, not that she’d ever let me.”

“I hope you won’t be offended by this, but I’ve been a psychologist for many years. I’m able to see a person’s emotional scars as easily as most people see physical scars.”

Shifting in his seat, Blaise prayed Dr. Wagner wasn’t going where he feared he might be.

“You were nervous when you came in, almost as though you were facing a firing squad. Can I ask why?” Dr. Wagner took a sip of his espresso. “You’re obviously a confident young man. You’ve been at the top of your game, professionally, so why were you nervous about meeting us?”

Blaise could have tried to sugar-coat it, but he knew he couldn’t fool someone who was used to delving inside people’s heads to get to the truth. “My upbringing was very different from Kiara’s. My parents weren’t at all like you and Mrs. Wagner. I guess I was concerned about fitting into your family.” He didn’t want to overstep, so he added, “I mean, I guess I just wanted you to like me.” That made him sound like a new kid at school, anxious to make friends, but it was too late to take it back.

“Do you still have a relationship with your parents?”

“Such as it is.” Blaise had no intention of airing his dirty laundry with Kiara’s father.

“They must be very proud of you.”

“I don’t know.” They were proud of how much money he’d earned. They were proud of the house and car he’d bought them, the vacations he’d paid for, but they’d never claimed to be proud of him.

“It’s hard to spend your life looking for approval and never get it, isn’t it?”

Blaise swallowed. There was no way he could answer that question without sounding pathetic.

“My father was a harsh man,” Dr. Wagner said. “Very judgmental. He expected the best from me and my brothers. Nothing less would do.”

Blaise wanted to ask for more details, but that would be rude, so he remained silent. He’d never expected to be able to relate to a world-renowned psychologist, but it sounded as though their starts in life had been eerily similar, and Blaise wanted to hear more.

“I was always a failure in his eyes.” Dr. Wagner sighed. “Nothing was ever good enough, so eventually I stopped trying to impress him. I went through a rebellious period, dropped out of school, and ran away from home.”

“Really?” Blaise couldn’t have concealed his shock if he’d tried. He never would have imagined Dr. Wagner had hit road bumps along the way to his success.

“Really.” Dr. Wagner laughed at Blaise’s disbelief. “I took three years off school and worked every crappy job I could find to keep a roof over my head before I finally realized I wasn’t punishing my old man. I was punishing myself.”

“I guess so.” Dr. Wagner was obviously sending him a message, and Blaise got it, loud and clear.

“That’s when I returned to school, worked my butt off to make up for lost time, got a scholarship, and the rest, as they say, is history.”

“Interesting story, Dr. Wagner. Thanks for sharing it with me.” Blaise knew that wasn’t the kind of thing two people typically shared at a dinner party, during their first meeting.

“Please call me Andrew. And you’re welcome.” He smiled at Blaise. “I told you about my experience because I sense there’s a part of you still seeking approval. That usually stems from one’s childhood, parents who made you feel you’re not good enough. Not worthy.”

God, it’s no wonder this man is considered one of the best. He’d hit the nail on the head. Hh

 

“Blaise, you’re a grown man. You know you’re worthy. You proved that on a global stage when you claimed your title. You proved that at my dinner table tonight when you put my wife in her place.” He chuckled. “I’m not sure which was more impressive, but you definitely earned my respect for the latter. Kathleen’s too.”

“I appreciate that.” Blaise’s words seemed inadequate. He wanted to tell Andrew that he appreciated him making him feel worthy of Kiara, but he couldn’t find words that wouldn’t sound trite.

“Son, it’s not about where you start out in life that matters. It’s where you end up, and only you can decide that.”

“You’re right.” Blaise nodded slowly. “You’re absolutely right.”


 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Kiara was still a little stunned. That evening couldn’t have gone any better if she’d scripted it. By the time they left, her parents were embracing Blaise warmly and telling him they looked forward to seeing him again soon.

Blaise slipped an arm around her waist as the hotel elevator carried them to their tenth-floor suite. “You’ve been quiet since we left your parents’ place. Anything wrong?”

“Everything’s right.” Kiara’s smile widened as she played through the night in her mind. “I mean, that couldn’t have gone any better. And the way you handled my mother? You deserve an award or something, because I’ve never seen anyone do that.”

He winced. “I’m not gonna lie, I was afraid of overstepping or making you hate me for being rude to your mother, but I wasn’t going to let her make me feel like something she’d scraped off the bottom of her shoe.”

Kiara couldn’t have been more proud of him, not only for standing up for himself, but for defending their relationship. “You were amazing.” She reached up to kiss him. “I’m in awe.”

He laughed. “It was no big deal, Ki.”

“Seems like you and my father made a real connection. I have to assume it had little to do with the fact that the Bruins just happen to be your favorite team?”

“He shared a bit of his story with me,” Blaise said, seeming a bit uneasy. “Helped me realize that I’ve been letting my childhood define me for far too long. Honestly, I don’t give a shit what my parents think of me anymore. They didn’t even know enough to keep food on the table most of the time, so what makes them experts about what it takes to be a success in life, right?”

Kiara was glad that Blaise was leaving some of his baggage behind, but that seemed to be intensifying his resentment toward his parents, and that concerned her. If her parents had been part of his epiphany, she owed them a debt of gratitude. “I’m glad you realized it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks of you, babe. But I’m sure your parents did the best they could.”

“Whatever.” He drew her into his side as they stepped off the elevator and walked down the hall to their room. “I don’t want to talk about them. I don’t want to think about them. I feel like we cleared a big hurdle in our relationship tonight, and I’d much rather celebrate that.”

Kiara watched him slide the key card into the door and push it open, gesturing for her to precede him into the suite. She set her purse on the desk in the foyer. “I never meant to make you feel like this was some kind of test. I’m not a teenager. I don’t need my parents to approve of the guys I date.”

“I know.” He pulled her into his arms before tossing the key card on the desk. “But I know you’re close with your family. I don’t want to cause a rift between y’all. If we’re going to have a future together—”

A knock interrupted him.

“Must be our luggage,” Kiara said, stepping farther into the room. She really wanted him to finish his thought. She knew where she hoped their relationship was headed, but it would be nice to hear him confirm that they were on the same page.

Blaise tipped the bellman and thanked him before turning toward Kiara. “I could use a shower. Care to join me?”

She wanted to ask him what he had been about to say before they were interrupted, but she didn’t want him to feel pressured. “I could be persuaded.” She peeled his shirt off before reaching for his belt buckle.

He grinned. “I could get used to this.”

“Good.” A sense of urgency drove her as she shed his clothes while he helped with hers. He kissed her with his eyes before his mouth landed on hers. She was so primed, so ready, she wasn’t even sure they’d make it to the shower.

“You make me crazy.” He sighed, closing his eyes while she explored his neck with her tongue. “I lose control when I’m with you… and I’m not sure I like it.”

“I love it.” She closed her hand around his shaft, spreading the evidence of his arousal before gliding her hand up and down. “I love being the only one who gets to see this side of you.”

“Hmmm…” He traced her lower lip with his thumb before his free hand closed over her breast. “That’s true. You make me feel things, Ki.”

She wanted him to tell her she made him happy, satisfied, content. Instead he left her hanging, questioning what she made him feel. When she couldn’t stand the suspense any longer, she nibbled his jaw before whispering, “Tell me. Tell me what I make you feel.”

“Scared.”

She reared back, her hand falling. Of all the things she’d expected him to say, that hadn’t been one of the words that came to mind. “Why?”

“Staying detached is easier, safer.”

“You’re still questioning me? Us?” She tried to convince herself he was simply being cautious, that maybe he had the right idea, but it still felt like a slap in the face.

“I don’t know if that’s the right word.” He raked a hand through his hair, stepping back. “Look, just forget I said anything. Let’s—”

“I think I’ll take that shower now.”

 

***

 

Blaise cursed himself as soon as he heard the soft click of the bathroom door closing. She wasn’t mad—she was hurt, and that was so much worse. He walked over to the mini-bar and poured himself a drink. He tossed it back while he questioned why he couldn’t seem to help himself. They should be on solid ground, but he had to open his big mouth and say that he was scared. With every day that passed, he was a little less scared, though. He should have told her that. He should have told her that he was learning to have faith in what they had, to believe they had the strength to go the distance. Instead he’d said something stupid.

He had to fix it. Setting his empty glass down, he walked to the bathroom and was relieved to find she hadn’t locked him out. Her back was toward him as she let water pour over her.

Blaise entered slowly and whispered, “Hey,” so he wouldn’t startle her. He reached for her, pressing her back against his front. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I run my mouth without thinking.”

“It’s okay.” She leaned her head against his shoulder, heedless of the fact the water was pelting her cheek.

He shifted their bodies so he was taking the brunt of the hot spray on his back. “It’s not okay. I want to get this right, but I don’t have a lot of experience with this whole relationship thing. I guess that’s why I keep screwing up.” His hand skated over her stomach before closing over her smooth mound. Kissing her neck, he slid a finger between her legs, drawing a breathless moan from her. “Forgive me?”

“Yes.” Her eyes rolled back before closing. “Yes. I forgive you.”

He knew he shouldn’t ask for more, but he couldn’t help himself. “I want to wipe the slate clean, baby.” His shaft was slipping between her crevice, making it difficult for him to hold back. “Let’s start over. Can we do that?”

“Yes.” She planted her hands on the tiled wall, arching her back as she offered herself to him. “Please, Blaise. I need this. Now.”

She didn’t have to ask twice. As he slid into her, stretching her slowly, he couldn’t remember wanting a woman more. Of course, every time he made love to Kiara, it ratcheted his desire higher. He slipped his hands down her back, admiring her flawless body as her soft moans filled the steamy shower. His hands found her full breasts, squeezing with just enough pressure to make her squirm as she drove harder, meeting his thrusts.

He wanted this to last forever. As his mind took him places he didn’t want to go—picturing their demise, imagining her walking away—he became more frantic, gripping her hips and plunging into her with a roughness that sent her spiralling into a violent climax. She didn’t look over her shoulder at him, question his approach, or say a word. She was silent, allowing him to take her where he needed to go.

He needed to possess her, to make her realize that she belonged to him and could never be complete without him, just as he could never be complete without her. His frenetic thrusts felt wild and uncontrolled, orgasms no longer his objective. No words passed between them. Kiara remained soundless, which should have tipped him off that something was wrong. He couldn’t find his voice either, except to grunt with the force of his deep, harsh plunges. Finally, his body reached its breaking point, demanding release. He took immense pleasure in filling her, enjoying an intimacy with her no one else had had.

When their breathing calmed, his rational mind raised the warning flag, suggesting he may have gone too far. “Baby…” He turned her around and pulled her against his chest. “I wasn’t too rough, was I?” When she didn’t respond, his heart tripped. Pulling back to look at her, he brushed his thumbs over her cheeks. “Sweetheart, are you okay?”

“I should ask you that question. Where were you just now?”

“Right here, with you,” he said, panicked at the vacant look in her eyes.

“Really?” She reached for the door handle. “Because it kind of felt like you were somewhere else.”

 

***

 

When they fell into bed half an hour later, after she’d locked herself in the bathroom to dry her hair, Kiara let Blaise pull her against his chest. She was still looking for the connection she’d missed during their sex. He had used her body as a vessel. Nothing more.

“I’m sorry if I hurt you,” he whispered.

“You didn’t.” She loved rough sex as much as the next girl, but she’d thought they were both looking for something more tonight. She’d smelled liquor on his breath when he stepped in the shower, but he’d only had one or two drinks at her parents’ place. Someone Blaise’s size would have to have more than a few drinks for it to have any effect. “I just wasn’t expecting that.”

“I wasn’t either, to tell you the truth.”

That was all she wanted—the truth. Or did she?

He kissed her shoulder. “I let my mind wander, go places it shouldn’t have gone, especially when we were making love.”

“We weren’t making love. That was sex.”

His arms tensed around her. “Every time I’m with you, I’m making love to you, whether it’s hard and fast or slow and gentle. Would you have preferred slow and gentle? Is that why you’re upset?”

She rolled onto her back, looking at him in the dim light of the bedside lamp he’d left on. “I’m not upset. I’m confused. I want to know what you were thinking, why you were like that.”

“I don’t know.” He rolled onto his back and covered his face with his forearm. “I want to be a certain way with you, but every time I try, it’s like my demons take over instead.”

Kiara wanted to understand what drove him, but she could tell he was reluctant to share, and that made her fearful of pushing too hard. She’d made that mistake with other boyfriends, and she wanted to believe she’d learned. “Your demons? What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.” He sighed. “Sometimes I feel like I’m my own worst enemy. I know you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, but I just keep telling myself it’s too good to be true, so I can’t get too attached.”

Kiara was stunned. While she was falling in love with him, he was trying to prevent himself from getting too attached? “Then I guess we have a problem, don’t we?” She clutched the sheet against her chest, suddenly feeling too exposed.

“What do you mean?” He rolled onto his side, propping his head in one hand as he supported his weight with his elbow.

“You’re determined to keep your guard up, and I’m trying so hard to let my guard down.” She was angry with herself when the sting of tears burned her eyes. She didn’t want to cry. Not again.

“Baby, please don’t do that. Don’t get upset.”

“How the hell am I supposed to feel?” She felt all the progress they’d made with her parents slipping away. Was that how it would always be with Blaise? One step forward, two steps back? Simply because the baggage he carried from his past wouldn’t allow him to have faith in her or their relationship? When he didn’t respond, she said, “Maybe you should go.”

“What?” He sat up, glaring at her. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I have to be here a couple more days to meet with Chad and my friends. But maybe it would be best if you just head home.”

“Why?”

“I’ve got to keep my head in the game while I’m here. I can’t be distracted by personal problems.” She almost wished she could retract her statement when she saw the hurt in his eyes.

“So that’s what I am to you? A problem?” He jumped up and threw on the clothes he’d discarded earlier. “You don’t want me here? Fine. I’ll go. Maybe that’ll give you a chance to reconnect with your ex, huh?”

With that one scathing comment, he’d wiped away any remorse or guilt she felt. “You’re so clueless.”

“I’m clueless?” he shouted, pulling on his boots. “I’m clueless? Girl, I think I’m finally beginning to get a clue.”

Kiara fell back on the bed and closed her eyes, wincing when the slam of the door rattled her.

 

***

 

Kiara’s business meeting went better than expected. Apparently Chad had already decided to sign with her, thanks to his brother’s prompting, and their meeting was just a formality. That meant she had good reason to tie one on with her old friends, and her desire to drink had nothing to do with Blaise. That’s what she told herself as she followed the hostess to the table for ten in the back of the upscale bar. According to her old college roommate, Layla, it was the city’s newest hotspot, and they couldn’t have gotten a table without her brother, the assistant manager, putting them on the guest list.

Oh, hell no. Eli? She’d trusted Layla to get the old gang together, but she didn’t think that would include her ex-boyfriend. She didn’t know why she was surprised. Given the downward spiral of her personal life lately, his presence seemed fitting.

“There she is,” her old friends said, standing to greet her with hugs and kisses.

Those men and women had been like her second family during the tumultuous years when she was still trying to find herself and figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. Seeing them again stirred her emotions, reminding her of a simpler time when she’d been a different person.

“It’s great to see you guys.” Kiara gave Eli a quick hug so their friends wouldn’t sense any tension between them. She didn’t want to ruin the evening with lingering awkwardness between her and Eli. As far as their friends knew, she and her ex had parted friends and lost contact when she moved away.

“It’s good to see you too,” Eli said, scanning her body with obvious appreciation.

She’d selected a short, tight, backless, jade green dress and nude stilettos. Her outfit was appropriate for the upscale nightspot, but had she known Eli would be there, she would have opted for a more conservative selection. “Sorry, I’m late.” She claimed the free seat next to Layla. “I got a call from a client on my way out the door.”

“Always on call, huh?” Eli asked, raising an eyebrow.

She knew he was trying to goad her, but it wouldn’t work. She was determined to enjoy herself whether he was there or not. “I’m not complaining.” She smiled as she squeezed Layla’s arm. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Layla’s husband, Geoffrey, got up and reached for one of several opened bottles of wine in the middle of the table. “You still prefer red, Kiara?”

“Perfect, thank you.” She covered Geoffrey’s hand with her own when he laid it on her shoulder. She’d been the maid of honor at their wedding six years ago. They’d married months after graduation and now had two adorable boys. “How’re the boys?”

Layla beamed. “Great.”

Layla had always wanted to be a mother, and Kiara remembered how happy she’d been each time she called to tell her she was pregnant.

“Let me see pics.” Kiara inclined her head toward the iPhone resting by Layla’s purse.

“Okay.” She giggled. “I think I have one of Trevor in his hockey uniform. You gotta see it. So cute.”

Kiara grinned at the picture. She could tell, even with the helmet and face mask, that the little boy was smiling from ear to ear. “Looks like a future pro to me. Just remember, when he needs an agent, tell him to call Auntie Kiara.”

Geoffrey reclaimed his seat on the other side of his wife. He folded his hands in front of him as he looked toward the ceiling. “From your lips to God’s ears.”

“So what’s new with you?” Layla asked. “We haven’t had a chance to talk for a couple months. Any new men in your life?”

“As a matter of fact, there is.” Kiara took a sip of her wine, hoping her voice didn’t betray her concern. She hadn’t heard from Blaise since he’d stormed out of her hotel room, but she didn’t believe for a minute they were over. It was a lovers’ quarrel. By the time she returned home tomorrow night, they’d both be calmer and more rational.

“Oh, tell us!” Layla said, clapping.

Geoffrey rolled his eyes. “Living vicariously again, honey?”

“Maybe.” Layla grinned. “Don’t keep us in suspense. Tell us all about him.”

A few pairs of eyes drifted to Eli, obviously trying to gauge whether he was uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. To his credit, he feigned disinterest, checking his phone instead of looking at Kiara.

“Well, he was a boxer,” Kiara said.

“No way,” her friend Harry said, grinning. “I love boxing. What’s his name?”

“Um…” She hadn’t intended to share that, just in case it didn’t work out between them. She hated thinking the worst, but she had no way of knowing what Blaise was thinking or feeling. When she noted all the eyes on her, Kiara knew she couldn’t avoid the question without raising more questions, so she took a deep swallow of wine. “Blaise Thomas.”

Harry’s eyes widened. “You’re shitting me.”

The table erupted in laughter before Kiara shook her head. “Nope.”

“Wow.” Still seemingly stunned, Harry asked, “What’s he been doing since he retired, aside from keeping a low profile?”

“He bought a gym.” Kiara hoped she wasn’t divulging too much information about Blaise’s personal life. She knew he guarded his privacy, but since he’d intended to be there with her, she assumed he would have been answering the same questions himself. “He’s training a few amateur boxers.” She laughed lightly. “I guess it’s still in his blood.”

“Damn shame the way he went out,” Harry said, grimacing. “That Morin is a dirty S.O.B.”

Kiara couldn’t tell her friends she was now representing her boyfriend’s nemesis. Nor could she admit she was selfishly happy that Blaise’s boxing career had ended before they met. She couldn’t imagine watching the man she loved trade bloody blows for a paycheck.

Layla nudged Kiara’s arm. “So is it serious?”

“We’re still getting to know each other,” Kiara said, trying to be cautious. “I’m not sure where it will go, but I’m pretty crazy about him.” She didn’t want to give Eli the impression her relationship with Blaise was on the rocks, though it very well may be if he was still as angry as he’d been when he left.

“I’m so happy for you,” Layla said, drawing her into a one-armed hug.

“Thanks.”

“Oh listen, Kiara,” Eli said, pointing at the D.J. commanding the stage in front of the large dance floor. “They’re playing our song.”

“Walking Away” had never been their song. Eli was just being a jerk, trying to say that she’d been the one to walk away, which wasn’t true. Their breakup was mutual, respectful, and she hated that he seemed determined to add a layer of bitterness to it that hadn’t been there.

“Come dance with me.” He stood before she could respond and walked around the table to offer his hand.

She could have declined, but that would have lent an air of awkwardness to the evening, so she accepted his outstretched hand with a tight smile. She turned to their friends. “Excuse us, we’ll be back in a few minutes.”

As soon as they were dancing, he asked, “Trouble in paradise already?”

“What are you talking about?” She knew he was referring to Blaise, but she wanted him to ask so he could hear how pathetic he sounded, fishing for trouble.

“You and your boyfriend.” He smirked. “I saw the look on your face when Harry and Layla asked about him. You were uncomfortable.”

“You’re imagining things.”

“You forget, we were together a long time. I know you.”

She supposed he was right. She liked to think she’d matured since she and Eli were together, but if he could still read her so easily, maybe she hadn’t matured as much as she believed. “You think you know me, but you don’t, not anymore. I’m a different person now.”

“We’re all fundamentally the same at the core.” He clasped his hands at the base of her spine. “Morals, values, hopes, dreams, those things make up the fiber of who you are. Those things don’t change.”

She wanted to argue, but he made a valid point.

“Places, faces, all that may change, but you’re still the same person you were back then. You’re still looking for love. You’ve always been looking for that once-in-a-lifetime love that you read about in books and sigh over in those girly movies you love to watch.”

She could pretend he was wrong, but what was the point? Everyone who knew her believed she was a hopeless romantic. “What’s your point?”

“You really think that guy understands what you need?” He chuckled. “His idea of a romantic evening is probably beer and pretzels at a dive sports bar.”

Kiara stepped back, narrowing her eyes. “I came here to reconnect with my old friends. It’s unfortunate that means I have to suffer through an evening with you, but I’m willing to be cordial so long as you understand Blaise is off-limits.”

“Listen,” he said, holding up his hands, “I’m just trying to—”

“I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to convince me he’s not good enough for me, and you couldn’t be more wrong. He has everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner… and more.” As soon as the words left her lips, Kiara knew they were true. Blaise was everything she’d ever wanted. He may still have some issues to work through, but so did she. She wanted them to work through those issues together.

She just hoped it wasn’t too late.


 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Blaise kept glancing at the time on the cell phone lying on his desk. He couldn’t help it. Kiara was due at the gym in twenty minutes for a session with her trainer, and he wondered if she would show. He hadn’t seen or heard from her since their argument, and questioning where they stood was making him crazy.

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said,” Rowan said, tossing a pencil at Blaise.

“Sorry.” Blaise caught the pencil against his chest before swiping a hand over his face. “My mind was somewhere else.”

“On that girl again, huh?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You’re still sabotaging it?”

“Rowan, don’t,” Blaise warned, glaring at his brother.

“If I don’t, who will? Everyone else is afraid of you.” He sighed. “You know I’m just looking out for you. I want you to be happy, and from what you’ve told me about Kiara, she could make you happy if you quit making it your mission to drive her away.”

“I’m not trying to drive her away.” Blaise was frustrated, because that was exactly what he seemed to be doing.

“You’re sure as hell not trying to make this thing more solid, are you?”

“I want to.” Blaise was tired of feeling insecure and uncertain about what they had. He wanted to be confident, sure that they loved each other enough and believed in each other enough to go the distance. “I just don’t know how.”

“Why can’t you talk to her the way you talk to me?”

“What?” Blaise stared at him, processing the question. “What are you getting at?”

“You give it to me straight. Why can’t you do the same with your lady?” Rowan asked.

Blaise didn’t even have to think about it. “I guess I don’t want her to know how…” Defenseless I feel with her.

“You don’t want to appear weak. Admit it.”

“If you know, why the hell did you ask?” Blaise snapped the pencil with one hand and tossed the broken pieces at Rowan. “You enjoy watching me squirm, or what?”

“No, I’m trying to help you realize you’re never gonna get what you want from your relationship until you figure out how to be honest with her. Let your guard down. Show her the real you.”

“Since when are you such an expert?”

Rowan chuckled. “It so happens I’m an expert at screwing up relationships. I’ve driven away every woman who’s ever cared about me, and I see you making the same mistakes I’ve made. Probably the same mistakes you’ve made yourself dozens of times.” He sighed. “Look, all I’m saying is if you want a different outcome, you’ve got to change things up.”

Before Blaise could respond, someone knocked on the door. “Come in.”

Kiara poked her head in, her smile fading when she spotted Rowan. “Oh, I’m sorry to interrupt. I can come back later.”

“No,” Rowan said, jumping to his feet. “I was just leaving. Come on in.”

Kiara seemed hesitant since Blaise wasn’t the one issuing the invitation. “Um, are you sure?” she asked Blaise.

“Definitely.” Blaise beckoned her. Damn, she looked good in her black cotton-spandex tank top and running shorts, and her long hair tied up in a ponytail.

“Since my brother seems to be a little tongue-tied,” Rowan said, hooking a finger over his shoulder as he smiled at Kiara and offered his hand, “I’ll make the introductions. I’m Rowan. You must be Kiara.”

“Yes, I am.” She shook Rowan’s hand, smiling warmly. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Blaise has told me so much about you.”

Rowan winced. “I’d like to tell you it’s not true, but I’m afraid it is.”

“Hey,” Kiara said, gripping his forearm, “nobody’s perfect. I’m not here to judge.”

