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Chapter 1
 

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

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



Chapter 2
 

Tonight is Jackson and Sarah’s five-year wedding anniversary. After I finished up at the gym, I took a shower and scooped up Kyce.
“Hard to believe they’ve been married for five years,” he says as he shuts the door to my truck.
“Even harder to believe they’ve been together for fifteen.” I straighten my blue and white striped shirt, tugging the sleeves up to my elbows. 
Kyce eyes the building. “Of course he’s going all out for a five-year anniversary.”
“Wouldn’t you? Sarah’s put up with Jackson for a long rear time. And us. We all should be paying her a weekly salary,” I joke.
 
We stride into the ballroom full of our family as well as Jackson and Sarah’s closest friends. All of whom I’ve met before. The place is all decked out with purple—Sarah’s favorite color. Tables with white linens are covered with a purple overlay. Large floral center pieces litter the tables while the same flowers are placed here and there throughout the room. The waiters have purple ties as they carry their trays, and even the bar has purple neon shining under it as the bartender promotes Sarah’s favorite color.
“Isn’t this grand,” I grumble taking in the place.
Traces of music play from hidden speakers, but I can barely make it out. Knowing Sarah, it’s some soft country song about being happy and in love. Her taste in music can gag even the strongest man.
We make our way to Mom and Dad, shaking hands with Pops and kissing Mom’s cheek. Dad isn’t big on small talk like Mom is, and I bow out gracefully, letting Kyce take to the chatty stuff. Just as I’m making my way to the liquid patience, I run into Jackson and Sarah and congratulate them—mainly her for putting up with him.
After finally getting a drink and speaking with people I haven’t seen in a few years, I’m finally able to sneak away from the crowd. I’m leaning against the wall watching everyone mingle or dance when in the background, a beautiful brunette catches my attention. She’s dressed in a gray pant suit with a white blouse. Her chestnut brown hair flows freely with half of it pulled back, but loose strands have fallen around her face. Her long legs take confident strides as she looks around, scoping out the place with one of the most profound smiles.
I push off the wall, determined to find out more about her. If she’s a member of the party, I should know her. And something like her, I sure as idiot wouldn’t forget.
“Ryker, how are you doing?” Kevin, one of Jackson’s high school buddies, stops me, forcing his hand into mine and slapping my shoulder.
I shake his hand. “I’m good. I need to—” I start, shooting another glance at the girl.
“Jackson says you’ve got another chance at the pros?” He shoves his hand into the pocket of his brown slacks.
I nod. “Thankfully, I was offered another chance. I need to—”
I glimpse back where she was…was.
Kevin’s brown eyes look around the room. “Hard to believe Jackson’s been tied down all these years.”
“He always said she was the one.”
He chuckles under his breath and shakes his head. “Told me the same thing. I saw it the night they met…”
His voice dissipates as my eyes land on the beautiful brunette.
“Yeah. Hey, man, it was good to see you. I’ve got to take care of something,” I lie, throwing my thumb over my shoulder and strolling off before he can stop me again.
This time I’m locked onto her ensuring I don’t lose sight again.
Her back is toward me when I approach, her hair flowing in long strands between her shoulder blades.
“Excuse me? I know everyone in this room except you,” I say in the most charming tone I have to offer.
She jumps slightly before turning around. Unprepared would be the perfect term as her beauty—up close and personal—slaps me the heck across the face. Her eyes are golden-brown and innocent looking. Her nose is petite and small. She has high cheek bones and a slender jaw carrying the incredible smile I caught across the room.
She’s downright gorgeous.
I watch as she takes me in, her eyes surveying my large frame in front of her before raising her view back to my gaze. She swallows and regains her professional composure.
“I know everyone here. Why don’t I know you?” I ask again.
“I’m the event planner,” she says with a smile.
“You mean to tell me Jackson let some of the control fall into someone else’s hands?” I feign surprise. I know he did. He had to. Sarah pushed him to do it.
Her ample soft pink lips stretch further—pridefully—and she offers a slight nod.
“Ryker.” I stick my hand out with a charismatic smile.
“Whitney.” Her hand is small in mine. “Am I wrong to say you have to be Mr. Hayes’ brother?”
“The better one.” Gently I squeeze her hand to give my words more emphasis.
If it affected her, she doesn’t show it and pulls her hand out from mine. “It’s nice to meet you.”
I spread my arms to the room. “All of this is your work?”
“Yes, but Mrs. Hayes had a hand in it as well,” she says.
I chuckle. “It’s Jackson and Sarah. The mister and misses are my parents sitting at the end of the head table.”
“Force of habit.” She points to the room off to the side. “I need to go speak with my assistant. I hope you enjoy the rest of your time.” Even though her voice quivers with nervousness, her body language shouts she’s confident. “It was nice to meet you, Ryker,” she adds and then quickly strides away.
I watch as she disappears behind the door covered with a white satin curtain. Part of me wants to follow her through the door and continue our conversation because I sure as idiot wasn’t done talking. But the other part, the sensible one without the ache between his legs, abandons the idea and turns back to the crowd.
 
I keep my eye out for Whitney, glancing around the room every other second to no avail as I mingle, trying to make my way back out of the depths of the crowd. I position myself beside a large white column where I’m able to have most of the room in my view.
Kyce steps in beside me. “All these people here and you’re alone.”
“I’ve made my rounds. Besides, everyone keeps asking the same questions about fighting. Repetition is boring,” I tell him with indifference.
“You’d think by now you’d be used to it.”
I take a taste of my rum and cola. “It’s the same questions over and over.”
“I remember when fighting was all you’d talk about,” he says.
Yeah. Me too.
“I didn’t say I didn’t enjoy talking about fighting, Kyce. I’m sayin…”
There she is.
Kyce follows what took my sentence and hums in pleasure.
She scans over the crowd quickly and then makes her way to the bartender exchanging a few quick words before nodding and walking away.
“Dang,” Kyce exhales.
“Exquisite,” I add.
He leans in to me. “Hate to be a cock block, but you don’t look like her type.”
I grin at the lack of faith. “I can be.”
He laughs, scratching the side of his face. “She won’t give you the time of day.”
She’s standing in front of the table, inspecting the plates of food and motioning with her fingers to the servers behind it. I wink at Kyce and push off toward her, making my way past Mom and Dad’s table with tunnel vision on the beautiful Whitney I’d like to see naked underneath me.
I’m thirty feet away and then, “RyRy!” Gracie calls out and wraps her little arms around my waist.
“Poohbear.” I squeeze her.
She’s been the apple of my eye since she was born. I was there that night, impatiently pacing the little donkey waiting room with Mom and Dad sitting calmly but excitedly. Late in the evening, Jackson came out in the blue scrubs the hospital made him wear over top his clothes with a large grin and said we could go back. A squishy pink-faced angel was placed in my arms and I instantly fell in love with the little girl.
“I’ve looked everywhere for you,” Gracie says.
I cast a glance back to Whitney and am met with sexy, soft, and compassionate eyes observing us. She quickly blinks whatever her thoughts are away when she notices me watching her and sinks back behind the curtains.
“You have? I’ve been here.” I turn my attention back to Gracie’s hazel eyes she got from Sarah.
She sweeps her brown hair off her face and crosses her arms, scowling. “Where?”
I lean and point at where I’ve posted for the majority of the night. “Right over there.”
“I didn’t look there. Why would you be there for?”
I chuckle. “Have you been having fun? There’s food galore.”
She rolls her eyes jamming her hand on her hip, over her white dress with pink flowers. “There aren’t any kids here.”
“There are too. I’ve seen many kids.”
“Unk Ry.” She looks up at me like I’m plain stupid. “I don’t mean babies. I mean kids my age.”
“Guess I didn’t pay much attention, huh?”
“Daddy says you’re taking me to Amelie’s,” she says.
Mentally, I sigh. Once Amelie learned Sarah had nabbed Jackson’s heart, she set hers on me and makes it very, abundantly clear she’s available. Although she’s pretty, obsessed doesn’t fit my bill too well. You can’t cling onto something that moves around as much as me. I’ve tried my hardest to steer her in Kyce’s direction, but she isn’t interested in him.
“Can we go now?” Gracie asks donning her hazel-eyed puppy dog stare.
I’m a sucker for it. Every time.
I grasp her little hand in mine. “Let’s go tell your dad and mom bye. We have to find Kyce too.”
 
Luckily, I talked Kyce into walking Gracie into Amelie’s. It didn’t take much to convince him I’d be safer in the truck. But let me be the first to tell you that trash’s hard to discuss with a nosey eight-year-old in the backseat. Even speaking in code, the nosey-eared secret agent understands every dang thing and giggles to let it be known she does.
 



Chapter 3
 

I’m grabbing my keys from my dresser and am about to head out the door when my phone rings.
“Dude. Come to the gym,” Kyce says.
I laugh. “What are you doing there?”
“I came thinking you’d be here. So, come on.”
“I’ve got other things planned tonight. I’ll have to pass.” I walk out the door.
“Oh yeah? Give me one reason why you shouldn’t and I’ll give you a better reason why you should.” By his tone, he’s up to something.
I crank my truck, back out of the driveway and pull out of the neighborhood. “I’m heading to Abby’s.” I smile knowing, hands down, I just won that dispute. “I was at the gym for hours this morning. No matter what you tell me, there isn’t anything going to change my mind.”
He grunts. “Well…I still think I have you beat, but since you’re not here to piss on your territory, I’ll see what I can accomplish.”
“What the heck are you talking about?” I ask with a laugh.
“Your girl is here,” he says with a cocky, but matter-of-fact tone.
“Uh-huh? And who is my girl?”
“The gorgeous chick from Jackson’s party.”
I laugh, not believing him for one second. “You’d say anything to get me there.”
“She’s on the treadmill now looking all types of sexy and sweaty.”
“You’re serious?”
“As a heart attack. But since you’re not here, I’m going to take a shot and see if I can squeeze—”
“Don’t think about it. I’ll be there in a few.”
He’s cackling with victory when he hangs up.
I whip my truck around at the next light and head toward the gym less than ten minutes away. I’m not sure what has me acting on Kyce’s words. He can be a sneaky mongrel without reason. But since the first time I saw her, she gripped me. Something has me completely drawn to her and she invades my thoughts. Most of the time I don’t realize my mind has traveled to the thought of her until my toe aches and it catches my attention. So for Kyce’s sake, he better hope she’s there.
“Abs. I’ve got some trash that’s come up. I’m not going to make it.”
I figured I wouldn’t leave her hanging in the dark and have her think I’d ditched her.
“You’re just now calling me to tell me this?” she bites her annoyance.
“It just came up.”
“I’d like to ride one thing in particular that pops up around me.” She giggles. “Can you swing by tonight when you’re done?”
I fight off my cock-brain. “Not tonight, Abs.”
She huffs. “Dang it, Ryker. I had plans. Good plans. Naughty plans. And new toys.”
Well, idiot.
“We’ll have fun soon. I’ll call you later.”
I hang up before my toe can change my mind and pull into the parking lot, heading toward the back. The best thing about adrenaline is how I can feel it perk up every cell coursing through my blood before it strikes gold at my heart. My pulse is thundering with suspense. Excitement. The thrill…
I walk into my area of the gym, the one I designed for all my needs, and head toward the blue door, which leads out to the main area of the gym. 
Kyce steps out from my office with the cheesiest smile. “I knew you’d fall for that trash.”
The heck did he just say? I crane my neck toward him and glare with a murderous scowl.
Quickly, his smile is ripped from his face and he throws his hands up in a surrender. “She’s still here. She just got off the treadmill and went to the locker room.”
I don’t reply and yank open the door.
“Dude! You can’t go into the women’s locker room,” he fusses from behind me.
I look past my shoulder. “I didn’t plan on it.”
Right as I spot her, my feet quit moving. She’s as stunning as ever. Her gym bag is thrown over her shoulder, her hair pulled into a tight ponytail with her black workout capris displaying the skin on her calves. But as much as I’d like to sit here and admire the sight, something’s wrong. Her face is red with anger and her top lip is curled, brows pinched tightly together. She’s visibly rattled.
A large man in a douchebag white tank top with spills of sweat soaking through the front, is hogging her personal space. Every step back she takes, every movement she makes to retreat, the mongrel is right there with a cocky grin not allowing her to leave.
“I bet your groin tastes salty,” he has the audacity to say.
She gasps as her face blanches and takes another step away.
My feet are moving again, much faster.
He doesn’t see me coming until I’m directly in front of them, placing Whitney safely behind me. The guy’s my height, but not nearly my size. His eyes darken as he straightens himself and puffs out his chest even further than what he had when trying to impress Whitney.
“Hey,” he hisses. “I’m having a conversation here.”
“Get the heck out of my gym,” I growl.
He blows a cocky breath.
“You’ll not come into my gym and disrespect anyone like that. Get out of my gym. I won’t repeat myself.”
He narrows his dark beady eyes. He’s nuts if he thinks he’s intimidating. Hard lines form on his face. “You can’t kick—”
“As the owner, I can do whatever I’d like. I’m not repeating myself.”
My glare steadies. My expression, although wanting to laugh at this douchebag, remains solid. We have a stare down, but eventually lunkhead accepts it without an altercation. I watch, not moving, as he slams into the men’s locker room and then back out, unchanged with his gym bag in his fist. He peers at me, anger still fueling his glare, before storming out the front door.
I twist to a wide-eyed Whitney. “You good?”
She’s visibly shaken but she nods. “Yeah.” She blinks and then recognition settles in. “I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause a scene.”
I laugh. “I heard what he said to you.”
Her cheeks flush with embarrassment and she quickly looks away.
“There you are,” a blonde woman approaches us, eyeing me as if I’m an enemy. “You all right?”
Whitney’s smile is fake but firm. “Yes. Some creep didn’t like the word no and had some colorful word choices for me.” She glances up at me. “Thank you, Ryker. I’m sorry for the disruption.”
Don’t think her remembering my name fell on deaf ears…
I laugh again. “Quit apologizing. A jerk like that doesn’t belong in my gym. I won’t stand for it.”
“Ryker.” Andrew claps my shoulder and sticks his hand out for me to shake. “You’re here out of your norm. How are you, man?”
Andrew has been coming to the gym for many years, at least three or four times a week. He’s dedicated to whatever fitness plan he has. One day while I was venturing around the gym, he stopped me and started some small talk. He told me about himself and asked about me. We stood there for at least twenty minutes shooting the trash. He’s a cool guy with no bad vibes steaming off him.
I shake his hand. “Good and you?”
He looks between the girls and grins at the blonde. “Exhausted. Rick will wear you out. I thought Lily was going to pass out on me.”
Lily, the blonde, smacks him in the chest playfully. “I wasn’t.” She sobers up and looks me dead serious in the eye. “Are you supposed to feel like Jell-O after?”
I try to stifle a laugh but when Andrew bursts out, I can’t contain it. “Yeah. Until you get used to it.”
“Andrew is taking you back to your car, right?” Whitney asks Lily. She appears to already be past the uncomfortable comments from the jerk. 
“Yeah,” Lily answers.
“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow. Love you both,” she says before glancing up at me. “Thank you again.”
I watch her rush out the door, a little disappointed in myself for not pursuing it more. 
Andrew slaps my shoulder again. “Wipe the drool, man. You’re more than likely wasting your time. Penetrating her walls can be a tedious job. It’s hard to gain her trust.”
“And then there’s the fact you’re unbelievably good looking. Not that it’s a bad thing, but Whitney tends to stray away from anything she believes can cause her to come unhinged,” Lily tells me with a curious but knowing smile.
“How would she know if something is right if she doesn’t give it a chance?” I counter.
“I’ve asked her the same thing,” she replies with a shrug.
“She thinks dating leads to too many dead-end encounters. Most men want in her panties before trying to get to know her. She’s gorgeous, secure, and smart,” Andrew adds.
I look at the door she just exited and then back to the couple. “I’m glad you enjoyed the class. I’ve got to get going.”
 
Kyce is knocking the punching bag around when I reappear in my area. He smiles his award-winning grin and spreads his arms. “And to think you doubted me.”
“You’re known to be a trash.” I stand behind the punching bag and brace it for him.
He looks at me confused. “You really like the girl?”
“I don’t even know her,” I answer.
He takes a few punches and then bounces back on his right foot. “Girl’s got curves all—”
“Careful, Kyce,” I warn. “Keep your thoughts off her.”
He laughs loudly. “How would you know who I’m thinking of when I’m pounding it out in the shower?”
I remain solid, only narrowing my eyes.
He hasn’t stopped cackling. “Then why haven’t you asked her out?”
I tighten my lips. “Haven’t had the chance.”
“I think you’re wishing for something you know you can’t have.”
I release my hold on the bag and arch a brow. “Have I ever not gotten what I wanted?”
A wicked smile scorches his lips. “Pai—”
“Don’t you finish that,” I growl, slicing my view to him.
Biting his bottom lip to hide his laughter, he takes a deep breath through his nose to calm himself. “If she’s got that big of a pull on you, don’t let her slip through your hands.”
Shaking my head with amusement, I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Yes, Dr. Very Single Hayes.”
He shoves my chest. “I’m just saying, little toe.”
“You’ve been watching Lifetime movies again.”
He rolls his eyes and flips me the bird. “Keep this up and I’ll steal her.”
“If you want a jerk whooping, all you have to do is say so.” There’s a hint of humor in my voice and he catches it. He blows me a kiss and morphs his hand into the peace sign.
“I’m out. You’re welcome. Now, go get your tiny toe wet.”
He exits the gym and I turn off all the lights in the room “Idiot.”
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 

Since yesterday I’ve only had one person on my mind—my platinum knight who seems to have just appeared out of nowhere into my life. But since then, he seems to manifest everywhere. I’ve lived here for years and have never seen him until I did Mr. Hayes’ event. And then again at the gym when Lily begged me to go because Andrew invited her to take some martial arts class.
It’s not like I’m complaining or anything. He’s handsome. He’s tall with broad shoulders, large muscular tattooed arms, a strong jaw, and his eyes… His eyes are so blue they’re almost crystals, piercing and stunning. His brother’s are just the same, but his are unforgettable and incredibly intense. 
He took me by surprise at the anniversary party. A man of his stature squeezed into properly dressed attire is definitely breathtaking. But what caught me off guard was his hair. One side of it is dyed a bright blond, almost white, while the other side is brown, which I’m assuming is his natural color, with a red stripe running front to back on the side. It was different and definitely lured the color of his eyes out.
His voice is rich and bassy, awakening butterflies in my stomach. His tone carries a confidence laced with pretentiousness. He’s a walking orgasm and I think he knows it.
I was utterly mortified when I found out he overheard the guy at the gym blatantly disrespect me with some very derogatory comments. It repulsed me to no end, but Ryker swooped in like a hero coming to my rescue.
Afterward, as I stood looking up to him, I forced myself not to gawk. Tattoos lace his arms receding underneath his t-shirt. I wanted to find out where they ended, but I abandoned the indecent thoughts.
Last night, I stared into the darkness, wondering if “thank you” was enough. He put himself in harm’s way, ignoring the fact danger could’ve been lurking there. The guy was being extremely forceful. What would have happened if he’d gotten violent? Ryker didn’t care. He came to my rescue without a thought, and for that, I feel like I owe him more.
I take extra time on myself this morning because, what woman doesn’t want to look great when asking the sexiest man she’s ever laid eyes on out for lunch. I’m dressed to impress, intentionally picking out a tight cream colored pencil skirt that accentuates the curve of my hips and rear with a silky black tank top blouse and my reasonable three-inch black ankle strappy heels.
I check myself in the mirror, running my hand through my hair again. I ooze confidence, yet my insides are shaking like a blasted leaf.
Driving to the gym feels like a blur. My pulse is hammering in my chest and I swear my thoughts are trying to keep up with the pace. I pull into the almost empty parking lot and park in front of the tinted doors of the gym. I tap the steering wheel, staring at the doors and trying to make sense of what I’m doing.
Because I feel I owe him a better thank you.
What if he isn’t here? I’d probably feel a little better.
Oh goodness, what if he says no?
I exhale and then inhale faith. “You’re overreacting, Whitney. You can do this,” I tell myself and grab my purse, stepping out of the car.
I’m greeted by a blonde woman with large round eyes and massive boobs, which are being shoved up under her neck by a black and red RingSide sports tank top.
“Hey!” She beams excitedly. “How may I help you?”
“I’m here to see Ryker.”
I watch as her carefree smile stiffens and she gives me a quick once over, pointing her finger over her shoulder without looking. “Go to the end of the gym and follow the hall to the blue doors. He’s in there. You don’t have to knock.” She drops her view to some papers on the counter, pretending to work on something.
From the number of cars in the parking lot, I only assumed the gym wasn’t busy, but I’m wrong. It’s quite the opposite. A pang of jealousy slaps my chest as I pass several people running on the treadmill. Oh, how I would love to jog and release my nervousness until my mind sets itself free right now.
As I step through the blue door, I’m met with a much different gym scene. The floors are covered with black rubber, the walls on the right are covered with blue padding, and the left side is lined with mirrors. Black and red punching bags hang from steel beams on the ceiling and directly across from them is a large ring, one like you’d see in one of those MMA fights.
The big ring holds the very man I came here for. My breath escapes me and suddenly I feel warm all over. He’s shirtless, showcasing a very delicious body with hard muscles and the very tattoos I’ve fantasized about on display and traveling up his arms, over his shoulders and across his chest.
I watch, fascinated, as his muscles flex with every punch. The muscles in his calves tighten as he takes quick steps. The soft eyes I’m used to seeing are focused with wicked determination.
If I thought he was attractive before…this takes the cake.
What am I doing here?
Several men are leaned over the ropes watching him, but a black headed man is directing him to do something. Ryker moves, taking the guy in the ring—wrapped in a lot of black padding—and slams him down to the ground.
The thud causes me to jump and let out a small yelp.
And that’s when it happens. A heaviness settles in my chest, heat warms my core, and my breath gets stuck in my throat as his eyes meet mine.
Oh goodness. What am I doing here?
I contemplate sprinting out the door, but instead, my feet are solid and heavy, bonded to the floor. He springs to his feet and tells the guys to take a break as he hops from the ring and strides toward me.
Muscles. Big, cut, sweaty, muscles jut with his movements. His tattoos seemingly come to life as they dance. He pulls off his gloves, approaching me with a charming grin and displaying the most killer set of dimples I didn’t know he possessed.
He’s sexy.
This is a bad, very bad dang idea.
“Hey.” I swallow my fluster, finding my professional confidence and smile.
“Hi.” His voice is deep and breathy, pulsing straight to my stomach. “What brings you by?”
His wide shoulders are pulled back. Sweat droplets have formed across his chest. The squared muscles of his abs flex and loosen as he catches his breath. And in person, directly in front of me is the very sexy V I’ve lusted over in my fantasies.
He clears his throat and I rip my gaze from his body, landing on a pair of amused eyes.
I can feel the heat on my cheeks from being busted for gawking. “I came by to see if I can take you to lunch. My way of saying thanks again, but better.” I’m relieved my tone remains steady and doesn’t come out as a dreamy sigh like my insides are feeling.
There’s a glint in his eyes and he drags his tongue along his bottom lip, tilting his head. “You’re asking me on a date?”
His smile is contagious and it reaches out, tugging my nervous lips up. “I’m asking for lunch.” Dang, that was too flirty.
He glances above me. “Kind of early for lunch.”
“Andrew said you’re normally here early in the mornings. I wanted to stop by when I knew you’d be here. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” I glance behind him to the ring.
Approval twists his mouth. “An appreciated interruption.”
I look away scared to death he can see the desire fluttering my body.
“I won’t be able to go until after one,” he tells me.
I nod. “Actually, that works out perfectly. There’s a sandwich shop not too far from my work if you don’t mind driving. If it’s a problem, you can pick a place closer.”
“I’ll come to you. You’re the one who’ll have to go back to work.” His tone is heavy with a victorious satisfaction.
“Great. I’ll see you at one then.” I turn, trying to rush out the door when he sings my name oh so sweetly. I swallow hard before looking back. “Yeah?”
A devilish grin creeps across his lips. “I can’t meet you if I have no clue where it is I’m going.”
I want to slap my forehead at my own bashful ignorance. I glance to his hands holding his gloves and then smile up at him. “It’s called Nuckles. But not the type you’re thinking. I’ll see you then.”
I whip out the door before anything else can be said and I completely lose the little composure I had.
Incredible. What am I doing?
“You just asked the sexiest man to lunch is what you just did,” I chastise myself dropping back into my car.
 

I arrive at my office and hurry in, still a little frazzled and freaked out at myself.
“I’ll be leaving for lunch today. I’ll be unavailable from one to two,” I tell Lily, barely able to look her in the eyes.
I catch her toothy grin. It’s like she knows. “Should I write in a name or leave it as personal?”
“Leave it as personal,” I tell her over my shoulder as I enter my office.
“It’s him, isn’t it?” she calls out.
Excitement splits my lips. In this very moment, this very second, I’m overcome with exhilaration instead of perturbed thoughts. I step back into my doorway. “Yes.”
Her mouth opens in a silent scream of jubilation. It takes all I have not to join her with the real thing, but I rein it back in and get to work.
I dive head first into my work in a serious attempt to push all things Ryker from my thoughts. The Hills’ wedding. These two—Brant and Cindy—are extravagant and that’s putting it lightly as their wedding will be far over the top.
They’re renting out the Eastern Gem, a beautiful brick building built in the nineteen hundreds and recently remodeled with a more modern touch and open spaces. The top floors will be shifted into her dream—loose dark pink fabric will drape along the ceiling, tucking into the corners, and will flow down the walls pooling onto the floor. The place already has three large chandeliers, but under them, the bride has asked for a runway. Nope. Not your typical wedding aisle every bride dreams of walking. No. Cindy has requested it to resemble a fashion show taking place atop a marble tile runway while guests sit around it, looking up to the couple. Where the bride and groom will stand to say their vows, there will be two large columns wrapped with different shades of pink peonies.
I’ve dubbed this the Pink Stink.
 
“You’re going to be late!” Lily calls out from the lobby.
She’s crazy to even think I haven’t been watching the time. It’s taunted me. The little needle hands passing by numbers in a torturously slow way, edging toward the designated time I’m anticipating. I’m a freaking bundle of nerves—excited, terrified, giddy, and ecstatic.
I close the folder, grab my purse, and on shaky legs, walk out.
“Have fun,” she sings as I exit the building.
 
I pull up to the restaurant and my breath gets sucked right out of me. Ryker is perched against the window sill in front of the faux rainfall glass. He’s changed into a pair of dark washed jeans with a black button up shirt straining tightly against his body, and he’s looking down at his phone. As I step onto the curb, he glances up, offering me the smile he must know messes with every inch of my insides.
This man gives me butterflies in places not meant to flutter.
“You clean up well,” I quip trying to knock off my jitters. Of course I know how well he cleans up. Within a two-week span, I’ve seen him dressed up to half naked.
He arches his left brow and pulls open the door for me. “You’re pretty jaw dropping yourself.”
I roll my eyes playfully and saunter past him. He smells fresh and powerful with a hint of soap and it makes me salivate.
“Whitney!” Jennifer, the hostess exclaims when we enter. Immediately her eyes take in the man behind me and a dreamy smile appears on her parted lips.
“Is Jay in his normal section?” I ask. There’s no way I’m sitting anywhere else other than in his section. I need him right now. He’ll be the perfect distraction.
Her gaze peels off the hunk behind me. “He’s, um,” she giggles nervously and I feel like slapping sense into her, “in the back section today. I know you don’t prefer—”
“I’ll take it,” I rush out, smiling and trying to get this awkwardness over with. 
I feel his eyes. His presence is very clear behind me as we follow her bouncy black hair to our table. Passing by everyone, we…well, he catches everyone’s attention. Men and women steal glances as we make our way by their tables.
He sits across from me and I swear he causes the table to look twice as small.
“I hope you like the place. It’s been my favorite for years,” I tell him, trying not to shake my nervous leg.
“Whitney!” Jay rushes over and kisses my cheek. His whiskey brown eyes deviate to Ryker and his thin lips stretch further into a wide, toothy, pleased grin. “And you have brought me the very man of my dreams, I see. I’m Jay.”
“Ryker,” he answers unfazed by Jay’s animation.
Jay hums and wags his manicured eyebrows at me. “You done good, girl. The man is as fine as perfectly aged wine. Drink up on that.”
“Jay,” I reproach, trying to hide my embarrassment through gritted teeth.
Jay chuckles flirtatiously. “Okay. Okay. My bad.” He presses his hand to his chest and smiles at Ryker. “She’s having a coke. What would you like, muscle man?”
Ryker’s eyes flicker with amusement like he’s trying to hide his laughter. “I’ll take a water.”
I rub my forehead the moment Jay sways off. “I’m sorry. He can be uncensored and probably will be the whole time we’re here. But I love him and wouldn’t change a thing.”
Ryker folds his large hands on the table. “You’re always apologizing. Do I make you that nervous?”
“I…” I pause, deciding it’s probably best to fess up and get it over with. “Yes. You do. You exude a confidence that intimidates the heck out of me and destroys the level of confidence I thought I had.”
The left side of his lips twitch but they don’t pull up. “Will it make you feel better if I tell you I’m nervous too?”
I purse my lips and tilt my head. “No. You’d be lying.”
“But you’d relax,” he counters with a small laugh.
Jay sets our drinks down in front of us and rocks on his heel with a pen and pad in his hand, pointing it to me. “You want your normal.” He points toward Ryker. “What would you like, hot stuff?”
Ryker tips his chin toward me. “Whatever she’s having.”
Jay’s brows raise high with surprise and he takes a hefty look at Ryker. “Honey. I don’t think you’d like all the carbs and fat she’s about to put into her skinny little frame. You need something healthier. I’ll feed it to you while I watch that sexy mouth of yours work it.”
“Jay!” I hiss mortified and drop my hand heavily on the table.
A deep rumble vibrates Ryker’s throat. “I’ll work it off later.”
Jay wobbles his head. “I’m sure I can help—”
I swat his side with the back of my hand, bugging my eyes out in a silent plea for him to stop.
He smiles warmly at me and winks before turning his attention back to Ryker. “She says the same thing. Whatever she does apparently works. I’ll put in the order.”
He leaves and heads toward the kitchen.
“I am so sorry.”
Ryker’s dimples appear. “For what?”
I take a sip of my cola, deciding to ignore Jay’s extraordinariness and sexual harassment case waiting to happen. “What did I interrupt this morning? Is that a really intense workout regimen?”
“I’m an MMA fighter.” His expression is nonchalant. His eyes steady on me with predatorial gratification.
“Really?” I’m surprised. “I didn’t know things like that hit so close to home. How’d you get into it?”
“When I was sixteen, I went to a gym with a friend. It had a specific area for martial arts only separated from the rest of the gym by a glass wall. As I worked out, I watched. Wasn’t long before I was intrigued and gave it a shot. I’ve been hooked ever since. I was approached by my former manager with a proposition to give MMAT a try. Just shy of my eighteenth birthday I signed on with him. Four years later, I was open bait and Brian, my manager now, snagged me up. I’ve been with him since.”
“Oh. So you’re like the real deal?”
Either I’m an idiot or he’s truly amused at my ignorance. “Real deal.” He nods.
“Guess that explains your size,” I blurt. My eyes widen.
“I have to stay in shape and keep my training fresh.”
“I bet all the women fawn over you,” I say, trying not to sound like a jealous fiend.
He smirks with a hint of arrogance. “I tend to tune that out.”
I roll my eyes and tighten my lips in disbelief. “What man doesn’t enjoy that?”
He leans toward me. “Wouldn’t you get tired of something being thrown at you all the time?”
I puff. “It’s different for men.”
“Not necessarily. Other than getting a hefty ego boost, I don’t exploit the situation often.”
I study him for a pregnant minute trying to see if he’s actually being serious. I mean, come on. What man honestly doesn’t jump on the opportunity for sex? I’ve never in my lifetime met a single man with nothing tying him down not doing so.
“Well, Jay seems pretty fascinated with you.” I’m desperate to change the subject, which is turning my stomach into knots.
He leans back in the booth and rests his large arm on the back of the black leather. His lips are stretched tightly, and his eyes zero in on me. “Tell me about yourself, Whitney.”
My name rolls off his tongue in such a deep, lusty tone, it tickles my spine.
I swallow the titillating feeling and shift in my seat. “I don’t have a fancy story like yours. Mine will bore you.”
“You’re an event planner?” he asks sounding like he’s truly interested.
I nod. “I am. I started my own business with the help of my parents a few years back.”
I watch in full amusement as his tongue drags along his bottom lip. Heat explodes in my core running its course to my cheeks. I don’t blush often. I’ve always been able to keep myself in check. Dad says I get it from Mom, and she says I get it from Dad. Either way, the ability to suppress it explodes when I’m around him, and I have no control over it.
“Here you go.” Jay sets our food down. “The Whitney special. Heart attack in a wrap.” He winks at Ryker and then strolls off. Thankfully without any salaciousness this time.
I can’t control the giggle that bubbles out of me as Ryker eyes the sandwich with surprise. “It’s been my favorite since I first came here. They took it off the menu, but they’ll make it for me. It’s chicken breast, ham, salami, roast beef, pepperoni, a massive mixture of cheeses and veggies, Italian seasoning and a dash of ranch.”
“Goodness…” He exhales on a chuckle.
“It’ll be worth it. I promise.”
His electric blues smile as mischief swirls in them. “I’m not taking a bite until you promise you’ll work out with me this afternoon.”
The request sets off a cherry bomb of nerves inside of me. “I’m not attempting your insane workout, and mine won’t appeal to you because it’s not as advanced as yours.”
“I’ll need to work this off and your friend stated you always do. Therefore, whatever workout you’re doing this afternoon, count me in.”
I shove my tongue in my cheek. “What if I do yoga?”
He blows a laugh through his nose. “I can always give it a try.”
The thought of his big frame in a downward dog causes me to titter. “I’d like to see you position yourself in some of those poses.”
I should have thought about that before I said it because something in his eyes shifts with a glimmer of delight. “Really now? And exactly what kind of positions did you have in mind?” His voice lowers so deep the vibrations can be felt in my chest.
A piercing gaze pins me with amusement and my lungs aren’t taking in air as they should. “Something tells me you don’t do yoga,” he adds.
I clear my throat. “Your something would be correct. But you’d still get bored. Running isn’t as complex as yours. See. Doesn’t sound so fun now, does it?”
Without putting an ounce of thought into it, he asks, “What time do I need to be there?”
I bite my lip to suppress my grin. “Why do you think you’re invited?”
His left eyebrow twitches but never fully raises. “Your eyes lit up. Now, what time do I need to be there?” His tone is so low and sexy it causes the tickle in my back again.
Dang it, he’s good. “Eight.”
His face twists into a frown. “You run at night? In the dark?”
“Less people. Plus, sometimes it’s the only time I have,” I dismiss his concern.
He looks entirely displeased but picks up the sandwich. I watch him eat the whole dang wrap, bite for bite, savoring each one he takes. I’m in awe. I have never been able to finish it. It’s a two meal deal for me—lunch and dinner.
There isn’t much conversation after he declared he was going to run with me. I thank him several more times for taking care of the creep and offer to pay the losses of having him removed. That granted me a stern look, which quickly turned into a laugh.
I like his laugh. It’s deep and booming and the way it lights up his face, relaxing the seriousness on it, mollifies me.
I give him my phone number and hesitantly explain where I live. Truth be told, with anyone else, I would have never done so and would have resolved on a meeting spot. But him…he emits safety. I can’t explain it. He feels trustworthy and innocuous.
I settle our check, but not without a small power struggle. I had to remind him several times it was me who asked him, and it was my idea since I felt he needed a better thank you. He’s a stubborn, hardheaded man.
He walks with me back to my car and opens the door. “I’ll see you later.”
There’s something in his tone that catches my attention, and I pause for a brief moment looking up to him. My pulse kicks up as a pull, a desire to kiss him, injects itself into my blood. He shifts slightly and I take full advantage of it, dropping quickly into my car before my fantasies of his lips on mine happen out in broad daylight.
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 

I deliberately came home early to get ready so I can be outside before he arrives. I don’t know. There’s something about him being in my house that feels weird. Like if he stepped into my territory, all bets are off and my hands would be on him. I’m desperately trying to keep my wits about me—my professionalism, my respect. But he oozes a hot, sexual, “I need to touch and feel him all over me” vibe.
He knows he’s a level of good looking that should be illegal and he’s an expert in knowing how to work someone up. He’s savvy with his words, and with his body language he shows just how skilled he is. I can give you every excuse for why I shouldn’t be doing this, but truthfully, I’m buzzing with excitement.
I’m stretching my legs when he pulls up in a lifted, black Tundra with large tires five minutes early. My heart bangs against my ribs as he strolls around his truck looking handsome as ever in gray gym shorts and a black RingSide shirt strangling the muscles under it.
The attire shows off everything but leaves enough to imagine what else is under it. His chest and arms are brawny tapering down to slender hips and well-built legs. He has never skipped out on leg day.
He rakes his gaze down my body. “You’re distracting.”
I scrunch my face in confusion.
He chuckles and gestures toward me. “You being dressed like that. It’s very distracting for a man.”
I point to my shirt. “I thought the shirt was fitting. I wore it just for you.”
Goodness, that was way too flirty.
Indeed, I did wear it just for him. While I strummed through my workout clothes, I landed on the loose black tank top with the words: I don’t know what I’m training for, but I hope it never happens in white bolded lettering.
“I like it,” he says, but there’s a hidden innuendo behind his words.
My stomach tumbles and I slap his arm, starting past him. “Try to keep up.”
 
We fall into a steady jog—him beside me. I’ve run for years and only have had Lily or Candice, my best friend, join me a handful of times. I’ve never experienced the thrill of having a man running beside me, ever. And never one so attractive and immense.
Other people calculate their steps, measure their heart rate, tally their miles, and other snazzy jazz, but I don’t. I run for the escape. To clear my mind. To feel free of the worries and struggles of the day. Normally, I listen to music, getting lost within the tempo and forgetting my cares as I drop all things work from my thoughts, but just hearing him breathing beside me is the best motivation.
As my feet pound the hard concrete, I feel the calmest. I’m not out to defeat a time. I’m out here to win back my mind while pushing my confidence level back to the top and releasing my tension.
The sidewalks echo our steps as we pass under the street lights illuminating the dark concrete. We pass by quiet homes where families are settling down for the night and stores with employees are closing for the evening. The air rectifies the busyness of the day, freshening up and becoming more crisp. I covet the cooler and relaxed part of the day.
“You’re bored, aren’t you?” I ask. It’s the first time we’ve spoken since leaving my house.
 He shakes his head, glancing out of the corner of his eye. “No. Perfectly content.”
“I’m assuming training for your fighting stuff is more complex and entertaining than this.”
“Cardio is always good. Helps me keep up my stamina,” he says with a sexy smirk.
“Do you train a lot?” I ask.
He nods. “It never stops. Sometimes it slows, but I never completely stop. My trainers keep me on my toes. They switch up my regimen to keep my body and mind in a constant guessing game so I can reap the maximum benefits. Variety means I’m not overusing just one particular muscle or set of muscles. Sometimes we work on only strengthening and techniques. Other times I’m sparring and doing pad work. So technically, I’m training now.”
I look to him. “Sparring? That’s practice fighting, right?” I basically announce the lack of knowledge I have with his sport. But the way he just lit up causes my chest to feel fuzzy.
He beams. “It is. It enhances skills, helps with timing and flow, and is downright fun if given the right partner. We’re not in there to beat each other into submission although there are a few I’d like to.”
I giggle. “I can’t believe you worked out this morning and are running now. I couldn’t do it. I would quit before I started,” I admit.
“When you first started jogging, were you able to run a lot?”
“No,” I shake my head. “I started off walking a little and running a little.”
“And now you run the whole time. You’ve trained your body to do it. I’ve gotten used to pushing myself hard. Do you ever do anything other than run?”
“No. I prefer just to run.”
He glances to me. “Maybe I’ll show you a thing or two. I did your workout. You should try mine.”
I scrunch my nose.
“You wouldn’t try it?” The question is laced with genuine curiosity.
“I don’t have the love for it as you do,” I titter. “No offense, but I’ve never understood the fun in beating the trash out of someone for bragging rights. I think it’s a bit brutal.” I look to him, scared he’s seeing me as weak.
Tenderness contorts his lips into a grin. “It’s easy to think it’s brutal if you don’t know much about the sport. I appreciate the tactics, the extensive training, and the discipline. It’s definitely not for the lighthearted. You see violence being inflicted where I see consensual violence for sport. It’s primal. The adrenaline is addicting just as is the excitement. And the bragging rights do impressive things for your ego. Who doesn’t love that?”
I want to tell him I don’t, but instead, I drop it as we trek up the small hill leading to my favorite stretch of the run, the very reason I created this route. Several street lights line the path, peeking through the branches littered with pink and white blossoms. Even at this time of day, their beauty is prominent. It’s like running through a fairytale, and what woman doesn’t enjoy that? The tranquility of the path is surreal.
I close my eyes and inhale the floral scent mixed with the freshness of the air.
Ryker stops and grabs my arm, ceasing my assault on the payment. “Enjoy it.”
I shift my head to look up at him. “Do what?” I’m breathless.
He looks around. “Stop and enjoy it.”
I take in the beauty of what Mother Nature has offered me. “I think this is the most beautiful place in the city.”
He doesn’t say anything as he watches me admire the area. I can feel his stare on me. The pull from under my skin kicks up my nerves and I shrug my shoulders. “You probably enjoy the smell of a punching bag better than this.”
“I admit I love the leather, but it’s not nearly as astonishing as the look on your face right now.” His voice is thick.
My heart drops, pulling my mouth with it. “I…” have no idea what to say.
He taps the bottom of my chin, grinning. “Take the compliment.”
The energy between us is suffocating and causes a crackle to spread over my skin like static electricity. It makes me nervous. I take back off running.
He strides in beside me. “You’re pretty shy under a blanket of confidence.”
I focus on the crest of the hill before us. “You think you have me figured out with what little time we’ve been around each other?” It comes out jerkier and less teasingly than I intended.
“Kind of my job to pay attention.” He pauses. “Actually, it’s incredibly imperative. If I lose focus it could cost me a lot.”
He twists and begins jogging backward with his gaze fixed on me.
“You’re going to fall and bust your rear,” I jest extremely flirtatiously. This too, more than I intended.
“Do you realize you’re downright exquisite?” He grants me a frisky grin.
I roll my eyes, mirthfully. “What are you doing?”
“Your eyes are stunning, too.”
Pursing my lips, I ask, “Have you seen yours?”
Satisfaction explodes over his face and he rotates his large body back around right. “My brothers have the same eyes.”
I shake my head in dispute. “Yours are more…” I trail off unsure of what the right word would be.
“Sexier?” He laughs.
“Captivating,” I admit a bit bashful.
Quietness cascades around us. It would be easy to think I said something unforgiving, but the big goofy grin on his face clearly informs me he got the answer he wanted.
We continue to run back to the house in silence. It’s not uncomfortable or awkward, but it’s playing tricks on my mind. From the small peeks I’ve taken, I’ve not seen him even look my direction.
I’m starting to drown in guilt of the possibility I said something I shouldn’t have as my house comes into view. We’re directly in front of it when he finally punctures a hole in the silence.
“Am I the reason why your eyes light up? They seem to glimmer when you see me.”
His tone implies he already knows the answer. Hesitation consumes me and I clear my throat without looking at him.
In a swift movement, he hooks his arm around my waist and tugs me closer to his body. I’m already breathless from running, but he just stole the rest of the air from my lungs. I grip his biceps to prevent myself from completely falling against him.
“Your innocence entices me,” he rasps.
I open my mouth to say something, but nothing is there. I feel like liquid in his hands. Hot and sticky and completely at his mercy.
He rakes his eyes over my face and licks his lips as his stare rests on my mouth. And then with intense hunger, they land back on mine. “Around me you say exactly what you feel, exactly the way you intend it. I don’t like guessing games, especially when the answers are staring at me.”
My breath hitches as he runs his nose along mine. His lips are parted. My heart is thrashing around my chest, trying to find a way to bust out. The corners of his mouth twitch and my traitorous body softens into him. The electricity is dancing all over my skin, inside and outside. I’m petrified, not in a scared way, but in a selfish craving I’m dying to give in to.
“No holds, Whitney. No hesitations. No second guesses,” his whisper is throaty and my body begins to desire much more from his closeness. “Admit it. Admit I’m the reason.”
“Yes,” I exhale.
He dips his head, soft lips brushing against mine, heavy breathing pounding the flesh of my skin. His lips barely graze mine and it sets my body ablaze, searing a trail straight down my spine and in between my legs. He drags his thumb over my cheek and I close my eyes leaning into it. It’s too much but I want more. A soft moan escapes me.
A deep hum resonates from his chest, vibrating into mine. I open my eyes to a set heavy with greed, but then he releases me, leaving me to stand on my own…without ever having the full force of his lips on mine.
“Can I take you out this weekend?”
I straighten myself, my cheeks on fire from the embarrassment of him now knowing the effects he has on me. “I…” I pause trying to gather my wild racing thoughts. “I’m not sure I can afford to fall for your smooth words and charm.”
His eyes seem to laugh at me, like he knows the words I just said don’t match what my body is feeling. Truthfully, I’m even surprised I said that in the fogginess. The corner of his lips twitch but they don’t pull up into his grin I enjoy so much.
Feeling a bit more courageous as the sex-induced fog lifts from my thoughts, I rock back on my heel. “I’m wary, dubious, and unsure what I have to be interested in.”
“Ouch,” he says with a laugh.
Okay. Now I feel like a jerk and I look down at my feet. Say exactly what you mean. “You make me feel incredibly off balance. I find it difficult to think I’m anything like what you’re familiar with. You’re definitely not what I’m used to.” I bring my view back to his eyes, which are still full of amusement. “I’m worried all this is going to be a setup.”
“You don’t seem like the insecure type,” he states nonchalantly.
“I’m not. I’m careful.”
His face breaks into a smile releasing what his eyes were holding. “Then I’ll pick you up at seven on Saturday.”
Instinctively, I begin chewing my lip. He reaches out and rubs the side of my arm. “Relax, Whitney. If all I wanted to do was forget you, it would’ve already happened. I’m following your lead. Using your pace. Because you are far from what I’m used to and I’m reveling it.”
I narrow my eyes, taking in his satisfaction. How would he know it would’ve already happened? Who am I kidding? I can claim all day long I’m not that girl, which I’m not, but around him, it’s hard not to give into the sexual intensity blazing between us.
He winks at me and leaves me standing there to watch him disappear to his truck. I watch as his taillights disappear around the corner before looking back at the house.
What just happened?
 