Just like that, she melted Blaise’s heart. The fact that she was willing to overlook his brother’s mistakes as easily as she’d overlooked his gave him hope that maybe she wasn’t looking for perfection after all.

“I’ll catch up with you later, Row,” Blaise said, sitting up straighter.

“Yeah, sure.” Rowan grinned at Kiara before looking over his shoulder. “Do not screw this up.”

Kiara closed the door behind Rowan before facing Blaise. She seemed a little uncertain. “Hi.”

“Hi, yourself.”

“I’m sorry for the way we left things.” She stood behind one of the two guest chairs, gripping the back of the wooden frame.

“It wasn’t your fault. It was mine. I’m the one who should be sorry, and I am.” He’d had countless hours to replay that night in his mind. If he hadn’t let old insecurities dominate their time together, that argument never would have happened. Her body language made him uncomfortable. He wanted her to be sitting in his lap, with her arms around his neck, not halfway across the room with a solid barrier between them. “I guess the question is whether we can put it behind us.”

She blew out a long, slow breath. “I really want to.”

“Good, so do I.” He grinned. “So why the hell are you still standing way over there? Get over here, girl.”

She wasted no time obeying his command. The armless chair allowed her to straddle him, threading her hands through his hair. “I missed you as soon as you left.” Her lips met his.

“I missed you too, baby.” He buried his face in her neck, breathing in her scent. “How’d your meeting go?”

“Great, I signed him.”

“Awesome, congrats. We’ll have to celebrate later.” He nuzzled the skin behind her ear and grinned when she trembled. “How ‘bout the dinner with your friends? Did you have fun?”

She pulled away slightly, planting her hands on his shoulders. “Um, Eli was there. I had no idea he would be until I got there.”

“Huh.” Blaise could allow his jealousy to rise to the surface, but he didn’t want to end up back where they’d started, so he held his temper. “How did that go?”

“You’re not upset?” she asked, sounding surprised.

“That depends. How did it go? Did he give you a hard time?”

“He tried, but I put him in his place.”

He tightened his grip, drawing her closer. “That’s my girl.”

“You’re not going to ask what happened?”

“Don’t need to. I trust you.” And he did. He knew she wouldn’t end up in her ex-boyfriend’s arms looking for comfort just because they’d had a fight. She was better than that. They were more solid than that.

“Thank you.” She slid her hand over the stubble on his jaw. “Seriously, that means a lot to me.”

“Yeah, well, you mean everything to me.” He smacked her bottom. “Get your sweet self out there and get that session over with so I can take you home.”

She looked intrigued. “Hmm, what do you have in mind?”

He drew her lower lip between his teeth. “Make-up sex. Lots and lots of really hot make-up sex.”

 

***

 

Kiara was surprised to find Rowan waiting for her outside his brother’s office.

“Your trainer’s running late. You mind if we talk before your session?” he said.

“Sure.”

He gestured toward an empty office. “Let’s go in here. Sadie’s left for the day.”

“Okay.” She followed him, suddenly uneasy. Was he going to warn her off, tell her he didn’t think she was right for his brother? “Um, what’s up?”

“My brother’s crazy about you. Surely you know that.”

“I’m crazy about him too.”

“Good.” Rowan perched on the edge of the desk. “I’m glad to hear that.” He sighed. “You know Blaise and I have been estranged for a while, right?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think he’s had anyone looking out for him in a long time. I mean, he has friends, and he had his manager and trainers, but—”

“They’re not his family.” She squeezed his hand. “I get it.”

“Blaise was always there for me growing up, and I guess I feel like I let him down, getting messed up with all that shit. I want to make him proud now and have his back.”

“That’s why you wanted to talk to me?” Kiara asked, touched by the sentiment. “To make sure that I’m not going to hurt him?”

“You may think this is none of my business, and you’re right, but—”

She smiled. “It’s okay. I know this is coming from a place of concern. Tell me what you need to know to put your mind at ease.”

“Do you love him?”

Wow, that was direct. “Yes.”

“Could you see yourself spending your life with him?”

Kiara held her breath for a minute before she responded. “We’re still getting to know each other. We have a long way to go before we decide about the future.”

“But you’re not discounting the possibility?”

“No, of course not.”

Rowan seemed to weigh his words carefully. “He needs somebody that he can count on. A woman. A partner.” He sighed. “He likes to pretend that he doesn’t need anyone, that he’s a tough guy, and he is…”

“But everyone needs someone, right?” She’d always thought so. That was why she’d never stopped looking for the one.

“Yeah.” Rowan shrugged. “The way we grew up, we learned pretty early on that you can’t trust anyone, not even your parents. That’s why it’s so hard for Blaise to trust a woman.”

“I suspected that.” Kiara hoped the one other person who could shed some light on Blaise’s childhood would trust her enough to let her in on their family secrets.

“He’s been through a lot.”

Kiara touched Rowan’s shoulder. “You both have.”

“Yeah, but he was the one always trying to drag me out. I can’t tell you how many times he hunted me down, beat the shit out of my dealer, and dragged me back home. He tried so hard to help me find my way, but I kept getting lost. Eventually he realized there was nothing he could do, that I was taking him down with me.”

“I’m sure that was a very painful decision,” Kiara said softly. “I know how much he loves you.”

“He did the right thing. He walked away because he had to—he didn’t have a choice. I guess that’s part of the reason I wanted to talk to you. I feel like I may have been the person to break his spirit, and you’re the one who could help to rebuild it.”

Kiara was touched that Rowan thought so highly of her, but she couldn’t deny that his words were a heavy burden. “I think having you back in his life has already helped with that.”

“He’ll try to push you away. Not because he wants to, but because he questions whether he can really have a normal, healthy relationship. He’s never had one, and we sure as hell didn’t have a good example of that growing up.”

“I understand.” She did understand, even if she couldn’t relate.

“Do you understand?” Rowan looked her in the eye, refusing to allow her to look away. “Do you really? He won’t make it easy for you. You’ll want to leave him. I know you will because he’ll make you crazy by questioning you all the time about what you see in him.”

“How do you know all this?” Kiara asked. “Has Blaise talked to you about me? About us?”

Rowan shrugged. “He needed someone to talk to. He didn’t want to, though. I practically had to drag it out of him. But if addiction’s taught me one thing, it’s how harmful keeping everything bottled up like that can be. Especially since Blaise isn’t fighting anymore. He doesn’t have that outlet.”

“Would it be selfish of me to admit I’m glad he’s not boxing anymore?” Kiara said, feeling guilty for voicing her feelings to someone who may have a very different take on the situation.

“No, it’s not selfish.” Rowan slid farther back on the desk, letting his feet dangle an inch or two above the floor. “You love him. You’d worry about him if he were still in the ring. But make no mistake, Kiara, he lost a big part of himself when he had to retire.”

“I can imagine.” She knew how she would feel if she couldn’t work anymore. It would crush her.

“This gym is helping some, and working with fighters again…” He clasped his hands between his knees. “That’s a double-edged sword. He never wanted to be the guy outside the ring. I think he’d be a great trainer or manager, but his heart is still inside the ring. That’s where he feels he belongs.”

“I know.” Kiara walked around the small office to put some space between herself and the truth so she could breathe. “You don’t think he’d ever try to fight again, do you? Against doctor’s orders?” Seeing him take that kind of risk, knowing the outcome could be catastrophic, would kill her.

“He’s never said anything to lead me to believe he would,” Rowan said. “I think now that you’re in his life, he feels he has too much to lose.”

Kiara had mixed feelings about being the reason Blaise wasn’t willing to put his health on the line. She wanted him to love himself enough to want to stay safe. “I should see if Max is ready for me. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

Rowan eased off the desk and walked toward Kiara. Gripping her shoulders, he knelt enough to look her directly in the eye. “Thanks for talking to me. I just wanted to warn you that it’s going to be hard with Blaise, but I know he’s worth fighting for.”

“I do too.”

Rowan hugged her. “Thank you. That’s all I needed to hear.”


 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Blaise was on his way out the door, suitcase in hand, when a ghost from his past appeared. “Marla, what the hell are you doing here?”

She glanced at the suitcase. “Going somewhere?” Before he could answer, she snuck past him. “I’m sorry, but we have to talk.”

“I haven’t got a lot of time.” He closed the door. “Whatever it is, make it quick.”

“Where are you going?” she asked, drawing her bulky black coat tighter around her.

“My girlfriend’s birthday.” He led her into the living room. “I’m taking her to the Bahamas.”

Marla perched on the edge of his leather sofa as she crossed her arms. “She must be pretty special. She’s the sports agent, right? The one who’s representing… my so-called husband?”

Blaise couldn’t pretend to be surprised Marla and Casey were on the outs again, but if she thought he’d be willing to soothe her pain she was delusional. “Ugh, don’t remind me.” His blood pressure rose every time he knew Kiara was meeting with that loser.

“When he told me he was going to get her to represent him, I never thought she would actually go for it. Why did she?”

“Her career is important to her. Morin is the current heavyweight champion. She and her boss thought it would be prudent to venture into the boxing arena with someone like him.”

“Her career is important to her?” Her eyes were downcast, her voice soft, hinting at a side of her he’d never seen before. “More important to her than you?”

Blaise couldn’t help but notice how wrung-out Marla looked and wondered if the timid approach was part of her strategy. “I’m not talking to you about Kiara. She’s none of your business. Why don’t you just tell me why you’re here so we can both be on our way?”

She shrugged her coat off, revealing an unmistakable baby bump.

“You’re pregnant?” he whispered, feeling an unmistakable shift in his equilibrium.

“Four months. I guess I don’t have to tell you what that means?”

“Oh, hell no.” Blaise raked a hand through his hair, struggling to draw breath. “I used a condom every goddamn time we were together. No way is that baby mine.”

“I used condoms with Casey too. They’re not one hundred percent. All I know is I was only with two men around that time, so one of you has to be the daddy.”

“He’s your husband!” Blaise said, pacing in front of the stone fireplace. “You must have been with him a hell of a lot more than you were with me. Odds are the kid is his.” He prayed that was the case. He wasn’t ready to be a father, especially to the child of a woman he could barely stand.

“Actually, I retraced my steps, so to speak.” She stared at the floor. “We had sex three times that last weekend we were together. Casey was away, remember?”

“I don’t remember much about that time,” he muttered, knowing his memory lapse wouldn’t help him. This was real. He was in this mess whether he wanted to be or not.

“Yeah, well, I do. I keep a journal too.” Her hand trembled as she pulled a flowery book from her oversized designer handbag. “Would you like to read it?”

“Why the hell would I want to read your journal?” he asked, glaring at the book as if it were a bomb ready to go off.

“I wrote about what happened around the time I conceived. My doctor tells me that a woman’s fertile period is four to five days before and the day of ovulation. According to my timetable, I was with him five days before and you the day of, so that means there’s a 50/50 chance the baby is yours.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” That was so much more than he wanted to know about the female reproductive system. He’d hoped by the time he was ready to become a daddy, it would happen naturally, without having to consider the mechanics Marla was inundating him with.

“If you don’t believe me, check it out,” she said, thrusting the book at him.

“What the hell?” He held his hands up in a defensive posture. “Are you crazy? I don’t want to read that!”

“Suit yourself.” She put the book back in her bag and retrieved a manila folder. “Here’s a copy of my medical records. It outlines how far along I am and the approximate date of conception. I included the ultrasound photos if you want to see the baby.”

“I don’t want to see it.” If he did, he’d have to admit he wasn’t likely to wake up from this nightmare.

“You might want to,” she said, taking an ultrasound picture from the file. “It’s a boy.”

He took the photo with a trembling hand. He’d never seen an ultrasound and thought when the time came, he would feel elation, not fear and anxiety. “We need a paternity test.”

“Well, duh.” She rolled her eyes. “Unfortunately I can’t have one until after the baby is born. It’s too risky.” She rubbed her belly. “I don’t care what you or Casey say, I’m not putting my son’s life at risk.”

“So Morin obviously knows. How is he handling it?” Blaise didn’t think Morin could be dealing with it any worse than he was. It took everything in Blaise not to throw up all over the polished wood floor.

“He didn’t know the baby’s paternity was up for debate until today.” She bit her lip, her eyes downcast. “I suspected he’d been cheating on me all along, but I walked in on him with someone else today.”

“I’m sorry,” Blaise muttered, though he couldn’t truly care less.

“I lashed out, told him the baby may not be his. I wanted to hurt him the way he hurt me,” she whispered.

Blaise felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. No doubt Kiara was wondering why he was late picking her up. He couldn’t talk to her now, though. If he did, he would fall apart. “So? What happened? How did he react?”

“He would have hit me if she hadn’t been there.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m used to it, but I couldn’t stand him hurting my baby. He hasn’t laid a hand on me since he found out I was pregnant.” She closed her hands around her stomach. “He knows I’ll do whatever it takes to protect this little peanut.”

Blaise drew a body-racking breath as his mind raced to find some solution to the mounting problems that were quickly making up the fiber of his life. Just a few short hours ago, he’d been looking forward to a few days of fun in the sun with the love of his life. Now he was faced with the prospect of becoming a father, and he had to figure out how to tell Kiara while praying she wouldn’t walk away.

“Did he kick you out?” Blaise asked. “Do you need money for a hotel?” He knew Morin was controlling. He gave Marla an allowance, one credit card, and access to a bank account with limited funds. It was his way of keeping her under his thumb, but because Marla seemed content with the arrangement, since it meant she didn’t have to work, Blaise had never questioned it.

“I can’t stay in a hotel,” she said, paling. “He could track me down.”

“Use a different name.” Blaise didn’t know how that would work, since she’d need I.D. to check in, but he was getting desperate. He had to get out of there. He needed to see Kiara. He needed room to breathe, to think, to decide what his next course of action would be. “Or maybe you could stay with family or friends?”

She frowned. “I don’t have friends. My only family is my mother, and she lives in a nursing home in Colorado.”

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” Blaise said, throwing up his hands. “I’m fresh out of ideas. How about you?”

“Maybe I could stay here while you’re away?”

“No!” He opted for a softer tone when he said, “You can’t stay here.”

“You’re right.” A tear glided down her cheek. “He’d probably come looking for me here. But I’m so scared. I have nowhere to go, no one to turn to. What am I going to do?”

Any feelings Blaise had once had for Marla were dead, but that didn’t mean he wanted to see her hurt. Especially if the baby she was carrying was his.

The doorbell rang, and Marla jumped, her eyes widening. “Who’s that? You don’t think it’s him, do you?”

“Relax, it’s probably just my brother. He was going to pick up a key so he could check on the place and pick up my mail while I’m away.”

“You found your brother?” She smiled softly. “That’s great, Blaise. You must be relieved.”

The tender look in her eyes reminded him there had been a time, not so long ago, when he’d cared about her. Before the lies and deception. Maybe a part of the girl he’d thought he loved still remained. He hoped so, at least for the baby’s sake.

“I’ll be right back,” he mumbled.

“Hey, buddy,” Rowan said when Blaise opened the door. “Sorry I’m late. I got a flat tire, so I had to borrow a friend’s bike.” He pointed at the motorcycle in the circular drive. “I guess that’s what I get for buying a cheap junker, huh? I’m trying to get more hours at the restaurant so I can—”

“I need to talk to you,” Blaise said, stepping outside and closing the door.

“You got company?” Rowan asked, pointing at the silver Lexus.

“Yeah, unexpected company.” Blaise sighed, running a hand over his face. “I don’t have a lot of time, so hear me out, Row.”

“Okay.”

“My ex is here, who also happens to be Morin’s wife.”

“What’s she doing here?” Rowan sneaked a peek through the glass panel alongside the front door. “Doesn’t she know you’re with Kiara now? She’s not trying to get back together with you, is she?”

“No, nothing like that.” Blaise hoped she wasn’t harboring any thought of reconciling with him, because that would never happen. “She’s pregnant.” He didn’t wait for Rowan to speak before he said, “There’s a chance the baby’s mine.”

Rowan stumbled back. “Oh, man, talk about lousy timing. Just when you and Kiara were getting close. How do you think she’s going to take it?”

“Gee, I don’t know,” Blaise said, glaring at his brother. “How would you react if your girlfriend told you she was pregnant with some other dude’s kid? My guess is Ki’s not gonna be too thrilled.”

“Are you gonna tell her now?”

Blaise took a deep breath. “No. I don’t want to ruin her birthday.”

“But won’t she be pissed if she finds out you knew and didn’t tell her?”

“She’s gonna be upset no matter when I tell her. A few days won’t make a difference.”

“Your call, man.” Rowan shrugged. “Do you need me to do anything?”

“Stay here with Marla while I’m away.”

“Are you crazy?”

Blaise gripped Rowan’s shoulder. “Please, just do this for me. I need this time with Kiara, to figure out how to tell her about the baby. But Marla’s afraid of Morin. She doesn’t want to go to a hotel, in case he tracks her down, and she doesn’t have anyone else she can stay with.” Blaise knew he was asking a lot of his brother, but he didn’t see another way. He couldn’t live with himself if Morin did something to them and he could have prevented it.

“You need to find out if that kid she’s carrying is yours, bro. She could be taking you for a ride.”

Marla was a master manipulator who’d played both him and her husband, and Blaise wouldn’t put anything past her. “I’ll find out just as soon as I can. In the meantime, will you stay here with her, make sure she’s safe?”

“Sure, but—”

Blaise fished keys out of his pocket and handed them to Rowan. “Drive my Suburban. I’ll take the car to pick up Kiara, and we can take an airport limo from her place. Take Marla with you when you go to pick up your things. I don’t want her staying here alone.”

“You think Morin will come here looking for her?”

“It depends.” Blaise knew if he did, it wouldn’t end well. “I don’t know how invested he is in their relationship anymore. Maybe he’s happy to be rid of her.” Considering Marla had found him in bed with another woman, that was a distinct possibility. “Listen, there’s a gun in the safe. I’ll text you the combination.”

“I’m not afraid of Morin.”

Blaise admired his brother’s fearlessness, but he had reason to be cautious. “Don’t be an idiot. The guy’s a world-class boxer with a serious mean streak. He hates me, and if he shows up here looking for Marla, he won’t hesitate to go through you to get to her.” Blaise felt guilty for putting his brother in this position. “On second thought, maybe I should just call Kiara and tell her to take a girlfriend on the trip.”

“Don’t you dare.” Rowan grabbed Blaise’s shoulders and turned him toward the door. “You’re going on that trip, and you’re going to show that beautiful lady the time of her life. Don’t worry about things here. I’ve got it covered.”

“Are you sure?” Blaise asked, glancing at Rowan over his shoulder.

“Positive.”

Marla met them in the foyer. “I was just going to come looking for you.” Her eyes landed on Rowan. “This must be your brother.” She stepped forward, offering her hand. “I’m Marla Morin.”

“Rowan Thomas.” He gave her a cursory glance as he shook her hand. “Looks like we’re going to be roomies for a few days, Marla. If you’re okay with that?”

She looked at Blaise. “You don’t mind if I stay here while you’re gone? Are you sure?”

He didn’t exactly have a choice. She had him backed into a corner, and she knew it. “You’ll be in good hands with my brother.”

Marla’s eyes glided over Rowan. “I’m sure I will.”

Blaise was relieved Rowan didn’t seem the least bit interested. Apparently his kid brother had standards. “So I gotta go.” Shaking Rowan’s hand, he said, “I can’t thank you enough for doing this, Row.”

“Are you kidding?” He smirked as he pulled Blaise into a hug. “I owe you big time. This doesn’t even begin to repay my debt. Give your girl a birthday kiss for me, and don’t worry about a thing. Just have a good time.”

Marla’s little bombshell had put the kibosh on the vacation for him, but Blaise would bend over backward to make sure it didn’t ruin Kiara’s trip.

 

***

 

It was their third day in the Bahamas, Kiara’s birthday, and she couldn’t shake the feeling something was wrong with Blaise. He seemed distracted, checking his phone dozens of times a day.

At lunch that day, she reached across the table for his hand. “Babe, is something bothering you? You’ve been kind of quiet.” That was an understatement, but she didn’t want to put him on the defensive. They were in a tropical paradise, looking out on a white sandy beach with turquoise water, and Blaise acted as though they were facing the threat of a tsunami.

“No.” He took off his baseball cap and brushed his hair back before replacing it. “I’m fine.” He smiled. “What do you want to do this afternoon? The shopping tour, maybe?”

She knew he was trying to distract her, which only worried her more. “I don’t want to go on a tour. I want to talk.”

He picked up the plastic menu, perusing it. “Wanna split some nachos? I’m not all that hungry, but we should probably eat something.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” she asked, trying to keep her voice down in deference to the diners around them. “I said I want to talk.”

“So talk.” He reached for her strawberry daiquiri and took a sip. “I’ve never been into these fruity drinks, but I have to admit, this isn’t half bad.”

Kiara stood, reaching for her beach bag. “Let’s take a walk.” No way would she have this conversation in front of dozens of happy couples and families. She wanted to get him alone, on an isolated stretch of beach, where she was free to scream in frustration if it came to that.

“It’s your call.” He slipped his hand in hers as they retraced their steps back to the beach they’d spent the better part of the morning enjoying.

They walked in silence until they’d passed most of the other hotel patrons. She finally said, “I know something’s bothering you. The fact that you refuse to tell me what only makes it worse. My imagination has to fill in the blanks and I—”

“I didn’t want to have this conversation today, Ki. It’s your birthday.”

So he did have something to talk to her about. She knew it. “I don’t care whether it’s my birthday or not. I want to know what the hell’s going on with you, and I want to know now!”

He’d stripped his T-shirt off when they hit the beach, but he was still wearing black board shorts, a baseball cap turned backward, and a pair of Ray-Bans. He looked so sexy, so laid-back, no one would guess he was keeping a secret, but Kiara knew in her gut he was about to say something that would change everything.

“Marla came to see me before I left,” he said. “She had some news.”

“What kind of news?” Her sheer sarong blew up as the waves rushed in, soaking her feet and calves, but she barely felt the cool water.

“She’s pregnant.”

He said it so quietly she had to strain to hear him, but she couldn’t mistake his words, no matter how much she might have wished she’d misunderstood. “She’s pregnant? And she came to tell you. Which means—”

“She doesn’t know who the father is. It could be me or Morin.” He tugged on her hand, pulling her to a stop. Pushing his sunglasses up on top of his head, he gripped her shoulders. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am, baby. We were careful, I swear. But—”

“Condoms break,” she whispered. “She wasn’t using another form of birth control?”

“Apparently not.”

Kiara was grateful for the over-sized shades hiding her tears. Her sadness would only make him feel worse, and she could tell he was already a wreck. “Does Morin know?” She’d talked to her client before she left to let him know he could contact Sabrina if he had any problems while she was out of town, and he hadn’t said anything of a personal nature.

“He just found out the kid might not be his. Marla’s about four months along, so I have to assume he’s known about the pregnancy for a while.”

“But he thought the baby was his?” She wrapped her arms around herself. In spite of the warm sun beating down on her, she was freezing.

“Yes.”

“Why did Marla finally come clean? Was her conscience getting the better of her?” She didn’t know the woman, but based on the stories Blaise had told her, she had to wonder whether Marla even had a conscience.

Blaise rolled his eyes. “I don’t think that woman has an altruistic bone in her body. She told Morin out of spite, because she found him with another woman and was pissed.”

“Huh.” Kiara walked on for a few dozen feet before sinking into a high and dry spot on the sand. She knew Blaise would follow her, but he was giving her a few minutes to process the news before he joined her.

“Do you hate me?” he asked softly when he claimed the spot beside her.

“I could never hate you.” She stared at the impossibly blue sky, thinking how perfect the landscape was, even while her life was painfully imperfect.

“But you don’t want to be with me anymore, do you?”

The question sounded so simple, but it wasn’t. She loved him. How could she walk away? How could she watch him play daddy to Marla’s baby, a woman she already despised? “This is a lot to take in.”

“I know, baby. I am so, so sorry. I don’t know what else to say.”

“There’s nothing you can say.” She drew her legs up, digging her toes into the sand as she wrapped her arms around her knees. “We just have to figure out where to go from here.” Laying her head on her knees, she looked at him. “Do you want the baby to be yours?”

He was staring straight out at the water, refusing to look at her. “Honestly? I don’t know. At first, I panicked. I would have done anything for it not to be true.”

“But now that you’ve had some time to think about it, you’re warming to the idea of being a daddy.” She tore her gaze away, unable to look at him when he confirmed what she already knew.

“This has nothing to do with my feelings for Marla. If I’m totally honest, I can’t figure out what the hell I saw in her.”

Kiara had seen pictures of Morin and Marla online. “She’s beautiful. Any man would likely be attracted to her.”

“Her beauty is only skin deep.” Blaise sighed. “Inside she’s a pretty ugly person, but I guess I am too. Maybe that’s why we got along so well. We had a lot in common.”

It bothered Kiara that he judged himself so harshly. She saw a completely different side of him when they were together. “I know if this baby is yours, you’ll take care of them. I wouldn’t expect any less of you, knowing how hard you tried to protect your brother.”

“It’s a boy,” he said softly. “Marla found out the baby she’s carrying is a boy.”