Chapter 6
 

Stepping out of the shower, I wrap a towel around my waist and rush out of the bathroom for my ringing rear phone dripping wet. Sarah’s name lights up my display, but I know it’s not her.
“RyRy!” Gracie squeals in my ear.
“Poohbear!”
“Mommy’s making dinner and I want you to come. So now you have to come.”
I smile at her demands. “I do? What if I don’t want to?” I tease.
“’Member that thing you taught me? When a mean person is being mean I kick them in their bad parts?”
“You wouldn’t?” I feign hurt feelings.
In the background, Sarah fusses at her. “Mommy said I’m not allowed to do it. But just come. Please,” she begs in her sweet voice that I’m a blasted sucker for.
“How can I say no to that?” I ask.
“You can’t.” She giggles. “Mommy’s making…hold on. Mommy what are you making?” There’s a pause as Sarah answers her. “Mommy’s making chicken parmzon.”
“Well, count me there.”
“Six sharp. Don’t be late,” her tone sharpens.
“You’ve been practicing?”
“Yep. Confident and asshurtive,” she says proudly.
I belt out a laugh. “As-sert-ive, Poohbear. Assertive.”
“Yes, that. Wuv you whole bunches,” she says our endearments we refuse to let go. The one we’ve said to each other since she first started talking. The same one that cramps my heart.
“Wuv you, Poohbear.”
 
I hang up and head to my closet to get dressed since my plans have changed. Not that I’m complaining. I wasn’t going to do a blasted thing but sit on the couch and relax. Boring, I know.
I step into my pants, shrug into a navy-blue shirt, and then head back to the bathroom to finish getting ready.
My phone rings again. This time it’s Matt.
“Pussy whipped? What’s going on?” I answer teasing him.
“Yeah. Yeah. Funny how your eyes are so blue, yet they’re covered in green,” he quips. “When are you coming back to my side of town?”
I watch myself in the mirror as I run some fiber paste through my hair to spike it. “Not sure. Question is when are you coming my way?”
“I’d have to talk to Holly. I doubt she’d be keen to crash at your place, so we’d have to get a hotel.”
“I can set all that up, you know?”
“Yeah. I know.”
There’s a displacement in his tone that catches my attention and I stop messing with my hair. “You good?”
He takes a deep breath. “Man, I’m homesick or something. I sound like a pathetic jerk, but I’m missing the Hayes brothers.”
I stifle a laugh, sitting on the side of the bed and slide into my shoes. “You don’t have to sound like one. Holly’s got you all sensitive these days.”
“It’s what happens when you’ve got the right one. One day you’ll learn all about it.” He chuckles devilishly. “We need to plan something…soon. Even if she stays back, we’ll get together. When’s your fight with Fischer? Few weeks, right?”
“Yeah, man. And I’m ready to get back in there. Dude’s been talking too much trash and I need to fix that.”
I grab my keys from the dresser and shove my wallet in my back pocket.
“Word on the street is he’s supposedly going to get rid of you for good. Is it true if you lose this one, you’re out?”
I loathe knowing where he gets information. “Yeah. The next three are like that. But don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. It won’t be happening.”
“It better not. The sport needs the Striker,” he boasts. “Look, I’ve got to hop off here. I’m about to take Holly out for dinner.”
“Whipped,” I sing with a laugh.
“When you find your happiness, I’ll sing you the same song, jerk.”
 
I’m laughing when I hang up. Half of me is pissed that my boy I’ve known since grade school, who watched the start of my fighting journey and supported me all the way, is no longer here and is now getting all his information from Holly’s best friend, Paige. I refuse to think any differently, hoping his bond hasn’t shifted sides.
Paige is Levi’s girl. He’s the one fight I’ve lost. The enemy. The rival.
Therefore, any facts Matt is receiving are coming from him and it sears me to know it. Levi and I aren’t in good graces. We’ve despised each other from the get go. My hatred is fueled by his enmity of me. All of it was started by him. He couldn’t stand to know someone was equally as good as him and was ranking up the charts. He couldn’t handle someone else was just as good and was undefeated as he was. He wanted that title—undefeated—yet I owned it as well.
Unfortunately, I messed up. Royally. I played a game of conspirator and blew it. 
See, Levi and Paige split up. He couldn’t resist the urge we all know runs deeply inside of him and he cheated on her. He’s an idiot. Paige is smart, ambitious, driven, sassy, and true to herself, and he lost her. I stood to profit the gain. It wasn’t premeditated as some of you think. Actually, it was very much the opposite. When I visited Matt, I never thought I’d see her again, let alone right beside my boy’s girlfriend. True, I enjoyed egging on Levi in the past. I’d intentionally flirt around with Paige just to rile the hothead up, but when I saw her again, my intentions were only to befriend her in hopes to provoke Levi’s emotions to get involved in our fight.
I forced my way into her life and over the course of time, developed a fondness for her even though I knew she wasn’t over Levi. I eventually let my toe do my thinking and crossed a line by kissing her. In the very same moment, I watched her run away from me with the wound I reopened.
I never dreamed the headstrong girl I learned about would give the undeserving douchebag a second chance. She did.
And it pissed me off, but not how everyone thinks. She’s a good girl. She should’ve been smarter than that.
I knew Levi had no idea what transpired between Paige and me, but I made sure he did. That’s where the game changed. I put on a persona, a façade that resembled nothing of me. Yes, I can be stone-cold. I can appear to be the biggest heartless jerk ever, but I’m not, even though I got a thrill from watching fire drip from his eyes. Which turned into my personal game and focus of getting under his skin.
I’m a confident mongrel, so I knew I had the fight. I could taste the pros and see my name on the contract. This fight, in my head, was already won and by me. I dominated the rounds. Levi was getting gassed out and all I had to do was be patient—something I am not. We traded blows, intense anger and determination-filled punches and kicks. We both were bloodied, busted up, and set to win. Until my ingenious idea back-frigging-fired and blew up all over my face.
I was knocked out…cold.
My chances of the professionals eroded by the blackness.
I lost.
He won.
And I deserved what I got.
 
I park my truck in Jackson and Sarah’s driveway and make my way to the side entrance. As I step into the kitchen, I’m almost brought to my knees by the aroma of dinner. It reminds me of coming home after school, or a hard day of training and having the scent of Mom’s cooking fill the entire house. 
“Hey, Ryker,” Sarah says pulling bread from the oven. “Jackson’s in his office and Gracie’s playing in her room.”
I bend and kiss her on the cheek. “I don’t know what he pays you, but I’m willing to double it if you’ll come and cook like this for me three times a week.”
She giggles softly, her eyes lighting up from the compliment. She blows loose strands of hair from her face. She’s a beautiful woman, always has been. With round hazel eyes, long straight hair, and an hourglass figure, she hasn’t aged a bit since her high-school days.
“Your brother will murder you one day if you keep offering to steal me away.” She tries saying it without humor, but she’s incapable and ends it with another giggle.
I dismiss the thought with a flick of my hand. “I’m not worried about him.”
“Go tell them it’s dinner time.”
 
I make my way up the grand-frigging-stairs in his grand-frigging-house and come to his office first. Lightly I knock on the door but don’t wait for a response. I just stick my head in. Jackson’s sitting at his desk concentrating on the computer screen. He’s older, more slender, yet just as big as we all are.
“The wife says it’s supper time,” I tell him.
He jerks his gaze from the screen and smiles arrogantly. “She sent her minion, huh?”
“She sent the man of the house to herd the cattle,” I jest.
He laughs before glancing back at the screen. “These numbers are unreal. We doubled profit last year and we’re gaining speed this year.”
“If anyone could pull a junk, rundown casino from the claws of trash and turn it into something, it would be you.”
He arches his brow—the same one as me. “Took some hard work. I’ve got big plans for this year. This is going to be a spectacle of a year, Ryker. I mean it.”
“You always—”
Suddenly, Gracie comes bounding down the hall and screams out my name before slamming into me. She leaps onto me and I catch her, pretending to stumble backward and then fall to the ground.
“Ha!” She shoves my chest sitting on my stomach all proud and trash. “I snuck up on you and got you!”
“Poohbear, you screamed at me. How’s that sneaking up on someone?” I laugh.
She looks around before smiling wider. “I had to give you a warning.”
I wrap my arm around her tiny waist and twist, putting her body underneath me. She bucks and laughs her little squeal while she kicks and tries punching me with her mini versions of fists. I taught her many things because I plan on making her tough as nails so when she starts dating, I won’t be trailing them to make sure the idiots are treating her well. I’ll know she’ll be able to take care of herself.
A clearing of the throat ceases my play and I look up to a playful crooked smile. Sarah’s short frame towers over us with her arms crossed.
“Shh,” I whisper to Gracie. “If we pretend not to be here, maybe she’ll leave.”
Gracie giggles loudly. “Unk Ry?”
“You’re giving away our location. Shhhh.” I keep my eyes on Sarah and my mouth still.
“But Unk Ry?” her plea comes with more urgency.
“What?” I whisper, unmoving.
“I’m hungry.” She wiggles out from under my arms but I remain solid as stone. She squeezes my cheeks and rolls her eyes. “You’re not frozen. Only Elsa can freeze people, but Mommy plays Elsa sometimes.”
I slowly slide my view to Gracie and part my mouth just wide enough to mumble the words, “But she isn’t as pretty as Elsa. Is she?”
Sarah jams her heel into my shoulder and shoves me. “You’re such an ah—”
“Swear jar!” Gracie calls out.
I stand and wink at Sarah. “Pretty bad you have to pay to touch me. I’ll offer a free session if you’d like.”
I turn back to poke my head into Jackson’s office and run smack dab into him.
That brow is raised as he eyes me with a pissy laughing gaze. “Why would she touch you when she has me?” A smug smirk creeps across his lips. “I’m the better brother anyway.”
I straighten my back and puff out my chest. “You’re the old one. Old news, my friend.”
His hard expression softens trying to hide his laughter. “Kyce is the baby, which makes you…” He taps his chin. “Old news too?”
“Ha. It’s like the three little bears. You’re too old. Kyce is too young and I am just right.”
I’m grinning like a mongrel when I scoop Gracie up and head down the stairs to the dining room.
“If you’re just right, why is she married to me?” Jackson calls down the stairs behind me.
“We’ve all wondered the same thing.” I place Grace down at the table and consider Jackson. “I think you’ve brainwashed her because there’s no way she’s that stupid for this long.”
“Hey. I resent that,” Sarah says pausing to pull the plates from the cabinet.
“Take it as a compliment, Sleeping Beauty.”
 
Gracie. All these fairy tales, princesses, nursery rhymes, and girly stories are all her fault. Am I ashamed of it? Not a bit. I’m not afraid to put on a tiara and kick booty.
We’ve made our plates, said blessing and have just begun eating when Gracie glances at me. “You have a fight coming?”
I just shoved a piece of chicken in my mouth and knowing I’ll get scolded for talking with food in my mouth, I nod.
She frowns. “Means you’re gonna be gone a lot again.”
I swallow. “Nah. Not yet. Maybe not anymore. I’ll only be gone a few days at a time.”
Her frown only deepens. “You need to get a job closer to here.”
I lean and kiss her cheek. “Then I wouldn’t enjoy my job, Pooh.”
Jackson clears his throat and knowing what’s about to be said, I reluctantly slide my eyes to him. “You know anytime you want a job closer to home, you have it with me.”
Since opening Mirages, Jackson’s been after me to work for him. I’ve helped him out here and there, when I have nothing else better to do in my spare time, but I’m not willing to be on his payroll and having to answer to his idiot head of security. That man gives off a malevolent vibe.
I set my jaw, purging all playful banter and pouring dead seriousness into my expression. “I’m not working with Smith.”
“You have the wrong idea about him. He’s a good, dedicated employee. He’s installed high-tech security measures and ensures the security of—”
I twirl my fork. “Blah. Blah. Blah. Put him on whatever pedestal you prefer. He’s shady and you’ll never convince me of anything less. One day you’ll see it. You’ll know I’m right, just as I always am.”
Jackson’s left eye begins to tick—his telltale sign he’s beginning to get frustrated.
I point at it with my fork. “You need to get that under control, dude. It shows your weakness and brags about how much of a bi—pansy you are.”
I love lighting his fuse. 
“You won’t say that as I’m kicking your rear across this town.”
“Daddy,” Gracie warns.
I’m quite amused. “When’s the last time you tried? Maybe we should have a refresher course. See if your old rear still has it.” I mirror his trash-eating smirk.
“Dollar.” Gracie points to the jar on the kitchen counter, crammed with money. Mostly mine.
“I’m almost afraid to ask if you’d like to have dessert. You two will turn it into an eating contest,” Sarah says.
I sit back and rub my stomach. “I’m already eating way outside of my diet.”
“If you had a job with me, you could eat what you wanted to,” Jackson says.
“I’m onto your little plan.” I sit up, folding my hands on the table and leaning toward him. “You’re trying to fatten me up. Eliminate the sexier competition.”
He bursts out in a boisterous laugh. “Who has the beautiful wife?”
“I can’t help she didn’t find me first,” I jest.
“Now, now, boys. No need to fight over me. I went with first come first serve,” Sarah deadpans.
Jackson’s eyes bug out and his mouth falls to a goofy grin. “Oh. That was dirty.”
We all laugh, including Gracie, as Sarah sashays away from the table in a victorious dance. She’s perfect for Jackson. Keeps his head straight but can play the same games as him.
 



Chapter 7
 

I’m roughing up a little squirt of a sparring partner. He wrestled his way through high school and took kickboxing as a hobby—thus spawning his reasoning that he’s an eligible sparring partner. Unfortunately, he weighs half what I do and his reach is much shorter. By the time he swings, I’m a fleeting memory standing at his side waiting for him to take notice.
He rushes me, trying to take my back to the mat, but I take a step to the side and his knees fall to the ground.
“Why’d you pick him?” I grumble to Daniel.
“If you’d get your ego off your shoulders, you’d see he’s quick and wiry. Fischer is the same and he loves ground play. Get down on the mat with him,” he reprimands, nodding for me to get back to work with Squirt.
“If Fischer can’t get me to the ground, I don’t need to be there.” I’m more dismissive than frustrated, but the two emotions weave together causing me to sound harsher.
Daniel runs both his hands through his shaggy brown hair and takes a shaky exasperated breath. “If you don’t prepare and train for the unseen, you won’t know how to handle it when it happens.” His jaw is locked tightly gritting out the words. “It’s called training for a reason, Ryker. I sure didn’t sign up to leave my fiancée for weeks just to hear you jerk and moan.”
“Don’t you think you’ve trained me well enough to know how to handle all situations?”
I may or may not have said that extremely smartassed.
He glares at me, unhappy at my loving display of harass this trash. He’s been in my corner for five years, dealing with my trash. I admire him for it because I know my attitude can be trash at times, and it makes me difficult. His stare doesn’t falter as irritation looms on the surface…clearly.
I exhale, standing down from the argument. Bending, I glower at Squirt. “Try it again.”
Squirt stands and shakes his arms out. He zeroes in on me and then rushes back into me, wrapping his arms around my waist, shoving and pulling at the same time. I allow him to take me to the mat. Problem is—Squirt leaves himself wide open all the time and right now, he’s vulnerable. I can’t help it. It’s what I’ve been trained for. Grabbing ahold of his arm, I lock my legs around it and stretch hard. Instantly he screams and slaps my leg and the mat with his free hand.
I let go.
Daniel’s eyebrows are furrowed, aggravation curling his lips. He sighs. “At least the day is over.”
“What?” I grin unapologetically, spreading my arms to the side. “I did exactly what you’ve trained me for. I saw the opening. Coach?” I call out to him restraining a laugh.
Daniel’s glare hardens. “Monday you better come in here with a different attitude. Do you understand me?” he scolds me like a child. “I mean it, Ryker. Get your head in the game. You have a fight coming. Take advantage of the wide variety and don’t let your ego get the best of you. You’ve already lost once because of it.”
Idiot knows the low blows.
 
I’m in the shower washing up and of course, thinking of Whitney. I should’ve kissed her the other night, given into the desire to taste her lips instead of my head up with a small sample. After her little moan, I knew if we went any further, I wouldn’t have been able to control myself. I took the gentlemanly way out.
I’ve rubbed one out at the fantasy of her at least six times in the past few days and today is no different. I grip my cock, curling my fingers around the shaft and stroke it to the images of her lips and the sexy as idiot noise I know her mouth can make.
I brace myself on the wall with my palm and squeeze my toe, pumping it in quick rhythm. Her lips are parted, eyes heavy-lidded filled with incredible lust and satisfaction as I thrust into her. Her skin shimmers with sweat, her breaths panting as she moans my name.
I stroke faster at the pressure building.
My toe slides in and out of her pussy, wet for me, wet because of me. She’s biting her lip, head pushed back into the bed as her lithe hips buck greedily to meet mine. 
My breaths become harsh, my grip tightening as I work my fist faster.
And then…I hear the door open and Kyce calls out for me. Instantly, all sexy images of her vanish and I’m in the shower with a massive hard-on.
I drop my head and sigh.
Great. Blue balls for our first date.
Just my luck.
“Dude, do you ever work?” I yell out.
“Where you taking her?” he asks.
I knock the water all the way to cold and allow it to suck the breath out of me, the iciness stinging my skin. It does the job, ridding me of the raging hard-on, yet my desire to feel her is still fervent.
Turning off the water, I pull a towel around my waist before stepping out of the shower. “Mercy’s.”
“Oh, dude. You’re trying to get laid with a fancy place like that.”
I regard his excitement with little concern. Kyce gets easily excited over anything pussy. I step into my little closet area, big enough for some of my clothes I’ve stashed here and slide into my boxers and then into my jeans. “I’m not getting lucky tonight.”
“I bet she’ll think differently.” He tips his chin.
I shrug into my shirt and exit the room, smirking like a clever trash. “Good. I’ll prove her wrong.”
His head jerks back and he pinches his brows together. “Your main goal tonight isn’t pussy? What’s with her?” He hops off the counter.
I raise a shoulder keeping my expression emotionless. “She’s different. I like her.”
“When’s the last time you got laid?” he chuckles.
I laugh. “Why? Because she’s different? Maybe I’m sick as idiot of dealing with all the shameless women at my disposal.”
Disapproval contorts his face as he bounces his finger at me. “This has Jackson’s name all over it. He’s gotten to you, hasn’t he? Filling your head with all the lovey trash about marriage.”
“I didn’t say I was going to marry her.”
 

Nerves. They’re not something I deal with often. I don’t experience them before a fight. I don’t combat them as I stand before an opponent. And I definitely do not deal with them when I take women out. Encountering them now makes no sense. It’s putting me on edge and in a trash mood, regardless if I’m about to knock on her door.
My breath snags at the sight of her. Standing there with shimmer eyes, her hair falling around her face, she’s dressed up, but not too dressy. The silver fabric of her shirt fits tightly but falls loosely into her cleavage giving me just enough of a sneak peek of the smooth skin. Her pants hug tightly to her curves. And her heels…
Idiot me…I should’ve finished off in the shower.
I set my jaw. “You look beautiful.”
She smiles innocently and tilts her head. “Like a distraction?”
“That’s putting it lightly.”
 
Every ounce of my body is aware of her as I help her into my truck. The scent of her perfume—an intoxicating mixture of exotic and seductive—travels through my chest in a direct path to my cock.
“Idiot,” I whisper as I round the hood of my truck. I’m in deep trash.
She bounces her knee and doesn’t say much, her view darting everywhere except to me.
 
The restaurant has a soft hum as other people chat quietly amongst themselves. Because there are times I’m spotted by people who recognize me, I reserved a table in the back corner to give us more seclusion. Right now, I want it to be just her and me.
The waitress, dressed in a white button down and black tie, smiles as she approaches us and asks what we’d like to drink. Whitney orders a glass of red wine, and I get a beer in one of their snazzy mugs. Wine isn’t my thing.
“Ever been here?” I ask just as the waitress rushes off to grab our drinks.
Whitney looks around, taking in the place before answering. “No. It’s really pretty. I’ve heard of this place. A few of my clients have raved about it.”
“You enjoy event planning?”
Her eyes light up and my chest squeezes. What is that?
“I do.”
The waitress brings our drinks and we order our meals. This time Whitney’s is much smaller than the huge wrap she ordered for lunch the other day.
“I assumed being a fighter you’d be more…” she twirls her hand trying to find the right word.
“Busted up?” I offer with a chuckle.
“Scarred, I guess would be the right word.”
“I’m good at what I do,” I boast. “And the fact I tend to my wounds meticulously when I do get them.”
“How’d you get the one above your eye?” she asks, tipping her chin. “Was that from fighting?”
“Yeah. It’s from fighting.” My answer comes out a bit more irked than I mean. “Let’s just say I messed around and let my feelings get the best of me.”
Her eyebrows draw together. “May I ask what you mean?”
I take a swig of my beer before answering. “My opponent and I have an ugly past. Both of us were gearing toward the same goal, a championship that would allow the winner entrance into the pros. Everything was already heightened.”
I purposely leave out the part of exactly how my feelings interfered. I’m not sure she’d be too impressed over my dumb dang ignorance.
“Did you win?”
Her optimism tugs the corner of my lips. “No. My first loss.”
She straightens, leaning up. “Wait. You were undefeated before that?”
I cock my brow. “Told you I was good.” It makes her smile and something in my chest cramps again. “We both were. He was good and I knew he was going to be tough to beat. I always welcome a good challenge. What I didn’t think was he was going to win and I’d lose it. I thought for sure I had that fight.”
“I’m sorry,” she says softly.
“I’ll have another shot into the pros soon. I’m better prepared for it. You’re not supposed to bring emotions to a fight. I’m trained to drop them at the door and continue them after walking back out. It was a good lesson. As much as it pissed me off, it also restored me. My feet weren’t quite planted on the ground. I was brash and it took me losing pretty hard for me to see where I was headed wasn’t quite the place I desired.”
“As if you lost yourself?”
“You can call it that.”
The waitress returns with our food and sets our plates down before asking if everything looks good and hurrying back off. 
Whitney tucks her napkin in her lap and grabs her silverware. “I lost myself once. Thought I was fine until I wasn’t.”
My jaw ticks. I consider if I want to know why, but I ask anyway. “What happened?”
“Dated a guy all through high school and he went off to college. We did the long-distance relationship, but it started going sour really quickly. His calls became less and less and when we did find the time to talk, it was always an ugly argument. He consistently blamed it all on me too. On a whim, I flew out there to surprise him for his birthday only to find out his girlfriend had a better surprise for me. She was six months pregnant.”
She laughs. Actually laughs at her memory of some jerk hurting her. I feel like snapping the guy’s neck.
I grunt peeved at the prick. “Find your way back?”
Her eyes flicker. “I did.”
“And it’s ruined you for all other men?”
She titters. “No. Not at all. You’re not all the same. You all have different characteristics and flaws. Just because one jerk broke my heart doesn’t mean the next man I hand it to will. I’m just more careful who I give it to now.”
I think my mouth drops. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything sexier come from your mouth.”
Other than the little moan that dazed my toe, but I leave that thought to myself.
She laughs.
“Except for that.” I bounce my fork at her. “Your laugh conquers all things beautiful.”
Her cheeks rosy up and she looks away as she takes a sip from her wine. “What about you?” She dismisses the compliment. “Ever had your heart broken?”
I ponder answering her, taking my sweet rear time chewing the food in my mouth. The conversation has taken a turn to the ledge of the awkward building and I don’t feel like leaping. “Yeah. Once.” I don’t look up, cramming another bite of food into my mouth, not giving a blasted to touch any further on the subject. Too much more of this delicate trash and my head is going to explode.
“When’s your next fight?”
I raise my gaze to her. “Why? You plan on coming with me?”
She purses her sexy full lips and tilts her head in such a sassy way, my toe twitches. 
“In two weekends,” I answer her.
“How long are you normally gone?” she asks.
“Are you already missing me?” I lace my tone with a flirtatiousness just to see her cheeks flare again. She’s easily riled and it’s cute.
She twists her mouth, trying to hide the smile, but I can see the hint of one. “Of course not. I’m interested in how long I’ll have peace and quiet.”
I chuckle. “I’ll leave next Thursday and come back either Sunday or Monday. Depends on what’s scheduled.”
“Sounds like a great deal. Travel the world doing the job you enjoy.”
“What’s the saying? Choose the job you love and you’ll never work a day in your life.”
“There’s a lot of truth to that,” she says wiping her mouth and for a moment, I’m pulled into a fantasy of licking the pasta sauce off her lips.
Silverware clanks in the distance and I blink, peering into a set of eyes that seem to know exactly what thoughts I was having. I’m not ashamed. Not one bit.
 