“A son.” Kiara felt bitterness burn the back of her throat. She loved Blaise. She’d hoped to one day give him a son, but it seemed Marla had beaten her to it. “You may be having a son.”

“It all seems so surreal,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I still can’t wrap my head around it.”

“When will you know for sure whether the baby’s yours?” The sooner, the better as far as she was concerned. She didn’t want Blaise to live in limbo indefinitely, possibly falling in love with a baby that wasn’t even his.

“Marla said it would be dangerous to do the paternity test before the baby is born. I didn’t believe her, so I did a little research yesterday. Turns out she was telling the truth. It would require amniocentesis, and there’s some risk associated with that.”

“What kind of risk?” Kiara felt sick just thinking about the months of uncertainty they were facing, but she couldn’t put a baby’s life in jeopardy just for a paternity test.

“In rare cases, amniotic fluid can continue to leak, which means the baby would have to be delivered or the mother would miscarry. Since Marla’s only four months, I’m pretty sure the baby wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“So that’s not an option.” Obviously. “So you wait.”

“I guess.” Blaise rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “I’m not gonna lie, this’ll be the longest five months of my life.”

“I’m sure.” Kiara was at a loss. She didn’t know what to say, how to express her anger, or whether she even had the right to be angry. Did she have a right to be angry that fate was a cruel bitch who’d interceded when Kiara had finally found a man she could imagine spending her life with? Maybe. Maybe not. It didn’t matter, because she was seething. And sad. So sad.

“I hate that I had to tell you about this now. I wanted today to be special for you. I had this great dinner planned tonight and—”

She shook her head. “It’s okay. I’m glad you told me. I knew something was bothering you. It must have been rough to keep it from me these past few days.”

He reached for her hand before shifting his body so they were facing each other. “I hope you don’t think I was trying to be deceitful. I had every intention of telling you after the trip.”

“I know.” Looking into his eyes, she saw his sincerity. She knew he would never intentionally hurt her—that was what made it so difficult. She was in pain, yet neither of them were at fault. No one was.

“Baby, I need to know where we go from here. Not knowing is killing me.”

“I love you.” She touched his face. “I’m not going to stop loving you just because another woman is carrying your baby.” Just saying it aloud saddened her. How was she supposed to get through the next five months?

“But this has to be brutal for you. I know if you told me you were pregnant with another man’s child, even if you’d conceived before we got together, it would destroy me.” He kissed her hand. “I want that with you, Ki. I love you. I see a future with you, and that means”—he flattened his palm against his chest—“that I get to be the father of your children. Me. Not some random guy you used to know.”

He was trying to tell her that Marla didn’t mean anything to him, perhaps never had, but that didn’t make it any easier to process. “I’m not going to lie, I had the same feelings when you told me.”

He lowered his head, looking at the sand. “Ever since I found out, I’ve been trying to put myself in your position, and it hurts like hell just thinking about it. I can’t imagine how you feel.”

“I’m not sure I know how I feel yet. I’m still kind of numb.” When he looked at her, she said, “I’m sad. I’m really sad and hurt and confused, but that doesn’t mean I blame you. I don’t.”

“But you may blame me for the decision I made when I found out.”

Oh, no. Judging by his despondence, Kiara knew his news was about to go from bad to worse. “What did you do?” She withdrew her hand from his, holding her breath as she waited.

“I kind of invited Marla to stay at my house while I was away.”

“You what? Why?” Kiara scooted back on the sand, putting some distance between them. “Why would you do that?”

“She was afraid Morin would come after her now that he knows the truth about the baby. They got into a fight before she left.” He sighed. “I told you about his volatile temper, that he abused her.”

“You were trying to protect your baby.” She closed her eyes, wishing they weren’t essentially trapped in a tropical paradise together. She needed to get away from him. To think. To take back some control and figure out what her next move should be. Right now she felt powerless, as though everything was happening to her.

“I did what I thought I had to do.”

“What happens when you get back? Is she still going to stay with you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I asked Rowan to stay with her while I’m here, you know, to make sure Morin doesn’t get to her. I don’t know how I’m going to kick her out, though. She has nowhere else to go, no one else to turn to, and it’s not safe for her to—”

“I need to go.” She stood and broke into a jog.

“Kiara, wait!” He ran after her and caught up before they moved into the more populated area of the beach. “There are no more flights out of here today.”

“I’ll call Sabrina, ask her if Dylan can send the jet to pick me up.”

“Please don’t do that,” he said, looking panicked. “I can’t lose you.”

“And I can’t be with a man who’s shacking up with his pregnant ex-girlfriend. I’m sorry.”


 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Sabrina and Dylan had been waiting for Kiara at the airport, and they’d insisted on taking her to their house for an impromptu birthday dinner. She just wanted to be alone, but she couldn’t disappoint her friends, nor did she want to explain why she’d cut her trip short. The drive back to their house was short and quiet, with only soft country music filtering through the silence.

“I’m going to grab a quick shower before dinner,” Dylan said when he opened Kiara and Sabrina’s car doors. Kissing his fiancée, he whispered, “It’ll give you girls a chance to talk.”

Kiara grabbed Dylan’s wrist before he could make his escape. Standing on her tippy-toes, she kissed his cheek. “Thanks for sending your plane. I’m so lucky to have friends like you guys.”

Dylan pulled her into a hug and whispered, “I owe you more than I’ll ever be able to repay. You’re the reason Sabrina and I are back together, planning a wedding, and expecting our babies. Don’t think I’ll ever forget that.”

She squeezed him back as tears sprung to her eyes. “Love you.”

“Love you, birthday girl.” He framed her face before kissing her forehead.

Unable to hold back her emotions, Kiara reached for her best friend’s hand. “He’s the best, Sabrina. I’m so glad you have him in your life.”

“Me too.” Sabrina slipped her arm around Kiara’s waist, guiding her into the house. “Now let’s talk about you. What the hell happened to make you come home early? Did you and Blaise get into a fight?”

“No.” She couldn’t even describe it as a fight. A disagreement, maybe. “I guess we just had a difference of opinion.”

“It seems like it was more serious than that.”

Kiara laughed, thinking how utterly humorless their predicament was. “He thought his pregnant ex-girlfriend should live with him, and I disagreed.” She didn’t even disagree, necessarily. She saw that Blaise was in an impossible situation, but so was she. She didn’t feel like she had a choice, and he clearly felt the same way. They were both doing what they had to do, and that meant ending their relationship and putting the baby Marla was carrying first.

Sabrina stopped in her tracks, her eyes wide. “Did you just say what I think you said?”

“Yep.” No matter how many times she said it or how many days or weeks she had to get used to the idea, she knew it wouldn’t hurt any less. “Marla, Morin’s wife, is pregnant, and she doesn’t know whether the baby is his or Blaise’s.”

“Blaise and Morin’s wife?” Sabrina blinked rapidly, shaking her head. “Are you serious?”

“It’s a long story.” Kiara sighed wearily as they made their way into the house. “She was dating Blaise first. He had no idea she’d married Morin until it was too late. The last time they slept together”—the time they’d possibly conceived a baby together—“he knew, but that was after Morin ended Blaise’s career, so I guess he was trying to exact some sort of revenge or something. I don’t know.”

“Oh God,” Sabrina said, leading Kiara into the kitchen. “This is unbelievable.” She gestured to the table. “Sounds like you need a drink. What’ll it be, wine, or something stronger?”

Since her friend couldn’t drink because of her pregnancy, Kiara shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“Like hell you are.” Sabrina uncorked a bottle of red wine and reached for two glasses, pouring some into each. “There’s no way you could be fine with this. If I found out Dylan’s ex was back in the picture, claiming to be pregnant with his kid, I’d be a mess.” She set one of the glasses in front of Kiara. “I don’t know how you can be so calm.”

“I’m not, believe me.” Kiara took a fortifying sip, followed by another, of her favorite merlot. “I’m a mess on the inside.”

“Just because I can’t drink with you doesn’t mean Dylan won’t.” Sabrina sat across from her friend with a bottle of wine in hand.

“Thanks, but alcohol won’t help. The problem will still be there when I sober up.” She felt guilty referring to Marla’s unborn baby as a problem. A baby was a blessing, a miracle, but she wished she were the one experiencing the miracle with Blaise. “I have a huge favor to ask. I hate to ask. I know how you feel about this, but…”

“You know you can ask me anything,” Sabrina said, frowning. “What is it?”

“I can’t work with Morin.” Before Sabrina could interject, she said, “He’s a really bad guy, Sabrina. He’s not the kind of client you’d want to associate with your agency. He hits his wife and screws around on her. I didn’t know that when we signed him, I swear. If I had, I never—”

“Stop!” Sabrina held up her hand. “I don’t want you to give that another thought. Obviously you can’t continue working with the man. Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out. I’ll call our legal team. Hopefully they can get us out of the contract, or maybe Morin will do the right thing on his own without inducement.” Sabrina smirked when Kiara rolled her eyes. “You’re probably right. There’s not much chance of that happening. Even if we can’t get out of it, I’ll get Dalton to represent him. He’ll be able to keep him in line.”

“Thanks.” Kiara reached across the table to hug her friend. “That’s a huge relief.”

“There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you,” Sabrina said, looking into Kiara’s eyes. “You were there for me during one of the lowest points of my life. I wouldn’t have gotten through that without you. Not to mention the part you played in helping Dylan and me find our way back to each other. I’ll never forget that either.”

Kiara waved off her friend’s praise. “Please, you guys would have found your way back to each other eventually. Y’all belong together.”

“I can’t shake the feeling you and Blaise belong together too, hon.” Sabrina squeezed Kiara’s hand. “There’s a chance this baby may not be his. Maybe you could wait it out, see what happens?”

Although five months seemed like a lifetime, the thought had occurred to her on the flight home. She’d quickly quashed it though. A lot could happen in five months, especially with Marla and Blaise living under the same roof. They could fall for each other all over again. “I can’t afford to get my hopes up. Besides, this relationship has taken a lot out of me. I need time by myself to regroup and figure out where to go from here.”

Looking concerned, Sabrina said, “I hope this doesn’t mean you’ve given up hope. Your romantic spirit is what convinced me that finding love isn’t a lost cause. I’d hate to see you lose that faith.”

Kiara felt as if she’d lost faith in love, but she hoped time would soften her resentment. “I’m not giving up. I’m just taking a breather, refocusing on my friends and career. Besides,” Kiara said, covering Sabrina’s hand with hers, “we have our work cut out for us, planning a wedding and getting ready for the arrival of the twins. As your maid of honor and their godmother, I intend to be very involved.” She winked, hoping to banish Sabrina’s sadness. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get through this.”

“Damn right you will.” Sabrina hugged Kiara. “I intend to see to it.”

 

***

 

Two weeks without a word from Kiara, and Blaise missed her more every day. He wanted to see her, to make sure she was okay, but he knew it wouldn’t be fair to drag her back into his world since nothing had changed since she’d left the Bahamas. Marla was still pregnant, still living under his roof, and the paternity of the baby she was carrying was still in question.

“You’re kind of quiet tonight,” Marla said, pulling the throw over her. “You okay?”

They’d settled into a comfortable routine. She cooked dinner and they watched a couple of hours of TV before he’d retire to his room to do some work or read before bed. He’d gotten to know her better, and she really wasn’t a bad person. Like him, she’d made some mistakes, but she seemed determined to walk the straight and narrow for the sake of her son.

“Yeah, sure.” Blaise fixated on the screen, trying to block her out. He didn’t feel like talking, but he didn’t feel like turning in either. Thoughts of Kiara would prevent him from falling asleep.

“You’re a really good guy,” she said softly. “I don’t know that I realized that before.”

Blaise didn’t respond. He didn’t feel like a good guy. He felt like a parasite for hurting Kiara after promising she was safe to trust him with her heart.

“You know that Rowan and I kind of got to be friends while he was staying here, right?”

Blaise had warned his brother not to get too close to Marla, but he was a grown man and ultimately had to decide for himself whether she could be trusted. “Yeah, he mentioned something about it.”

“He confided in me about your childhood.”

Blaise shot her a look that warned her she was venturing into perilous territory. “He did, huh?”

“Well, I mean he confided in me about his childhood and some of the mistakes he made.”

“I guess we all make mistakes, don’t we?” Blaise closed his eyes as he rested his head against the back of the sofa. “I’m just glad Row’s finding his way. It’s nice to have my kid brother back in my life.” Blaise hadn’t allowed himself to dwell on how much he missed Rowan, but now that he was back, Blaise felt as if a void had been filled. Too bad Kiara’s absence had left another.

“He’s an amazing guy,” Marla said. “He’s been calling every day to check on me, find out if I need anything. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a real friend.”

Everyone needed support, and since it seemed Marla had no one else, Blaise didn’t want to discourage her friendship with Rowan, but he didn’t want anything to compromise his brother’s recovery either. “It’s your business if you and Row want to be friends, but I think the twelve-step programs frown on people getting involved in romantic relationships in the early stages of their recovery.”

Marla blushed. “I won’t deny I’m attracted to Rowan, but there’s no way he feels the same way about me.” She rubbed her round stomach. “Not in my condition.”

Blaise didn’t know if that was true or not, but he hoped so. It was too soon for both of them, not that he was an expert.

“Would it bother you if I started seeing your brother?”

“I don’t know.” Blaise considered it before chuckling. “It might be a bit weird if I turned out to be your baby’s father, but if you’re asking whether I would be jealous, the answer is no.” He looked in her eyes to make sure she got the message loud and clear. He had no residual feelings for her, beyond keeping her and the baby safe.

“Because of Kiara?”

“Because you and I were a bad idea from the start,” he said, trying not to react at the mention of Kiara’s name. “We brought out the worst in each other.”

“I guess I can’t deny that.” She took a handful of trail mix from a bowl she’d left on the coffee table. “You were the closest thing I’ve ever had to a healthy relationship, so what does that tell you about my history with men?”

“It must have been pretty messed up.” Blaise grabbed a handful of trail mix too, popping some in his mouth before facing her. He wanted to hear more about her story to take his mind off his own problems for a while. “What happened? I mean, how’d you get mixed up with a loser like Morin?”

She smirked. “Believe it or not, Casey was a prize compared to most of my exes. At least he had a job.”

And earned a lot of money. Suddenly the puzzle pieces were fitting together. “Were they abusive too?”

“You end up stuck in a cycle sometimes,” she said, her eyes focused on the Duck Dynasty re-run instead of him. “I swore I’d never end up like my mama, but somehow I did.”

Blaise was almost afraid to ask. “What do you mean?”

“My dad used to beat her pretty bad.” She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. “Eventually he went too far, and she suffered a brain injury that makes it impossible for her to care for herself. That’s why she’s in a home.”

Blaise gasped, hoping it was inaudible. “What about your old man? What happened to him?”

“He died in jail about four years ago.”

“No siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

“Nope.” She faked a smile. “Just me.”

Blaise was beginning to understand how scared and alone she must feel. “Has Morin tried to contact you since you left?”

“No.” She shrugged. “He’s probably moved on. I have no doubt he’s hoping the baby isn’t his, so he won’t have to pay child support.”

“I’ve been wanting to talk to you about that,” Blaise said. “You know if the baby’s mine, I’ll take care of him, but if it turns out to be Morin’s, what kind of support do you think you’ll be entitled to?”

“I signed a pre-nup.” She winced, holding up her hand when Blaise was about to comment. “I know it was stupid, but he didn’t give me a choice. If it lasts less than a year, I’m not entitled to anything from him, not even alimony.”

“How the hell is that even possible?” Blaise asked, angry on her behalf. Morin garnered top dollar for his fights and was no doubt earning millions for every title match.

“The house we lived in was his, so he made sure that was exempt in the pre-nup. The only things I can take with me are my car, my clothes, and a bit of money I managed to stash away in a bank account he knew nothing about.”

“If you need money—”

“Please don’t,” she said softly. “You’ve already been way too kind to me. I couldn’t take anything else from you.”

“Marla, this living arrangement can’t be permanent.” Even if the baby was his, he couldn’t spend the rest of his life with Marla if he hoped to find love again. Not that he could think about that when the pain of losing Kiara was still so fresh. “I’m happy to help you find a place of your own, loan you money, but—”

She gripped his knee. “I’ve been thinking about that actually. I’d like to get a job.”

“Do you think that’s safe?” he asked. “We don’t know if you’re still on Morin’s radar.”

“He hasn’t tried to contact me so far, and it’s not like I haven’t left the house in the past few weeks. I’ve gone to the grocery store, a doctor’s appointment, the post office, convenience store, and dry cleaners. If he wanted to confront me, he could have.”

“True,” Blaise said. “So what were you thinking? What kind of job would you like to get?”

“I’m not qualified to do much.” She looked embarrassed as she dipped her head. “I barely finished high school. But I handed in my resume at a boutique and a jewelry store downtown. Hopefully I’ll get a call back for an interview.” Rubbing her stomach, she said, “I’m not sure if the pregnancy will make it hard for me to find something or not, but I’m hopeful.”

“Have you thought about doing something that would let you have your baby with you, maybe giving you more experience with kids at the same time?”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you have a lot of experience with babies?” he asked, thinking how little he knew about her.

“I babysat a lot when I was a teenager,” she said, smoothing out the throw. “It was the only way I could get out of the house and away from my parents. I was too young for a real job, but as long as I was legally old enough to stay alone, people didn’t mind leaving me with their kids, which is crazy when you think about it.”

“Did you like babysitting?” Blaise asked, forming a plan.

“I loved it,” Marla said, smiling. “The kids were great. I mean, most of them. Some of them were little brats, but I learned how to deal.”

“So, maybe you could become a live-in nanny? That would mean a roof over your head, food, you wouldn’t be alone. You could be at home with the baby when it’s born without having to worry about daycare.”

Her eyes lit up. “Oh wow, that’s a great idea!” She chewed her bottom lip. “But I don’t have any references. You think that would be a problem?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you contact an agency tomorrow, figure out how it works?”

She leaned over to give him a hug. “Thanks, Blaise.”

Patting her back awkwardly, he asked, “For what?”

“For being a friend, for listening, for believing that I’m capable of doing something with my life.”

For the first time, Blaise believed they could become friends. He hoped so, for the sake of the baby. Whether or not it turned out to be his, Marla could clearly use a strong support system. “You can do anything you set your mind to. I really believe that.”

“I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow,” she said hesitantly. “I’m having an ultrasound. I don’t suppose you’d want to come?”

He was curious, and he knew she’d been to all of her doctor’s appointments alone so far, so he said, “Sure, I’d love to come. Just tell me when and where.”


 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Blaise was sitting in the small waiting room with Marla, waiting for the technician to call her name, when Sabrina walked into the office. His heart almost stopped when he realized she wasn’t alone.

“Oh God,” he muttered when his eyes locked with Kiara’s. “I don’t believe this.”

“Something wrong?” Marla asked, looking up from her magazine.

“Kiara,” he whispered, almost to himself. “She’s here.”

Through his peripheral vision, he saw Marla glance at the door. Since Sabrina was obviously pregnant, it wasn’t difficult to figure out which of the two ladies was Kiara. “Why don’t you go talk to her?”

“I can’t.” But God help me, I want to. “I need to keep my distance, for her sake.” He could only imagine how Kiara felt seeing him with Marla.

“Don’t be a fool.” Marla nudged him. “When are you going to get another chance like this?”

“What if the technician calls you?” Blaise asked, glancing at Marla.

“Don’t worry.” She gestured around the room with her magazine. “You have plenty of time. There are two women ahead of us.”

Before he lost his nerve or talked himself out of it, Blaise got up and crossed the room. “Ladies.” He smiled at Sabrina when Kiara refused to look up from her phone.

“Hi, Blaise,” Sabrina said, obviously trying to break the awkward tension. “How’ve you been?”

As if she couldn’t guess. “I’ve been better.” He tried to quash his disappointment that Kiara wouldn’t even spare him a glance. What did he expect, for her to make small talk as if they were long-lost friends? “Where’s Dylan?”

“He had to go out of town on business,” Sabrina explained. “So I asked Kiara if she wanted to tag along to see the twins’ ultrasound.”

He grinned, hoping Kiara would finally look up. “That’s exciting.”

“Are you excited?” Kiara asked, her eyes finally locking with his. “I mean, is this the first time you’ve seen your baby’s ultrasound?”

Since ultrasounds were one of the few things the small clinic performed, there was little doubt about the reason for their visit.

“Um, I think Marla’s had one or two,” he said, not bothering to remind her that the baby’s paternity was still up for debate. “But this is my first time.”

Something flashed in Kiara’s eyes. Perhaps regret or sadness? “It looks like we’re going to have a bit of a wait, Sabrina,” she said, clutching her cell phone. “I’m just going to step outside to make a call.”

Blaise muttered, “Excuse me,” to Sabrina before stepping on the elevator right behind Kiara.

She tipped her head back to stare at the ceiling. “Why are you doing this? Seeing you here, with her, is hard enough. Do you really have to make it worse?”

“I need to know you’re okay,” he said, standing in front of her. He grabbed her arms. “Please, just look at me.”

“I’m not okay,” she said, her voice breaking. “How the hell am I supposed to be okay? This is killing me. Not being with you, knowing you’re with her, is killing me.”

Her pain lanced him. “I’m not with her. I’m here because she needed the support, but we’re just friends. Nothing more, I swear. In fact, she may be moving out soon.”

“Really?” Kiara asked, looking at him. “But I thought you were concerned about Morin coming after her.”

“He hasn’t so far.” Blaise knew better than to think they could let their guards down, so he’d hired a private investigator to track Morin. He wanted to know what Morin was up to and why he didn’t seem interested in his wife’s whereabouts. “Have you seen him?”

“We’re not representing him anymore.”

Blaise dropped his head, sighing with relief. “Thank God. You don’t know how much I hated the thought of you being mixed up with that guy. He’s dangerous, Ki.”

“Yeah, well, turns out he failed to tell us about a couple of domestic charges. We specifically asked if he’d ever been charged before we agreed to represent him, and he lied. It wasn’t difficult for our lawyers to get us out of the contract, and he didn’t make a fuss.”

Blaise led her off the elevator on the ground floor. Stealing a few minutes alone with her, seeing her beautiful face, was a gift he never expected when he woke up that morning, and he intended to make the most of it. Backing her into the brick wall once they were outside, he whispered, “I’ve missed you so much, baby. I can’t stand not being with you.”

“You think this is easy for me?” She turned her head to the side when his lips hovered above hers. “It’s not. It’s torture.”

“It doesn’t have to be this way.” His breath fanned her cheek, ruffling her hair. “We could still be together. I swear I’m not with her. Even if I do end up being the father, there will never be anything between me and Marla.”

Kiara closed her eyes, fixing her palms on his chest. “I’ve tried so hard to forget, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”

“Works both ways,” he whispered, slipping his hands under her blazer to circle her waist. Being so close to her was arousing, intoxicating, and he had no doubt she could tell. But he didn’t care how vulnerable he seemed. He was tired of acting as though everything was fine and pretending his day didn’t begin and end with thoughts of her.

“I don’t know what you expect me to do,” she said, lowering her head. “Pretend I’m okay with you having a baby with another woman? Because I’m not. She’s living with you, Blaise.” Her eyes were moist with unshed tears when she looked at him. “Do you know what that does to me? Every night I fall asleep wondering whether you’re falling in love with her and forgetting about me.”

He held her tight, fitting her body to his as he basked in the closeness he’d been craving. “That’s never gonna happen again. Ki, I was yours even before we slept together. I took one look at you, and other women ceased to exist.” He’d never made such a claim. Like most men, he’d always had a bit of a wandering eye, but he realized now that was because he’d never been in love before.

“You have no idea how much I want to believe you.”

“Then believe me.” His lips skimmed her cheek. He wanted to get closer, but not so close he risked driving her further away. “Please, give me one more chance, Ki. I know the next five months won’t be easy, but we can get through it together. As long as I have you, I can get through anything.”

She licked her lips, her hands stiffening against his chest. “Come by my condo after work tonight. We’ll talk more.”

He felt like the crushing weight that made it difficult to breathe since she’d left him had shifted slightly, giving him a new lease on life. “I won’t make you regret it. I promise.”

“I can’t make any promises. I just need…” She tried to step away when a pregnant woman, holding her husband’s hand as they entered the building, shot them a curious glance, but Blaise blocked her with his body. With a heavy sigh, she said, “We need to talk, to figure this out before we both go crazy. Either we decide to make it work or let each other go, for good this time.”

Her expression was blank, making Blaise question which way she thought it would go. “I’ll be there around nine, if that works for you?”

“Fine.” She cleared her throat when he stepped back. “Please tell Sabrina I’m sorry, but I can’t stay.”

 

***

 

Kiara had questioned her decision a dozen times since she’d agreed to see Blaise. She thought about calling or texting to tell him she wasn’t feeling well, which was the truth. Her stomach was tied up in knots. But she knew failing to see him wouldn’t help. She’d been struggling with her distress since she left him.

When he rang up at nine, her hand was trembling as she set the phone down. She wanted to appear in control, composed, but she knew she wasn’t a convincing actress. He would see right through any attempt to pretend her emotional stability wasn’t resting on the outcome of this meeting. She took a deep, fortifying breath before answering the door, and her heart melted just a little when he presented her with a bouquet of soft pink and white roses tied with a silk ribbon.

“They’re gorgeous, thank you.”

“I wanted to spoil you on your birthday,” he said. “Since you didn’t give me the chance, I was hoping you’d let me make up for it tonight.”

Her heart leapt when she spotted the silver package in his hand. It was small, with a hand-tied pink bow. “I didn’t ask you to come here so we could pick up where we left off.” She stepped back, giving him room to enter. “I think we both know that’s not possible.” She didn’t mean to sound cold, but she had to maintain some distance to protect her already shattered heart.

He entered the apartment, closing the door before setting the package on the console table. “The last couple of weeks have given me time to think.”

“About?”

“You. Me. Us.”

She was dying to know if he’d come to any meaningful conclusions, but instead of asking, she made her way to the kitchen. She didn’t want to appear as though her happiness hinged on his answer. “I should put these in water.”

He followed her, watching her tend to the flowers. “Sabrina once told me pink was your favorite color, but you probably wouldn’t admit it ‘cause you thought it was too feminine, too girly, and you prefer people to think of you as strong and confident, not soft and romantic.”

Only her best friend would have that kind of knowledge, and Kiara was a tad resentful that Sabrina had shared it with the one man she most needed protection from. Any crack in her armor could prove detrimental if she wasn’t careful.

“But you are romantic, aren’t you, Ki?” He stepped closer, crowding her personal space. “You want what Dylan and Sabrina have. A man who loves you, who would do anything for you.”

She tried to swallow the tears building in her throat, but it seemed impossible. “We can’t always get what we want.”

“I used to think that too, before I met you.”

He was trying to wear her down, and as much as Kiara might like to pretend it wasn’t working, it was. She carefully arranged each perfect bloom, needing the time to collect herself.

“You made me believe in love.” He smirked, fastening his hands on the solid countertop behind him. “I don’t think I did before. Wasn’t great at the whole trust thing, either. That’s why I was so intimidated when your ex came back on the scene.”

She thought of the kiss she’d shared with Eli before she and Blaise got serious. That could have changed everything, could have made him walk away, but he stayed. She supposed that was part of the reason they were standing there now. He’d shown faith in her, and she was trying to do the same.

He took the flowers when she held the heavy crystal vase between them, and set them back on the counter. He reached for her hands. “You want what Sabrina has, and I can give you that. I want to give you that, more than anything.”

Sabrina did have the life Kiara had always wanted: a beautiful home, a handsome and devoted man, a promise of forever, and babies on the way that would teach them about a love that surpassed anything they knew. Kiara forced herself to break eye contact with him. “I wanted that with you. I was so sure that was where we were headed, but we can’t pretend that Marla’s condition doesn’t change things. It changes everything.”

“Why does it have to?” His hands circled her face, refusing to allow her to escape. “I still love you. I know you still love me. We can build a future together, regardless of whether the baby Marla is carrying is mine or not.”

She knew Blaise would never walk away from his son, nor would she want him to, but she couldn’t pretend she wasn’t devastated that he may be sharing the blessing of his first child with another woman. “Blaise, I’ve never loved like this before. It scares me.”

He touched his forehead to hers. “I know, baby. It scares me too, but I’ve never backed down just ‘cause I’m scared. I fight. I don’t run.”

He was challenging her to fight too, to fight for them, but she didn’t know if she was as strong and fearless as he was. He’d faced battles that would have most men cowering in fear. He’d overcome a childhood riddled with mistreatment and learned to stand alone, something she’d never had to do.

“I don’t want to lose you.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, allowing him to mold his body to hers. He clung to her as though he never intended to let go. “I tried letting you go, but I couldn’t. Not really.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” he muttered.

She pulled back, grateful to see the hint of a smile teasing his lips. “There wasn’t a day I didn’t think about calling you. I pulled into the gym parking lot at least three times, but then I lost my nerve.”

“Why?”

“I was afraid you’d tell me that you and Marla were trying to work things out… you know, for the sake of the baby.”

“You can’t force love any more than you can deny it.”

He was right. She knew her life would be so much simpler if she could deny the way she felt about him, but it was impossible. He was a part of her, and regardless of the baby’s paternity, that wouldn’t change.

 

***

 

Blaise feared they may be moving too fast, trying too hard to make up for lost time, but when Kiara climbed into his lap and started unbuttoning his shirt after a searing kiss, he couldn’t take the high road and try to slow things down. He needed her too much.

“Are you sure this is what you want, sweetheart? This isn’t why I came here tonight, you know.” When she raised an arched brow, he said, “Okay, I can’t deny I was hopeful, but—”

She cut him off with a kiss. “I missed feeling connected to you. The way you make love to me, the way you make me feel when we’re together, I missed that.”

She wasn’t the only one. He hadn’t gone an hour without thinking about having her like this again, wanting him, needing him, willing to forgive his transgressions and welcome him back into her life and her bed. He wasn’t naïve enough to believe it would be easy, but this was a solid first step.

Peeling her hoodie and tank top off proved more rewarding than he’d expected, since she wasn’t wearing a bra. “You’re so incredible.” He cupped her breasts before kissing and licking the soft mounds.

Kiara tipped her head back while gripping the sofa behind his head. “Mmm, I love this. I love…”

She’d already told him she loved him, but he needed to hear it again. “Tell me.” His mouth trailed up her neck, nipping her collarbone. “Tell me. I need to hear it.”

“You know I love you, Blaise.” Her voice sounded tortured, as though she was warring with straddling the fine line between safety and risk.

“I’ll never make you regret that again, I promise.” Reclaiming her lips, he crushed her to him. No matter how close they were, he couldn’t banish the sense there was still too much distance between them. Gripping her hips, he lifted her. “You have too many clothes on, beautiful. Take these off.”

“Look who’s talking,” she said, standing to strip off her pants.

He slowly peeled off his shirt before easing out of his jeans, never taking his eyes off her. It was late and the light in the room was dim, but he still saw enough. His memory filled in the rest: how soft her skin was, the swell of her hips, the way her mouth formed a soft O when she was on the verge and trying to hold back.

“Wait,” he said when she straddled him again. “Not so fast.”

He wanted nothing more than to take her hard, fast, deep, to make her his again. But he wanted her primed and ready first. He needed to remind her that nothing felt better than getting lost with him. Sliding two fingers inside her, he felt the slight pressure of her hands on his shoulders. Her eyelids drifted closed as her teeth sank into her lush bottom lip.

He was ready, painfully so, but watching her surrender was almost as sweet as feeling it. “Let go, baby.” That was all he wanted, for her to let go, to trust him, to believe in him and what they had. Not just in this moment, but every day for the rest of their lives.

She moaned softly, rocking her hips as she sought release from the unrelenting pressure building inside of her. Curling his fingers, he hit the exact spot that would banish her reservations.

“Oh…”

The tempo of her breathing and flushed cheeks told him he didn’t have a second to spare if he wanted to experience her release. He gripped her hips and inched her down his shaft while his eyes remained connected with hers. They didn’t say a word. They didn’t have to—their eyes said it all. They were lost in the pleasure of rediscovering something they thought they’d lost forever, and Blaise knew he would never take it, or her, for granted again.

What he felt for Kiara happened once in a lifetime, to people who were often luckier than he was, but he was determined to stop questioning what he’d done to deserve this blessing and gratefully accept it instead. He didn’t know why she loved him, only that she did. He didn’t know how he could trust so deeply in what they had when he’d never had any reason to believe in the unseen. But he did.

She rocked her hips, taking him on a rough ride that sent wave after wave of pleasure crashing through him. Her inner walls seared and gripped him, promising to take him where he needed to go. He was giving her control because he knew she needed it. Relenting. Trusting. Releasing the fear and living for the moment because it was the only one they had. The only one that mattered.

Seconds stretched into minutes and their connection morphed from a sexual joining into an emotional one. Her rolling hips slowed. Her mouth found his, and the kiss deepened into what only could be described as a magical experience. He’d never felt closer to anyone, never felt so loved or needed or… perfect. She made him feel as though he didn’t have to do or say anything to impress her. He didn’t have to be strong or fearless to prove himself to her. He didn’t have to give her anything, which made him want to give her everything.

Blaise never wanted the experience to end. He could have kissed her for hours, enjoying the slow build of ecstasy until he couldn’t last another second, but when she pivoted her hips and found the friction she needed, he absorbed her moans and let her finish him off. Her silence stretched on for so long, Blaise feared she may be having regrets.

She whispered, “I finally feel like I can breathe again. We’re going to be okay, aren’t we?”

His arms curled around her as he burrowed his face in her neck. “You better believe it, girl. I’m never letting you go again. Whatever happens, we’re in it together.”


 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Kiara tore the paper off her gift, giggling like a little girl. She was nervous and excited. It was clearly a jewelry box, though it seemed too large to be a ring box. She was guessing earrings, or perhaps a bracelet.

“Oh…” She looked at Blaise, his smile making her heart stutter. The platinum-and-diamond eternity band was flawless, and she knew enough about jewelry to know it had to have cost him a fortune. “This is too much. We haven’t been dating long enough for me to accept a gift like this.”

He took the band from the velvet box, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. “First of all, we’re not just dating. We’re committed to building a future together, Ki. At least I am. Do you feel the same way?”

“Yes.” She barely heard her response over her pounding heart. Surely he wasn’t asking her to marry him? As much as she wanted that, they had to get to know each other better, to make sure they could overcome all the challenges still facing them.

“Good.” The bedside lamp was on, and the diamonds caught the light. “Eternity bands represent forever, and this is my way of telling you that you’re my forever.”

Kiara was struck by his words, and they made her feel a little guilty for her errant thoughts. She had to stop doubting them and just trust what they had would survive.

“Besides, I had it made for you, so you have to accept it.” He slid it on the ring finger of her right hand, quieting her concerns about what the ring represented in his mind.

“You had it made for me?” No one had put so much thought into a gift for her before, and she was struck by the sentiment as much as the blinding brilliance on her finger.

“It wasn’t easy to pull it off. I had to enlist your mother’s help.”

Kiara’s jaw dropped. “You talked to my mother about this?”

He grinned. “I didn’t have a choice. Sela told me the ring had to be the perfect fit, since these can’t be sized once the diamonds are set.”

“Sela made this?” Kiara asked, holding it up to the light. “It really is exquisite.” Not that she was surprised. Jaxon’s wife was quickly becoming one of the most sought-after jewelers in the state. Her custom designs often fetched tens of thousands of dollars.

“There are thirty quarter-carat diamonds,” he explained, turning the ring to reveal the entirety of the sparkly circle. “In honor of your thirtieth birthday.”

Seven and a half carats? She felt sick just thinking about how much it must have cost him. “I can’t believe you did this.” She slid down, her arm circling his neck. “Thank you doesn’t seem adequate, but I don’t know what else to say.”

He pulled back to look at her, smiling as he brushed tears from the corners of her eyes. “Tell me you’ll never take it off.”

“I’ll never take it off.”

He kissed her slowly, peeling back the sheet. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

“Wait.” She laughed as she planted her hand on his chest before he could kiss her into submission for the third time. “You said something about my mother helping you?”

“Oh, yeah.” He chuckled. “I called your mother to tell her what I had planned. I told her I needed your ring size and asked if she could help. She told me about your grandmother’s ring.”

Kiara teared up. Her grandparents had been married for fifty-four years before her grandfather passed away, and in her hospital bed, her grandmother had given Kiara the engagement ring she treasured. She made Kiara promise she would save it until she met the man of her dreams.

Blaise kissed Kiara’s hand when he saw her tears. “She said the ring fit you perfectly, just as it had your grandmother, so she took it to a jeweler to check the size, then she called to let me know.”

“That was nice of her.” Kiara was surprised her mother had been able to keep Blaise’s surprise a secret. Secrets were definitely not her strong suit.

“She loves you, Ki. There’s nothing she wouldn’t do to make you happy. That’s something we have in common.”

Kiara eased back into Blaise’s arms, resting her head on his chest.

“Tell me about your grandmother. It sounds like the two of you had a special bond.”

She was touched that he wanted to know more about someone who had been such a huge part of her life. It proved what she already suspected—he wanted to know everything about her, just as she hoped to know everything about him someday.

Kiara smiled. “She was amazing. The love between her and my grandfather…” She sighed. “I think they’re part of the reason I’ve always believed in the fairy tale. I got to see it firsthand. They were so much in love, right up ‘til the end.” She thought of how stoic her grandmother had been at her husband’s funeral, claiming it was a time to celebrate his life, not mourn his death.

“I love that.” He brushed his lips across her forehead. “You always hear stories of people being married forever, but you rarely get to see it. I can see how that impacted you, made you want to hold out for real love.”

Kiara had never been more sure that she’d found it, and she needed Blaise to know that. “Whether or not the baby is yours, it won’t affect the way I feel about you.”

He seemed stunned before releasing a slow sigh of relief. “You don’t know how glad I am to hear you say that.”

“I’m sorry I walked away when you told me. I just needed time to figure out how I felt about it. It was a shock. I was confused and—”

He pressed a fingertip against her lips. “You don’t owe me an explanation, and you sure as hell don’t owe me an apology. Anyone would have reacted the way you did.”

“Thank you for understanding.” She kissed his chest, almost afraid to ask, but she had to know. “I know I’ve asked before, but how do you feel now? Are you hoping the baby is yours?”

He remained silent, staring at the ceiling. The hand curled around her shoulder flexed. “I don’t know. I saw his image on the ultrasound today, and I can’t deny I felt something.”

No one could be immune to something like that, and she couldn’t hold allowing his imagination to play the “what if” game against him. “I get that.”

“But you’re obviously hoping the baby isn’t mine.” When she didn’t respond, he said, “It’s okay to admit it, sweetheart. That doesn’t make you a bad person.”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what happens, right?” Knowing that Marla may soon find a home of her own made Kiara feel marginally better, but she couldn’t help being afraid of the possibility of Marla spending the next several months trying to manipulate Blaise, whether they were living under the same roof or not.

“I guess.”

“Any news on the Marla front? You mentioned she might be moving out soon…?” She drew circles on his chest, hoping she didn’t sound as anxious as she felt.

“I don’t think she’s had a chance to look for a job yet, but hopefully it won’t take too long for her to find something. She needs to learn to stand on her own. It’ll be good for her and the baby.”

Kiara knew Blaise was a caretaker from the way he supported his parents financially, tried to help his brother, and took Marla in, but she didn’t want to see him get taken advantage of. “You know, you could stay here with me until Marla finds a job.”

His hand, which had been stroking her hair, stilled. “Um, are you sure that’s a good idea? I wouldn’t want to crowd you.”

“You wouldn’t be.” She would feel much better knowing Blaise was with her every night instead of playing house with his ex-lover. “But you said you weren’t comfortable with her staying alone because of Morin. Maybe you could hire someone to keep an eye on her, a bodyguard?”

“I might be able to do one better,” he said. “She and Rowan seemed to hit it off. I’m willing to bet he wouldn’t mind staying with her for a bit. I’m sure she’d prefer having a friend around, someone who made her feel safe.”

“Are you sure Rowan and Marla are just friends?”

He shrugged. “I think so.”

“And if they’re more than that? Or if it evolves into more than that?”

Blaise sifted her hair through his fingers. “I’ve gotten to know Marla better, learned more about her past.”

“And?”

“I think she and Rowan might have a lot in common. Maybe they’d be good for each other. Who knows? They’re both adults and can figure things out for themselves.” He rolled onto his side, wrapping his arms around her as he slipped his leg between hers. “The only thing that matters to me right now is this. You and me. Everyone else can sort out their own lives.”

She was relieved he wasn’t concerned about his brother hooking up with Marla. That he was over her and ready to move on. Kiara just wished they weren’t living in limbo, waiting to learn the paternity of Marla’s baby. Even though it wouldn’t change the way she felt about Blaise or the fact that she wanted a future with him, it would change the course of their future in a big way if the baby was his.

 

***

 

Blaise was packing a suitcase the next day when Marla came in and sat on the edge of his bed.

“I hope you don’t mind that Rowan’s going to be staying with you,” he said, setting a stack of T-shirts in his open suitcase.

“I understand.” Marla’s smile was weak. “Now that you and your girlfriend are back together, she wants you all to herself. I don’t blame her.”

He walked into the adjoining bathroom to get his toiletries bag. “I love the thought of spending more time with Ki, and I kind of have you to thank for that.” He grinned as he came out of the bathroom. “Strange how things work out, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” She smoothed a hand over his duvet. “I never would have thought we’d become friends.”

He hadn’t either, but he certainly felt as though they were headed down that path. “We weren’t meant to be romantically involved, but that doesn’t mean…” He hesitated, thinking of how he’d felt when he learned Kiara’s ex was back in the picture. It wouldn’t be fair of him to offer Marla his friendship and ongoing emotional support until he was sure Kiara would be okay with it.

“What were you going to say?”

“Nothing.” He checked his closet one last time to make sure he hadn’t forgotten any of his essentials. “Well, I guess that’s it. Rowan should be here any minute.”

“Could we talk for a bit before he gets here?”

“Sure.” He put his suitcase on the floor before sitting across from her. “What’s up?”

“I had an amniocentesis today.”

“What? Why? I thought you said—”

“There is a slight risk of miscarriage, but the doctor saw something in the ultrasound yesterday.” She lifted one shoulder, obviously trying to play off her concern. “He told me after you left the room, and he asked me to come in today. He wanted to make sure it was nothing.”

“I don’t understand.” Blaise took a deep breath to slow his breathing. “What’s he looking for?”

She swallowed, her eyes darting around the room. “Something about the possibility of genetic abnormalities that could only be ruled out with amnio. So I guess we don’t have to wait months to find out the baby’s paternity after all.”

Paternity seemed less important than the health of the baby growing inside her. Blaise didn’t realize how attached he’d become. Even if the baby wasn’t his, he knew he’d feel compelled to watch out for him.

“The doctor asked them to put a rush on it, so we should know in a few days,” she said. “You just need to go to the lab so they can do a DNA test. The sooner, the better. Obviously I can’t ask Casey, but since I was only with the two of you…”

He covered her hand with his, surprised to find that he felt a sense of compassion and understanding that hadn’t been there before. “Whatever the results, everything will work out. You have to believe that.”

She closed her eyes, her face clouded in misery. “You’re such a good man. I wish I’d known that before.”

He frowned, withdrawing his hand from hers. “What do you mean?”

Inhaling deeply, she whispered, “I did something horrible. Something I regret every day.”

“What did you do?” His heart was racing, and he wasn’t certain he wanted to hear her confession. Things were finally back on track with Kiara, and he wanted a few days of normalcy with her, though his concern for the baby would make that difficult.

“The night of your big fight with Casey, I stopped by to wish you luck, remember?”

“Yeah.” He inched back on the bed, feeling the need for more distance between them. He didn’t know why she was taking him on a trip down memory lane, but he wasn’t thrilled to be going. “What about it?”

“Your coach, manager, and trainers were there. You asked them to leave so you could have a few minutes alone with me. You didn’t know then that I’d married Casey.”

“I remember.”

“You took a call on your cell. It was your father. You said he wanted to wish you luck.”

“Yeah…?”

“When your back was turned, I slipped something in your water bottle. It was sitting on the bench and—”

“What?” He jumped up and stalked across the room before retracing his steps. “What the hell are you talking about? What was it?”

She lowered her head to her hands. “I don’t know exactly. It was supposed to impair your judgment, slow your reflexes, make it nearly impossible for you to react.”

It was all making sense. He’d trained hard. He was the favorite to win that fight. He should have won. “Morin put you up to it?” He didn’t even have to ask. The whole plan reeked of Morin.

“I never meant for you to get hurt,” she said, sobbing. “He said he needed to win that fight. He had some gambling debt he had to pay off. He said I needed to prove that I loved him, that I was over you.” She shook her head. “I tried to tell him no, but you know how mean he can get when he doesn’t get his way.”

“I don’t believe this.” He grabbed his suitcase. “I gotta get out of here. Rowan should be—” Before he could finish the sentence, he heard the doorbell.

“Blaise, please don’t tell Rowan—”

He didn’t bother to let her finish as he made his way to the door.

Rowan took one look at him and asked, “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“I can’t talk now. I’ve got to get out of here.”

 

***

 

Blaise stormed into the gym where Morin trained after spotting his truck parked outside. He’d been driving around for an hour, but he knew the rage inside him wouldn’t cease until he’d confronted the source. He ignored the curious stares as he walked through the old-school facility. They trained mostly boxers, from amateur to pro, and the place looked dingy from years of overuse and lack of maintenance. But Blaise wasn’t fooled. He knew the place built champions.

“You!” Blaise shouted, pointing at Morin, who was in the ring with his trainer. Blaise jumped in, going toe-to-toe with the man who inspired hate in him unlike anything he’d ever experienced.

“Hey, man,” the trainer said, “you can’t just—”

“I got this, Johnny,” Morin said, holding up his arm. He slipped off his mouth piece and gloves and tossed them to the mat. “Looks like Thomas and I have some unfinished business. Give us a minute”—his eyes narrowed on Thomas—“and clear the area.”

Johnny left, grumbling about Morin’s demands.

Blaise shoved him. “You knew you weren’t man enough to beat me, so you had your wife do your dirty work. You’re a goddamn coward, not to mention a low-life. Any man who’d put his hands on a woman—”

“Shut the hell up,” Morin said, scowling. “I don’t know what that bitch told you, but she’s a liar.”

Blaise had no doubt Marla had told her fair share of lies, but he knew she was telling the truth about that. “You can’t even admit it, can you? You got what you wanted—I’m out of the game—and you still can’t admit you took me out the only way you knew how. As long as I was still in the ring, you knew you didn’t have a chance at the big prize.”

“Bullshit.” Morin backed into the ropes, snapping them with the force of his arms. “I didn’t need any help taking you out.” He rapped his knuckles against his temple, sneering. “Not my fault you got a dainty head.”

Some things about that last fight were a little fuzzy to Blaise, but he would never forget the impact of that final blow. The one that had ended his career. “You think you’re such a big man? Prove it.” Blaise was crazy to even consider such a thing, but he knew no other way to settle the score.

Morin paled before shaking his head. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’ve been shooting your big mouth off lately, saying you’d take on any challenger. Take me on, you worthless piece of shit. We’ll see how tough you are when it’s a fair fight.”

“You’re crazy.” Morin stared at Blaise in disbelief. “You know what could happen if you get another concussion? Epilepsy, serious brain injury—”

“I don’t need you to tell me what I already know.” It was a crazy risk, but Blaise refused to go out this way. Knowing it hadn’t been a fair match changed everything. “I worked my ass off to be the best, and I was. That’s the way I intend to be remembered. You tried to take that away from me, and I’m taking it back.”

“Your team, the promoters, will never get behind this.”

Blaise knew Morin was grasping for some means of escape. “You let me worry about my team. As for the promoters, there’ll be a feeding frenzy over this. They’ll be salivating. Hell, I bet this is the biggest fight since Ali and Frazier.” He smirked. “’Cause this’ll be the fight that was never supposed to happen. You counted me out, Morin. That was your second mistake. Your first mistake was thinking you could take me out the way you did.” Blaise slipped between the ropes and jumped down. The next time he stepped in the ring with Morin would be the last. “I’ll talk to my team, get the ball rolling.”

Blaise took two steps before he thought of Marla. “Oh, and if you’re thinking about going to see your wife, you better think again. Next time you lay a hand on her, I’ll personally see to it that you land in jail.”

“What happened, Kiara got tired of you? You had to go back to Marla?”

Just hearing Kiara’s name come out of Morin’s filthy mouth made Blaise see red. “She didn’t get rid of me, man. She got rid of you.”

“How long you think before Kiara gets tired of slumming, Thomas?” Morin chuckled. “A classy broad like her is gonna figure you out in no time. Face it, she’s too good for you.”

Morin was just trying to get to him. It was part of the game, zeroing in on your opponent’s weakness, and he couldn’t have pinpointed Blaise’s any better. “Keep runnin’ your mouth, Morin. Give me even more ammo to destroy you.”

“We’ll see, Thomas.” Morin cracked his knuckles. “You’ve been out of the game awhile. Don’t think it’ll be so easy to step back in like you never left.”

Unfortunately, Blaise knew he was right. He had to prepare for the fight of his life and hope he lived to tell about it.


 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

“Are you out of your mind?” Kiara shouted, wringing her hands as she paced in her small living room. “You can’t do this. It’s too dangerous. The doctors warned you that if you got another concussion—”

“I’m doing this, Ki. Nothing anyone can say will change my mind, not even you.”

Tears of fear and frustration burned her eyes. “I love you! It would kill me if anything happened to you. How can you be so selfish?”

Blaise closed his eyes, obviously struggling to maintain his patience. They’d been going around in circles for twenty minutes because neither one was willing to concede defeat. “You have no idea the blood, sweat, and tears I put into being the best boxer in the world. The heavyweight champ, that was always my goal, and he robbed me of that.” His voice softened when his eyes met hers. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to fight forever, but I wanted to go out on top, on my terms, and Morin took that from me. I intend to take it back.”