After settling the check, I take her home. Look, I have a plan. She’s skittish. Her friends have told me and I see it written all over her face. I have a lot of will power, self-discipline, and a lot of time to inject myself into her thoughts.
“Thank you for tonight,” she says all sweet and trash, turning to face me on her porch.
The innocence in her eyes is killing me, completely me up and demolishing my game. I tug her into me by her hand and then wrap an arm around her waist as her sexy frame rests against my chest.
She peers up at me with so much uncertainty and fear swirling behind the yellow flecks that it pangs something deep in my chest.
“I hate you look at me like you’re scared of me,” I murmur.
I watch her jaw tense and loosen as she swallows. “It’s not you that scares me.”
The breathy pant proves how attracted she is. I know we both feel it, the surge of sexual intensity. The hint’s fair game. I run my nose along hers and her breath skips. She’s clinging to my biceps looking at me with so much lust…I grin and do the very thing I’ve been dying to since first laying eyes on her—take to her lips.
Gently, I kiss her, exploring her mouth. Her body reacts and all but liquefies in my hands. I’m buzzing with energy, and a zest of eagerness builds deep in my stomach. I dig my fingers into her hip to steady her…or maybe it’s for me. The kiss is slow, our tongues dragging across one another’s. My pulse kicks up as I beckon the strength to keep it slow. I groan against her skin. She moans, sliding her hands up my arms and over my shoulders. My restraint snaps and I squeeze her hips, reluctantly pulling back, but not before I suck on her bottom lip for added titillation.
It takes her a minute to find her bearings, but when she finally opens her golden-brown eyes, I swear I fall head first into them.
Contentment. It’s the unwanted mongrel feeling swelling in my chest.
“I want another date,” I rasp.
“Okay,” she sighs breathless.
I have a deep seeded need to see her soon. “Lunch tomorrow?”
She frowns. “I can’t.”
I study her. “Will you be running?”
She smiles a little silly and it causes my heart to slap my chest. “You don’t like to run.”
“I’ll like anything as long as I’m doing it with you.”
I catch the way her eyes glaze over just before she blinks it away. “I take Sundays to myself. It’s my recharge day. But if you’d like to come Monday—”
“I’ll be here,” rumbles out of my chest in a rush.
I kiss her forehead and release my grip on her waist. She takes a step back and it is worth noticing she just licked my taste off her lips. I wink and leave.
If I don’t, I’m going to harass her against the door.
 
 



Chapter 8
 

Last night, Ryker completely infused himself into my mind and wreaked havoc on my dreams. I wasn’t on this planet when his lips departed from mine. I have no idea where I floated off to. The sensations started in my toes, warmth traveling my entire body. The world around me fell silent and all I heard was his breath, my heartbeat, and a throb of desire I didn’t know I craved until it was there. He was overwhelmingly mind-blowing.
I was so anxious all day about the date, scared it would end in an awkward predicament. I expected him to push me past the limits I allow on the first date, but surprisingly, and very painfully, he didn’t. Gentleman seems weird dressed upon him.
There’s something about him that makes me feel safe and extremely comfortable, as if I shouldn’t worry about a single piece of the world as long as he’s around me. I wonder if all the other girls he’s around experience the same feelings?
All the other girls?
The statement swirls in my brain and causes a heaping pile of destruction. I don’t want to split my time with him. I don’t date casually because the thought of the guy I’m interested in having to divide his attention doesn’t appeal to me. I’m a one-man woman and I expect the same in the guy I date. Going out with my guy on Friday and him having another date with someone else on Saturday makes me nauseated. 
Exclusivity—it’s important to me. You can thank my momma and my past for that.
Maybe that’s the reason he didn’t take it further? Maybe he had another woman’s scent on him? Could he go from one woman to the next in the very same day? It’s not unheard of.
My heart aches.
I’m screwed. I need to get a handle on this.
I grab my phone and call the one person I know can talk my sense straight—Candice.
“I was wondering how long you were going to keep me in the dark before you filled me in,” she giggles answering the phone.
“I need help. I need someone to sort out my thoughts. Straighten them out. I need someone to tell me I’m overreacting. I need som—”
“Slow down!” she snickers. “I’m assuming it was a blasted good date?”
I sigh dreamily. “It was sweet. He took me to Mercy’s, a really nice restaurant.”
She hums. “And then he brought you home and had you in his bed all night?” Her tone is sing-songy.
“No. He kissed me at the end of the date and left.”
“You didn’t make out at all? Let him feel your belly? Did you let him inside your house?”
“No.” I frown knowing what’s about to come out of her mouth.
She groans. “You and your first date rules trash. No making out. No sex. This sounds like a middle school date. What is wrong with you? How are we even friends?”
“I really enjoyed it,” I tell her.
“Then I know it was super boring. You don’t enjoy the fun things in life. You’re way too safe.”
I laugh. “I like being safe. One day you’ll wish you listened to me when your va-jay-jay has to be sewn shut indefinitely due to a flesh-eating amoeba.”
She bursts out in a hyena laugh. “Fun doesn’t mean I’m not safe.”
“Well, I like to be seen as a person and not an object.”
“I’ll be any object he wants as long as he knows what he’s doing.” I can picture her twirling her hair around her finger.
“Goodness, Candice.” I drop my head into my hand.
She hasn’t stopped laughing. “Tell me about this kiss. Please tell me it was as great as you’ve described his looks.”
“Impeccable.”
“When are you seeing him again?”
“Monday. He wants to go running again,” I tell her.
“If he’s willing to put himself through the dullness of your boring run, I believe you have yourself a winner. You have to promise me you’ll thank him properly with a wild night in the sack and very soon.”
“Talking to you is arduous,” I tease.
“Yet, you can’t live without me.”
“Speaking of, when are you coming back?” I ask. “New Hampshire isn’t the same without you.”
She went with her parents to Arizona about four months ago to aid with her grandfather’s declining health. He’s a stubborn and sharp-minded man who cherishes his independence. He’s lived alone for the past fifteen years after his wife passed away unexpectedly from a heart attack. Even though he believed he could still take care of himself the latter part of his life, it was clear how frail he was becoming. Unfortunately, even with all the extra help, he passed away.
“If you can find a way to save me, I can get on the plane now. I won’t care how you do it, just as long as it works,” she snorts.
“Aw. But your mom is so nice. It can’t be that bad.”
“First, the men here aren’t worth looking at. Second, Mom had a brilliant idea of individually tagging everything of grandpa’s. And I mean everything. Things she’s going to keep. Items to sell. Things we should donate.” She groans. “I think Dad needs to—”
“Don’t you dare go there!” I shriek in laughter.
“What?” Her tone is coy. “I was going to say Dad needs to take her on a cruise or a nice vacation.”
“Uh-huh…”
“So what are you overreacting about with this guy? You like him a lot, don’t you?” She’s serious now.
“I do. I’m just confused. He’s a gentleman, thoughtful, sweet, kind, but I swear there’s a contradiction. He has bad boy written all over him.”
“Then you need to put that bad boy all over you,” she snickers.
“You’re impossible.” I groan a laugh.
“You’re overreacting and you know it. You’ve probably been sitting there wondering if he’s dating other women. Goodness, you’re your own worst enemy. You always have been. Girl, you haven’t lost your touch since taking your little dating hiatus. You’re not stupid. You know he’s interested. I’m miles away and can tell you it’s you on his mind. Get a grip. Breathe. Enjoy this.”
“You need to hurry home.”
“I’m praying I’ll be home in a few weeks. Which reminds me, I need to go help her with his coins. Do you know she’s going through each piece one by one?”
I giggle. “Have fun with that. Love you.”
“You’re jealous and you know it. Love you too.” She hangs up.
We’ve been friends since fifth grade. We were paired together for a simple science project, back when they were required. I swore my teacher hated me. I was the quiet girl in the corner and Candice was the obnoxious tomboy who sat in the same row as me and lived a few houses down.
Every day for a whole week I went to her house because I knew forty percent of our grade was about participation and she wasn’t participating. She couldn’t care less about it. Most of the days were spent watching her ride her bike and flirt with the little boy next door while I tried figuring out what the heck we were going to do. She shrugged off every idea I had and then wanted to do some stupid experiment involving paper planes. On the last day before the project was due, I figured it out. A lemon battery.
We made an A with not so much help from her.
But that project started something—a beautiful friendship.
She was more daring than me. I was this quiet girl who wasn’t sure of anything, and she was loud and brave. We quickly grew into best friends. She made me venture out and I made her see that quietness wasn’t always that bad. 
For fifteen years, she’s been the crazy to my normal. 



Chapter 9
 

I went to bed with Ryker on my mind and dang it, he was the first thing to appear the moment my eyes sprang open. Everything yesterday was torturous, from the time, to the dark thoughts of why I hadn’t heard from him, even to the urges to call him.
I miss his goofy company, his slick compliments, and the eyes boring into me in the most intimate way.
It’s too soon for it. And I know it.
Today, I went to work trying to distract myself, burying my mind deeply into part of my project. I combated the compulsion to give in and text him every five minutes. Lily was my diversion. But it didn’t soothe my craving. When the day ended, I was out of the office in a flash, excited that soon, I’ll have him in my sights.
The rumble of his truck makes its way to my chest and threads excitement to grip my heart. I watch through the blinds as he strides his solid frame around his truck and starts up my sidewalk.
Amusement flickers in his icy blues—the very ones I’ve craved—when I pull open the door. They scan over me and a wide grin stretches across his lips. “As long as I can watch, I’ll cook them my dang self.”
I giggle knowing he’s talking about my shirt. Teal with black scripted writing: Will do squats for tacos. The color makes me feel sexy.
I scrunch my nose. “I don’t like squats. They make me super sore,” I admit.
He licks his lips. “I’ll throw you over my shoulder and squat for the both of us.”
As long as you’re shirtless, I think. “Then I’d have to cook you tacos.”
“That sounds pretty enticing.”
His sexy grin is going to be the death of me.
The air around us crackles with electricity—static, sexually charged waiting for the moment to combust. His presence suffocates me, making it hard for me to breathe.
“You ready?” I shut the door behind me, pulling myself out from under the heavy blanket of desire.
We start down the sidewalk, his large masculine body falling into perfect rhythm beside my petite one.
“Did you work out this morning?” I ask, keeping my view on the cement.
“Yeah.”
“Do you ever nap?” I puff out in disbelief. 
“Rarely.”
I shake my head. “I don’t know how you do it.”
“Practice makes perfect. You need to come to the gym and work out with me.”
This surprises a cackle out of me. “I’d die of embarrassment after falling over in the first ten minutes. Plus, I don’t do gyms. They make me self-conscious and the one time I go for a friend, I have a cringe worthy experience.”
“That won’t be happening in my gym again,” he says with such seriousness I know he’s telling the truth. “To make you feel better and relinquish your embarrassment, I can tell you stories of when I first started. They’re a bit graphic and teeter on excruciatingly shameful, but it’s because I pushed myself too hard, like I had a point to prove. You don’t.” He looks to me. “And what do you have to be self-conscious about?”
“The first thing you see when you enter your gym is some gorgeous woman in perfect shape, half naked, and with massive boobs.” That might have been too envious.
“You’re self-conscious over fake? You should be elated more men prefer real belly over the hard fake ones, regardless of the size. Have you ever looked down? Yours are perfect.”
I tighten my lips coquettishly. “You’ve been staring at my boobs?”
I’m met with a pretty-boy lopsided smirk. “Not staring. Observing. Appreciating.”
We stride several paces in quietness as we approach the crossroad just before the park, when out of the corner of my eye, I see him check the opposite direction. He grasps my hand, and with a simple tug, changes our route, towing me along beside him across the street.
“Where are we going?” I ask.
He releases my hand as we step onto the sidewalk. “Trust me.”
Thing is, I do. Well, sort of. Physically, I feel I’m in the best company if anything were to happen. Protected by a sturdy man is a feeling of safety I’ve not felt in a long while. Truth be told, when I run, the what ifs are always lurking in the back of my mind, trying to pull me under the waves of fear, but I refuse to live my life in trepidation. Just with him around, those feelings of unease dissipate. Completely vanish. But emotionally, I’m timid and uncertain of his ulterior motives. I want to trust him, I do, but this could all be a curtain of deception.
“How’d you become a gym owner?” I ask, pushing away the thoughts threatening to pull me into the darkness.
“Fed up with having to rely on someone else. I need specific things and none of the other gyms offered it. I couldn’t have it all so I created it.”
Our reflection in the glass store fronts catches my attention. I look so small next to him. His large muscles contract and release as he swings his arms and pushes off his feet. All his visible tattoos look like a squiggle mess dancing in the images reflected.
My heart flits when I meet his eyes watching me watch him in the glass. Quickly, I avert my view back in front of me, trying to play it off, but I can feel his grin boring into the side of me.
He clutches my hand and stops me. “We’ll walk from here so you don’t get cramps.”
I look around us. We’re in the middle of town. Way off my normal beaten path. “Where are you taking me?
“Trust me,” he repeats with a lingering gaze.
Our pace is slower and it feels intimate with my hand in his. He hasn’t let it go. It feels perfect, mine so small enveloped by the protective shell of his. My heart is pounding from both running and the emotions he’s invoking inside of me. I need to guard myself, but all this, him, it feels good.
He tugs me under a cream yellow awning and into a small shop. “Impromptu ice cream pit stop.”
I look at him with horror. “Milk products and running? Unless you want to hold my hair while I throw up, this is a really bad idea.”
He ignores me while leading me to the counter and tips his head at the menu. “Ever been here?”
“No.”
He beams with pride. “Their shaved ice is the best.”
 
We order two small orders—mine Hawaiian, his Tiger’s Blood—and head back outside and sit at a table.
“Do you have any family around here?” he asks shoving a large spoonful—one that would give me instant brain freeze—into his mouth.
“My parents moved a few hours away after I got established with the business. They’ve always wanted to live on lake front property and when the opportunity presented itself, they ran off.” I snort.
His pale blues reveal nothing when he flicks them up to me. “Are you an only child?”
“Yes. Although they consider my best friend, Candice, their second daughter.”
“She live around here?”
“Just a few blocks away from me. But she’s in Arizona right now. She went out there to help take care of her grandfather, but he passed away. Now her mother has her helping with the personal belongings and taking care of family matters.” I frown, saddened at the thought of just how long she’s been gone.
“When is she coming back?”
I push the ice around with my spoon. “I’m hoping soon. I can’t go too much longer without her. She’s the yin to my yang. The insanity to my sanity.”
He grunts in understanding. “My boy Matt moved to NC after taking a job offer. There isn’t a coming back in his sights, only his girl. Now I’m stuck with Kyce…the little brother.”
“That can’t be a bad thing,” I say.
“Says the only child,” he says pointing his spoon at me.
I giggle.
 
We finish our shaved ice and head back toward my house at a much slower pace. I tell him about Candice and how she’s the closest thing to a sister I can compare to and how as we grew older we used to argue about homework, clothes, and boys. I would study, and she would want to party. I would be wary of the guy she was dating, and she would be screwing him. I would love a certain dress, and she made sure I looked my best in it.
He takes in everything, adding his two cents about his brothers or Matt here and there, but he keeps the conversation on me, which feels weird delving into me. I liked keeping it on him. The less involved I get, the less likely I’m going to get hurt.
I start up my stairs when he clasps my hand, twisting me into his chest. His eyes are heavy, full of hope, and glimmering with passion. It causes my heart to stop, skip, flutter…name it and it’s doing it.
“Come work out with me at the gym tomorrow. Whatever time you prefer.”
I swallow the lustful lump in my throat. “I can’t. I have a dinner meeting to attend,” I answer. “It’s a business meeting with a brilliant photographer. One of my brides changed her mind basically at last minute and she wants him. He’s a busy man this time of year and I’m desperate to book him. He’s extraordinary. This is a plea for help.” I watch as a possessiveness drowns those electrifying blues and it tickles my back.
The muscles in his jaw tighten and his nostrils flare as he blinks slowly. “Then Wednesday you come to me.” His voice sounds slightly strained.
I pat the hard muscles on his chest. “I told you I don’t enjoy working out in gyms.”
“You’ll enjoy it with me.”
I open my mouth to respond, but I’m stopped in my tracks.
He kisses me, slowly and delicately, dragging his hand over my shoulder. Softly, he grips the side of my neck and traces his thumb over my cheek. The kiss grows intense with more urgency and my pulse kicks up as his tongue plunges deeper, pressing his lips harder into me.
Everything around me disappears. It’s just him. Me. And an incredible ache to feel him all over me.
He leans back and my eyes flutter open. “I…” Nope. I have nothing to respond with.
He licks his lips, savoring my taste. “Come to me, Whitney,” he rasps, low and thickly.
“How can I say no to that?” I breathe in a pant.
One dimple emerges. “You can’t.”
He dips his head, his warm lips captivating me again. I lock my hands around his neck, steadying myself as he guides us up the stairs. He bends, snaking a hand up my back, and splays it across my shoulder blades, tugging me closer to him. We hit the door and he flexes his hips into me. I’m fully aware I’m not the only one fully ignited.
It jolts my thoughts, and I slide my hands between us, gently pushing him back and reluctantly pulling my lips from his. I’m fighting my aroused body. It begs to feel him, all of him, all over me. But my mind stops me.
His eyes are heavy as his lips twist up. “Good night, Whitney.” I feel the low rumble throughout my body, deep between my legs, and I fight to keep my eyes from rolling.
“Good night,” I whisper.
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 


“Did you get it?” Lily springs to her feet when I enter the office.
Regardless of how many times I tell her she doesn’t have to be the first one here, she ignores it explaining how she enjoys having the place ready when I walk in. She’s devoted.
“Yes!” I’m ecstatic, barely able to contain myself. “Honestly, I don’t think I needed the meeting. When I asked him, he said I was one of his favorites to work with. He checked his calendar, sorted a few things out, and then penciled me in.”
Lily claps her hands. “Fantastic. Did you warn him?”
“Yes, and explained to full length why I’ve dubbed this the Pink Stink. He got a good laugh at the name.”
“Hope he’s ready for them.”
I hold up a finger. “Compared to one of his other couples he told me about, this one will be a breeze.”
Her mouth rounds the word “wow” and I nod.
I watch all the excitement slides off her face. “Well…speaking of. Cindy called earlier and left a message. She has a few changes.”
My face wilts. “Changes? It’s too late in the game for changes. Goodness.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Her wedding is in two weeks. What possibly needs to be changed? Dang, I hope it isn’t anything insane.”
 
Thankfully, it isn’t. When I called, she asked for baby’s breath to be added to the center pieces—easy. Pink rose petals to be thrown during their kiss—easy. And waiters to wear pink ties matching their main color—doable. 
These changes I can handle.
 
I’ve just hung up with the catering service, buried deeply within all my notes of the Hills’ wedding, when a knock pulls me out from under them and into the mesmerizing eyes of Ryker. He’s handsome leaning his shoulder on the door frame, his jean-clad legs crossed at the ankles.
The sight of him makes me explode in giddiness, and my lips jerk. “Hey.”
He steps in. “Have time for lunch?”
I look to the papers scattered across my desk, like there’s really something here going to hold me back from spending some time with him. “With you?”
He spreads his hands wide and shakes his head. “No. Some guy with greasy hair outside wanted to know if I’d come in and ask for him. He had flowers and all that jazz, but I told him it’d be best if he gave them to you himself. Act surprised.”
I laugh.
“I’ve got a perfect place I want to try. Can I pull you from your day?”
 
I don’t have to think about it and am out the door within seconds of the question. He helps me into his lifted truck and then jumps into his side.
“There’s a Greek restaurant just outside of town.” He eases into the street.
“You’re after my heart. I love Greek.”
The most alluring gaze falls on me. “Will the boss be upset if you’re a little late getting back?”
Playfully, I roll my eyes. “I think I can handle her.”
 
On the way, I tell him about the meeting with Chris, boasting about being his favorite. Although Ryker and I texted a bit when I got home, I never told him about the dinner. I was too busy smiling at my phone like an idiot at all the sweet things he sent.
Manly and sweet. It’s like the best of both worlds.
 