Kiara couldn’t blame Blaise for being furious about Morin’s underhanded tactics, not that she could claim to be surprised. The man was clearly a low-life. But that didn’t mean Blaise had to risk his health, his future, maybe even his life, to teach Morin a lesson. “He’s not worth it. Can’t you see that?” She raked her hands through her hair, scraping her scalp.

“I’m not doing this because of him. I’m doing it for myself.”

“What about me?” She turned to face him. This might be her last chance to get through to him, so she crossed the room to kneel in front of him. “Blaise, I never expected this. When you came into my life, I was guarded and wary, afraid of guys like you. But you made me see that you’re not like all the rest.” She reached for his hand. “You’re not like anyone else, and that’s why I can’t lose you. Please reconsider. For me.” Kiara knew she wasn’t playing fair, but with Blaise’s safety hanging in the balance, she would resort to every dirty trick she could think of to put an end to this lunacy.

He kissed her hand before placing her palm against his cheek. “I’m not going anywhere, baby. It’s one fight. After that, win or lose, my career is over. At least if I lose this time, I’ll know it was fair.”

“But you don’t intend to lose,” she said, her shaky voice betraying her fear. “You’ll do anything to win.”

“Not anything.” He sighed when she withdrew her hand. “I intend to fight fair. Train hard. Get in the zone and be at my best when I step back in the ring. That’s all I can do.”

Kiara sank onto the upholstered ottoman behind her, feeling adrenaline seeping out of her body like the air leaking from a balloon. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.” She dropped her head into her hands. “This is like my worst nightmare. I’m so scared for you. I know what could happen to you, but I can’t do anything to stop it.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Baby, I want your support. I want your understanding, but if you can’t get there, I can’t blame you.”

“Then you’re willing to lose me over this?” She looked at him. “That’s how important this is to you?”

He seemed stunned, his face draining of color. “You can’t be serious. You’d leave me because I want to get back in the ring again?”

“No, but—”

“You can’t.” He reached for her right hand, his voice desperate. His thumb and forefinger slid the diamond eternity band in circles on her finger. “You promised me forever.”

“But what if Morin snatches forever away from us?” she asked, a sob escaping. “What then? What am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to go on without you?”

He held her face as he kissed her tears away. “Sweetheart, that’s not going to happen.”

“You don’t know that.” She squeezed her eyes shut as images she’d seen online filtered through her mind. “I saw the videos. I saw how battered and bloody you were when they took you off on a stretcher.” She covered her stomach with one arm, leaning forward. “It made me feel sick seeing you like that, and I knew you were fine…” Her voice trailed off as she shook her head frantically. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

He eased back on the couch, staring at her. “Don’t do this. Don’t make me choose, Ki.”

Seeing the truth staring her in the face was so painful, but she had no other way to interpret his tortured expression. “Because you’d choose to fight again, even if you knew it was killing me?” When he didn’t answer, she cried, “You would, wouldn’t you?”

He dropped his head, resting his elbows on his knees as he pressed his thumbs into his eyes. “I can’t choose between you and the career that saved my life. It’s a matter of pride. Until you came into my life, boxing and my brother were the only things that had ever really mattered to me. When I lost Rowan, the only thing I had left was boxing. Morin tried to take that from me. Can’t you understand what that did to me?”

“What I understand is that you made it out of that ring alive by the grace of God.” She didn’t think she was overstating what could have happened. She’d read the articles and the doctors’ quotes about the swelling in his brain. “You could have died.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper. “The doctors said you could have died.”

“I know.” He wrapped his hand around her neck, drawing her head close to his. “And believe me, I thank God every day that I’m still here, that I got to meet you. ‘Cause you opened my eyes, made me realize there’s more to life than boxing.”

“If that’s true, then why are you doing this?”

“I have to.” His voice was a fierce whisper when he repeated, “I have to.”

Kiara inched back to look at him, sensing a shift in his mood. He was losing control, and the truth was seeping from his pores. “Tell me why. The truth.”

“You want the truth?” He leaned back into the over-stuffed cushions, his eyes cold as he crossed his muscular arms. “I was never any good at anything. I always felt worthless, maybe because my old man kept telling me I was.”

She hurt for him, but nothing she could say would ease his pain, so she forced herself to bite her tongue and listen.

“But that all changed the first time I got in the ring. Charlie, the guy who started training me, he saw something in me. I was hungry, competitive. For the first time, I believed I could make something of my life instead of winding up like my old man—miserable, in a dead-end job, and hating life.”

When he talked about boxing, he came alive, and that scared Kiara. She knew that passion could cost them everything.

“He taught me how to be a winner.” Turning his arm over to reveal his tattoo, he said, “He taught me to be a warrior. I didn’t back down, no matter how scared I was or how big my opponent. I promised Charlie I’d never back down, and I didn’t. That’s why I can’t now.”

She understood. As much as she hated to admit it, she understood why it was so important to him to get back in the ring and prove to Morin and the world that he was still the fighter Charlie had built.

“When we met, I was kind of broken,” he said, looking at his laced hands. “I felt bad about myself. For the first time in a long time, I didn’t like the guy I saw looking back at me in the mirror, and I didn’t see how a woman like you, who had it all together, could like or respect me.”

She couldn’t stay silent any longer. “I respect you because of who you are, not because of how many fights you’ve won or how many millions you’ve earned.” She leaned over and kissed his bristly cheek. “I love and respect you for taking care of your parents when they couldn’t or wouldn’t care for themselves. I love and respect you for letting your brother back into your life even though it was a risk. I love that you found a way to move on with your life after boxing, to do something meaningful instead of sitting at home feeling sorry for yourself.” She smiled to lighten the mood. “Hell, I even respect you for taking Marla in, which is crazy, because the thought of you two together makes my skin crawl.”

“Hey, that reminds me, we should know the paternity results in a few days.”

The fight momentarily forgotten, Kiara’s heart hammered for a completely different reason. “Are you serious? But I thought…” His eyes darkened, making her realize there was something he was reluctant to tell her. “What is it, Blaise? What’s wrong?”

“The doctor insisted on the amnio. Apparently he saw something in the ultrasound that concerned him, or at least made him want to dig a little deeper. Maybe he just wanted to rule out the possibility of a problem. At least that’s what I’m hoping.”

Kiara saw genuine fear in his eyes, and she realized he was already thinking and acting like a concerned parent. A few weeks ago, that may have aggravated her, but now it only made her love him more. She gripped his leg. “It’s going to be fine, babe. You have to believe that. Don’t let the bad thoughts creep in. They’ll only make you crazy.”

He smirked. “I could say the same to you. You’re assuming Morin will take me out. How about having a little faith things could go the other way?”

He was right, of course. She’d watched all of his fights online and knew he was a fierce competitor. Every time Blaise and Morin had met in the ring before, her man had been victorious. She had no reason to believe he wouldn’t be again.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to breathe until this fight is over,” she said, reluctantly giving her consent.

“I wouldn’t worry about that.” He pulled her into his lap as his warm hand worked its way under her soft cotton shirt. “I intend to make you gasp, pant, and wheeze a hell of a lot between now and then. Starting…” He skimmed her breast, eliciting a sharp gasp from her. “Right now.”

 

***

 

Blaise was sitting at his desk the next day when his brother stormed in, looking furious. “Don’t bother knocking,” Blaise said, not trying to hide his sarcasm. He’d had a rough morning already, fielding calls from the press, the promoter, and his team. He was drained, and it wasn’t even noon.

“What the hell are you thinking?” Rowan asked, slamming his fist on Blaise’s desk. “You can’t fight Morin.”

“Just watch me.” Blaise took a sip of his lukewarm coffee, thinking about all the indulgences he would have to give up to get back into fighting shape. He was still fit by most people’s standards, but he needed to be better than he’d ever been, and that would take discipline and sacrifice. Fortunately, according to the promoter, he had four months to pull it off.

“Do you have a death wish or what?”

Blaise saw fear in his kid brother’s clear eyes, and it reminded him how far they’d come in such a short time. For the first time in a long time, Rowan cared about someone other than himself, and that made Blaise hopeful. “I’m not stupid. I know the risks, and I’m doing everything I can to mitigate them.”

“Really?” Rowan asked, rolling his eyes. “Do you plan to wear a goddamn helmet?”

“No, I plan to minimize the number of shots Morin gets in. I’ll take him down before he even knows what hit him.” Blaise had been boxing long enough to know that cockiness was usually a hindrance, but it was just the thing he needed to combat his nerves.

Rowan sank into the chair across from his brother, looking defeated. “Marla told me what she did. That’s why you’re doing this?”

“Just settling the score, man. You know how it is. Honor and integrity mean everything. I’d rather go out in a body bag than be remembered as a coward.”

“No one thinks you’re a coward for retiring,” Rowan said, sounding frustrated. “You don’t hear the way the kids coming up talk about you. I do. They think you’re a legend, man. No one’ll ever think that way about Morin no matter how many fights he wins.”

“I know you’re trying to help, but—”

“Listen to me,” Rowan said, leaning forward. “You’re wasting your time in the ring. These guys need someone who understands the sport to manage their careers, to teach them the mental game, ‘cause like you tell me, that’s what wins the matches.”

Blaise couldn’t deny Rowan was right about the need for mentors, the kind of mentor Charlie had been to him. “I’m thinking about taking a trip back home, maybe asking Kiara to go with me.”

Rowan frowned. “You’re serious? Why would you want to do that?”

Blaise hadn’t made the trip often since he’d left Virginia, but he felt as though it was the right time to put his past to rest. He wouldn’t pretend it was all about his parents, though. He wanted to see the man who’d been a real father figure to him. Charlie was getting on in years, and he’d developed Parkinson’s, which he claimed made him even more ornery. Blaise wanted to see him the way he remembered him, before it was too late. “I want to see Charlie.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Rowan said, looking relieved. “Maybe he’ll be able to talk some sense into your fool head.”

“Don’t count on it.” Blaise kicked his boots up on the edge of his scraped up desk, leaning back in the squeaky swivel chair that had seen better days. “Charlie would never tell me to bow out of a fight. No matter the risk, he was the one who taught me to be a fighter, a winner.”

Rowan shook his head. “I know that. If Charlie hadn’t gotten through to you, you might have ended up like me, with this goddamn monkey on your back.”

“Havin’ a rough day?”

“No more so than every other day.” He smiled. “I shouldn’t say that. It’s a hell of a lot easier now than it was in the beginning, but certain things trigger it.”

Blaise began to fear his decision to fight Morin may have been the trigger his brother was referring to. “Something happen?”

“I used that shit to feel in control, ‘cause most of the time I felt so out of control.” Rowan focused on the wall of framed photos behind Blaise, some of the highlights of his career. “Didn’t know where I was going or how the hell to get out of the hole I’d dug for myself.”

“You may have dug the hole,” Blaise muttered, “but the old man gave you the shovel.”

“It’d be easy to blame him, but I have to take responsibility for my own actions if I want to beat this thing.”

Blaise realized he had to do the same, accept responsibility for all the choices he’d made, not just the ones he felt good about. “I think it’ll do me some good to sit down with the folks and have it out with them once and for all. You know, bury those old skeletons.”

“You sure you want Kiara to be there for that?”

“I want her to know the real me.” The thought of showing Kiara his scars, even the hidden ones, scared him, but he knew she couldn’t claim to love him until she really understood him. “The good, the bad, and the ugly.”

Rowan chuckled. “She doesn’t have to dig too deep to see the ugly.”

“Shut up!” Blaise grinned as he tossed a pen at Rowan. It felt good to joke with his brother again, to find a measure of the camaraderie they used to share.

“You want me to come with you?” Rowan asked. “You know, if Kiara can’t make it. You might need the moral support.”

“Maybe,” Blaise said, nodding. “I’ll let you know.”

“Well, I guess I should—”

“Row, hold up a second.” Blaise had intended to take more time to think about it, but Rowan had put his mind at ease about whether he was ready for more responsibility. Blaise believed he could handle it. “My gym manager quit on me today because he’s moving out of state in a couple of weeks. You think you might be interested in the job?”

“Seriously?” Rowan asked, his eyes widening. “You’d trust me with this place?”

“You’d have a lot to learn, but so did I. The old owner stuck around to teach me. I could do the same for you.”

“Man, that’d be amazing.”

Blaise smiled. “Good. There’s an apartment upstairs. I’ve been meaning to fix it up and rent it out, but if you don’t mind getting your hands dirty, you’re welcome to it.”

“Uh, how much?” Rowan asked uneasily. “I’m trying to save up for some new wheels.”

“It’ll be part of your compensation package.” Blaise knew it was important for Rowan to earn his keep, and he respected him for trying to make his own way.

He lowered his gaze. “I really appreciate this, Blaise, but this isn’t why I was hoping to reconnect. I just wanted my brother back. I didn’t expect anything from you.” He smiled. “Well, that’s not true. I was hoping you’d agree to train me—”

“Speaking of which, I wanted to talk to you about getting your amateur license. Our gym is licensed by the Boxing Commission, so I can help you out with it.”

A wide grin spread across Rowan’s face. “That’d be awesome. It’s been a long time since I’ve had anything to get stoked about, so thanks.”

Having purpose and passion would go a long way toward helping Rowan rebuild his life, and if Blaise could do anything to help with that, he would. “First step is a physical. If you don’t have a doctor, I can hook you up with mine.” Blaise suspected Rowan’s physical well-being hadn’t been his top priority in a long time, if ever.

“Yeah, I’ll need his name. I can make the appointment. I guess the sooner, the better.”

“Once you get a clean bill of health, you can submit the application and get the ball rolling. Once you get your license, we should set up some fights. Six months should be enough time to get you ready.”

“You think so?” Rowan asked skeptically. “I thought it’d be more like a year.”

“We’ll do a few charity gigs first, just to get you used to being in the ring before we tackle anything serious.”

Rowan laughed. “How lucky am I to have you as a mentor?”

“Pretty damn lucky, and don’t you forget it,” Blaise agreed, smiling. He still loved busting Rowan’s chops—that would never change. “My time is valuable. You waste it, and I’m done with you.”

Rowan’s smile slipped. “I hear you. I won’t screw this up, I promise.”

“Good.” Blaise leaned forward, clasping his hands on the desk. “How’re things going with Marla?”

Rowan scowled. “Not so good since she told me the truth about what she and her husband did to you. I’ve barely spoken to her. Good news is she got a job, so we’ll both be out of your house in a few days.”

Which meant he wouldn’t have a good reason to stay with Kiara anymore. Maybe he could convince her to stay with him instead. He did have that big gourmet kitchen to lure her in.

“What’s wrong?” Rowan asked. “I thought you’d be happy about that?”

“I am.” Blaise nodded. “It’s good that she’s getting her life together, for her sake and the baby’s. But you don’t have to hurry to move out. It’ll take some time to fix up the apartment. You’re welcome to stay until that’s ready.”

“I appreciate that, but you and Kiara need your privacy. I’d just be in the way.”

“I wouldn’t have offered unless I meant it.” Blaise leveled Rowan with a look that reinforced his words. “Don’t be too hard on Marla, man. She made a mistake. God knows we’ve all made our fair share.”

“I guess.” Rowan eyed Blaise warily. “Uh, she mention anything to you about the baby?”

“Has she gotten the test results?” At the moment, Blaise was more concerned about the potential abnormalities than paternity.

Looking relieved, Rowan said, “I don’t think so. I just wanted to make sure you knew the deal. I’m not so sure we can trust her yet, and I wanted to make sure she was telling you everything you needed to know.”

“Thanks, but yeah, she told me.” Blaise appreciated Rowan having his back.

“Good.” Rowan stood. “Well, I guess I should go hand in my notice. Can’t wait to get started here.”

“Whenever your current employers can spare you, we’ll start your training,” Blaise said, offering his hand across the desk. “The sooner, the better. I’m anxious to have you on board, Row. It’ll allow me to start focusing on this fight. I’ll have to train night and day to be ready in four months.”

Rowan shook his brother’s hand. “I can’t believe Kiara is okay with you doing this.”

“She’s not.” Blaise grinned. “She’s mad as hell, but she loves me enough to see that I have to do this.”

“You’re lucky to have her,” Rowan said, making his way to the door.

“You don’t have to tell me that.”

“Don’t screw it up, Blaise.”

“Don’t worry. That’s not gonna happen.”


 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Blaise was on his way back to his house two days later because he’d gotten a call from Marla that she had the test results and wanted to share them with him. He thought about calling Kiara for a pep talk, but ultimately decided to face it alone. He didn’t know how he felt about the paternity test. When he’d learned Marla was pregnant, he would have given anything for it to be Morin’s. Now he wasn’t so sure. The idea of becoming a father had grown on him. He knew the situation wasn’t ideal, but he assumed the man upstairs had a way of sorting things out.

Marla was already waiting for him in his driveway.

He cut the engine and climbed out of his low-slung sports car. “Hey. Hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long?”

“No, it’s fine.” She offered a tight smile. “I’m sorry I dragged you away from work, but I thought it would be best to discuss this somewhere private.”

“Not a problem.” He led her toward his front door and fit the key in the lock before he gestured for her to precede him into the house. He hadn’t seen her since she’d told him what she and Morin had done to him, and he could tell she was nervous about seeing him again. “Do you want to grab a drink first? Maybe a bite to eat?”

“No, I’m fine, thanks.” She followed him inside. “I’ll be able to take my stuff today. My employer said I can move in whenever I’m ready.”

“There’s no hurry, unless things aren’t going well with Rowan?” Based on his conversation with Rowan, things had been tense between them since he’d learned the truth. “If my brother’s giving you a hard time, I can talk to him.”

She shook her head. “He’s been good to me, better than I deserve.”

Blaise wasn’t ready to assuage her guilt about what she’d done to him or let her off the hook. He knew Morin was to blame, and he intended to see he got what was coming to him, but that didn’t mean Marla’s betrayal didn’t sting. “Let’s go sit down.”

“Sure.” She followed him into the living room and sat on the edge of the chair while he took the couch.

“So you got a job as a nanny?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “I’ll be looking after a boy and a girl, two and four. I’m excited about it, actually. They seem like great kids.”

“Does the couple know about the situation with—”

“They know all about Casey. My employer’s a police detective, so I don’t think Casey will do anything stupid.”

Blaise was relieved to hear she’d be safe. “Good, glad to hear it. About the amnio, did the doctor find any abnormalities?”

“No.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before glancing at him. “Thankfully, everything looks just fine, but…”

“But what?”

She winced. “The baby’s not yours, Blaise.”

He let the words sink in before lowering his head and clasping his hands in his hair. “Wow. I don’t know why, but I wasn’t expecting you to say that.”

“Are you disappointed or relieved?”

“I don’t know how I feel right now.” Yes, he did. He felt numb. He felt as if he’d lost something he’d never really had, which was crazy, since he had no business wanting it in the first place.

“I’m so sorry I dragged you into all this. I should have waited until I knew for sure whether the baby was yours.”

“You came here because you had nowhere else to turn,” he reminded her. “I don’t regret taking you in.”

“Not even knowing what I did?”

“I can’t deny that’s a tough pill to swallow, but I assume you did what you felt you had to do to keep the peace at home. I know what Morin can be like.”

“Then why are you getting back in the ring with him?” she asked.

“Because he didn’t deserve to beat me, not like that.” Blaise didn’t want to discuss his decision with Marla. In fact, he didn’t want to talk at all. He just wanted to be alone to think. “I should be getting back to work.” That was the last place he intended to go, but he needed an excuse to get out of there before the walls closed in on him. “Do you want me to wait around for you to pack your stuff? I can load your car for you.”

“That won’t be necessary. I just have the one suitcase. I was in such a hurry to get out of that house I didn’t take much.”

Blaise hadn’t considered how little she had. “If you need—”

“No, please.” She held up her hand. “I’m already so emotional. If you offer to do one more nice thing for me, I swear I’ll cry.”

“Well, I guess I’ll head out then. Just slip the key through the slot in the door when you’re done.” He didn’t know what to do. A handshake seemed too formal, a hug too intimate. “Good luck, Marla.”

He’d almost made it to the door when she said, “I wish it had turned out differently. I wish the baby had been yours. I know you’d have been an amazing dad.”

He didn’t respond. He walked through the door and closed it with a soft click before he leaned against it. Taking a deep breath, he looked at the cloudless sky as her words echoed through his head… You’d have been an amazing dad.

 

***

 

Kiara was surprised to find Blaise sitting on her sofa in the dark, clutching a pillow, when she got home from work. “Hey.” She turned on a table lamp when he didn’t move or respond to her greeting. She sat on the edge of the cushion beside him. “What’s wrong?”

He swallowed repeatedly, staring straight ahead. “I’m not the father. Marla’s baby isn’t mine.”

“Oh.” She could tell the news had hit him hard, and she didn’t know how to feel about that. She was selfishly grateful. It was one less problem for them to deal with. A thought occurred to her. “Did the doctor find a problem with the baby?”

“No, everything looks good.”

“Oh, that’s good.” So the result of the paternity test was the sole reason for his melancholy. “Um, would you like a drink? I sure could use one.” She didn’t know what she was supposed to say. I’m sorry you’re not the father of your ex-girlfriend’s baby. Better luck next time?

He reached for her hand when she moved to get up. “Don’t go. Please. Just stay here with me.”

“Okay.” She sat back beside him, mimicking his position with her feet on the ottoman and a pillow tucked against her middle. They were silent for a long time. Finally, Kiara tipped her head back and closed her eyes, waiting for him to explain how he was feeling.

“I know it’s for the best,” he said, clearing his throat. “I never wanted to be tied to Marla for the rest of my life.”

Really? You could’ve fooled me. “I guess it’s true what they say. Everything happens for a reason, right?”

“This did happen for a reason.” He linked her hand with his. “It made me realize that I want to be a father.”

Kiara looked at him out of the corner of her eye, trying to gauge whether or not his declaration was just an emotional reaction to Marla’s news.

“Sooner rather than later.”

“Oh.” She seemed to be saying that a lot, mainly because he was acting so strange. She questioned what he was thinking and feeling and what it meant for their relationship.

“That’s all you can say?” He shifted to face her. “Come on, Ki, you’ve got to give me more than that.”

“I don’t know what you want me to say.” Her voice sounded shaky, a reflection of the way she felt inside. “This is kind of a surprise.”

“Why? You know I love you, that I want to be with you.”

“Uh yeah, but that’s a far cry from marriage and babies. We’re still in the early stages of this relationship, still getting to know each other.”

He placed her hand on his chest. “I already feel like you know me better than any other woman I’ve ever been with. You know what’s in my heart. That’s all that really matters, isn’t it? We can figure the rest out as we go along.”

“I thought that’s what we were doing,” she said, suddenly uncomfortable with the direction their conversation was taking. Just because he’d received some upsetting news that made him re-evaluate his life didn’t mean she was willing to impulsively make life-altering decisions.

“Marry me.”

“What?” She drew her hand away from his chest and shifted back against the armrest. “What are you talking about? We can’t get married. We’ve only been dating for a few months.”

“So what? I know how I feel about you. You know how you feel about me. What else is there?”

“This is crazy,” she said, feeling frantic. “You don’t propose to someone because you’re sad or lonely.”

“Is that why you think I asked you to marry me?”

“You didn’t exactly ask me,” she reminded him, crossing her arms.

“You’re right.” He winced. “A girl like you probably expects some romantic proposal with a big rock and—”

“No.” She covered his mouth with her finger, not wanting to hear any more. “What I expect is time. Time to make sure this is right, that we’re both—”

He shook his head. “Wait a minute, are you trying to tell me you’re still having doubts about us? If this is because of the fight with Morin—”

“It’s not.” She couldn’t deny she was still terrified about what would happen when he stepped in the ring, but that wasn’t the reason she was asking for more time. “When I get married, it’s going to be for keeps, Blaise.”

“Of course,” he said, looking insulted. “I feel the same way. How could you even question that?”

This was quickly spiralling out of control, and the last thing Kiara wanted was to fight with him. She sighed, reaching for his hand. “I’m not questioning you. I’m crazy about you. I really could imagine spending my life with you, but I need more time to be sure.”

“Because you’ve put your trust in the wrong guys before?”

Kiara knew her past may be coloring her decision, but only because she was more pragmatic now than she’d been then. “Something like that.”

His expression was grave. “When are you going to realize I’m not like them? I’m not going to screw you over. I just want to love you. Why can’t you let me do that?”

“I have been,” she said, the knot of fear tightening in her belly. She didn’t want to lose Blaise, but she wouldn’t be coerced into making a decision she wasn’t ready for.

“Only on your terms. When I get too close, you manage to push me away.”

“That’s not true!” Was it? She hated that he was making her question everything. “You’re just upset because you were getting used to the idea of having a son, so now you’re trying to replace the void with something else.” As soon as Kiara said it, she wanted to take it back. “I’m sorry, I—”

“I’ve got to go.”

“Don’t,” she said, reaching for his hand. “Stay. Let’s talk about this.”

“We will. Just not now. I’ve got a plane to catch.”

“What are you talking about?” She jumped up to follow him to the door. “Where are you going? When will you be back?”

“I’m goin’ home. I want to see Charlie, get his take on the fight.” He took his keys out of the pocket of his jeans and clutched them in his fist. “Think I’ll see my folks too. It’s time to clear the air.”

“When will you be back?” She didn’t want him to leave, not when things between them felt so tenuous.

“I shouldn’t be gone more than a few days.” He touched her cheek. “I was going to ask you to come with me, but that’s probably not a good idea.”

“Why not?” She felt like crying, but it wouldn’t help. If anything, it would only make both of them feel worse.

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe we do need a little more time to sort things out. You probably know best. You’re a hell of a lot smarter than I am.”

Kiara grabbed his shirt in her fists and pulled him closer. “Don’t say that. Sometimes I think I’m pretty damn clueless, like right now. I think with my head. Maybe I need to start thinking with my heart more.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her close. “Nah, it’s best if one of us keeps a level head. I’ve been letting my heart lead lately, and I’m not sure that’s such a good thing.”

She tightened her grip on his shoulders, fearing she may never get to hold him again. “Maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe you’re right about—”

“Sssh.” He silenced her with a soft kiss. “There can’t be any maybes when you’re talkin’ marriage. It’s gotta be a sure thing. If you’re not sure, you’re not sure, and that’s okay.”

He said it was okay, but she knew it wasn’t. He was hurt, wrecked even, and she didn’t know what to say to make things right. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

“I think I should go it alone this time.”

“Will you take me with you next time?” What she really wanted was reassurance she would still be in his life next time.

His mouth tilted up at one corner, but the sparkle never reached his eyes. “If that’s what you want.”

“Blaise,” she whispered, “I love you. Please don’t doubt that.”

“I love you too, Ki. So damn much.”

 

***

 

Blaise was starting to regret his decision to head out before he got a good night’s sleep. He was tired and cranky after replaying his conversation with Kiara a hundred times on the three-hour flight. He hadn’t intended to suggest marriage. It just came out. It felt right, and he’d thought she was feeling it too. Realizing how wrong he was was a slap in the face. Her expression, her incredulity, when he uttered those two little words told him how off base he was.

Since he didn’t intend to stay in Virginia long, he’d packed a small bag that he could carry on so he didn’t have to check his luggage. He was grateful he’d had the foresight to make one smart decision as he walked through the airport.

He hopped into the first available cab at the curb, surprised to find an attractive redhead behind the wheel. “Hey.”

“Hey, yourself.” She winked at him in the rearview mirror. “Where to, handsome?”

Oh God, she was flirting with him. He was too tired to deal with that. Why couldn’t he have gotten some crotchety old man who didn’t speak English? “Good question. I didn’t even think to book a hotel.” He sighed, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. “Just let me call the Jefferson, see if they have any rooms.”

“They do,” she said, turning on her indicator and easing out into traffic.

“How do you know?” he asked, slipping his phone into the front pouch of his suitcase.

“I just picked up a fare there. He said the hotel was pretty quiet. They had a wedding and a conference, but most of the guests checked out yesterday.”

“Guess I have good timing… for once.”

She smirked, catching his eye in the mirror. “Sounds like there’s a story there. Girlfriend or wife giving you trouble?”

“Something like that.”

“You need someone who can help you forget your troubles then.”

Blaise chuckled. “You offering?”

She turned her head to flash him a sexy grin. “You know it.”

“Thanks, but I’m going to have to pass.” He knew there was no substitute for Kiara.

“That’s a shame.”

He tilted his head back, closing his eyes. He didn’t realize he’d fallen asleep until he heard her announce they were at the Jefferson. “Damn.” He sat up, scrubbing his hands over his face. “Sorry about that. I guess I’m wiped.”

“No problem.” She pulled up to the curb in front of the hotel, waving to the valet before she punched a button on the meter.

He handed her a fifty dollar bill for the twenty-five dollar fare. “Keep the change.”

“Thanks.” She fisted the bill. “How come a hometown boy like you is staying in a hotel? No family in the area anymore?”

“How do you know this is my hometown?” he asked warily.

“I recognize you.” She shifted to face him, resting her arm along the back of the passenger’s head rest. “My ex-boyfriend was a boxing fan. He thought it was pretty cool you were from Richmond. If I didn’t hate his guts, I’d probably call and tell him I picked you up today, just to rub it in.”

Blaise smiled. He liked this girl. Another time, before Kiara, he wouldn’t have hesitated to invite her upstairs to chase away his fatigue and foul mood. “I’ve still got family here, but I need some sleep before I can face them.”

She grinned, tapping her hand against the headrest. “I can relate. I work with my brother and my old man. They own the business, and believe me, they never let me forget who’s in charge.”

“You don’t seem like the submissive type. I’m sure you give them a run for their money.” Blaise smiled for the first time in what seemed like days.

“You’re right about that.” She reached into the glove box before passing him a card. “Just call the office and ask for Colleen when you want to head out again.”

“Will do, Colleen.”

“You sure you don’t want a little company? We could grab a drink at the bar?”

“As tempting as that sounds, I think I’m gonna hit the sheets.”

“Now you’re just teasing me.”

Blaise laughed, shaking his head as he got out of the cab. She rolled down the passenger’s window, and he leaned in. “Thanks.”

Her green eyes were bright with amusement when she asked, “For what, the ride?”

“That, and for making me laugh. I needed that.”

“Anytime, sexy.” She patted the hand he had curled around the open window frame. “And don’t let that woman of yours make you so miserable. She’s not worth it.”

“Actually she is, Colleen.” He straightened. “She definitely is worth it.”


 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

The following day, Kiara was having lunch with Sabrina, trying to choke down a Cobb salad and pretend everything was fine, when her eyes darted to her ringing cell phone.

Her disappointment must have registered when she saw it wasn’t Blaise, because Sabrina asked, “Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on with you?”

Trying to keep a secret from her best friend was pointless. Besides, she needed Sabrina’s advice. “Blaise found out he’s not the father of Marla’s baby.”

“That’s good news, right?” Sabrina asked, frowning. “So why aren’t you happy?”

“Because Blaise isn’t.” She sighed. “I mean, you’d think he would be, right? But apparently the prospect of becoming a daddy made him realize he wants to become one for real, and he doesn’t want to wait.”

Sabrina shrugged. “I’m not surprised. He’s mid-thirties, financially secure, basically retired. Why wait, right?”

“Why wait?” Kiara asked, feeling as exasperated with Sabrina as she had with Blaise. “Because we just started dating. We’re still getting to know each other. Am I the only one who thinks it’s crazy to consider marrying a man and having his babies after you’ve only known each other a few months?”

Sabrina laughed, waving her fork before piercing a slice of chicken. “You’re asking the wrong person. It took eight years before I was ready to walk down the aisle with Dylan, so I’d say I’m at the other end of the spectrum.”

“But you know Dylan. Nothing he could say or do would surprise you now.”

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Sabrina said, wiggling her eyebrows comically. “He still surprises me plenty.”

Kiara blushed. “That’s not what I meant. I just always thought…” Trying to find the right words to explain how she felt when she wasn’t even sure it made sense was frustrating. “I’d marry my best friend.”

“Of course,” Sabrina said. “That’s what everyone wants. So you don’t feel that way about Blaise?”

Did she? “We’re close.” She took a bite of salad, forcing herself to chew slowly. “Really close.”

“Do you trust him with your secrets? Is he the kind of guy you could tell anything and he wouldn’t judge you?”

Kiara didn’t even have to consider her response. “Yes.”

“Hmm.” Sabrina looked thoughtful as she chewed. “Interesting.”

“What is?”

“You used to say you felt like you couldn’t be yourself with the other guys you dated. Even Eli.”

“Yeah, but I was young and stupid back then.” At least she was when she’d dated Eli. Kiara couldn’t say the same about her more recent relationships.

“And now you’re smart enough to realize you want honesty and trustworthiness in a relationship. You told me not so long ago those are two of the most important things to you. I know Blaise kept some things from you in the beginning.” Sabrina wiped her mouth with a napkin before reaching for her water glass. “Do you think he’s learned from his mistakes? Do you think he’ll be honest with you from now on?”

Kiara shook her head, giving the question the careful consideration it deserved. “Yes, I do.”

“You said he’s away? He went back to his hometown, right?”

“Yeah.” Kiara could tell by her friend’s demeanor that she was trying to make a point. “So?”

“I don’t have to remind you Blaise is still a pretty big deal. I bet he’s like the hometown hero in Richmond. Hell, he probably has a key to the city and some community center or something named after him.” Sabrina grinned. “Maybe he even has his handsome mug on one of those welcome signs or a street named after him.”

Kiara stabbed her salad, feeling even more morose that he’d changed his mind about taking her. She wanted to see where he’d grown up, meet Charlie and his parents, and see his hometown’s pride in him.

“Bet he has lots of old girlfriends who still live there too,” Sabrina said, quirking an eyebrow. She tried to keep a straight face when Kiara gave her a dirty look. “I’m just saying, I bet the fact that he’s back won’t be a secret for long. People will probably be tweeting and posting pics of him all over the place.”

“I guess.” Kiara reached for her soft drink. “But what does that have to do with—”

“Do you trust him not to cheat on you?”

The question felt like a kick in the stomach. “How can you even ask me that?” She tossed her napkin down beside her plate. “What the hell, Sabrina? How would you feel if Dylan were out of town and I was making you paranoid about whether he was being faithful to you?”

“You couldn’t.”

“Excuse me?” Kiara didn’t argue with Sabrina often, but they were definitely heading down a slippery slope with this conversation.

“Nothing you could say would make me believe that my man would cheat on me. Can you say the same?”

“That’s not fair!” Kiara felt tears spring to her eyes. “Dylan’s been in love with you forever. Blaise just told me he loved me a couple months ago, and a hell of a lot has happened since then.”

“So that’s why you’re here and he’s there? Because you’re having second thoughts about your relationship? You needed some time to sort things out?”

“No.” Kiara sighed, sinking back in her seat as her anger turned to sadness. “I didn’t go because he didn’t want me to. Well, he did. But then he changed his mind.”

“How come?”

“Because he suggested we get married,” Kiara said, lowering her voice. She expected Sabrina to look shocked, but she didn’t.

“And you told him you weren’t ready?”

“I just said I needed more time.” Her response had seemed perfectly logical at the time, but she was starting to question whether she’d been a fool to put him off.

“Because you don’t trust him enough yet?”

“I never said that!”

“Well, what are you saying?”

“I’m just trying to be sensible, to make good decisions that I won’t end up regretting later.”

“Ah,” Sabrina said, picking up her fork again. “Good, so you don’t regret telling him you wouldn’t marry him and letting him return to Richmond without you?”

“I don’t know.” Kiara reached into her purse and tapped two pain relievers into her hand under the table. Their conversation was giving her a headache.

“I suggest you figure it out before your man comes back and tells you he doesn’t want a woman who can’t put her faith in him and your relationship.”

Oh God, Sabrina was right. Now what?

 

***

 

Blaise walked into the community center where his old friend Charlie had been a permanent fixture for nearly forty years. Blaise was happy to see the million dollars he’d donated the previous year had been put to good use. He didn’t care that the building now bore his name. He cared that the kids who came there after school had a clean, bright, safe place with people who genuinely cared about them.

He barely recognized the place anymore. No more holes in the wall. No more peeling paint. No more stained carpet or cracked tiles. No more graffiti on the outside of the building. The old building now had a decidedly different vibe, as if there was hope inside those walls. Hope for a better, more prosperous future, and it made him proud to know he’d played a small part in that.

“I don’t believe my eyes.” Charlie limped toward Blaise, a huge grin splitting his wrinkled, weathered face. Arthritis had set in, and he walked with a cane.

Charlie had lived a hard life. There had never been enough money when he was growing up, and he’d fallen victim to the usual vices before turning his life around and getting a job at the center. Blaise thanked God every day their paths had crossed. Without Charlie, Blaise hated to think where he might have ended up.

“Hey, Charlie.” Blaise matched his smile, pulling him into a half hug as they shook hands.

“What brings you to town, boy?”

“Came to see you.” He fell into step beside Charlie, walking back to the small office in the back of the building. “And the folks. But mostly you. I guess you heard about my fight with Morin?”

“Sure did.” Charlie chuckled, the raspy sound revealing his many years as a smoker. “You’re gonna whup his sorry ass. No doubt in my mind.”

That’s what Blaise loved most about Charlie. He never questioned Blaise’s decisions, and his support never wavered. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”

They holed up in the office, Charlie pointing at one of two metal guest chairs on the opposite side of his desk. “Take a load off. You picked a good time to come in. We get a small crowd around lunch time, but things don’t really start humming until the kids get out of school.”

“I might have to come back then,” Blaise said, smiling. It would be nice to see Charlie back in action. His body may have worn down, but nothing could dull his spirit or the light in his bright green eyes. “I’d love to meet the group you’re working with.”

“Oh man, they’d love that. I catch them looking at your picture sometimes, talking about how cool it would be to be up on that wall, with all that money and millions of fans. That’s when I tell them you didn’t do it for the money or the fans. You did it for the thrill of competition, because you took pride in being a winner.”

“That’s what I tried to explain to my girlfriend.” Blaise sighed. “She’s not too happy I’m getting back in the ring.”

Charlie’s smile revealed a missing lower tooth that had done nothing to abate his urge to laugh or smile. “I can’t say I blame her. She’s smart to be concerned. You’re taking a hell of a risk getting back in the ring, but I don’t have to tell you that. You know.”

“I do.”

“And I know you well enough to know there’s not a damn thing anyone can say to change your mind once it’s made up, right?”

“Right.”

“Your lady must know that too, if she knows you at all.”

Blaise knew Kiara wouldn’t try to change him, and that her concern was borne of love, but he would give anything to have her support and understanding before stepping into that ring. “She does.”

Charlie cackled, an infectious sound that always made people turn and stare before they inevitably joined in on the laughter. “Can’t keep a good man down, that’s what they say.”

“I told her one more fight. After this one, I’m done.”

“And then?” Charlie asked, lacing his fingers over his paunch.

“You know I bought the gym. That’s going well. I think I’ll expand, maybe open a new location.”

“Sounds like that’ll satisfy your urge for a challenge, but what will you do to feed your passion?”

“What do you mean?” Blaise knew what Charlie was getting at, but he didn’t have an answer. He suspected that was part of the reason for his visit—he needed his old friend to help him shed some light on his options.

“You’re a boxer, Blaise. It’s not just what you did, or do. It’s who you are. It’s an attitude, a lifestyle. It runs through your veins.”

“I know.” Blaise had been trying to deny that ever since the doctors told him it was over, but he felt as though they’d severed a limb instead of just ending his career. “Rowan and I reconnected recently. I’m going to help him get his amateur license, train him, and set up a few charity fights. I’m working with a few other amateur boxers at my gym, training them. One guy has a lot of potential. I’m not sure the others have what it takes to go the distance, though.”

“You ever think about working with kids?” Charlie asked. “I can tell you from experience, there’s nothing more rewarding.”

Blaise thought about the conversation he’d had with Kiara before he left. His desire to have children was as strong now as it had been then, but if she wasn’t ready to make that kind of commitment, maybe Charlie’s suggestion would help fill that void until she was ready. “It’s not a bad idea.” Blaise stroked the scruff on his cheek. “But what are you thinking, that I should volunteer at a center like this?”

“You could. Are there any youth groups for boxers in your area? You know, for underprivileged kids?”

“Not that I know of. Why?”

“Think about what you and Rowan were like when you came to me,” Charlie said. “You were angry. You were getting into trouble, fighting all the time ‘cause you had all this aggression and didn’t know how to get it out.”

“You’re right about that.”

“Boxing gave you an outlet. It could do the same for a lot of other kids who are on the same self-destructive path you were on.”

Blaise had heard about A-ha moments, but he couldn’t claim he’d experienced very many. This was definitely one. Everything Charlie said made sense. His life was coming full circle to bring him back to the place where he’d started. He could mentor kids who’d been just like he was. Lost. Scared. Alone. Hostile. Frustrated.

“You already have the advantage of being someone they’ll look up to right off the bat. It wasn’t so easy for me. I was a nobody here, and I had to work long and hard to earn the kids’ trust and prove that I wasn’t like all the other adults who’d let them down.”

“You’ve given me a lot to think about,” Blaise said, smiling. “Just like I knew you would.”

Charlie smirked. “Tell me about this lady of yours. She must be something special. I saw the way your eyes lit up when you mentioned her. She’s not like all the rest.”

“No, she’s not.” Blaise had never said this to Charlie or anyone, but he knew with every fiber of his being it was the truth. “For me, the search is over. She’s the one.”

“Ah, that’s great.” His eyes shone bright behind his silver-framed glasses. “Really, I couldn’t be happier for you.”

“Don’t start congratulating me just yet.” Blaise felt doubt and apprehension creep back in. “I know she’s the one for me, but she might need a bit more convincing.”

Charlie laughed. “It took me two full years to convince my June that I wasn’t gonna break her heart. We’ll be married forty-eight years this spring, and I can tell you, chasin’ after her the way I did was the smartest decision I ever made.”

“You know me, Charlie. I don’t quit.”

“I know that, boy.” He leaned forward, lacing his hands on his desk. “You said something about going to see your parents. How are they? I don’t see them around much.”

Blaise rolled his eyes. “Must be because you don’t go to the casino. As far as I know, they’re the same. I don’t think anything will ever change with them.”

“I know you didn’t ask for my opinion, but I’m old, so I’m going to give it to you anyways.” He leveled Blaise with the kind of look that used to make him squirm. “Go see them with that attitude, and you’ll only make matters worse. Show a little compassion. Try to see things from their side.”

“What are you talking about?” Charlie knew his parents, especially his father, had been a big part of Blaise’s anger and hostility.

“I know you have a big heart. Just try to show them a little kindness.”

“Kindness?” Blaise didn’t know why that tasted so acerbic. Maybe because his father hadn’t shown him any love or understanding. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“You’re a strong man, and I don’t just mean physically. I’m talking mentally. You have a strong will, an unbreakable spirit, something your father never had.”

“How many times did you tell me that you sleep in the bed you make, Charlie?”

“That’s true, but sometimes you sleep in the bed your parents built.”

“What?” Blaise asked, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer.

“Shortly after you and your brother came to the program, I asked to meet with your father. I wanted to tell him that I thought you had real potential as a boxer and wanted to work with you, introduce you to some people I knew who might be able to help with your career.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that?” Blaise was surprised his father had cared enough to come to the center. As far as he knew, he’d never attended a single parent-teacher meeting.

“You were just a kid,” Charlie said. “You had enough going on. Later, I guess I didn’t mention it because you were so focused on your career. I didn’t think you were ready to deal with your issues with your parents. It might have taken your attention from where it belonged when you stepped into the ring.”

“And you’re telling me now because…?”

“You’re obviously going to see them for a reason. I have to assume you’re looking for something. Answers, closure, I don’t know. It’s your business. I just want you to have all the facts before you see them.”

Blaise said, “I don’t see how you could have any insight after just one meeting—”

“Sometimes it’s easier to talk to a stranger, especially someone you can relate to.”

Blaise sneered, cursing softly under his breath. “You and my old man are just about as different as two men can be. If he made you believe y’all have anything in common, he was lying.”

“You may not know as much about either of us as you think.” Charlie leaned back, folding his arms over his chest as he stared at Blaise. “We grew up in a different time, son. The belt, the back of the hand, even a closed fist, they were all accepted forms of punishment.”

“Charlie, you don’t have to talk about this,” Blaise said, feeling uncomfortable. “I know—”

Holding up his hand, Charlie said, “Your father thought he was doing right by you because he never put his hands on you. He thought he was a better father than his old man had been.”

Blaise knew very little about his paternal grandparents, who had died before he was born. His father never talked about them, and now he understood the reason.

“He didn’t know that sometimes words hurt even more than fists.” Charlie sighed. “I tried to tell him that you were a good kid just looking for his love and approval, but you can’t change a man in a day. I think it’s not that your father didn’t want to change, but he didn’t know how.”

Blaise knew firsthand how difficult changing could be, even with support and resources. “Maybe he still wants to change?” He hoped so. He didn’t want his father to go to his grave with so much bitterness and resentment between them.

“Could be. Only one way to find out.”


 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Instead of calling Colleen to pick him up, he’d walked the two miles to his parents’ place. It had given him time to think about what Charlie had said and plan what he wanted to say when he saw his parents for the first time in three years. Sitting in the little house he’d bought for them, surrounded by the things his blood and sweat had paid for, Blaise didn’t feel any of the resentment he usually felt when he thought about supporting his parents for years. He felt pride that he’d been able to make a difference in their lives.

“Can I get you something to drink?” his mother asked, wringing her hands. “Um, I think we have some lemonade or tea, maybe. I doubt you’re much of a tea drinker, though. I meant to get to the market yesterday, but the day kind of got away from me.”

His mother had never been the cookie-baking, teetotaling type, but seeing how nervous she was and how much she obviously wanted to please him, Blaise was touched by her consideration. “It’s okay, Mama. I’m fine. Just sit down. I came to visit. I want to hear what you’ve all been up to.”

His parents shared a look, as though they were trying to concoct a spur-of-the moment story to hide the fact that they spent most of their days at the casino or bingo hall, spending their pensions and the monthly allowance Blaise sent.

“Um, we haven’t been doing much,” his dad said, shrugging. “You know, watching a bit of TV, doing a bit of gardening, reading, that kind of thing.”

The only reading material Blaise spotted was People magazine, and the grass looked as though it needed to be cut. “Hmm.”

“We hear you’ve got another fight lined up,” his mother said, frowning. “I thought the doctor said you had to retire ‘cause of all those concussions?”

“He did, but—”

“That seems like one hell of a chance to take then,” his father said, his face reddening. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

“It’s not a question of whether I want to or not. I have to.” Blaise looked his father in the eye. “It’s a matter of pride, integrity. You used to tell me that if I wanted to be somebody, I couldn’t let anybody keep me down.” He hadn’t said it in a supportive vein, but Blaise had still received the message loud and clear.

“I know what I said, but I’ve been known to be wrong before.”

That was the first time Blaise had ever heard his father admit he was wrong about anything. Maybe he had changed. “You weren’t wrong about this. I should have won that last fight against Morin. I would have if he hadn’t…” Blaise hadn’t gone public with his claims because he wanted to settle the score like a man. Since he couldn’t trust his parents to keep the secret, he said, “Landed that last blow. I know I’m better than I was in that last fight. I want a chance to prove it.”

His mother sighed heavily. “Well, you’re a grown man. I guess there’s nothing we can do or say to stop you if you’re determined to go through with this.”

Blaise offered her a thin smile. “Thanks for caring.”

“Of course we care,” she said softly. “You’re our son. We love you.”

He couldn’t recall ever hearing those words from either of his parents. Before seeing Charlie, he may have told them they had a funny way of showing their love, but he bit his tongue and reminded himself that everyone had a story, and he didn’t know theirs. “Rowan said he’d talked to you.”

His father smiled. “I’m so glad you boys reconnected. You need each other.”

A few months ago, Blaise would have denied needing anyone. Meeting Kiara had proved him wrong. “He’s doing well. In fact, I offered him a job managing my gym. He’s going to be getting his amateur license and fighting in a few charity matches.”

His mother winced, raising her hand to her chest. “Oh, boxing is so violent. Look at what happened to you. I don’t want to see that happen to Rowan.”

“Rowan’s a grown man,” Blaise said gently. “He’ll make his own decisions. The most important thing is he’s found the strength to fight his demons. If he can do that, he can take on any challenge.”

“I suppose you’re right,” his mother said, shaking her head. “You know more about it than we do.”

“I’ll make sure he’s prepared, that he has the proper training.” Looking at his parents, he added, “I’ll take good care of him. You don’t have to worry.”

“You always did.” His father’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he diverted his eyes. “He was lucky to have you.”

Praise was usually in short supply in his parents’ house. Maybe time and distance had softened their approach. “I like to think we make our own luck.”

“I guess we do.” He pressed his lips together in a light grimace. “I reckon that’s why we’ve always been so unlucky.”

Blaise knew that was his father’s way of accepting some responsibility for their strained relationship, so he decided to take a step too. “Maybe you guys would like to come to the fight? I could fly you out.”

His mother’s eyes lit up. “Really? That would be exciting. We’ve never been to one of your fights, and I’ve always wanted…” Her voice trailed off as though she’d caught herself saying more than she’d intended. “Um, that would be nice. Thank you for asking.”

Blaise stood. “Well, I should be getting back to the hotel.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay for dinner?” his father asked. “You just got here.”

His parents weren’t the type to entertain and used to make do with frozen dinners in front of the TV, so he doubted they were prepared for company. “No, thanks. I think I’m going to try to bump my flight up to tomorrow morning. I’m anxious to get back to…” He hadn’t intended to tell his parents about Kiara, but their curious expressions made him want to open up. “To see my girlfriend.”

“You have a girlfriend? Is it serious?” His mother smiled.

“I’d like to think so. Maybe you’ll meet her at the match.”

“Oh, we’d love that.”

His parents walked him to the door, and he shook his father’s hand and kissed his mother’s cheek.