We follow the hostess to our table while she continuously looks past me to the man trailing in my footsteps. She almost trips and then stumbles into an empty table before giggling and straightening to avert her view in front of her.
It isn’t going unnoticed how much attention he catches, and it irks the piss out of me.
The hostess lingers at the table far too long before finally being forced off just as the waitress skips over and begins talking to Ryker as if he’s the only one at the table. It’s like he’s got a blasted magical spell on every woman and it’s not settling well with me. I force the anger down, tapping my toe inside of my heels.
“Your office is…” he twirls his hand, “cute.”
I forge a smile through the frustration. “Not as manly as yours, is it?”
He’s interrupted by the waitress placing our drinks in front of us without even glancing my way. She flirts all over Ryker taking his food order and I don’t know if he’s oblivious or trying to be polite, but it isn’t affecting him. She twists her body toward me and flicks her view to me briefly before looking back at him.
Suddenly, I don’t feel so hungry and excited to be here. I rattle off a salad and she scurries off.
My irritation takes center stage. “It’s like you can pick and choose whomever you’d like,” I bite.
His eyes soften. “I’m where I choose.”
I’m still tapping my toe when I exhale trying to fight off the ugly emotion. “I’m sorry.”
He plants his elbows on the table and leans toward me. “I like knowing there’s a begrudging portion of you. You stay cooped up in your mind, always guarded. Makes you hard to read at times.”
His expression doesn’t convey any emotion, but his eyes are bright and possess a knowingly pleased glint.
I decide to change the subject. “What grants me a surprise lunch date?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” His tone is allusive.
It makes me raise an eyebrow. “Oh really? Now I’m intrigued. Try me.”
He grins like a mongrel and places his hand over mine. “I missed you,” he says simply.
I almost choke on air as my mouth drops in shock.
He chuckles and runs his thumb over my knuckles.
I’m in some serious deep trash…
“And I wanted to make sure you haven’t talked yourself out of coming to the gym,” he adds with a chuckle.
My giggle fractures the stiff nervousness in the air. “I’d say more the latter.”
He winks. Butterflies swarm my skin and my body dips before lifting off with an elation, a warmth I haven’t felt in a long while. And it feels really dang good.
The ogling waitress bounds back with our food, gingerly placing Ryker’s in front of him with seductive eyes and basically tossing mine at me without eye contact. Like I’m some obstacle in the viewing path of him. It makes me want to smack her stupid grin off her face.
“Does everything look good?” she croons.
I clench my jaw.
He smiles politely at her and then slides his eyes to me. “Absolutely.”
She takes in the scene before her—his hand on mine, his view on me, my view on him—and scoffs before ambling away.
In a fit of bashfulness, I look down. “You didn’t have—”
He squeezes my hand gently and I blink to him. “I don’t want you to ever doubt where I’m at or who I’m thinking of.”
My insides melt at his sincerity. He takes his hand away from mine, and instantly I miss the comfort. 
“Do you get nervous as a fight approaches?” I ask before taking a bite of my salad, trying my cursedest to eliminate the fuzziness in my chest.
He tightens his mouth and shakes his head. “Eager. What about you? You’ve got a wedding coming up. Does having someone else’s dream in your hands make you worry?”
“Not really. I don’t worry about my end of things leading up to it. But the day of will be a different story. I fret over someone else causing a collapse. Everything is on a timeline and if one person is late or something falls off schedule, it knocks everyone else off. Some events that’s okay and I can handle it, but not weddings. There’s no room for error.”
“Has it ever happened?”
I ponder for a second before answering. “Once I had a bachelorette party and the stripper was late. I played it cool, but I was freaking out inside. He showed about thirty minutes late and in the wrong outfit. The ladies throwing the surprise ordered a construction worker but he showed up as Tarzan.”
A mysterious emotion takes front and center in his gaze. “You enjoy that?”
“I’m definitely not turned on by a dong thong,” I say in a fit of giggles.
He tucks his chin trying to hide his own laughter, but his broad shoulders bounce, which only makes me laugh harder.
I wipe my tears, trying to catch my breath. “Oh my goodness.”
His cheeks are bunched up, eyes crinkled at the corners, and his face is red as he glows. “I won’t be able to get the vision out of my mind.”
“At least you’re not the one to see in it person,” I crack up.
 
After settling the check, he takes me back to work, pulling right up to the curb in front of the door.
He puts his truck in park. “You’re not going to stand me up, right?”
I scrunch my nose. “No. I promise I’ll be there. Is six okay?”
He leans over, pulling me to him by my neck, and gives me a soft, sweet kiss before leaning back to meet my gaze. “I’ll be there.”
 
Lily’s eyeing me as I float across the small lobby heading to my office. 
I meet her stare. “I’m in big trouble.”
 
 



Chapter 11
 

She’s a drug. One taste of her and she’s all I want to be hooked on. Her desirable lips were more than I expected, the feeling in my chest more than I imagined.
I’m messed and I know it.
She makes me want to do things—sweet things. Things to show her she’s on my mind. Things to prove she’s all I want to be around.
Yep. Definitely messed.
 
I’m pulling into the gym when Abby’s name lights up my phone.
“Whatcha doing tonight?” she asks when I answer.
“Got a fight closing in. It’s all workout from here on.”
“Care to stop in and hash out your frustrations on me?”
I park my truck in my parking spot behind the gym. “Listen—”
“Uh oh. That doesn’t sound so promising,” she interrupts.
“I’ve met someone,” I tell her, not ashamed of it.
“Explains why I haven’t heard from you. Is it serious?”
“I’m working on that.”
She sighs. “Please tell me it isn’t another vengeful advance with an ex-girlfriend of a fighter or even a ring girl.”
“No, Abs. It isn’t,” I say.
“Good.” Relief floods her exhale. “You deserve someone special. Have you harassed her yet?”
“Abs,” I warn, uninterested in delving into my personal life.
She sucks a breath. “Oh. You haven’t. She’s different, huh?”
“Guess you can say that. She isn’t involved or associated with the fighting scene.”
“I like her already. Nothing good comes from those women. Don’t work on it too long. You know if she’s interested and wants to be with you. Don’t waste everyone’s time if—”
“Abs. I’ve got this.”
“I’m sure,” she says. “Show her you and not the Striker you. But the Ryker who—”
I laugh. “Yes, mother.”
“I can’t help it. I want you happy.”
“I know. I’ve got this. I’m taking her pace. She’s got me off balanced.”
“Smooth Ryker off-kilter? This sounds promising,” she hums. “Keep me informed.”
 
Abby and I might have a heated relationship in the bedroom, but over the years of mindlessly, we developed a friendship. As messed up as it sounds, we ripped each other’s walls apart, exposing the rawness behind them. There were nights I’d listen, nights she’d listened as we took turns getting trash off our chests. Soon it turned into a weekly thing, or a craving when I was out at the fights. We’d idiot, relinquishing ourselves of everything pent up, like a therapy session.
But we respect each other. We know there’ll never be anything serious between us. We’re purely sexual. If we’re interested in someone else, we don’t get in each other’s way. No drama. Ever.
 
I’m changed and starting to knock the leather as I wait for Whitney. I’m eager this evening. It’s my game changer. I’m done pussy-footing around. I need to know where she’s at before I drive myself nuts.
I hear the door open and as I twist toward her, I’m struck by her gorgeous sight.
My chest swells.
Idiot me…
She’s nervously standing just inside the door in the sexy rear outfit she was in when I took her to lunch. A black silky shirt, a gray plaid skirt I want to rip off, and black boots to her thighs I want to leave on while getting a taste of her. I shake the thoughts before my toe makes too much of a presence.
Her eyes rake over me as I approach.
“You’re a distraction,” I grin without a drop of humor.
She relaxes a bit dropping her view to my chest. “You are too.”
I point toward my locker room. “Go change.”
 
She’s brought her unbelievable-game of clothes today. My toe is twitching at the sight of her in her workout clothes that I’d much rather see lying on my bedroom floor. Instead of her usual running attire, she’s rocking a light blue sports bra that pushes up those gorgeous belly with matching colored pants.
If I get anything done tonight, it’ll be a blasted miracle.
 
I warm her up on the treadmill, where she’s most comfortable, hoping it’ll relax the electricity around us. But after watching her rear bounce for several minutes, I’m done teasing myself and call her to me.
She watches intently as I wrap her hands, explaining how it’s important to protect your hands and wrists from injury. Worry begins lacing her expression again as I slide a pair of black punching gloves over her petite fists.
“You’re going to pick on me,” she finally speaks up sounding so small I cringe.
I level my view. “Hard to pick on anything as sexy as you look right now.”
Her pupils flare.
I place my mouth right beside her ear. “If you’re going to keep acting confident, you need to work on showcasing it better.”
“What makes you think—”
I lean back meeting her gaze. “Your eyes are your weakness. And mine,” I add. My weaknesses latch onto me and I hold up the pads. “Punch them.”
She stands there all sweet and sexy but doesn’t move.
“You know how to punch, right?” I jest.
She tilts her head in the famous woman’s “whatever” stance. “Of course,” she says with sass.
“Then come on, hot stuff. Get to punching.”
She bites her lip, timidly looking between the pads, but finally begins to swing. Her punches are weak, but I tell her to keep going so I can see what she’s working with…or not. Right, left. Right, left. Mechanically, she makes contact with my pads without an ounce of strength behind them.
She’s out of breath and takes a step back, dropping her hands to her sides. “How do you do this all the time?”
I grin devilishly. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”
She shakes her head, bending, and places her glove-covered hands to her knees. “I shouldn’t be this out of breath.”
“It’s different than what you’re used to,” I reassure her. “Let me show you the right way.”
Quickly, she straightens up as I move behind her and press her body against mine. She smells like a mixture of floral shampoo with the exoticness of her perfume. Slowly, I splay my hand over the curve of her hip and dig my fingers gently into her upper thigh—for more heated distraction. I pull her leg back, forcing her to rest her weight on it, and run my hand along her arm before gripping her right wrist and pulling it up.
Now she’s standing like she means business.
Spreading my palm against her stomach, I pull her closer into me. Her breath shudders with the quiver running down her body. I smile against her hair knowing I’m her mind and body over just as much as she’s done to me.
“Your strong arm stays behind you, cocked and ready to throw a power punch. Your weaker of the two,” I shake her left hand. “It stays there to jab and protect. All your strength doesn’t come from just arms and shoulders. There’s more to it. It comes from legs, hips, and core.”
I demonstrate by twisting her right arm in front of us making sure I keep her body molded against mine. “Putting your body behind it increases the intensity of your strikes.”
I don’t move the position of my hands as I straighten us back up. “Do you understand what I’m saying?” My whisper beside her ear comes out huskier than I intended.
Her eyes are heavy as she struggles to find a way to answer me. I run my nose along the side of her ear and she tilts her head, giving me access to her neck. I dip my head and graze my lips along her soft skin, starting from her shoulder and making my way to just below her ear lobe and then back to the crook of her neck. I nip at her skin, feeding off the craving demand her body’s conveying. Her eyes fall closed and she releases a small moan.
Jackpot.
Gripping her left wrist, I twist her toward me and take both her hands behind her back. I pull gently, arching her body, and drag my tongue from just above the fabric covering her belly to under her chin.
She’s relaxed in my arms, and I straighten her, pulling her arms around my neck. Every electrifying jolt awakens everything inside of me. I crash into her lips and instantly, she parts her mouth allowing our tongues to entangle.
One by one, I help release her gloves and then run a heavy hand down her ribcage. She becomes frantic to feel me, clawing into my neck and scraping her fingers through my hair.
I back us against the wall, savagely taking her mouth in a quest to claim every bit of her. She gasps when I grip her waist and flex my hips, showing off exactly what the heck she’s doing to me.
“Ryker…” My name slips from her lips and it blisters my soul with an intense hunger.
I’m all but about to lose myself in my pants.
I bite her bottom lip. “What is it, Whitney?” I rasp.
“I—”
I squeeze her hips and nip her jaw line. She moves, pulling her leg to my waist and dragging her hand up my neck and into my hair. The sensation feels so good.
“Ryker!” Kyce calls out, stepping into the gym with a loud thud of the door.
Whitney’s eyes spring open and her body tenses under my palms.
“Not now, Kyce!” I shout, without taking my eyes from her.
“Dude! I wanted to know if you wanted to—”
“Not. Now,” I growl.
He steps around the ring where we were discreetly hidden, and Whitney panics, ducking from under my arms and rushing away to put distance between us. I sigh in frustration dropping my head before lifting a murderous glare to him.
His eyes are huge, comprehending what he just interrupted. “I didn’t know you had company, man. I’ll catch up with you in a bit,” he rattles off and backs away.
“No. It’s okay,” Whitney says, embarrassment oozing from her tone. “I’ve got to go anyway.”
I snap my eyes from him to her. She’s desperately trying to unravel the long wraps. “You don’t have to leave.”
She looks up wide-eyed and mortified. “I’ve got some things to do,” she lies getting to the end of the fabric.
She shoves them into my hands without looking at me and rushes into my locker room.
I glower at Kyce. “You don’t listen,” I hiss under my breath.
“How the heck was I supposed to know? You never…”
He trails off as she pushes back out the door, unchanged with a death grip on her gym bag. “I’ll call you.”
Harass that. I move quickly, catching her by the elbow gently. “You don’t have to leave.”
I see the chagrin in her golden-brown eyes when she finally glances up to me. “Yes. I do.” Her voice is brittle and I release her arm.
Those are the last words she says before dashing out the door like the place is on fire.
“When did this become your idiot pad?” Kyce laughs when the door shuts behind her.
I spin around ready to kill him. “What the heck do you want?”
He chuckles. “I was going to see if you wanted to catch a bite to eat, maybe get lost in a club. I didn’t know you were trying to dip into her.”
“Careful, Kyce,” I warn.
“You’re really into her, huh? Have you even gotten your toe—”
“Kyce!” I snap in a deep hiss. “When did it become your personal interest if I’m getting laid or not?”
“Since you’re acting like a puss-less jerk. Your attitude sucks and you’re smearing it on people around you. It’s annoying.
I laugh malevolently, raking my hand over my face. “Shut the heck up.”
“See what I mean,” he chuckles again. “You’re whipped without the cream topping.”
I’m going to murder him. I snatch my bag off the bench. Ignoring him, I storm out the door.
 
 



Chapter 12
 

I am mortified. Utterly appalled we were caught. God only knows what fifteen more minutes would’ve led him to see. I was so lost in his touch, in the feelings he provoked in me, I forgot where we stood—in public! Call me a good girl, a goody-goody, but that…that wasn’t me. I don’t do those types of things. Not in freaking public, anyway.
I’m an idiot.
I toss my damp towel over the hook on the back of the door and turn back to the mirror, running a brush through my wet hair.
There’s a knock on the door and my heart strikes my chest before leaping into my throat. I stare at myself in the mirror as if conjuring up courage or a miracle to appear from the reflection. Another knock has my feet heading down the hallway.
“Why’d you leave?” Ryker asks languidly.
He’s still in the clothes he was wearing in the gym. “I needed to,” I answer.
He takes in my wet hair. “We could’ve showered together,” he says and then scrapes his teeth along his bottom lip. “I still need one.”
“Ryker—”
“Do you realize how sexy my name sounds when you say it?”
I close my eyes and release an exhale through my nose. “That was—”
“Exciting. Lascivious. Arousing.” His tone drops low. “Appetizing.”
“It was horrifying,” I say and both his brows raise high. “I don’t mean…not like that. I mean…” I stop and shake my head. “You’re dangerous for me.”
The right side of his lips pull up and he hums. “Oh. Do tell.”
I don’t tell. I don’t say a word. Instead, I look away unable to explain how I’m not as reckless as he is.
His pale blues flash wildly and he starts toward me. With each step he takes, I match backing up.
“How am I dangerous for you, Whitney?” He continues to stalk me like I’m his next meal. “Is it because you lose yourself around me? Because every time you look at me there’s something that pierces your attention?”
My back is against the wall and he stops, keeping distance between our bodies, and peers down at me. “I’ve told you no holds, Whitney. No hesitations,” he says low and gravelly.
I swallow hard.
“I think you’re dangerous for me.” His jaw ticks. 
“I’ve-I’ve done nothing,” I stutter.
He bends, placing his hands on the wall beside my face and leveling his eyes with mine. “Without much effort, I crave the slightest taste of you.”
The sexy huskiness of his tone causes a shiver down my spine.
He runs the back of his knuckles down my cheek. “You rouse me,” he breathes. 
“I’m not like you.” I feel incredibly self-conscious.
He licks his lips. “Good. I’m pretty narcissistic, but I’d much rather taste your lips than mine.”
“I-I can’t do this,” I stutter again.
He inches closer. Passion glazes over his gaze. “I don’t think your body received the memo. I also suspect you’re not believing the lies coming from your mouth.”
His eyes probe deeply. “It’s your call, Whitney. If you want me as badly as your body conveys…if you need me as seriously as your gorgeous eyes are pleading, then kiss me.”
His chest is rising and falling, his breath heavy. “Prove to me what I’m seeing isn’t my imagination.”
I surrender.
I slam into his lips, wrapping my arms around his neck. He jerks my leg around his waist and yanks me into him before threading his hand into my wet hair, holding my head. He drags his other hand up my thigh, and desire rips me apart. I’m unable to control myself.
This kiss isn’t like the rest of them. It’s messy, fueled by a heated voracity. Built up desire. Intense desperation to feel each other. 
His hand slides under my shirt and he squeezes my breast. I suck in a sharp breath, dropping my head against the wall as he tweaks my nipple between his fingers and pushes his erection into my center. Blazing the skin on my neck with his heated tongue, he rocks into me and my hips meet his in greed.
I scrape my nails along his scalp and run them down his nape. He growls against my skin and swiftly lifts me, forcing my legs to wrap around his waist as he shoves us against the wall again. My hands are all over him, frantic to feel him, to feel his skin.
I pull, tugging his shirt over his head just as he jerks mine off, and dig my fingers into the protruding muscles as he laps between my aching breasts. 
“I need to know where your bedroom is,” he grunts, sucking my nipple into his mouth.
“End,” I sigh, taking back his mouth.
His fingers bite into my rear cheeks as he carries me down the hall to my room. We reach my bed and he places me down, keeping his blazing gaze on me as he takes my pants down my legs.
I’m a trembling mess of need.
He steps out of his shorts and it grants me the view of his bare, naked body before me. I gape at how pristine his tanned tattooed skin looks atop his delicious muscles. At my fingertips is a fantasy and he’s looking at me as if he’s about to devour me.
He drops to his knees, moving my legs over his shoulders and flicks his tongue across my clit. Instantly, I’m on fire and I buck at the sensations, digging my fingers through his hair. He laps, long, slow traces of his tongue between my folds and then inserts his fingers. I moan, my body full of need—greedy need—and I push into his hand. 
My body begins to go rigid as heat begins trickling over my skin. And then…I’m gone. I’m lost in a sea of pleasure, waves slamming into me as a searing need shatters me. I writhe, digging my heels into his back, arching my body and gripping the sheets beside me.
He moves up my body, dropping kisses randomly over my already sensitive skin. The blue in his eyes is darker, heated and transformed with a wicked carnal glare. I gather my bearings as he slides a condom on, nestles between my legs, and lines his thick tip at my entrance.
I’m trembling with anticipation, desire, pleasure, and fear when he softly kisses my lips and slowly sinks into me. A gravelly growl rumbles in his throat and I rip my lips from his, trying to suck in a breath from the intensity. He moves his hips, dragging to his tip, and then plunges back in.
“Idiot,” he hisses surging forward.
He grabs one of my hands and pins it beside my face, increasing the speed of his long strides.
I whimper at the blinding pleasure…at him lifting and falling back deeper into me.
His tongue skims my neck, his hot breath blasting in short spurts as his pumps become more powerful. His grip on my hands becomes tighter.
Suddenly, I’m slammed by the sweetest buzz. Tension explodes in my body. I mewl, writhing and gyrating under him. His jaw ticks descending into me.
“Idiot,” he rasps, pounding more earnestly as he reaches his own climax directly after me.
 
He drops to his back at my side, taking my hand with him, and places it on his stomach. My body buzzes with satisfaction as my heart thunders in my chest.
He slides out of the bed and heads to the bathroom. I don’t move. I don’t have the strength. When he comes back, he repositions me by pulling me into his side, and I rest my head on his chest.
“Don’t ever run away from me again,” he says against my hair.
 

I wake to my alarm going off and smack the snooze button. Flashbacks storm my memory and I bolt straight up, twisting to see an empty bed. My chest constricts. He left me. Left me with only the scent of his cologne coating my sheets and a delicious tenderness between my legs.
All without him.
I sigh, digging my fingers into my forehead, half knowing I should’ve expected this. I slide to the edge of the bed, my feet hitting the cool hardwood floor and grab my phone.
Ryker: I didn’t want to leave you, but I wasn’t invited to spend the night. Text me when you wake up.
Tears well up flooding me with a hefty sense of relief. Immediately, I text him back.
Me: You could’ve stayed. I’m sorry I fell asleep.
 
It isn’t until after I shower, getting rid of everything great from last night, get dressed, and am about to head out the door when I finally get a response back.
Ryker: No need to apologize for satisfaction. You’re a peaceful sleeper.
Me: You watched me sleep? Weirdo.
Ryker: Couldn’t keep my eyes off your naked body.
Me: Perverted weirdo. LOL
Ryker: Can I see you tonight?
Me: I’d like that.
Ryker: I’ll bring dinner. No running tonight. I’ll make it up to you. ;)
 
The second I walk into work, the phone rings and Lily answers it. I set my purse on the corner of my desk and haven’t even planted my rear in the chair when Lily calls out that Cindy is on the phone.
I grab her binder and answer the phone. “Good morning, Mrs. Soon-To-Be-Hill.”
“Good morning, dear.” I can hear her smile.
She loves when I call her that. She’s extremely excited to be marrying Brant after knowing him for twenty years and being with him for five of them.
“I want to make sure everything is scheduled and ready for this weekend.”
“Of course. Leave the worrying up to me. Everything is just fine.”
“Were you able to get the flowers I added? And did we get the photographer?” she asks.
“Yes. All that is handled. Mr. Greer will also be bringing an assistant to record everything for you as well,” I tell her proudly.
“I need to ask you of another favor. I’d like to add mirrors and place them under the center pieces and maybe twenty or thirty placed along the aisle.”
My heart drops. “Cindy, you’re asking me to find someone who’ll produce at least a hundred mirrors in two days? I don’t know if I can promise this.”
Disapproval laces her hum. “You’ll find a way, dear.” She has a very nonchalant superior way of saying things and it can be quite guilt riddling. “How about the honeymoon? I am staying in one of those huts over the water, correct?”
“Yes. You and Brant will be in a bungalow over the water. I’ve also scheduled a spa for two.”
“Will we be snorkeling? Brant wants to go, but the salt water will dry my hair out. Guess our compromises start when we say I do,” she chuckles.
“This is why I scheduled your spa day after your snorkeling day,” I beam.
“Miss Young, I knew I could count on you.”
“I’ll do my best with the mirrors. But please understand at this late a request, there’s a very high chance this may not happen,” I tell her.
Immediately after hanging up, I rush out to Lily and explain what is needed. She looks on the Internet, gathering as many glass companies within fifty miles and we make a plan—I start at one end of the list and she starts from the other. Together, we’re tackling this.
Call after call, I’m being let down. My hopes dwindle with the same response of: “It’s such a short notice and a lot of work.”
“I got one!” Lily comes rushing into my office with a piece of paper. “He said he’d get started on it today and have them delivered to the Eastern Gem Saturday morning before the wedding.”
“That’s cutting it so close,” I say.
“Well, have you had any luck?” Her tone super sassy.
I peer up to her. “Did you tell him to go ahead with the order?”
She smiles proudly. “Yes.”
“Then you’re all the luck I need. Okay, let’s go over the schedule.” I clap my hands and then open the Hills’ folder.
Lily shuts it. “We’ve already gone over this.”
“Triple checking. It’s my job.” I open it again.
But Lily shuts it again. “Triple checking happened already. This would be decuple checking. Quit stressing.”
I arch a brow at her.
Dang it, Ryker…
She smiles warmly and sits on the corner of my desk, on top of the folder, forcing it to not be looked at. “So, have you seen Ryker anymore?”
“We worked out yesterday.” It’s all I give her.
She eyes me conspicuously, but leaves it alone. I’ll kiss and tell when I want to, not when I’m forced to.
 