“It was so nice to see you,” she said, her eyes filling with tears as she touched his cheek. “If it’s not too much to ask—I mean, if you’re not too busy—maybe we could keep in touch a little more often?”

For the first time, Blaise felt as though they actually wanted to be a part of his life. “Sure, I’d like that.”

 

***

 

Kiara stopped in her tracks when she walked into the Jefferson Hotel and found Blaise sitting at the bar, chatting up a gorgeous redhead. He’d called yesterday to tell her that he’d arrived safely and let her know where he was staying. She’d intended to surprise him and hopefully get a chance to meet Charlie and his parents, but she’d never expected... this. Storming through the lobby like a woman on a mission, she tapped his shoulder while clicking her high heel on the hardwood floor.

“Hey, I’m—” His shock registered before his handsome face split into a wide grin as he slid off his chair. “Baby, what are you doing here?” He hugged her so hard she lost her breath.

“I came to surprise you.” Glaring at his companion, she said, “Turns out I’m the one surprised.”

He laughed until she scowled at him. “Uh, Kiara, this is my friend, Colleen.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Colleen said, smiling as she offered Kiara her hand. “Blaise is overstating our relationship. I’m just a cabbie who’s been driving him around since he got here. It was the end of my shift.” She pointed at the large screen overhead. “There was a fight on tonight, and Blaise asked if I wanted to come in and watch it with him.”

Hmm, sounds innocent enough. Kiara felt guilty for assuming the worst. “Nice to meet you, Colleen.”

“Now that you’re here to keep him company, I’ll be shovin’ off.” She shouldered her purse. “Just give me a call if you need a lift to the airport in the morning, Blaise. I start at seven. Oh, and thanks for the autograph. My little brother’s gonna love it.”

“My pleasure.” Blaise gave her a brief kiss on the cheek. “I meant what I said about giving him my e-mail. I’d be happy to chat with him about his strategy.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that.” She grinned. “Y’all have a good night.”

Kiara felt uneasy as she claimed the stool Colleen had vacated. “I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions about Colleen.” She wanted to tell him it was a bad habit, a holdover from the days when she had dated athletes who didn’t know the meaning of the word fidelity, but she figured he would be insulted by her explanation.

“No biggie.” He shrugged as he slid onto the stool beside her and nuzzled her neck before nibbling her ear. “You can be damn sure if I walked into a hotel bar and found you sitting with a good-looking guy, I’d have questions.”

Kiara smiled, giving him a one-armed hug and a kiss on the cheek. Her past boyfriends would have made her feel as though she was the crazy one, the neurotic one, but Blaise seemed to understand her need for validation sometimes, and that only made her love him more. She curled her arm around his bicep. “Colleen said you planned to leave tomorrow. Does that mean things with your parents didn’t go well? Or did you decide not to see them?”

“Actually, I saw them today, Charlie too, so I had no reason to stay here any longer” He kissed her slowly and thoroughly. “I couldn’t wait to get back to you. That’s why I decided to head out tomorrow instead of the day after.”

Leaning her head on his shoulder, she released a contented sigh. “I wasn’t sure you’d feel that way after the way we left things. I’m sorry for the way I reacted when you suggested—”

He pressed a fingertip against her lips. “No need to apologize. When the time’s right, we’ll both know. Until then, we’ll just enjoy what we have.”

Kiara appreciated his magnanimous perspective, but she’d hoped he’d want to discuss it again. She was starting to feel as though she might have been premature in shutting him down. She loved him and wanted to spend her life with him. She was more certain of that with every day that passed. On the flight, she’d been considering possibilities. A long engagement, perhaps?

“Let’s grab a drink, then we’ll head up to my room.”

“I like the sound of that,” she said, matching his smile. His light, playful mood told her things had gone well with his parents, but she didn’t want to ask until he was ready to talk about it.

He ordered her a glass of her favorite chardonnay and a beer for himself before directing her to a booth for a little more privacy.

“What shall we drink to?” she asked, raising her glass.

“You being here.” He touched his glass to hers. “It means a lot to me.”

“I missed you. I couldn’t wait to see you.” She’d always been careful about such proclamations in the past, but with Blaise, they slipped off her tongue effortlessly.

“I missed you too, sweetheart.” Passing her a menu, he said, “We can order a bite if you’re hungry?”

“I ate on the plane,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “A wrap I could have lived without, but it did the job.”

He chuckled. “I guess I shouldn’t tell you Colleen took me for the best burger in the city then, huh?”

She raised an eyebrow as she crossed her arms. “Should I be jealous?”

He gave her a sidelong look as though he was trying to determine whether she was serious. “Of the burger or Colleen?”

Sharing an innocent drink over a game with his cabbie was one thing, but he’d gone out for dinner with her? “You tell me.”

“Uh, there’s no way you should be jealous of Colleen.”

“So she didn’t hit on you?” Kiara took a sip of wine.

“I didn’t say that.”

Now she was really curious. “Then what are you saying?” When he didn’t respond, she said, “You’d better start talking, Thomas.”

“She kind of propositioned me before I told her about you.”

“How long did it take you to tell her about me?” Kiara wasn’t naïve. Blaise was a rich, gorgeous, semi-famous former athlete. Of course women would hit on him, but it was important for her to know how he would react when they did.

He smirked. “I told her on the ride from the airport.”

“Oh.” Feeling marginally better, she glanced at him. “And since then, it’s been…?”

“Like she’s my little sister.”

“Good.”

“You believe me?”

“Yes.”

He kissed her hand. “Thank you. I need to know that you trust me.”

“I do.” Letting her gaze travel over his face, she was struck by how handsome he was. Yet that had so little bearing on his appeal. He was considerate. He’d proven that when he rushed her to the hospital to sit by her best friend’s bedside. He was compassionate. He’d shown that when he accepted Rowan back into his life. He was understanding. When he could have turned Marla away, he took her in. He was everything she’d ever wanted, and more.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, smiling. “You’re looking at me like you’re trying to figure me out.”

She beamed. “I think I’ve already got you figured out. It took me a while, mainly because I’m not very good at letting my guard down, but you make me feel safe.”

His eyes shone with appreciation. “I love that.”

“I love you,” she mouthed, making him smile. “So tell me about your visits with Charlie and your parents. I’m dying to hear what happened. I promised myself I wouldn’t pry, that I’d wait until you were ready to talk about it, but—”

“Girl, don’t you know by now there’s nothing you can’t ask me? Where you’re concerned, I’m an open book.”

Aww. He had a way of melting her heart with the simplest statement.

“Charlie’s great. It was so good to see him again, and the center…” He took a sip of his beer. His ruddy cheeks told her he’d been about to say something, but that he’d thought better of it.

“Come on now,” she said, squeezing his hand. “Open book, remember?”

Lifting a shoulder, he said, “It’s no big deal, really. I donated some money to the center last year. It was nice to see it all fixed up and know that I had a small part in it.”

Knowing how modest he was, Kiara suspected he’d had a big part in it. “How much did you donate?”

“A million dollars,” he muttered, looking into his beer.

Kiara covered her mouth so she wouldn’t spew out her wine. “A million dollars? Really? That’s a pretty sizeable donation. Aren’t centers like that usually publicly funded?”

“Please, you know how it is. The place would have to be a safety hazard before the city would put money into it.”

“That’s true.” Kiara smiled. “It’s amazing you did that. They must have been so grateful.”

He winced. “Yeah, so grateful they named the place after me. I didn’t want that. I would have preferred they name it after Charlie, since he’s the soul of that place, but he insisted it should bear my name. He said it gave the kids hope, seeing where I’d come from and what I’ve accomplished.”

“Charlie sounds like a wise man.” She knew Blaise didn’t want the praise, but she added, “Babe, kids like that need someone to look up to. All kids do, but especially at-risk teens and preteens.”

“About that…” Blaise downed some of his beer. “Charlie had an idea. I like it, but I wanted to run it past you, see what you think about it. If you like the idea, I was hoping you could help me, since you have that fancy business degree and all.”

Kiara knew it wasn’t easy for Blaise to ask for help, which made her want to do anything she could to support him. “Tell me about it.” Propping her chin in her hand, she waited for him to continue.

“Well, Charlie made the same point you did, about at-risk kids needing a mentor. Since boxing did so much for me and a lot of other kids like me, Charlie suggested we could use a youth program for street kids in Arlington.”

“I love that idea!” she cried, clapping once. “I totally think you should do it.”

“You do?” He sounded wary. “Really?”

“I know how important it is for you to give back. What better way?” Kiara couldn’t have been more proud of him for even considering taking on a project like that. “You could help kids the way Charlie helped you. You’re always telling me what a huge impact he had on your life, how you don’t know where you’d have ended up without him. What better way to pay it forward?”

“I know where I would’ve ended up,” he muttered. “I just don’t like to think about it.”

“Then don’t.” She covered his hand with hers. “Take all that negative energy about your upbringing and channel it into something positive. In turn, you’ll be showing kids how to do the same.”

“That’s what I want, Ki. I want to make a difference in their lives the same way Charlie made a difference in mine.” He leaned in, lowering his voice. “At the end of my life, I know it’s not going to be about how many fights I won or millions I made. It’s going to be about the lives I touched. I want my life to count for something.”

His life already counted for something, but she understood the urge to be involved in something bigger, to give back in a more profound way. “I would love to be a part of this with you. I’ll help any way I can. If you want to go the route of public funding, I can help you register as a non-profit and apply for grants, or if you want to fund it yourself, I can help with a business plan, finding a facility, and staffing.”

“You’d really do that?” he asked, sounding awed. “I mean, I know how busy you are, how much you give to your career. I wouldn’t want to take away from that.”

“You’d be giving me something, Blaise, a new sense of purpose. Sharing this with you would mean everything to me.”

“I love you so much.” He slid his hand down her cheek. “I don’t know what the hell I did to deserve you, but I can’t tell you how glad I am to have found you.”

 

***

 

Kiara made him feel gratitude at a whole ‘nother level in their hotel room. She was on her knees and looking up at him after taking him to the brink and back again so many times, he felt as if his head might blow off.

“I can’t do this,” he said, grabbing her arms and hauling her to her feet. “I need to be inside of you. Now.”

“You won’t hear me complaining.”

Her eyes were hooded, her lust evident in the warmth of her skin, her peaked nipples, and moist lips. Her breathing was as labored as his. She enjoyed giving pleasure almost as much as being on the receiving end. Easing her back on the bed, Blaise took his time, kissing her neck as he slid his shaft between her slick folds, teasing her and tormenting himself. He pinned her wrists above her head with one of his hands.

“Don’t.” She nipped his shoulder, writhing beneath him. “I want you now.”

“You’ll get what you want, baby. I’ll see to that.” Every day for the rest of our lives, if I have my way.

Gliding inside of her gradually was taxing. The only thing he could think about was burying himself deep, making her scream his name. The climb was slow and steady. He released her hands, giving her the freedom to explore his body as he rediscovered hers. Every time with her felt like the first time as he found new ways to indulge her secret fantasies.

Her body responded as he knew it would, rhythmically pounding against his. The throbbing between her legs relentlessly demanded more from him until he felt as though his self-control was a cord about to snap under the pressure of holding on so tight.

“I love this,” she whispered, her nails skating up and down his back. “Being with you makes me forget everything else. You’re the only thing that matters.”

He kissed her deeply, cherishing her words. She made him feel more valued than anyone ever had. Every time she touched him, she healed another hidden bruise. Every time she told him she loved him, it made up for another time he’d been called worthless. Every kiss erased a blow that had brought him to his knees. The way she looked into his eyes when their lips lost contact made up for every other woman who’d lied to him, used him, mistreated him, and made him feel empty.

“You’re a part of me now. No matter what happens, you always will be,” he said.

Tears skimmed her cheeks as she smiled before closing her eyes. “I want you to be a part of me… in the literal sense.”

He chuckled, dipping his head. He loved that she could make him laugh even when his heart felt so exposed. “Be careful what you wish for, girl.”

Kiara clenched him deep and tight, erasing any doubt about who was in control in that moment. She took his breath away, swallowing his moans as they made love.

The kiss lasted long after their tremors subsided, as though neither of them were ready to lose the intimate connection.

He broke away, leaning his damp forehead against hers. “I love you, Ki. So damn much.”

“I love you too.” She held him tight, giggling in his ear. “You made me glad I came.”

“Not half as glad as you will be by the time I let you out of this bed tomorrow.”

“If that’s a promise, I intend to hold you to it.”

He rolled to his side, taking her with him. Her body partially blanketed his, their legs intertwined, as their breathing returned to normal. They enjoyed the silence, his hand stroking her back as her hair fanned out over his chest.

She said, “You didn’t tell me about your visit with your parents. Do you want to talk about it?”

He usually kept that part of his life tucked away—mostly because he wasn’t proud of where he’d come from—but opening up to Kiara in their cocoon of safety and passion felt right. “Our visit was brief, but it went better than I would have expected.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yeah. Charlie told me some things about my old man I didn’t know.”

She settled her hand over his heart, pillowing her head. “I didn’t realize Charlie and your father were friends.”

“They weren’t, but they met once when I was young. Apparently my father opened up to Charlie about his own childhood. Charlie’s that kind of guy, easy to talk to. You feel like you’ve known him forever even though you just met him.”

“What did he tell you about your father?” Kiara asked.

“I guess he didn’t have it easy at home. Sounds like his old man laid a beating on him for just about anything.”

Kiara sucked in a breath. “That’s awful.”

He massaged her scalp absently. “Yeah, I guess things back then were different than they are now. ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child,’ and all that crap. I know I have scars from my childhood, but I can’t imagine the shit my dad’s been trying to bury.”

She pressed her lips to his chest. “Sounds like your talk with Charlie gave you a different perspective on your father.”

He thought long and hard before he answered. “I guess it did. I don’t think we’ll ever be best buddies or anything, but at least I can understand why he acted the way he did. He was angry, hostile. He didn’t know how to get it out, so he blew up at the people closest to him.”

She looked up at him. “After living with my father for so many years and hearing about human behavior from him, I know one thing for sure: we all carry scars from our childhood.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” For the first time in a long time, Blaise felt free, empowered even. “My father probably thought he was doing right by us ‘cause he didn’t hit us. He didn’t realize that sometimes words hurt just as much.”

“You know how great it is that you’re coming to these realizations now? It’ll make you a better father. You won’t repeat the same mistakes your father and grandfather made.”

“I sure as hell hope not.” He felt sick just thinking about the possibility of treating his child that way.

“So where did you leave things with your parents?”

“They’re coming to my fight against Morin. You can meet them then.” He didn’t want to introduce her to his parents yet. He wanted to take more time, test the waters with them and see if he and his parents could forge a different kind of relationship before he brought Kiara into the mix.

“I look forward to it.” She tightened her grip on his waist. “I still get queasy every time I think about that fight. Are you sure you won’t change your mind?”

He wanted to tell her he would do anything for her, but if he backed out of this, it would color his opinion of himself. He couldn’t live with that, not when he was finally starting to like the man he was becoming. He kissed her forehead. “I can’t, baby. I don’t want to upset you, and I don’t want you to worry about me. Nothing and no one can take me out now. Not when I have so much to look forward to.”


 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

Kiara was packing up when Dalton stepped into her office. “Hey, pretty lady. You ready to see your boyfriend kick some ass?”

After four long months of training, the big day had arrived. Kiara couldn’t wait for it to be over so they could move on with their lives without this fight hanging over their heads. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

The fight was taking place at Madison Square Gardens, the same backdrop as Morin and Blaise’s last match. Kiara could only pray this one didn’t end with Blaise being rushed to the hospital on a stretcher.

“Sabrina said you have the tickets?” When Kiara nodded, he said, “She was pretty bummed she couldn’t come, but with her delivery date right around the corner, she didn’t feel comfortable flying. The doctors are telling her it could be any day now.”

Kiara smiled. “I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t fly in her condition either. Besides, the crowds and the excitement might be a bit much for her.”

“Dylan just called to let us know the jet is ready when we are.”

“Great.”

“You don’t sound too excited,” Dalton said.

She held her phone against her chest. “I’m scared out of my mind. What if something happens to him?”

Dalton narrowed his eyes. “I know you guys have gotten pretty close. You think this guy could be the one, honey?”

“I know he is.” She’d wanted to tell Blaise she’d had a change of heart ever since she flew to Richmond, but he hadn’t mentioned their future again. She was too afraid to bring it up in case he didn’t feel the same way anymore.

“So what’s the problem? Why do you look so sad?”

She couldn’t explain it. Everything was going great. Blaise was moving forward with his plans to open the youth center, Rowan was doing a great job managing the gym, and she was staying at Blaise’s house more often than her own. She loved every minute of the time they spent together, but it wasn’t enough. She was ready to take their relationship to the next level, and it killed her not knowing whether he felt the same way. Sinking back into her chair, she lowered her head to her hands. “I love him.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“No, but…” She sniffled, feeling like a fool as she reached for a tissue. “He asked me to marry him a few months ago, and I said no.”

“Oh wow, I had no idea.”

“The only person I told was Sabrina.” Kiara closed her eyes. “I was so afraid to take a chance. I knew Blaise was different. Why the hell didn’t I just trust my instincts and say yes?”

“It’s not too late. You could still say yes.”

She laughed, trying not to sound bitter. “I think the offer’s been withdrawn. He hasn’t brought it up even once since I turned him down.”

“So why don’t you bring it up?” Dalton grinned. “Who says the man has to be the one to do the asking, especially since he’s already asked and been shot down?”

Kiara had thought about her fairy-tale proposal a hundred times, and it certainly didn’t involve her being down on one knee. “Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t do that!” The idea was too humiliating to contemplate. Blaise would think she was pathetic, desperate… or maybe just crazy in love with him?

“You’re obviously unhappy with the way things are, and I know you’re not the kind of girl who just sits around and waits for things to happen. Why the hell don’t you ask him, or at least tell him you’ve had time to think about his proposal and you think you’re ready?”

“I don’t want him to feel pressured.” She bit her lip. “Maybe he hasn’t brought it up again because he realized he acted hastily. It could be—”

“He doesn’t want to get shot down again. I know if I were him and a girl turned down my marriage proposal, I wouldn’t be quick to ask again. It’s a matter of pride, Kiara.”

Maybe Dalton was right. Maybe it was up to her to make the next move. But did she have the courage? Dalton and Blaise had become pretty tight since Dalton started training at his gym with the rest of the High Rollers crew. Any insider information might help put her mind at ease. “Has he said anything to you about us?”

Dalton shrugged. “Just in passing. Nothing heavy.”

Well, that didn’t help. She talked to her girlfriends about Blaise all the time. That he’d been so tight-lipped about their relationship was disheartening.

“That doesn’t mean he doesn’t think about a future with you,” Dalton said as though he could read her mind. “You know how it is. Guys and girls are different when it comes to stuff like that.”

She had to assume that was true. Dalton had been seeing Sophie for months, and while Kiara considered him a close friend, he had yet to confide in her about his feelings for Brett’s sister.

“I’ll think about what you said,” she said, getting up. “Right now, I have to concentrate on getting through tonight without having a heart attack.”

Dalton laughed as she curled her hand around his bicep. “I ran into Rowan at the gym yesterday. He said he was heading to New York this morning to meet his parents.”

“Yeah, Blaise invited them to the fight.” Things between Blaise and his parents had improved dramatically in the past few months, and Kiara could hardly wait to meet them.

“Rowan mentioned Blaise flew out a few days ago. Why didn’t you go with him?”

“He didn’t ask me.” She pressed the button on the elevator so she wouldn’t have to look at Dalton. She didn’t know why Blaise hadn’t asked her to go with him. He’d just said he’d be busy with his team and would fall into bed exhausted every night.

“I’m sure he was just—”

“It’s okay,” Kiara said, smiling tightly. “You don’t have to make excuses for him. I’m fine with it.”

“Liar,” Dalton whispered as they stepped onto the elevator.

Kiara glared at him as she punched the button for the ground floor. “As long as we’re calling each other out, what’s going on with you and Sophie? Are you still seeing each other?”

He leaned against the wall, looking pensive. “Yeah, why? Have you heard something? Seen her with someone else?”

Oh, wow. And Kiara thought she had problems. “No, you just haven’t said much about her lately. I was wondering if things are okay.”

“I guess that depends on your definition of ‘okay.’” He made air quotes around the word. “If you asked her, she’d probably say it was. She’s getting exactly what she wants from the relationship: great sex and no commitment.”

Kiara’s jaw dropped. “Wait a minute, that’s the way she wants it? Those sound more like your ground rules.”

“Yeah, well, things change.” He stepped off the elevator before holding the door for Kiara.

“Ah, my friend,” Kiara said, slipping her hand around his arm again, “I can’t tell you how much I’m going to enjoy watching the fall of the great Dalton Mitchell.”

“Shut up, or I’ll have them flash your marriage proposal across the screen at the Gardens tonight.”

Kiara gasped, her eyes wide. “You wouldn’t dare!”

Tweaking her nose, Dalton grinned. “Don’t tempt me.”

 

***

 

The minutes before the fight were winding down, but Blaise wasn’t nervous. Anxious was more like it. He was ready for this fight. Win or lose, he wanted the match to happen. Knowing Kiara would be among the capacity crowd, with his family, only made him want it more. He wanted her to be proud of him. While he knew he didn’t have to prove anything to her, he wanted to show her he was the kind of man who fought for what he wanted. And he wanted her more than anything.

One of his trainers poked his head in the door. “Hey, Blaise, your parents and brother are outside. You mind if they come in?”

“Sure.” He was disappointed Kiara hadn’t come back to wish him luck before the fight, but at least he knew she was there. She’d texted him from the cab to let him know they’d landed and were on their way to the Gardens.

Blaise smiled at the sight of his family. They’d come further in the past few months than he thought possible, and finally having people in his life he could count on felt great. His parents had curbed their gambling habits, and his father had even started volunteering with Charlie at the youth center to fill his free time.

Rowan shook Blaise’s hand before pulling him into a back-slapping hug. “We won’t keep you. Just wanted to wish you luck.”

“Thanks.” Looking over his parents’ shoulders, he asked, “Marla’s not here with you?” She and Rowan had become close in the past few months, and while Blaise wasn’t convinced it was the right relationship for either of them, he was trying to be supportive.

“No, she thought it was best to steer clear. Just because Morin signed over his parental rights when he signed the divorce papers doesn’t mean he wouldn’t give her a hard time if he saw her here supporting you.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Blaise hugged his parents. “You haven’t been to your seats yet, have you? You’re going to be sitting with Kiara and our friend Dalton. Rowan can introduce you.”

“I can’t wait to meet her.” His mother patted his cheek. “Based on everything you’ve told us about her, I have a feeling we could be welcoming her to the family very soon.”

“God willing,” Blaise muttered, looking toward the ceiling.

“You think I could have a minute alone with my boy?” his father asked. “I’ll meet y’all out there.”

“Sure.” Rowan patted his brother’s back before leading his mother to the door. Looking over his shoulder, he said to Blaise, “No matter what happens out there, I know you’ll make us proud tonight. Just getting back in there takes guts.”

“Thanks.” Blaise had always tried to be a good role model for his kid brother. It meant a lot to him to know that he could still make a positive impact on the people who mattered to him.

His father stuck his hands in the pockets of his baggy, faded jeans. “I know you’ve been through a lot of these, but, uh, since this is your last, and the first one I’ve been to, I just wanted to take a minute to tell you…” He shrugged. “Well, like your brother said, we’re proud of you. You’ve got a hell of a lot more courage than I ever had.”

“What do you mean?” Blaise asked, frowning.

“You fight when most men would run.” He dipped his head. “You stand up for yourself, look your opponent in the eye, and strike back.”

“You ever wish you’d done that?” Blaise said, throwing a towel over his shoulder as he propped one foot on the bench between them. “You ever wish you’d fought back instead of taking it?” They were finally talking about the abuse his father had endured as a child, and while the timing wasn’t ideal, Blaise was grateful his old man was finally opening up about what he’d been through.

“Sometimes it’s better to back down. When your opponent is bigger and stronger and you know you don’t stand a chance…”

When Blaise considered the fight between a boy and his father, he supposed that was true.

“I beat you down,” his father said softly, refusing to meet Blaise’s eyes. “Not the way my father beat me down, but I know it hurt just as much. I’m ashamed of the things I said and did. I’m just grateful you were strong enough to overcome them. I wasn’t.”

Blaise was overwhelmed. He’d never believed his father would accept blame for his mistakes. He clenched his teeth, trying to find the right words. He couldn’t dishonor himself by pretending it hadn’t happened or that it hadn’t hurt, but he saw no benefit to hanging on to past hurts when they could find love and forgiveness instead. “I know you did the best you could. You were wrong, but we all make mistakes. I’m sure as hell not perfect, so how can I expect you to be?”

“I don’t deserve your forgiveness.” His father swiped a hand over his face. “I wouldn’t be stupid enough to ask for it.”

“Forgiveness comes one day at a time.” Blaise had talked to Kiara’s father on the phone a few times since they’d met, and Dr. Wagner was helping him with a lot of buried pain. “It happens slowly, over time. Trust is built. Love starts to replace the hate, and before you know it, you’ve let go of the bitterness. I’m not there yet, but I’m definitely getting there.”