Today turned out better than expected. The range of emotions was a roller coaster ride I wasn’t prepared for, but after Lily snagged the miracle of the century, my day settled out.
I turn onto my road and spot Ryker’s truck. My heart cuts cartwheels.
“You’re here early.” I grin at him stepping out of my car.
He shrugs and kisses my cheek. “Told you I’d bring dinner.” He gestures to the brown paper bag.
When we enter the house, he heads straight to the kitchen and sets the bag on the counter before searching through my cabinets.
“Do you want any help?” I ask, watching him open the doors.
He stops and arches his brow. “I can handle this. Go do your girl stuff.” He waves me off. “Dinner will be ready soon.”
My gaze lingers on the sexy sight of him, all big and masculine in my feminine kitchen. He shoos me again forcing me out of the room.
In my closet, I scan my clothes and grab a shirt and pair of pants between comfortable and pretty before heading to the bathroom to freshen up my makeup.
By the time I re-enter the kitchen, Ryker has made himself at home, setting up my dining room table with our dinner. He hands me a glass of red wine, gesturing to the seat he’s pulled out for me.
“I slaved over the stove.” He flashes a coy grin.
I look between the plates—mine chicken parmesan. His, a bland looking piece of chicken and a small salad. I frown to him. “How come my plate looks delicious and yours, well it’s boring? Do I need to fire the chef?
A lopsided smile stretches his lips. “My diet is strict with my fight coming up. If I don’t make weight, I don’t fight.”
“I like to eat too much to be on a diet,” I say as a joke, but mean it wholeheartedly. I’m a food whore and I know it.
He rests his elbows on the table and threads his fingers together. “I want you there with me.”
I scrunch my nose. “I’m not so sure.”
That eyebrow cocks up again, but he doesn’t say anything, piercing me with his pale blues.
“I don’t know if I’ll ever be okay with this,” I murmur.
“This as in…?” he waves his hand for clarification.
I drop my hands to my lap. “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
My admission leaks a sweet smile across his lips. “You worry about me?”
I tilt my head, narrowing my eyes at him.
“It’s part of the sport. I’m not there to get hurt. Only inflict it.”
I chew my lip. There’s two sides to him. “It’s hard to imagine you so monstrous.”
“I like knowing you worry about me.” He rests back in his chair.
I cut into my chicken and take a bite, silently begging he’ll leave the subject alone. I’m not ready to proclaim the feelings I have for him…not yet.
“My schedule gets chaotic the closer it gets to a fight. Long days and long nights will take up a lot of my time. Promise me on the nights I can’t run with you, you’ll come to the gym and hit the treadmill. You’ll be able to watch what I do. I’ll buy you pretty little posters and put them up to give you something nice to look at when you pull your eyes away from my sexy body. I’ll buy you a blasted TV if I have to.”
I eye him like he’s foolish. “You realize how long I’ve been running? More importantly at night?”
A stern, serious gaze fixates on me. “With me, those days are over.” His tone is profound with conviction.
“I’m a grown woman,” I counter.
His view drops to my breasts and he licks his lips. “That you are.”
And just like that, silently, he told me this wasn’t up for discussion.
 
Out of the habit of living alone, I start washing the little bit of dishes we had from dinner and a few left over from yesterday that I procrastinated on. I feel his eyes on me, and when I peek over my shoulder, he’s watching me with a lecherous glint. He stalks to me, wraps his arm around my waist, and holds me still against his body. He moves my hair and drags his mouth along my neck. I sigh, dropping my head back against his chest.
I dry my hands quickly, but when I try turning to face him, he tightens his grip, prohibiting it. He slides his hand underneath my shirt along the skin of my stomach, heavily up my ribcage, pushes under my bra, and cups my breast. Between kneading my sensitive skin and teasing my nipple, my knees wobble. Steadying me with one hand, he pushes past the front of my waistband with the other.
Expert fingers land on my clit and slowly he begins caressing. I need to brace myself and try reaching for the counter, but with a small and nefarious chuckle, he takes a step backward, forcing me to seek stability from behind me. I link my hands behind his neck.
His breath shakes beside my ear. “Do you want me, Whit?”
I answer with a whimper as he shoves a finger inside of me.
“I’m going to take what I need,” he says, thick and brazenly and then jerks my rear into his jean-clad erection.
Heat begins gathering at my core and I gyrate my hips, desperate for more friction.
“Pull your pants down,” he orders, harshly.
I heed the order, quickly shoving my pants and allowing gravity to drop them to my feet. He spreads my legs with his, keeping my back planted against his chest and quickens his finger. My legs shake under me as my body constricts, begging for him.
He stops just as everything inside of me begins to pulse, and then turns me, lifting me onto the counter. He claims my mouth with a hot, frenzied kiss while he strips from his pants and frees himself. He leans back, stroking his toe. I watch him with excited arousal as he glides up and down his length.
“You like that?” he gruffs.
I nod.
A deep throaty hum rumbles from his chest. He rolls on a condom and then he clutches both of my hands, securing them behind my back. With his other hand, he lines himself up and buries into me with one powerful thrust.
Instantly, I’m filled to capacity. A blazing pain explodes, but it feels insanely divine. I whimper, trying to pull my hands free, but he tightens his grip and snakes his other hand behind me, up my back, and grips my nape with so much force, for a fleeting moment I worry about bruises. His eyes are glazed over, clouded with something I’ve never seen from him before. It’s tremendously erotic.
He pulls my hands closer to my rear, forcing me to flex my hips to keep balance and then tugs my neck, burrowing deeply into me. Everything begins to pulse as he moves in and out. Pressure builds and surges in jerky snaps. A wildfire spreads over me. 
Ryker grunts between his thrusts keeping his eyes on me as his grip on my neck and wrists tighten almost painfully.
I’m done. I lose it, dropping my head back and moaning. He releases his hold on my neck and wrists, grabs my legs from behind the knees, and uses them as leverage, plunging savagely.
“Idiot, Whit,” he hisses, his fingers biting into my skin.
He pumps in earnest with fierce thrusts. His jaw clenches just before he drops his head back, growling at his own release.
He pulls me up into his chest right against his roaring heartbeat. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He’s breathless, placing a kiss to the top of my head.
“You didn’t. It felt good.”
He leans back meeting my eyes. He doesn’t say anything like he’s having a stormy conversation with himself. Finally, he smiles and then strides his bare rear to the guest bathroom. I slide off the counter onto very unsteady legs and step back into my pants.
I’m holding on to the counter, trying to regain myself when he comes back, fully dressed, and swoops me up carrying me into the living room.
“Relax,” he says dropping my rear onto the couch.
“Are you trying to woo me?” I quip.
But I’m met with a passionate gaze, turbulent with apprehension. He looks away. “I can’t stay long tonight. I talked coach into letting me take off tonight, which only means he’s going to kick my rear tomorrow.”
I hide my frown. “I’m going to have a busy day tomorrow. Lily and I will be working late. Saturday is my big wedding. I’m not sure I’ll be able to see you then.”
And his dynamic blues are back as he peers at me with cockiness. “Already missing me?”
“You’re full of yourself,” I tease.
“You’re confused. You were full of me.”
I try smacking his chest, but he catches my hand and pulls me against him. He brushes away my bangs from my eyes. “I’m not going to be around a lot this week and not being able to get my hands on you when I want sounds pretty miserable. I’m ready to kick Fischer’s rear and come back to you.”
Something flutters in my heart and I hide that too. “You’re already missing me?”
He draws me to him and kisses me gently. “Yes.”
It startles me. “You’ll be too focused to think of me.”
A smile makes its way to his eyes. “I’m focused on what I need to be.”
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 

Daniel slaps the mat—the signal to stop sparring with Squirt. Yeah, they brought the wiry trash back. Squirt places his hands on his thighs, gasping for air, his back rising and falling quickly.
I clap his back, laughing. “Stand up. It’s easier to breathe that way.”
“Yeah,” he exhales in agreement, standing up slowly.
“If you’d quit holding your breath, you wouldn’t have as much trouble. Gotta remember to breathe. It’s pretty important. I can’t believe no one has ever taught you that in all your training,” I mock.
His eyes are angry when he looks at me, but he doesn’t say a word. Smart man. I’d hate to knock his head off his shoulders. I flash him a devilish grin and leap out of the ring. I’m ready to surprise my girl. I didn’t get to see her yesterday, and when I heard her voice over the phone, it only fueled my want, my need to feel her again. She’s got a long day ahead of her and I’ll be darned if I’m going to miss anymore of her.
“You look good in there,” Daniel tells me.
“I look good anywhere,” I boast.
“Fischer is known for firing off wild but precise punches. You need to keep your guard up.”
I stop walking and look him dead in his brown rear eyes. “I’m not going to lose again.”
He nods, leaving the conversation alone. He’s nuts if he thinks for one second I’d set myself up to feel the ache of losing again. That feeling crippled me. Subdued me before it finally released me back into a competent frame of mind.
 

I didn’t know what time she’d be home, so I rushed home, showered, and changed before heading here. She incites the fire in me to show her how badly I want to be with her. With her, all things sweet and dainty come easily as long as I’m doing it for her. I like this feeling. It’s been missed. And I didn’t realize how badly I wanted her until she wasn’t lying beside me.
I smile at my phone as it lights up with her name.
“Hey,” she sounds completely spent.
“How’d it go?” I ask.
“A few hiccups, but overall it went really well. I’m pleased. Bride and groom were beautiful and happy. So, I’d say it ended with success.”
“You sound tired,” I state.
“Exhausted. That was the biggest, most extravagant wedding I’ve organized to this day and I’m feeling it. How are you? How was practice?”
She’s never been one to talk about herself, always eager to switch the subject and find out about me. She’s far from selfish and it’s a blasted good quality to hold.
“Training,” I correct her with a small laugh. “And it went well.”
“You knew what I meant,” she giggles.
“What are you doing now?” I ask, trying to hide the scheming tone.
“I’m on my way home. I need a hot shower and sleep.”
Headlights light up the interior of my truck and I grin like a winning mongrel as I wait for her to comprehend it. 
“Wait. Are you…What are you doing here?” She pulls into her driveway and I hop out of my truck.
She’s still holding her phone to her ear when she gathers her things and climbs out of the car. The sun has been driven out by the night, but even then, I can still see her gorgeous golden-brown eyes are wide with elation and her mouth parted slightly. I soak in the sight of her. She’s beautiful surprised, standing in a black pant suit with a hot pink button up blouse under it and black heels. Her hair is down, cascading around her face. My toe twitches.
“You’re a distraction.” I smirk.
She grins. “What are you doing here?” she repeats.
I chuckle and point. “You can hang up now.”
She laughs as she pulls the phone from her ear. When I scoop her up in my arms and carry her to the house, she squeals. “Had an inkling you’d be tired today.” I kiss her cheek. “Unlock the door.”
She grips my neck with one arm and twists, putting the key in with the other. I step through and kick it shut behind me before trekking down the hallway toward her room.
“Ryker…” I hear the worry in her voice.
I smile down at her. “You’ve got the wrong idea of me, Miss Young. Toss your stuff on the bed.” She does and then I take her to the bathroom, placing her feet on the ground just outside of the shower and shove off her black blazer. “Kick off your shoes,” I whisper.
I reach in and turn on the water, adjusting it to a temperature I hope she likes.
Her tired but curious eyes remain latched on me as I untuck her shirt and start in on the buttons.
“Ryker,” she starts again, but I warn her with a stern look.
“As much as I’d love to be buried inside of you, Whit, I’m not that inconsiderate. I’m going to undress you, shower you, and if you’re not hungry, put you in the bed.”
“I can do this myself.” She tries unbuttoning her shirt but I grip her hand, forcing it to her side.
“Don’t fight me on this. You’ll lose.”
I lean back and give her a tender smile, pushing her shirt off her shoulders. Reaching around her, I unsnap her bra and of course, my toe takes notice of her bare, enticing mounds and their hard nipples perking for me. I unbutton her pants, lower her zipper, and slowly pull them down, along with a sexy as idiot lacy black thong I’ll have her wear for me another time.
Quickly, I strip out of my clothes and her eyes fall to my hard-on springing to life. I give her a lopsided smile and peer at her. “I can’t help that. He’ll be around for a while.”
I pull her into the shower. Water creeps its way around her face, down her neck, and flows between her belly, running a course down her legs.
I’ve got this.
As I bunch her hair, and lean her back further under the water, she closes her eyes and allows full trust as her arms fall to her sides. She’s unaware of the power she’s giving me, unaware of how much of it I truly need.
I squirt the floral scented shampoo in my hands and lather it in her strands before rinsing it out. She wipes the water from her eyes and leans into me, resting her head on my chest with her hand on my pec.
I hold her.
I’m in some deep trash. She’s blown my mind since I’ve laid eyes on her. My chest hurts when she’s not around. My thoughts circulate around her and I yearn to be beside her every second I can. I know I’m in trouble, and I don’t want to back out of it. I’m eager to show how much of me she has, giving her glimpses here and there. This is one of them. If she only knew she holds my heart, what would she do with it?
“We can’t stand here too long.” I grab her purple loofah, and squirt some more flowery trash onto it. “I’ll end up jacking off on your stomach or breaking my promise all together.”
Her lashes are matted together from the water as she peers up with provocative eyes.
“Don’t,” I warn. “You can’t look at me like that and expect me to keep myself together.”
She drags a soft hand down my chest, grazing my abs, and then grips my cock. Immediately, I grab her wrist, halting the stroking.
“Whit,” I growl. “I didn’t do this with any intentions. This is for you.”
She squeezes my toe, stretches to her tiptoes, and licks along my jawline.
Idiot.
I circle the loofah over her shoulder, guiding it over her neck, and around the curve of her belly. Her eyes flutters and she sighs, sliding her hand up and down my shaft. I tease her nipple, pinching and tugging and loving how her body reacts.
Her gaze is heated, so full of desire, it sends electricity ricocheting to the center of my nuts. Reaching up, she grabs my neck and brings me to her mouth, kissing me mindlessly. I drop the loofah and dig my fingers through her hair, deepening the kiss.
Her breath is ragged, and she lets out little whimpering moans that aren’t helping my case at all. I twist us, placing her back against the wall and she wraps her leg around my waist, continuing to jack me off between our bodies. Hungrily, I cup her belly, bending so she has to quit with my cock, and suck her perky tight nipples, making sure I give them both attention. She rakes her nails along my shoulders—something I ache for her to do. I lick my way back to her neck, stopping right under her ear lobe—something I know drives her mad.
I graze her skin with my fingers, trailing a path to her slick heat. She sucks in a breath as I push between her folds and drive them into her. I move her leg to the side of the shower and squat in front of her, about to feast on my favorite meal.
My tongue dances around her clit while I push my fingers into her. She gasps, holding on to my shoulders and resting her head on the wall. I hold her hip to help steady her as she rocks into my face. Her head rolls forward and her body tenses, her knees bending under pressure.
I drive deeper, sweeping my tongue faster. Her breaths are labored. Her body jerks as shudders roll through her body.
“Oh!” she moans, pulling the ever-living idiot out of my hair.
My toe is pissed.
Her pussy clamps down on my fingers and I pump them into her sedulously. She shoves my head away, stopping my assault against her throbbing nub, but I continue to finger harass the heck out of her, and she rocks into them, them back, riding out her ravenous wave.
Watching her from this angle—up her body as she moans, whimpers, trembles, and writhes through the steam—is indescribable. I’m completely trans-frigging-fixed.
Slowly, I stand, dragging my tongue up her body and giving her a soft kiss. “You’re exquisite.”
She smiles lazily and tries to stroke my toe again, but I stop her.
“Tonight is for you. I’ll be fine,” I lie. My balls are going to constrict so tightly my toe will fall the heck off.
Blue balls is putting it lightly.
 
I finish washing her with a painful hard-on and then dry us off before pulling the covers back and making her lie down.
“Before you go to sleep, do I leave or stay?” I ask.
“Stay,” she whispers quietly and I can’t tell if she’s being timid, or if she’s that tired. Either way, it’s the answer I wanted.
I tug her against me, and she rests on my shoulder. Nothing else is said as the darkness engulfs the room. My toe finally settles the heck down just as her breathing levels out.
I lie here, staring off into the blackness. I’m content. The unwanted mongrel feeling not only has warmed up to me, it’s swallowed me whole.
I kiss the side of her head when I know for sure she’s asleep. “I can fight the biggest men, yet I’m scared to death to tell you exactly what you have me feeling,” I whisper with a pounding heart in my throat. It’s been years since I’ve even thought about saying those words to anyone other than Gracie.
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 

Ryker warned me earlier this week that the next few days are going to be really busy for him. He wasn’t lying. I’ve not seen him other than keeping to my word and running at the gym Monday and Tuesday. I was able to watch him do what he’s good at while he was sweaty and flexing his ego-boosted muscles. But unfortunately, when I was done, I had to leave him behind and go home alone as he pushed on. I only get to talk to him for a few minutes at night if I’m awake when he gets home, and he takes a five-minute break to talk to me before I go to work. All this not being around him…It only makes me miss him more.
When I talked to him this morning, he sounded so tired and worn out my heart wept for him. He told me Daniel and Flynn were going to run him into the ground today since tomorrow he’s leaving for Texas. He warned if I were to come this afternoon, he more than likely wouldn’t be able to give me much attention. I decided against running all together, and told him to text me when he was done.
But I’m impatient and didn’t notice how much I thrived from observing him do what he does. Plus, I’m falling madly…blindly in love with him, so I’m going to surprise him with something to eat, even if it only grants me his smile. Staying on the safe side of his diet, I grab a grilled chicken wrap and sneak in a brownie. To be silly and to bring him a matching grin, I’ve written I’ll do squats for dinner on the bag. He can be mad at me all he wants. He won’t do anything about it…he can’t.
Massive boobs isn’t manning the door when I enter through the gym’s front doors. I make my way to his secluded training area of the gym wading through the gym’s main area. It’s busy with men and women working on various machines—several men using weights, more women using the ellipticals.
Quietly, I pull open the door and step in. Ryker’s in the ring with a much larger sparring partner than he had the other day as camera flashes come at him from all angles, illuminating the room with quick bursts of strobes. Daniel and Flynn are off to the side watching and looking peeved at the many people photographing him. Instead of interrupting, I step to the side in the corner and watch with pride.
The man who’s interested in me, the same man I’m falling head over heels for is a sexy MMA fighter. I would’ve never guessed I’d be in this…relationship? Are we in one? We’ve never discussed it. I’ve been so caught up in him, I’ve failed to talk to him about the exclusivity between us. He’s a fool to think I’d go anywhere else. He’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of. But am I to him?
A well-dressed man in a dark gray button up shirt and black slacks yells for them to stop and for Ryker to step beside the punching bags. I watch in awe as Ryker wipes his forehead with the back of his glove and strides with his shoulders pulled back and every titillating muscle I’ve licked flexing with his movements. 
Abruptly, my breath gets sucked from me as two beautiful, nearly naked women—both in azure colored bikini tops and the shortest dang shorts ever made—step beside him. They pose running their hands all over his body. Cameras flash as the women move and caress his skin. The brunette on his right says something and the trio laughs causing another burst of flashes.
The man in the gray shirt says something I can’t quite understand and Ryker poses again as if he’s about to fight, in the stance he’s taught me. The photographers click away.
A stunning, drop dead gorgeous brunette with long wavy hair, sporting an azure blue mini skirt dress and tall black boots up to her thighs sashays toward Ryker. She hangs off his arm, his side, and then drags her finger down his spine as photos are being snapped. He chuckles, shaking off the shudder it caused, grinning to her.
I’ve seen photoshoots before. None of this magnitude and definitely none so sexy, especially with a man I’m consumed with.  
I watch in disgust at the multiple women pawing at him when something is called out and Ryker’s body visibly relaxes. He’s looking down, taking off his gloves when the flock of women surround him. At first, he pays them no attention as he walks to the side of the ring and leans against it. But one of the brunettes is desperately trying to get his attention, dramatically flipping her hair flirtatiously while the blonde continues to trace his arm with her fingers.
He watches the blonde the most, but peculiarly eyeing them both. When their hair moves off their shoulders, his eyes move. When their hips lean closer, his head moves toward the action. One of the women says something and they all laugh, the women more coquettishly.
Jealousy has my blood boiling. I feel like I’m going to get sick. I’m trembling in outrage.
The brunette leans into him, pressing her palm to the center of his chest and he smiles peering down at her. He bends as she stretches to her tiptoes and whispers something into his ear. Whatever it is she said has his eyes widening and his smile stretches into a large grin as he scrapes his teeth across his bottom lip. He looks up to the man in the dark gray shirt and shakes his head.
My heart sinks, dropping to the floor in anguish, smashing in hurt. I don’t know what the heck I’m witnessing, but I’m through torturing myself. If I’ve ever needed to know what being with him will be like, this is all the proof I need and I don’t like it. I let the bag fall where I stand before turning on my heel and storming out.
Tears threaten me as I rush out of the gym. When I make it to my car, they’ve begun spilling onto my cheeks. I’m an idiot for thinking he and I were more than just idiot buddies. I don’t stand a chance with him. And I’m a blasted moron to have developed any type of feelings for him. 
 
It’s two hours later when he sends me a text. 
Ryker: The surprise would’ve been better with your face to go with it.
Hurt and anger flood me again, pulling me back into the darkness and I snap, hiding behind the keyboard of my phone.
Me: You looked busy. I didn’t want to interrupt.
Ryker: I wish you had. I always need your smile.
Me: Being pawed by beautiful women probably douses my smile. 
Immediately, my phone rings, and my broken heart slams against my chest.
“I don’t know what the heck you think you saw—”
“I watched enough of it, Ryker,” I interrupt him.
“Whit,” he growls. “I—”
“Look,” I interrupt him again. “I get it. It was a crash course in the package you come with and what I was getting myself into. Quite frankly, it’s nothing I’m interested in. We’re too opposite with different directions we want to go in life. I really need to get some sleep. I have a long day tomorrow,” I lie. “Good luck with your fight. I hope you kick his rear.”
I hang up, swallowing against a tight throat and toss my phone on the night stand, praying he doesn’t show up.
 
 



Chapter 15
 

Today is Flynn’s day, the last day of my training, which includes a trash ton of pad work and grappling. It’s the best stress reliever coming second place to knocking the heck out of the punching bag, which was how I warmed up. Now, I’m ready to mess someone up.
I should’ve gone to Whitney’s house last night after finding out she stumbled into Brian’s impromptu photoshoot, but after hearing she wasn’t interested in what I had to offer, I tumbled. I fell off the deep end, irate and ready to quit the whole thing. Frankly, I was pissed when Brian showed up. I told him I wasn’t in the mood, but being my manager and the one who calls the majority of the shots, my opinion was a lost voice.
I came back to the gym last night and unleashed a fury of rage into the punching bag. I knew the answers before wrapping my hands but I desperately needed to clear my thoughts. Whitney has permeated every space of my mind and she’s fogged my thoughts. But after releasing my anger, I’m more determined for her to see there’s a balance and she has to compromise…especially if I’m willing to.
 
Luke has sparred with me a time or two before. He’s more my size, half my experience, but fun to fight with. He keeps up with me better than these other punks Daniel keeps coming up with. Luke rushes me and strikes with a left jab. I counter with a left jab and rock him with a right hook. He grunts, taking a step back and adjusts his head gear.
“Chill out, dude,” he mumbles past his mouth guard.
“If you can’t handle it, leave,” I grit out.
We’ve been at this since morning. Daniel and Flynn have switched me from grappling to sparring, to the bag, and then to weights. They always drag me over the coals the last day of training.
But I’ve sparred. I’ve listened. I’m done.
“I’m done, man,” I tell the coaches, slipping out of the ring. “I’m not in it today.”
“You’re not leaving. We’re nowhere close to being done,” Daniel scolds, grabbing my arm.
I grit my teeth glowering at him before yanking my arm from his hand. “You’re wrong. I am done. I’m leaving. I’ll be on the plane tomorrow morning.”
I don’t hear a blasted thing he’s complaining about behind me as I push out the door. I don’t care. Not today.
 
Doing what I should have done last night, I make my way to Whitney. Right when I step into her office, I feel it—a protective poignancy blanketing the air. Her office blinds are shut. Her door is closed.
Lily glances up, and as confident as she thinks she’s being, worry saturates her green eyes.
“Hey.” She smiles when she greets me. “She’s not in today.”
She should try rehearsing her words before shaking her way through them.
I lean my elbows against the tall desk. “How much do I have to pay you to tell me the truth?”
I watch her throat work as she swallows and she glances away for a fleeting moment. “She has several things going on this morning. I’m sure she’ll be in soon.”
I rest my chin in the palm of my hand, staring at her, watching as nervousness beads across her forehead. “As her assistant and her friend, I’m sure you know where I can find her. I’ve tried calling and texting, but I’m not getting a response. I’m sure she’d answer her assistant,” I try conning her.
She tightens her lips and shakes her head.
I glance to her door, pondering if I should bust through it and sweep my girl out of here, but this is her livelihood, something she’s worked so hard for and I’m not about to mess with it. I stand down off the idea. 
I exhale a frustrated breath through my nose. “What time do you expect her back?” I ask even though I know she’s lying through her teeth.
Relief saturates her expression. “I’m not sure.”
I look back to Whitney’s office door and then rap my knuckles on the counter. “Tell her I came by.”
I leave but pause outside at the last window and watch Lily enter Whitney’s office. I clench my jaw, but walk away anyway. Here isn’t the place to bring up our personal trash. I’ll respect her business.
But if she wants to play this game, she’s about to lose.
 
I kill the engine and coast down the road, stopping just before her house. I wait for her by the mailbox when, just as expected, she steps out of her house right at eight. Mentally, I tsk her for being so on point with her schedule. She comes down her stairs with her phone in her hand and her eyes glued to it. She doesn’t look at her surroundings at all. It isn’t until she’s two steps down the sidewalk, when she shoves an ear bud in, and her eyes land on me. She gasps. Surprise splatters her expression.
“What are you doing here?” she bites.
“Running with this pretty hot chick,” I answer.
“I’d like to run alone. Please.”
I shrug. “I’ll lag behind.”
She marches her little donkey right up to me and cocks her hip. “I can’t not think if you’re with me.”
I smirk. “Am I the one you’re thinking about?”
She narrows her eyes and flails her arms off to the side. “I don’t want to think. It’s the whole point.”
I arch a brow. “If you’re running, I’m running with you. Go.” I nod. “You’ll never know I’m behind you. Promise.” I end with a coy grin.
She studies me for a moment, her hurt golden-brown eyes probing me. Anger rolling off her in waves. “Don’t bother me.”
I lick my lips at the use of my language coming from her mouth as she strides off.
 
Her rear is phenomenal, each firm cheek bouncing with her pace as she lands her feet. Her legs are taking long strides as she thunders along the payment. I watch her body taunt me while I keep my promise and lag behind. I’m even staying quiet and not voicing my opinion about how gracefully beautiful she looks.
She’s focused, completely lost in her own little world with her earbuds in. I have no idea what she’s listening to, but at this pace, it’s something quick.
We finally round the corner and head up the lighted asphalt path under the trees she likes so much when she stops and twists toward me, ripping her earbuds out. “What do you want, Ryker?” she grinds out breathless, anger still seeded deeply in her eyes.
I stop a distance away from her. “You.”
She drops her arm to her side. “For how long? Until someone else more interesting comes along?”
I frown. “I’m not that guy.”
“Yeah? I thought so too.” She looks away and then back to me. “A man like you isn’t interested in a woman like me.”
“You should know very clearly what I’m interested in,” I state simply.
“That’s just it. I don’t,” she snaps more hurt than pissed. “One minute I think you’re all about me. You cut up with me. You do the sweetest things. You say things like you’ve rehearsed them and you touch me like you have way too much experience.” She rubs her forehead, aborting wherever she was going with it.
“I want you,” I repeat.
She glares at me with a curled lip and then pushes back off.
“I answer you and you run away,” I shout after her. “Maybe it’s you who doesn’t know what they want.”
She stops again, rotating toward me. “Because I’m not supposed to be attracted to a man like you.”
I grin. “You’re attracted to me?”
Okay, so I thought picking with her would crack a smile, loosen the mood. Boy, am I wrong. I just threw gas onto her fire.
She balls her fist at her side. “Who isn’t attracted to you? Everyone is and you know it.”
“Doesn’t mean I act on it,” I remind her. “I’m where I choose to be.”
“Are you?” she fires off caustically. “I know what I saw. I stood there long enough to see, to feel everything I knew better than I should. You’re where you choose for the moment.”
I shake my head. “You saw a spontaneous photoshoot I had no idea was happening until everyone showed up. If you had stayed, you would’ve seen I left alone. If you had come to me, you’d see those models mean nothing to me. I would’ve left with you.”
“How can I compete?” The anger melts from her and her voice breaks.
Up until this very moment, I’ve held my promise and kept my distance, but I’ll be darned if I’m going to allow her to feel this way without comfort. I step to her, grasping her hand…mainly to keep her from taking back off.
“Is that what this is about? You don’t think you compete?”
She blinks the tears from her eyes. “Your lifestyle and mine are very contrasting. I could never be comfortable with what I saw.”
“Then you be my model. I’d rather have your hands all over me—”
“It’s not that easy, Ryker. I’m not a model, therefore, I have to withstand seeing that again and again. Don’t you get it? I don’t care for the very thing you love. Any of it.”
“Because I haven’t taught you the schematics of it. You haven’t gotten to experience it. I want you with me,” I tell her.
She doesn’t say a word and I take to the silence, rubbing my thumb over her knuckles. “Whatever this is between us, has me, Whit. I want to be with you. Just you. Forget the other girls. They don’t mean anything to me anyway.”
Her gaze flares infuriated, like I just hit the wrong switch. “Other girls?” She rips her hand from mine. “You’re fooling yourself if you think there would be anything between us.” She takes off in a full-on run.
What a sucker punch.
“You’re lying to yourself if you think there isn’t,” I shout, sprinting after her. After a few strides, I catch up and lift her, yanking her into my chest by her waist. “There aren’t any other girls. There never has been. I meant the models,” I grit frustrated. “Have you ever thought why I might be interested in you?”
She fights against me—pushing away and shoving my chest, but I don’t let go. Her body finally goes limp. “Please let go of me.”
Very reluctantly, I do as she asks.
She wipes the tears off her cheek before blinking up to me. “I’m scared of you.”
How brittle she sounds almost bring me to my knees. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
She drops her view. “You terrify me. There’s no way I can live up to your expectations. I’m just a small-town girl who has an insane crush on you, someone who could never feel for me the way I feel for you. You’ll break my heart. And I know this more certain than the ground I’m standing on.”
I furrow my brows. “You don’t know—”
“I do,” she interrupts me with a soft cry. “Yesterday shattered me. It hurt to see that. I can’t set myself up for heart break and I know it’s the very thing I’m doing if I allow myself to stay around you. If you respect me like you say you do, you’ll know I’m far too delicate. I just want to be happy.”
“And I want to make you happy.”
She exhales vanquished. “Your life is fighting, Ryker. The adrenaline, the thrill, the women. You love it. It’s your passion. It’s my competition. I’m not an insecure person, but seeing what I saw last night destroyed a part of me. I’ll never be able to contend with any part of it. I’ll never be okay with knowing the man I love endures pain and has the possibility of getting seriously injured. I’ll never be able to accept that. Your heart lies with it. You told me no holds, no hesitations, and to say exactly what I need to say. Well, I’d be a blasted selfish jerk to get in the way of your dreams, of everything you’ve worked so hard for. So I’m saying what I need to say. I don’t want to be with you. Now please, leave me alone to heal.”
Her despairing gaze lingers. We exchange no words. And then she shoves off.
For the first time in a very long time, I’m rendered mute. My chest crumbles watching her disappear into the distance as my jaw just clenches tight. My traitorous feet cement me to the ground. My brain, trained for quick reactions, ceases and I let her leave without doing a thing about it.
 
 



Chapter 16
 


“You did what?” Candice shrieks through the phone.
I just told her about ending things with Ryker.
“I think it’s best for everyone. I’m busy. He’s busy. And I’m not really into what he does for a living.”
“Why? Because you got your feelings hurt? You should have strutted up to him and claimed what is yours.”
Melancholy knots my laugh. “You know that’s not me. Besides, I know what I saw. He was thoroughly enjoying the company.”
“Dang, Whitney,” she groans her dissatisfaction. “At work you’re a confident star, all shiny and trash. You hold your shoulders back, head high and you strut your sexy rear like you own the ground under it. But your personal life reeks with trash. Is it because your heart’s involved? I mean, you haven’t had anything serious since douche canoe from high school.”
I rub my face. “No. We’re just opposites.”
She groans displeased again and I can picture her digging her palms into her forehead. “Opposites attract, Whitney,” she chastises me. “You don’t give him a chance and bail on him over a paper cut. You know what? I call trash. I call a heaping pile of trash. You’ve fallen for him and you’ve tucked your tail. Pathetic. Pa-the-tic.”
“You wouldn’t understand. I—”
“You’re dang right I don’t understand. When I want something I go for it. You used to be the same way, but I think you fell and got your panties wet in a mud puddle. I’m done talking about it. It’s your cup of coffee you just poured grains in. Deal with it.”
“When are you coming home?” I roll with a subject change.
“Hell if I know. One minute Mom’s saying she’s done and ready to come home and then the next she’s stumbled upon more trash. The lawyers called yesterday. Something with the estate. I don’t know. Mom was stunned after the call and got all grumpy. How’s Lily doing? She miss me yet?”
“We all do. The office isn’t the same without you.”
“Neither is your life,” she deadpans and then groans. “Goodness, Whitney, I want to strangle you.”
“If it makes you come home earlier…” I trail off unsure if I want to giggle or cry.
“You need to drink. When I get home, we’re going to get sloppy trash faced and I’m going to tell you how I really feel about you,” she quips.
“You need to get laid,” I tell her. She normally gets super grumpy if she’s been sexless for a long time.
“Now there is where I’ll start agreeing with you. Listen, Mom’s giving me the stink eye. I’ll have to call you later.”
 
I rock back in my chair and look at my desk. It’s a mess. I haven’t been able to concentrate, much less organize. Sticky notes, folders, and papers are strewn across it. I take a deep breath. I made my mind up, now it’s time to start pushing forward. No use in stewing over my decisions.
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 

Kyce and I decided to stay an extra day in Texas to celebrate my win against Fischer. He brought a good game, but not good enough to diminish the force of my goals. The best part of the fight, he lost at his own game. He enjoys the mat. I loathe it. But in the second round, he put my rear on the ground. Jerk gave me a perfect opening and about forty-five seconds later, he was tapping out.
After winning, Kyce’s goal was to get me trashfaced and he sincerely succeeded. I only remember bits and pieces of the night—lights, drinks, and women. Don’t worry, I know I didn’t sleep with any of them. Apparently, I didn’t want to have anyone touching me, so says Kyce. I vaguely remember kicking some blonde out of the hotel because she wouldn’t keep her hands off me.
What I do recall is wanting so badly to call Whitney, but Kyce had my phone. He took it earlier in the night for that very reason. Jerk.
The hangover was intense, causing the flight home to be excruciating. The headache was agonizing as it pounded many reasons why not to drink again in my head. The light…harass the lights shined so brightly, I swear I’d rather have lived life in the dark for years to come.
Since I have another fight coming, I’m not going to take a break. I’m going to bury myself back into training and readying for war, setting my sights on my aspirations. Today, I feel more human, less like death, and decided to come to the gym to let out some of my frustrations. I’ve been an ornery mongrel. I see it. I feel it. My chest hurts and even though, I won against Fischer, my ego is still busted up.
Messed up, right?
It’s late and I’m slamming my knuckles into the leather. Pound for pound taking the wrath of my vexations and bruised ego out on it. Power punch after power punch, putting every ounce of strength and energy I have into them.
“Any reason why you’re in the gym and not celebrating your win with Gracie?” Jackson’s voice echoes off the cement walls. “You’re breaking traditions.”
I rotate toward him “School night. Figured it wouldn’t be a good time,” I lie.
Jackson tightens his lips and nods, knowing it wasn’t the truth. “Good fight. We had it on at the casino. You meant some ugly business.”
“I refuse to lose again.”
“You know what losing feels like now. Helps for you to barrel through it.”
He shrugs out of his blazer, rolls his sleeves up, and grabs some hand pads. His broad frame stands before me, pads up, ready to have a good spar.
He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to even though it’s been years since we’ve played around. My knuckles make impact into the pads and he moves, countering with swift jabs as he dodges mine. I duck and strike again.
I always loved working with him. He keeps me on my toes, advances forward making me utilize my feet as he polishes up on his blended combinations he’s since forgotten about. We silence, working each other, trading quick movements and light strikes.
Sweat begins to run from his forehead and his expressions becomes more desperate before motioning he’s done.
I laugh. “Already out of gas?”
“You make me feel old,” he chuckles, dragging his forearm across his forehead.
“Because you are,” I tease.
He narrows his eyes. “I’d kick your rear all over this gym.”
A loud boisterous laugh rumbles out of me and fills the room. “You realize what I do for a living?”
“Have you forgotten I started you in all this? I’m the one who beat the trash out of you and made you stronger than the rest.”
I smirk. “Is that what you tell yourself? That you created me?”
He tips his head to me. “Even though you enjoyed the taste of your blood, you got tired of filling up on it. You had to protect yourself, so you ran off to the gym with Jimmy and starting taking martial arts.”
I stifle a laugh. “I don’t hit girls.”
“You don’t fight for them either,” he reproaches, crossing his arms triumphantly.
And just like that, our brotherly banter turns icy cold.
I tense. “What the heck’s that supposed to mean?”
“She walks out and you let her?” He leans his hip against the corner of the ring.
I almost want to roll my eyes. “You’ve been talking to Kyce.”
“Why would you let her walk out? She made you more likeable.” He chuckles.
“Yeah? Well, apparently she didn’t like me so much,” I grumble.
“You sound defeated.” His tone is nonchalant.
I throw my arms out to the side. “Because I am. I’m on the uphill with my fights and downhill with the girl…” I stop, shaking my head and take a few stabs at the leather.
“Were you in love with her?” he asks over the thudding of my gloves.
I don’t answer, focusing back on the seam of the leather. One day I’ll wear the idiot down and make it spill its guts onto the floor. He steps to my side and braces his hands on his hips like he’s Superman. “You’re not getting out of this.”
I glare at him. “Why does any of this matter to you?”
“Regardless of how much of a trash you are. You’re still my idiot little brother.”
I puff a breath.
“Were you in love with her?” he repeats.
I square him up, standing with my fist to my side. He’s solid, not an ounce of worry that the storm clouds he’s causing me will have me knock his head off his shoulders. He keeps his view on me, silently scrutinizing me.
“It was reckless on my part. I should’ve kept my head in the game and concentrated on fighting. I got wrapped up.”
His pale blue eyes, the same ones all of us have, thin into slits and focus on me. “When you’re honest with yourself, when you’re man enough to admit you were in love with her, only then you go fight for her.”
“Look, she walked in on a photoshoot with Melissa, Erin, and some new chick, Ashlee. I don’t know what she saw, but it wasn’t good. Erin was up to her normal sluttastic ways and Ashlee followed suit. I didn’t stop it. Wasn’t enjoying it, but I didn’t stop it.”
“So you feel like you messed up, yet again?”
“To an extent, yes. It doesn’t matter, man. Whitney isn’t fond of what I do anyway. And says she can’t compete.”
Satisfaction crawls its evil self across his lips. “Your lifestyle can be large at times. Big egos. Big fighters. Endless lines of beautiful women. Have you showed her you? Your loyalty?”
“We don’t do this sensitive trash,” I bite, walking away.
“Do you think Sarah was excited about Mirages?” he calls out behind me. It pauses me, but I don’t turn around, keeping my back toward him. “Idiot man. She was so against it at first. She despised the idea. But I went against her with a dream in my eye, which only made her loathe it worse. I had a mistress—the casino. I had slowly replaced my wife and daughter with the love of my job. I was so driven and dedicated to prove to myself I was able to fix that pile of trash up and make something of it, I excluded my wife.”
I start off again.
“Sarah told me she was leaving me.”
This makes me face him. My brows pull together. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
He rocks his head from shoulder to shoulder. “You really think I was going to admit it? Confess I single handedly ruined my marriage? That’s a spikey pill I refused to swallow and I sure as idiot wasn’t about to let the best thing that ever happened to me walk out on me.”
I watch him twist his wedding band around his finger.
“I devised a plan. I came to Sarah with every business idea I had. Profits, gains, losses…you name it and I placed it in front of her. At first, it irritated the heck out of her. She was fed up. But eventually and after days of coaxing, she caved in. All it took was her to ramble something off, and I put it into play. It was her idea to put virgin drinks on the menu. I found it ridiculous, but you know how well it worked. Sarah saw it, too. That’s when my life settled. When I made the most important piece fit into my puzzle. I made my dream apart of my dreams.”
He did a blasted good job keeping all that trash to himself because I never knew Sarah was against it. Every time they talked about it, even in its earliest stages, she seemed sincerely supportive.
He takes a step forward, knocking me out of my trance. “I’m not telling you all this for some messed up version of sympathy. I’m telling you so you’ll see it’s not always as it seems.”
I blink. “I’m trained to read people, body language and to pay attention every twitch of the body, every flicker of the eye, but her…”
“She’s a different game to play, Ryker. You’ve not been seriously interested in anyone since Vicky. When she up and left you, you realized how vulnerable you were. You hated that feeling of emptiness. But instead of dealing with it, you went the wrong direction to fill the void. I tried helping. I tried stepping in and being the big brother, but you were stubborn and since you thought I’d never had a heart break in my life, you refused to hear me out. Admit it, Ryker, you’re letting her walk away because it’s easy. You’re scared.”
I don’t admit trash and narrow my eyes at him, feeling the anger braided with foolishness begin coursing my body.
“It’ll be the best free fall you’ve ever experienced. Don’t give up because of a struggle. You wouldn’t do it for a bout. Why do it with your heart? If she’s scared, comfort her. Prove to her. You’re a Hayes. Man up.”
 

Ever have the moment of stupidity slap you in the face? Last night, I tossed and turned thinking of the trash Jackson said, and it all tumbled down on me. Instead of reassuring her of a world she knows nothing about, I pussied out. Instead of manning up with my feelings, I let her walk out. I cussed the ceiling. I cussed myself.
I lost sight. I’m back. Pulled my head out of my rear.
I’ve been anxious all day, fiddling with everything, waiting for the time to come. My pulse is jack hammering in my chest when I knock on the door. I don’t know what to expect, but when she pulls the door open, the swelling in my chest is more than I envisioned.
 Her face crumbles. “What are you doing here?”
“You know what pisses me the heck off? That I had no say. You took the right away from me and made a decision about us without including me.” I’m angrier now that I’ve soaked in what I’ve missed for days.
“I—”
“You had the chance to talk the other day when you walked away from me,” I interrupt scornfully. “It’s my turn. I’ve always been sure of myself. Quite confident. I’ve worked hard for my place in life, for my spot in my sport, and then in struts this five-foot-eight bombshell who causes me to lose my footing. You rocked me.”
She stands there with her hair in a loose ponytail with her unhappy, shocked, and bemused gaze wide and on me.
“You’re right. Women see me. I’m used to having an endless pick, a buffet at my disposal, and I hate it. But you see me. I’m not just a star-studded idiot to you. I’m not easy money or someone fancy to hold your hand. You see me. That’s a luxury. You are entirely correct about our lifestyles. They are contrasting, but you fail to see just how well they complement each other. You, this innocent, sweet, compassionate, career-driven, and confident woman holding her own. And me. I’m hard, complicated, also career-driven, but I love to inflict pain for the thrill of fighting. You’re paid to make people happy. I’m paid to destroy them. We balance. You bring out a side of me I’d forgotten about and I crave to put a smile on your lips.”
“I won’t compe—”
“You don’t,” I cut her off again. “There isn’t a competition, Whit. I don’t see other women. I only see you. I don’t care about all the shameless women thrown in my direction. It’s such a turn off. But you…I don’t think you see your self-worth. You deserve more than you give yourself credit. You’re being a selfish jerk denying that to yourself.”
She doesn’t move, standing there frozen.
“You make me feel things. I don’t mind love, Whitney. I’m not afraid of it. What bothers me is the ending when just the beginning has started. I refuse to let you go because you’re the one scared. You’re worried about getting in the way of my dreams but you’re neglecting the fact I want you in them. I want you in my corner. I want to finish what you started.”
My hands are shaking from the emotions. The anger forcing a course through my veins. I’m pissed I’m in this situation to begin with.
She flinches, placing her hand on her chest. “What I started?”
I grip her by the waist and pull her closer to me without allowing our bodies to touch.
“Your eyes, Whit. They tell me everything. I know you love me. I knew it in the same moment you did because I all but fell into them. You’re going to let me in and you’re going to quit running away from me.”
“I like—”
“Me,” I finish her sentence. “Let’s see where we go.” I tuck a finger under her chin and tip her face to mine. “Fighting is my game. Not yours. You’ll lose the battle because there’s more to me than you’re seeing. I don’t want to be a rumor, Whitney.”
She’s mush under my palms, but I give her the final decision.
“What’s it going to be? Are you letting me in? I know when to quit, so if you say you’re done, you won’t see me again.”
Her eyes flick between mine for what feels like an eternity and then she slowly drags her hands up my chest. I see it. It’s there. And I’m an impatient idiot, so I crush into her lips, plunging my tongue into her mouth. I’m not taking this kiss slow. No. There’s way too much sensitivity for slow. Too much emotions. I’m feeding off the passion and urgency.
She’s a frenzied mess, grasping my skin and pulling at my neck. I walk us into her house and kick the door shut behind us. I tug her out of her shirt and duck out of mine. I toss her bra over my shoulder, backing her down the hallway. When we hit the end of her bed, I push her backward, gripping her ankles.
I pull off her pants and then graze kisses up her calves, over her thighs, and stroke her clit. She shoves her heels into my shoulder, arching her sweet pussy in my face. I lap, flicking my tongue, and suck her sensitive nub. She rocks against my face and I tug her closer by her hips.
Her body reacts, urging for more when I drag a finger in and out of her slick heat. Her head is tilted back, her mouth parted and panting. She grips the sheets just as her legs begin to stiffen.
I stop because regardless of how badly I want to taste her as she loses it, I’d rather be buried inside of her for the moment.
I pluck a condom from my pocket and shimmy out of my pants, releasing my toe. Her eyes are heavy as she watches me roll it on and then lower myself onto her. She takes back to my mouth, kissing me madly.
I fill her cautiously because she’s so tight and I’m desperately trying to restrain myself. Bright lights flash, and a euphoric eruption builds low in my stomach. She sucks a sharp breath and I pump into her, steadily picking up the pace, rocking harder.
I’m testing her limits.
Tampering with her sanity.
I’m on the edge of mine.
Her body jerks. Her skin flushes and a glistening bead of sweat forms over every inch of her bare skin. I push to my hands, and drive in strong strokes.
My restraint is cracking. I snake my hand up her back and grip her neck, rooting so deep into her. I bite her nipple and she cries out from the pleasure. I answer with another forceful thrust.
That’s when the most beautiful thing happens—she loses every morsel of sanity and comes hard. Her eyes roll before squeezing them shut and she mewls as she frantically twists the sheets, pulling them up high.
I’m all fervor at her orgasm, tightening my grip on her nape. I slam into her, vehemently giving her avid body every thing it’s begging for. Using her neck as my leverage, I pull, shoving into her harder.
She wriggles and bucks. Her moans and whimpers are my undoing.
I growl, shattering into a divine brutality. I surge with earnest as her body takes everything from my pulsing cock. I drop on top of her, catching myself by my elbows so I don’t put all my weight on her, and rest my face in the crook of her neck while trying to control my breathing. Her pulse is beating chaotically. Mine matches hers. And when it finally slows, I pull out and head to the bathroom to clean up. 
Sliding back into the bed, I face her, propping up on my elbow. We lie here for a few minutes on our sides, face to face, her eyes closed, a ghost smile resting on her lips.
She finally opens her eyes to me. “Don’t hurt me, Ryker.”
I grin. “Heck of a way to say best lay ever. Thanks.” I chuckle.
She glares at me trying to hide the smile ticking on her silky lips.
I push my arm under her, hoist her into my side, and kiss her forehead. “I don’t plan on it.”
 