His father looked up, his eyes filled with tears. “That’s more than I’d hoped for. I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving this earth with my boys hating me. I’m so grateful to be getting this second chance with y’all, and I swear I won’t screw it up.”

Blaise smiled. For the first time, he felt proud of his old man. “Charlie says you’re doing a good job at the youth center. You’re making a real difference in the lives of those kids. You want to make up for the mistakes you made with me and Row? Just keep doing what you’re doing with them. It’s making your life better, and theirs.”

“Thanks,” his father said, offering his hand. “For everything.”

 

***

 

Blaise’s parents were nothing like Kiara had expected. They were sweet and humble, clearly happy just to be a part of their son’s big night. His mother grabbed Kiara’s forearm, jumping up and down like a little kid when they announced Blaise’s name. His father was shouting and pumping his fist like the other rabid fans. She’d never been to a boxing match before and was overwhelmed by the chaos and energy surrounding her. The venue was sold out. Everyone around her screamed for their favorite. Fortunately, most of the people surrounding them seemed to be cheering for her man.

Dalton gave her a sidelong glance before putting his arm around her. “Blaise has got this. Don’t worry.”

Don’t worry? Was he crazy? She wouldn’t be able to breathe until it was over. She watched the two men touch gloves in greeting, but there was no mistaking the hatred in their eyes. For Blaise, this was about payback. For Morin, it was about defending his title. Blaise had promised her if he won the title, he wouldn’t try to defend it. This was his last career match, no matter the outcome.

Kiara struggled to keep her eyes open as the men bobbed and weaved, dancing around each other. Each sized up his opponent, preparing to land their first blow. She feared Morin’s first blow may be Blaise’s last. She’d tortured herself by watching brutal knock-outs online and reading up on the dangers of multiple concussions and the possibility of brain damage with serious head injuries.

Turning into Dalton’s shoulder, she said, “I don’t know if I can watch this, Mitch. I thought I could, but—”

The crowd roared, prompting Kiara to look up. Morin was down, the ref was counting, and Kiara expelled the breath she’d been holding. “What happened?”

“Combination took him down,” Dalton explained, pumping his fist.

“A combination?” She’d also read up on the lingo, but her brain wasn’t processing his words. Her body was taut with anxiety as she tried to force herself to think positively for Blaise’s sake.

“Left jab, straight right, left hook.”

The crowd was going crazy and cheering as Morin stumbled to his feet before falling again. The ref continued counting.

“Oh God, he’s getting up.” Kiara knew it was naïve to think the fight could be over that quickly. Morin was the defending champ, which meant he could hold his own against any contender.

“Morin didn’t take this seriously,” Dalton said. “He was cocky, didn’t train the way he should have.”

“How do you know that?” Kiara asked, praying Dalton was right.

“Seen a few of his interviews. He went into this thinking Blaise was out of practice, that he was soft. He was crazy to underestimate him that way.”

Blaise had been training night and day for months. He’d complained to her that his trainers were holding back, sticking to body shots to avoid another head injury.

“It’s going to be okay, honey,” Blaise’s mother said, squeezing her hand. “Don’t worry.”

Kiara’s fear must have been written all over her face if his mother picked up on it. “Aren’t you scared for him?”

“Of course I am.” She smiled. “But he’s never had more to fight for. He’ll come out of this just fine, you wait and see.”

Kiara prayed they were right. Clasping her hands in front of her, she watched Morin hold Blaise to avoid being hit—a clinch, she thought they called it. He was clearly on the defensive, trying to prevent Blaise from landing another debilitating blow. But Blaise wouldn’t be held at bay. He landed another right cross, and Morin stumbled back against the ropes. Not giving him time to rest, Blaise caught Morin with a swinging punch that seemed to have all his weight behind it. Morin hit the mat while the referee started his count.

“Oh please,” Kiara whispered, “just let this be over.” She was glad she hadn’t met Blaise during his boxing days. She didn’t think she could have survived countless matches.

But Morin wasn’t ready to go down. He stumbled to his feet again, seeming to regain his equilibrium. He came at Blaise, landing a blow that snapped Blaise’s head back. Kiara covered her face with her hands. Did that blow have the kind of impact that would end this nightmare? She wanted Blaise to win, but not at the cost of his health or his life.

The hit seemed to light a fire in Blaise. He closed the gap between them, overwhelming Morin with a series of hooks and uppercuts, followed by a few kidney punches.

“He’s wearing Morin down,” Dalton said. “It won’t be much longer. I don’t think Morin has enough gas in the tank to come back from this.”

“I hope you’re right.” She’d heard of people achieving superhuman feats of strength when their back was against the wall. She hoped this wasn’t one of those instances.

“Yeah!” Dalton shouted. “A liver punch.” He leaned toward Kiara. “That’ll bring him to his knees, guaranteed.”

Apparently Dalton was right. Morin hit the ground, rolling to his stomach as the ref started counting. More than half the crowd joined in. Kiara counted with them when they got to seven. Finally, she heard the blessed word: ten. It was a knock-out. Blaise had won not only the match, but the heavyweight championship that had been stolen from him.

“Thank you, God,” she whispered, tilting her head back as tears leaked from her eyes. “Thank you for keeping him safe.”

Blaise’s mother put her arm around Kiara and squeezed her tight. “Head back to the dressing room, honey. I know you’re the first person he’ll want to see.”


 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Blaise saw Kiara in the crowd outside his dressing room. The press wanted a statement. They wanted to know if he intended to defend the title. No way. Being back in the ring had proved to him that as good as it felt to be victorious, those days were behind him. He didn’t need the thrill of victory anymore, not when he had so many other great things going on in his life. Namely Kiara.

He reached for her hand and pulled her tight against his chest until he realized the sweat and blood on him were staining her fitted white shirt. “Damn, I’m sorry, baby.”

She laughed, patting his chest. “You think I care about that?” She kissed him. “God, I’m so proud of you. You were amazing out there, Blaise. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

His manager was fielding the press like the pro he was, acting as a barrier between Blaise and the dozens of people desperate for a piece of him. It would be hours before the hysteria died down, but Blaise had no intention of being holed up in a dressing room with Kiara for hours. Not when they had a luxury hotel room with a bottle of champagne and a big soft bed waiting for them.

“We can sneak out the back while Joel fields the press. I just need to grab a quick shower first,” he whispered as he tugged on her hand. “There’s a limo waiting for us.”

Kiara followed him into the quiet dressing room. It normally would have been filled with members of his team, anxious to congratulate him and share in the victory, but he’d asked Joel to clear the room so he could have a little alone time with Kiara.

“Why didn’t you come see me before the match?” he asked, locking the door. “I was hoping to get a few minutes alone with you.”

She tugged on the towel around his neck, bringing him in for a kiss. “I was going to, but when Rowan took his seat, he mentioned your dad wanted to have a word with you alone. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

He appreciated her consideration, but it hadn’t been easy to get in the ring without seeing her. “I told you everything would be fine.”

“I’m just so glad it’s over.” She held his face, looking him in the eye. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life.”

He loved that she cared about him so much, but he needed her to trust that everything would work out when he promised it would. “Life is all about risks, Ki. Sometimes you just have to face your fear. Otherwise, you’ll live to regret it.” He wasn’t talking about boxing anymore, and they both knew it.

“About that,” she said, flattening her palms on his chest. “I was hoping we could talk—”

“Blaise.” Joel rattled the door. “Let me in. I need to talk to you. Don’t worry, I’m alone. Security has the press under control.”

Joel, his manager, and Kiara had met a few times at the gym while Blaise was training. They didn’t see eye-to-eye, mainly because Joel saw Kiara as the reason Blaise wasn’t willing to continue his career.

“Just give me a minute,” Blaise said.

Before he opened the door, Kiara reached for his wrist. “I’ll leave you two alone. You probably have a lot to talk about.”

“Not really. I said all I needed to say to Joel before the fight. He knows what my plans are.” Blaise saw the doubt and fear in Kiara’s eyes. She was questioning whether he would keep his promise now that he’d won the title back. Blaise opened the door to let Joel in. “I haven’t got a lot of time. Kiara and I have our own celebration planned.”

Kiara smiled at Joel briefly. “I’m sure you must be happy with the way things turned out tonight.” She gestured toward Blaise. “You did your job. Congratulations.”

Joel inclined his head, muttering, “Thanks.” Facing Blaise, he asked, “Can I have minute with you before y’all head out?”

“Whatever you have to say to me you can say in front of Kiara. You know I don’t have any secrets from her.”

Joel, a seasoned veteran who’d managed some of the most celebrated boxers of their generation, grimaced and swiped a hand over his face. “Fine. I know how you feel about defending the title, but the promoters are offering a forty-million-dollar purse. Plus, you’re probably looking at another twenty mil for pay per view.”

Kiara’s jaw dropped as she looked from Joel to Blaise. “Oh my God, seriously?” She shook her head. “I’m used to dealing with large contracts, but that’s for one fight?”

“Getting Blaise back in the ring is a big deal. Everyone knows the risk, given his medical history.” Joel shrugged. “It ups the ante for fans, knowing the risk. I guess it’s kind of like watching those guys on TV who swallow swords. You can’t look away even though you know the crazy bastard’s putting his life at risk.”

Kiara glared at Joel, her hands on her hips. “Is that all you care about, the money? You’ve been Blaise’s manager for fifteen years. You, of all people, know how dangerous it was for him to get back in the ring tonight. I can’t believe you’d encourage him to do it again!”

“It’s not going to happen,” Blaise said, raising his hand. “I don’t care how much they’re offering. This fight was about pride, principle, not money. I did what I came here to do tonight. This was the last chapter for me, Joel. Period.”

Joel shook his head. “I get what you’re saying, I do. You can’t put a price tag on your health, but are you sure you don’t want to think about it before I turn them down?”

“Don’t need to.” Blaise’s mouth quirked when he looked at Kiara. “I’ve got my future more or less mapped out, and it doesn’t include professional boxing. Well, it might, but I won’t be the one donning the gloves.”

Joel raised an eyebrow. “You’d be a hell of a manager. Should I be worried about you taking some of my guys?”

Blaise laughed. “No immediate plans, but I’d never say never.”

Joel smirked. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He gestured toward the door. “I know you’re anxious to get out of here, but you’ve got to give them a quick statement, field a few questions. Ten minutes, tops.”

Blaise sighed. “Fine, tell them I’ll be out in twenty minutes.”

 

***

 

Kiara stood back, watching Blaise handle the press as if he’d done it hundreds of times before, which he probably had. She’d seen a different side of him tonight, another facet of his personality, and it made him even more appealing. Just when she thought she knew everything about him, she found another layer to peel back.

“Before this fight, you said you were done,” a female reporter said, holding a micro-recorder toward Blaise’s face. “Have you changed your mind? Is there a dollar amount that could lure you back, Blaise?”

He laughed. “Uh, no. Money’s of no use to you when you’re dead, and since the doctors told me that’s a very real possibility if I don’t put an end to this madness, I’d say it’s time.”

“Why did you come back, Blaise?” a male reporter asked. “Was it to settle a score with Morin? To prove, once and for all, that you’re the better boxer?”

“I think it started out as a challenge to Morin,” Blaise said, winking at Kiara. “But I ended up challenging myself the most. I didn’t know if I could get back into fighting form after that long of a hiatus. It feels good to know that I could. It feels even better to be going out a champion this time.”

“Is your girlfriend the reason you’re not defending the title?” another reporter asked. “Is it true you promised her this would be your last fight?”

Kiara’s stomach lurched as she imagined boxing fans the world over hating her for taking their champion out of the sport. She didn’t want to think about what that reputation would do to her career.

“I already told you why this was my last fight,” Blaise said, a harder edge to his voice. He glared at the man who’d posed the question. “I have a life to live, plans for the future. I’ve loved boxing. It gave me more than I ever thought I deserved, but it’s time to let go.”

Relief washed through Kiara, not only because he’d taken sole responsibility for his decision, but because he’d publicly declared his intent to retire for good.

“That’s all for now,” he said, stepping away from the crowd as he reached for Kiara’s hand. “My girlfriend and I have a celebration of our own planned tonight. If you’ll excuse us.”

“Blaise,” one reporter called as they made their way to the door, “do your plans for the future include a wedding?”

“Uh…” Blaise glanced at Kiara. “No.”

No? Kiara swallowed her disappointment as he ushered her to the waiting limousine.

“Thank God that’s over, huh?” Blaise reached for her hand when they were safely ensconced in the backseat. “One thing I don’t miss about my job is dealing with the press.”

Kiara offered him a tight smile, biting her lip as he popped the cork on the champagne bottle, barely spilling a drop.

He filled two glasses before handing her one. “To the future, Ki.”

What kind of future would it be if he’d changed his mind about committing to her? She touched her glass to his, forcing a smile. “To your future. Congratulations on your success tonight, Blaise.”

He frowned as he watched her sip the bubbly. “Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing.” She shook her head, rubbing her temple. “I guess I’m just a little tired.” She should tell him the truth, but it didn’t seem fair to ruin his big night by putting him on the spot about his response to the reporter.

“You’re lying.”

“No, I’m not.” She laughed lightly, but she felt more like crying. “Oh good, we’re at the hotel. That didn’t take long.” She felt claustrophobic and anxious to put some distance between them. She wanted to collect her thoughts before she made a fool of herself. She edged closer to the door, reaching for the handle at the same time the driver did. She smiled sweetly as she accepted his gloved hand. “Thank you.”

He was too polite to note the stains Blaise had left on her shirt, but she pulled her blazer around her as she walked toward the door, buttoning her jacket before she met the doorman. Blaise was a few steps behind her after tipping the driver.

“Hey,” he said, grabbing her elbow, “where’s your stuff?”

She lifted her oversized, leather Gucci bag. “I have the essentials in here. I bought them at the airport back home, and I figured I could buy a change of clothes wherever we stayed. I planned to go home and pack an overnight bag earlier today, but I got tied up at work.”

“Oh.” He frowned. “I was hoping we could stay on here for a few days.”

“I’m afraid not. I have to get back.”

“Ki, what the hell’s going on with you?” He grabbed her upper arm and pulled her toward a quiet spot. “If I did something to piss you off, you have to tell me what it is so I can make it right.”

She cleared her throat. “Don’t be ridiculous. You didn’t do anything.” She was grateful she hadn’t gone to see him before the match. If she had, she might have followed Dalton’s suggestion and brought up the subject of marriage. At least the reporter’s question saved her the humiliation of being shot down.

“Why are you lying to me?”

“Blaise, people are starting to stare,” she whispered. “I think they recognize you. We should go up to the room before you get mobbed.”

He glanced around the lobby, probably to confirm her claim, before he linked his hand through hers and led her toward the elevator. He was silent as he punched the button, his eyes fixed on the window of a jewelry boutique amidst the exclusive shops.

Rolling his finger around the diamond band on her right hand, he said, “I hate this, Ki. There’s this tension between us all of a sudden, and I want to know why.”

It wasn’t fair to keep him in the dark, but couldn’t he guess why she was so upset? Sure, they hadn’t talked about marriage since the night of his quasi-proposal, but did he really think it hadn’t been on her mind? The elevator was blessedly empty when they stepped on.

“It’s been an emotionally charged day for both of us,” she said. “It would probably be best if we just get some sleep and talk about it in the morning.”

He closed in on her, crowding her against the wall. “Are you saying you don’t want to make love to me tonight? Now I know something’s wrong.”

She could barely breathe when he looked at her as though he intended to have his way with her right there, heedless of the security cameras overhead. “I just thought you’d be tired.” She gestured to his body. “And sore, after tonight.”

“I’ll never be too tired to show you how much I love you, girl.” Stroking her face with the back of his hand, he whispered, “Don’t ever forget that.”

If you love me so much, why don’t you want to marry me anymore? Of course she couldn’t ask that, so she held him instead, hoping he couldn’t sense her sadness. She’d been hurt when he told the reporter he didn’t intend to marry her, then mad. Now she just felt sad, as if she’d missed out on the best opportunity of her life.

His lips grazed her cheek. “Don’t you know by now I can read your moods? When you’re not happy, I know it. And I hate it. I want to make you happy, Ki. Always.”

Damn it. Why did he have to say that? She couldn’t stop the flow of tears even if her eyes were glued shut.

“Hey,” he said, tipping up her head. “What is it, baby? Just tell me.”

The elevator delivered them to the top floor, saving her from responding. Brushing away the errant tears, she nudged him out of the way. “Let’s go. We can talk in your room.”

She knew he wasn’t pleased she was putting him off, but how could she tell him the truth without making herself sound pathetic and desperate? Of course, if she didn’t tell him, it would fester and lead to resentment that could eventually destroy their relationship. Kiara didn’t know what to do. She felt damned either way.

Stepping into their room, she gasped. The puffy white linens were turned down, and red rose petals decorated the bed. There was soft music playing, lit candles, and champagne on ice. The suite felt like his room had the first time they made love.

“How did you do all this?” she asked, covering her mouth. “When?”

“I had someone on the staff help me with it.” He closed his arms around her from behind as he rested his chin on her shoulder. “I texted him and told him we were on our way.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“I wanted it to be special and to remind you of how far we’ve come since our first time together. We’re not the same people we were then. Everything feels different, at least to me.”

“To me too.” She covered his forearms with her hands, tipping her head back on his shoulder. “We were just getting to know each other then.”

“And now?”

She bit her lip, wishing she could say everything in her heart without fear of crossing some invisible line. “Now I know you better. I know myself better too.”

“How so?” His lips traveled across her cheek, making her close her eyes.

“I know what I want, what I don’t want.”

He peeled off her blazer and tossed it over a chair before undoing the top buttons of her blouse to reveal her white silk demi-cup bra. “Tell me what you want, Ki.”

“You.”

His touch was feather-light, gliding over the swell of her breasts slowly, as though they had all the time in the world to explore each other’s bodies. “You have me.”

“Not the way I want you.” It was the moment of truth. She had to swallow her pride and tell him how much she wanted to build a life with him.

“What do you mean, beautiful?” He kissed her neck as his hands glided over her hips, reaching for the button fly on her low-cut black pants.

“I want…” She was temporarily distracted by the heat of his mouth searing her skin. “You… to… be… my husband.” Her stomach clenched.

His hands froze on her hips as he raised his head from her neck. “What did you just say?” He turned her to face him, clasping her hands. “Say it again.”

His look was one of disbelief, or was it hope? Kiara couldn’t tell, and not knowing was killing her. She’d said it aloud, so she couldn’t take it back. She said quietly, her eyes fixed on the door, “I want you to be my husband.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Is that right?”

“Yeah, but, um, I know what you said to that reporter and—”

He threw his head back, laughing. “Is that why you were so upset in the limo?”

Frowning, she shoved him back a step. “What the hell’s so funny?”

“You.” He gripped her chin, leaning in to steal a kiss. “I said that because I didn’t want to tip you off and spoil my surprise.”

“Your surprise?” Her heart pounding, she turned to face the room. It started to click. He’d done all of this for a reason that had nothing to do with his success in the ring. “You mean this is…”

He led her toward the small table where the staff had left champagne, two crystal glasses, and a bowl of strawberries with fresh cream. “There are moments in life worth celebrating, and I’ve had a few.” He poured Dom Perignon into their flutes. “Mostly boxing-related. Aside from that, I haven’t done a whole lot in my life that I’m proud of.”

Kiara wanted to argue that he had every reason to be proud of himself, but she didn’t want to interrupt him.

He handed her one of the glasses. “I feel like I’m on a different path now.” He smiled. “Just the thought of opening that center in a few months makes me feel good.”

“As it should. You’ve worked so hard, and it’s going to make a difference for so many kids.”

“I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you, Ki. You’ve been by my side every step of the way, holding my hand, encouraging me, pushing me when I needed it, and coaxing me to pull back when I needed to look at things objectively.”

Working so closely with him had been one of the most rewarding experiences of her life. It proved they were a good team, that they belonged together. “You’ve done the same for me countless times,” she said, touching his cheek.

“We’re good for each other.” He lowered his head before looking at her for confirmation.

“I think so too.” She sensed his hesitancy, but she didn’t know why. Was he having second thoughts, wondering whether they should wait a little longer and get to know each other better? “Look, Blaise, I’m happy with the way things are. The last thing I want is for you to feel pressured just because I made that comment about—”

“Sssh.” He covered her mouth with his. “Just let me say what I have to say. Please.”

“Okay.”

“When I met you, I didn’t even know I was looking for a best friend.” He looked at his glass. “I had plenty of friends, but nobody who really had my back. Not until I met you.”

Kiara gripped his hand, willing him to look at her.

He finally did, sighing heavily. “I can’t say that I never trusted or counted on anyone. I had Charlie. But I’d never been in a relationship with a woman who was my everything. Putting that kind of faith in someone is scary as hell.”

“I know.”

“When you told me you wouldn’t marry me, I was hurt and angry, but I understood.” Blaise rubbed his thumb over the glass. “It was too soon. After that, I found myself pulling back a bit, afraid to let you get too close, but every time I shut down, you’d whisper that you loved me, that you believed in me, or you were there for me, and I fell in love with you all over again.”

That he’d been pulling away without her even realizing it scared Kiara. She’d felt they were getting closer with every passing day. “Just because I wouldn’t marry you then doesn’t mean you didn’t have my heart. You did. You still do. The question is, what are you going to do with it?”

“Treasure it.” He kissed her hand. “Protect it. Promise never to break it. When it does break, through no fault of mine, help to heal it.”

“I’d like that,” she said, feeling overwhelmed by her love for this man. Kiara saw how much she meant to him in his eyes, and she felt gratitude unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She didn’t know what she’d done to deserve him, only that she would never stop giving thanks for what they had.

“You helped heal me, Kiara.” His eyes shone with tears. “I was broken, angry, enraged even, bitter, resentful, and your love changed all that. You made me a stronger man, a better man. Someone who finally feels worthy of you.” He smirked. “That’s a pretty big deal for me, ‘cause when we first met, I was pretty sure I could never feel that way.”

Kiara brushed away the tears sliding down her cheeks. “You were always worthy of me. I questioned whether I was worthy of you sometimes, Blaise.”

“Let’s stop doing that, questioning each other and what we have.” He chuckled. “How about from now on, we just assume we were put on this earth for each other and leave it at that?”

She laughed, raising her glass. “I’ll drink to that, Mr. Thomas.”

“Uh uh,” he said, holding his glass just out of her reach. “Not so fast. You haven’t agreed to all of my terms yet.”

“Oh, really?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “What are your other terms?”

“Just a few more.” He reached into his pants pocket and withdrew a velvet pouch. “Promise you’ll always be by my side, through the good times and the bad.”

“I can do that.” She held her breath as he took her glass and set it beside his on the table.

“Can you promise you’ll love me even when you hate me?”

She giggled. Given some of their arguments over the center, they’d already put that theory to the test a few times. “I think I can do that.”

“Can you put your faith in me, in us, and trust that I’ll never, ever let you down?”

“Yes.”

He opened the pouch to reveal her grandmother’s ring. “In that case, can you do one other thing for me?”

She covered her mouth with one hand, nodding when words failed her.

He held up the ring. “Your mother explained to me how much this ring means to you and what it represents—a once-in-a-lifetime love. She said you’d never agree to wear it unless you believed you’d found the man of your dreams. So will you do me the honor of letting me be the man to put this ring on your finger?”

“Yes.” She threw her arms around his neck, making him laugh. “Yes!”

“Let me do this before you change your mind,” he said, chuckling. He slid the ring on her finger before kissing her hand, then her lips, slowly and sensuously.

She believed their next stop would be the bed, but when her mouth sought his neck and her hands found the buttons on his shirt, he moved his head.

“Before we get to that, a toast.” He handed her a glass.

“Fine,” she said, rolling her eyes. “A toast.”

“Hey,” he chided, “I know you’re a romantic. You’ve probably been dreaming about this moment for years. I don’t want to look back and curse myself for leaving things unsaid.”

She loved that he’d put so much thought into making this perfect for her, but she didn’t need flowery declarations or sparkly diamonds to remember tonight. It would be seared into her memory forever as the first day of their life together.

He looked into her eyes, brushing a lock of hair off her forehead. “The first time I saw you, I realized nothing would ever be the same for me again. When I thought I lost you, I felt like I’d lost everything. I’ve treasured every moment since, just having you back in my life.”

Kiara touched his chest to feel the solid beat of his heart, the heart he’d entrusted to her.

“But now that I know you’re mine, officially…” He looked at the ring on her finger. “I feel at peace, Ki. Everything in my life has been leading up to this moment, to finding you. Now that I have, I feel like I can finally breathe ‘cause I know we’re gonna be okay. Better than okay. We’re going to be happy, and that’s more than I could have hoped for. Growing up, that’s all I wanted—just to be happy. You make me happy. Thank you for that.”

Kiara understood how much the simple act of being happy after so many years of misery meant to him, and giving him that meant more to her than all of her other accomplishments combined.

“So here’s to being happy.” He touched his glass to hers. “For the rest of our lives.”

“To being happy.”
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