 



Chapter 18
 

I listen to his heart beating—strong and steady. His chest rises and falls slowly as he breathes, mindlessly drawing a circle on the curve of my shoulder. He’s right. I ran away when I should’ve run to him. All of him scares me.
In his own way he admitted how strong his feelings are for me.
“Get dressed,” he says without moving himself.
I peer up to him. “You want me to walk? After that?”
A deep chuckle resounds from his chest and fills my ears. He twists our bodies—him lying on top of me—and kisses me softly. “Yes. I have something I want to show you. If we stay here too much longer, I’m going in for a second round.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing?” I smile lazily.
He hums, arching his brow with a cocky grin. “As much as I’d love to keep your glorious naked body bound to this bed, I’m on a mission.”
He feathers kisses along my cheek, trailing them down my jawline, moving to my neck, down between my breasts until he rounds my navel. With a frustrated huff, he pushes off me.
I laugh, sitting up and laugh even harder when he tosses my shirt in my face.
“You’re distracting.” He huffs.
 

His brick ranch-style house is beautiful with the yard clean and manicured. He pulls into the driveway and presses a button on his visor. The large garage door opens before he pulls his truck in. The garage isn’t your typical manly garage. It doesn’t bear a mess of tools and random items. It doesn’t hold a workout area full of bench presses and weights. Instead, it’s clean and empty.
He clutches my hand and leads me into the house. Light natural colored hardwood floors run the length of the house disappearing down the hallway. A large gray sectional couch tucks off to the side, focusing on the fireplace etched with gray stone and an enormous television fixed above it.
We pass by the kitchen and I stop, forcing him to jerk back. The brilliant dark colored cabinets complement the white granite counters. “You live here alone?”
He nods. “Just me.”
“How does such a manly man have a house so immaculate? I pegged you as having a bachelor pad paradise.”
He rubs his jaw. “My mother hired someone to decorate it. I’m horrible at the trash. Living alone, I have no one to pick up after other than myself. I’m pretty easy. I’m rarely here.”
He moves again, towing me behind him down the hall and pushes open the middle door, gesturing for me to enter. His gaze—filled with pride and worry—latches onto mine as I pass by.
I take in the room, scanning its entirety. However, it isn’t the bench press in the middle of the room, or the stack of weights and rack of dumbbells. It isn’t the punching bag hanging by a hook from the ceiling or the section of mirrors on the walls. Nor is it the many awards and trophies that hold my attention.
I’m drawn to five massive and colorful pictures of him magnifying the room’s purpose. As if my feet have a mind of their own, I pad across the room to the first picture. He’s younger. His face and build somewhat smaller than they are now. He’s nose to nose, fist balled with black gloves that allow his fingers to be uncovered. He’s close to the other guy’s face with determination pouring from his sweat.
“My first MMAT match. My first pictures. Flemings,” he says behind me.
I move to the next one and scrunch my nose. He’s frozen with his arm stretched out punching a contorted bloody face. Power reflects in his eyes.
“My first recorded knock out in the MMAT,” he tells me.
The next one doesn’t offer me a prettier sight. Ryker is hovered over a man. The face of his opponent is gnarled by the blow he’s just gotten.
“He had that coming,” he says with a stifled chuckle.
The next picture causes a throb of happiness in my chest. Ryker’s grinning from ear to ear showing off his black and blue mouth guard with his fist in the air and his eyes shining pridefully.
“I won.” I can hear the grin in his voice.
The last one is the most compelling picture of them all. It’s the largest and rests by itself, centered on a different wall. The picture inflicts anguish inside of me. He’s on his hands and knees, head and shoulders slumped as his head hangs low. The crimson color of blood has trickled into his platinum blond hair.
“I’m broken.” His voice holds a recollection of his sorrow that day.
I run my fingers along the rough edges of the canvas. “It looks…desolating.”
“It’s powerful,” he counters. “A reminder that just because I lose doesn’t mean I don’t get back up. I keep fighting. I keep pushing forward.”
I stare at the potent portrait feeling the emotions seeping from its image.
“I deserved that loss.”
I can’t take anymore and turn away, panning the room. Pictures, plaques, medals all fill it.
“All this.” He holds his hands out to the side. “My accomplishments.” His eyes cut to the picture of him on his knees. “My failures. This is what I love. This is who I am.”
He reaches and draws me against his body. “I want you blended in my life,” he says low and the seriousness sends a shiver down my spine. “I want you beside me through it all.”
He cups my chin and slants his mouth to mine.
I lean back to meet his gaze. “I can be clingy,” I warn.
“It’ll complement my possessiveness.”
“My confidence fails me at the wrong times,” I say.
“I’m egotistical enough for the both of us.”
“I hate the public eye,” I tell him.
“I dominate it.”
“This terrifies me,” I admit.
“I’ve got you.”
His eyes flash with darkness. With one hand, he digs his fingers into my hip, and with the other, threads his fingers into my hair. He pulls my face to his. “Promise me you’re done running.” It’s a deep, throaty demand.
“I promise,” I pant.
The words provoke a vehement needy glow to burst behind his eyes and it magnifies the want I’m drenched with. He runs his nose along mine, backing us out of the room.
My heart accelerates when we enter his room and the scent of him floods my senses. He yanks my shirt over my head and palms my breasts. Heat spreads over my body as he begins to work my nipple between his fingers.
The way he’s looking at me, like I’m the only thing appetizing, drives my knees to wobble. His electric blue eyes are heated, lecherous and downright commanding.
The corners of his lips jerk before squatting in front of me, taking my jeans and panties along with him. He sucks my clit into his mouth and instantly, I want to spread my legs open to him. I want to fall back onto the bed, but his plan differs. He forcefully squeezes my hips, prompting me to stay standing. My knees quiver with each flick of his tongue, and I grip his shoulders to keep from buckling. I groan toward the ceiling, desperate to move.
I’m met with a feral smirk as he stands, slowly turning me around. He laces his fingers with mine, and bends, forcing my body forward, pressing my palms into the black comforter.
“Don’t move,” he demands huskily.
As he lifts his body from mine, he glides a heavy hand up my back. The sounds of him ridding himself of his pants seem to resound loudly through the room, hinting to what’s about to come. I hear the distinctive crinkle of the condom wrapper.
He glides his hand over my entrance and grunts before removing it and lining himself at my entrance. The hand on my lower back is shaking, but I don’t have time to think about it as he embeds himself in me with one extensive thrust. He hisses, and I cry out, gripping the bed as the fullness is too much. He slides in and out of me once, and then straightens his legs. It forces me to my tiptoes trying to find a relief to the intensity. The grip he has on my waist is hard and rough, biting at my skin.
He leans forward, taking my wrists and pulling them behind me. I’m coerced to arch, bending my back, forcing my rear out and into him. He uses my arms for leverage, and rams into me hard. I cry out again at the delightful discomfort.
I’m suspended, anchored by the tips of my toes, fastened by the thrusts of his toe. I’m at the mercy of his hands, trusting he doesn’t let me go to fall. He moves both my hands into one of his, and clutches the back of my nape, squeezing hard and thrusting even harder.
It’s a blinding pleasure.
I’m petrified by the unbridled aggression, but incredibly greedy for more.
Even though he releases my hands, his grip on my neck doesn’t allow me to fall. Guiding me, he forces me to bend until my hands are back on the comforter before winding his hand around my front and teasing my clit. My release builds, and suddenly, I’m frantic, desperate to feel his mouth. I push up trying to twist. I don’t have to tell him what I need. He gives it to me, crushing against my lips sloppy and hard.
“I want my name to fall from your lips,” he breathes against my lips. “When you lose yourself, make it known it’s me you beg for.”
He circles my clit more hastily. My orgasm grows, crackling in uncontrolled spasms.
There’s a brief moment, when everything silences as the electricity first slams my body. Bursts of euphoria explode and propel me into the glorious pinnacle. 
“Who is it, Whitney?” he groans, bucking into me.
I moan, grinding down on to him.
He slams a sharp thrust, forcing my feet off the floor and pain flares, scalding my skin.
“You. Ryker…” I whimper past my bashfulness and back into my orgasm.
His grunts are ragged as he powers into me. He grasps my jaw, twisting my face to meet his eyes. They’re dark, wicked, and full of passion. His jaw ticks. “You,” he growls low and throaty, dissolving into his release.
He roots himself, and drops his head, cussing into my shoulder. After our breaths slow, he pulls out, tosses the condom on the floor and scoots me up the bed. He holds me, nuzzling into the crook of my neck and we are pulled into a peaceful sleep.
 
There’s a rhythmic knock on his front door. His eyes spring open and he lurches from the bed, grabbing his phone.
“Idiot!” he shouts scrambling to gather his clothes and ducks into the bathroom.
I jerk sitting up. My thoughts are everywhere as my pulse roars in my ear. Following his lead, I shrug into my shirt just as he dashes back out of the bathroom with his hair brushed and half-ended back spikey. “You’re gonna have to move faster than that, Whit. Hurry up.”
Quickly, I jam my legs into my pants while he takes one last look in the mirror before shifting my way. His eyes scan over me and he smooths my hair before kissing me on the forehead. “My brother’s here.” He grabs my hand yanking me out the bedroom.
Panic. “I look like we—” I try pulling away from him.
He looks to me over his shoulder with a prideful grin. “You look beautiful.”
That’s the end of the argument. He releases my hand in the living room and darts to the door.
“RyRy!” Gracie’s long brown strands spring as she rushes him and wraps her little arms around his waist. “You took forrreverr,” she groans.
“Sorry, Poohbear. I was…” He rubs the back of his neck. “Busy.”
“You forgot, didn’t you?” Sarah steps in.
Oh my goodness, she’s going to know what we were doing.
A tattooed arm reaches in and slaps him on the chest. In walks the older version of Ryker, only a little smaller, less brazen, and with a solid head of brown hair. The carbon copy set of icy blue eyes land on me and Jackson smiles.
“Whitney?”
Everyone’s attention cuts to me and suddenly, I just want to jump off a cliff.
“It’s nice to see you again,” Jackson says and then shares a look with Ryker.
Ryker shakes his head slightly, keeping his expression stoic.
I swallow the hesitation.
Sarah beams. “It’s nice to see you again.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I reply. “It’s nice to see you too.” Instant work mode even though I know for sure, I look like a bed-tousled mess.
“I remember you. You did Momma and Dad’s wedding thing,” Gracie eyes me.
“That’s right. Did you like the piñata cupcakes?” I ask.
Sarah asked me to do something just for her, telling me how much she enjoys unusual desserts. After hours of scrolling on the Internet, I found them and called my go-to bakery with the recipe. Of course, they’re amazingly sweet to me. I had them make a small batch.
Gracie gets her hazel eyes from her mother. They light up. “I ate like five of them.”
Ryker’s brows jump high. “That explains why you were so hyper. You ate the sugar bowl.”
She peers up to him. “I can’t eat glass, Unk RyRy.” Her tone is snarky and Ryker bites his cheek to keep from laughing. She looks between us with worried eyes. “Am I still allowed to spend the night?”
“Of course,” Ryker dissolves the little girl’s concern.
Jackson backhands Ryker’s chest in a brotherly love type of way. “All right. We’ll be back tomorrow. Don’t keep her up all night.” His eyes shift to me. “It’s good to see you again. Keep him straight, would ya?”
I don’t have a chance to respond because Ryker shoves his cackling brother out the door.
Sarah pokes Ryker in the chest. “No stuffies,” she warns with a hostile tone and matching glare.
Ryker holds his hands up. “No stuffies,” he repeats.
Sarah’s expression softens as she looks to me. “Nice to see you again, Whitney.”
 
The door shuts and Gracie skips past me straight into a leap onto the gray sofa, which looks like it swallows her whole. “Let’s go bowling. Momma and Dad never take me.” She throws herself backward, tossing the back of her hand to her forehead. “They’re so boring.”
I giggle at her dramatic flair.
Ryker steps beside me, placing his hand on my lower back. “Guess we’re going bowling.”
“Let me grab my things and I’ll be ready to head home,” I say turning back to his room.
He grasps my arm, yanking me back into his side. “You’re coming with us.” By his tone this wasn’t a suggestion.
“This is your time with her,” I say quietly. “I don’t want to get in the way of that.”
“You scared you’ll get beat?”
I rock back on my heel with a coy grin. “Not at all.”
He kisses my cheek. “Then get ready to get your rear kicked.”
“Dollar!” Gracie yells out, holding her hand out without looking in his direction.
Ryker rolls his eyes to the ceiling, mumbling as he pulls out his wallet from his back pocket. “I’m pretty sure I’ve paid for your college tuition, your first car and your first house. When do I get let off the hook?”
Gracie snatches the dollar and shoves it in her front pocket. “Not until you stop using curse words.”
“You’re going to be rich, little girl.” He chuckles.
 
I know Ryker has a soft side to him. I’ve witness the affection first hand since he’s been in my life, but I didn’t realize how much Gracie has that man wrapped around her pinky finger. She brings out a sweet side of him I never knew existed.
He’s a contradiction—hard and soft, demanding and easygoing, hatred and love.
He’s legitimately tossing the game for her and lights up every time she shrieks her delight when he only knocks down one pin or when his ball falls into the gutter. He takes the time to show her how to throw the ball straight, explaining how important it is for her to keep her wrist even and her eyes on the pins. She listens closely while he tells her every time she lines the ball up to envision them all falling down when her ball hits them.
I’m losing to Gracie but winning against Ryker.
He pats my knee dropping to the seat beside me, but keeps an eye on Gracie.
I lean into him with my shoulder. “I couldn’t help but feel like you’ve talked about me to your brother?”
His eyes flick to me. “I might have mentioned you.”
I grin. “Uh-huh?”
Gracie squeals causing our gaze to swing to her. She’s jumping up and down, flailing her little arms. “I knocked ‘em down. I knocked ‘em all down.”
She sprints across the lane and jumps off the step and into Ryker’s awaiting arms. “I got a strike!”
Ryker twirls her and then feigns a hurt expression. “You’re kicking my ah…butt.”
“Yep,” she chirps full of sass, as if she knew she would have done it anyway.
The rest of the game isn’t any different. Ryker and I continue to lose to Gracie while I resume beating him. I’m not stupid. I know he’s throwing the game for both of us, but can’t a girl pretend?
 
We hit up a drive-thru to grab Gracie something to eat and head to my house.
“Can I stay again tomorrow?” she asks.
“You can’t,” he replies.
Gracie drops her head back to her seat. “I have a week off school and can’t do nothing,” she complains.
 “I’ve got work to do,” he says sounding guilt-ridden.
She breathes a melodramatic and super exaggerated sigh. “I hate when you leave. You’re gone forever.”
My heart skips a beat and I peer over to him. “How long are you normally gone?”
“Fooorrreeevveer,” she overemphasizes the word. “Months.”
Ryker pulls his truck in my driveway. “Stay here. I’ll be right back,” he tells her and hops out.
“I had fun tonight. Thank you for letting me tag along,” I tell Gracie before getting out.
She smiles. “I liked it.”
 
He walks me to the door and places a whisper of a kiss on the corner of my lips. “Do you have anything planned for this weekend? Any work stuff?”
I shake my head. “Not this weekend, but next. Why?”
There’s a glint in his eyes. “You’re coming with me.”
“And where might this be?”
“New York. I have another fight,” he drops it on me.
My face crumbles.
“Don’t argue. I know your schedule is empty,” he chuckles.
I look back to his truck. “What Gracie said. Are you really gone for months?”
He graces me with a lopsided smirk and he raises a shoulder. “Haven’t had anything pulling me back home until recently. I used to explore the cities.” He kisses me again, this time passionately. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you on the way to the gym tomorrow.”
I watch him from just inside the threshold with the taste of him still burning my lips. In one day, he’s careened back into my life, shifted and changed the direction of our existence. And I love him more for it. The several days away from him just proved how much I need him.
 
 



Chapter 19
 

I’m running on fumes as Daniel and Flynn push me like a madman. They’ve thrown everything in the books at me. It’s been a long and grueling week, but it’s my last day of training before heading off to demolish Ronnie Lascher. Coaches are making sure I remember what I want—the championship, the pros, the pay. It’s my turn to have it all. I’m ready and I’m not it up again.
I’m padded up along with my sparring partner. This guy…he knows what he’s doing and is giving me a blasted good run for my money. It’s welcome since Daniel keeps putting me with the little squirts.
I rush Dustin, about to slam his back to the mat when Daniel shouts from behind me. “Keep it off the mat. I want you both to stand up for this one.”
“Make up your mind,” I respond with annoyed humor. “First you want me on the mat to stay away from Lascher’s unorthodox little man hands and now you want me to stand.”
“I want you to win,” Daniel replies.
I face him placing my hand out to him. “Hi. I’m Ryker. It’s nice to meet you.”
By his expression, he’s not impressed.
I shake out my arms. “It’s good to know you’re on the same page as me now.”
He shakes his head not giving into an ounce of the humor. “People are expecting you to be out-strategized. Lascher’s been in the game, fighting against the big names longer than you have.”
“Sounds like you have no faith in me, coach,” I jest. Don’t get me wrong. Daniel ferociously has belief in me.
“You know better than that,” he says.
“And if he’s so great and has fought the big names, then why is he still in the MMAT and not running amok with the pros?” I smirk smugly and then wave my hand dismissingly. “I’m not worried. Neither should you be. I got my taste of losing. It’s a drink I refuse to try again.”
I love getting under his skin. I’m like the little brother he’s happy he doesn’t have. I’m his Kyce.
“Get rested up,” he says. “Flight leaves nine a.m. Thursday.”
 
I shower, change, and spruce the heck up because I’m taking my girl out tonight. She’s dealt with minimal attention this week, so I’m ready to lavish her. I push out of my locker room and spot Kyce walking through the door.
“If it isn’t little toe.” He grins.
“Staring at yourself in the mirror again?” I quip.
He laughs. “You’re all dazzling. Taking Whitney out?”
I nod. “Yeah. Gonna take her to the drive-in.”
His head falls forward and he laughs again. “The fifties are calling.”
I punch his arm. “Don’t be hateful because your jealous. Where have you been anyway?”
“Jackson’s had me working massive over-time. Alan’s wife had the baby and he’s taken a few weeks off.”
“You’re still coming to the fight?”
He tightens his expression. “Have I missed any so far?”
“Just checking. I’ll really need your rear this time. Whit’s coming.”
His expression morphs into surprise.
“It’ll be her first go around. She’s worried sick and sucks at hiding that fact from me.” I chuckle. “I’ll need you to stick with her during the fight.”
“Great. I’ve been demoted to babysitting. When’s the flight?” he asks.
I look down to my watch, dismissing his stupid rear comment, and start past him. “Thursday morning. It’s only an hour flight. I’ll scoop you up on the way to the airport.” The last bit is shouted from over my shoulder. I’m not going to be late to grab Whitney.
 

She’s in a white tank top type blouse, a tight teal and pink skirt with tribal designs on it and tan strappy heels. Her hair is in a messy bun thing with locks cascading around her face. Instant hard-on. 
“You look stunning,” I drool.
She beams. “Like a distraction?”
“That’s an understatement.”
She hooks her arm into mine and we walk to my truck. After helping her in, I drive to the restaurant and tell her to sit still as I hop out and run in to get the order.
I place it in the back seat and take off to my destination. I’ve done my best to keep it all a surprise. The payment will be her face when it lights up. Happily surprised is priceless.
 
I turn off the paved road and onto the dirt drive leading up to the green ticket booth.
“A drive-in?” she squeaks out giddiness.
Her eyes are wide with her smile shining in them. That. That right there is why I do what I do.
“Ever been?” I ask.
“No, but Candice has gushed about this place.”
Points for me.
I let her decide on the movie and then park deep in the back, making sure no one else will be close to us. I tilt the steering wheel up, push up the center console, reach behind my seat, and grab the bag. I place the Chinese containers between us and then reach behind her seat for the cooler, grabbing the bottle of wine I brought for her and the glass.
She giggles. “Seriously?”
“A quiet dinner for two.” I beam.
She looks at everything I’ve laid out, and takes the wine glass. “This is a pretty well thought out plan.”
“Are you envious of my event planning skills?” I tease. “I can always give you tips, but I don’t work for free.”
Her laugh is sweet.
We take our time eating and watching the movie…well, she’s watching the movie. My eyes are on her, saturating my mind with her image.
I don’t eat too much, knowing I can’t blow my shot at fighting vagina face. Whitney took her last bite long ago. Noticing I’m done, she closes the boxes and places them back in the bag, putting it in the back seat before sliding her sweet rear in beside me. She fits there and looks dang good pressed against me.
“When do all the dates end?” she says too melancholic for my liking.
I puff a breath. “Are you wanting them to?”
Her head rubs against my chest as she shakes her head. “I think it’s sweet you continue to impress me after knowing you have me.”
“Is it working? Because I have to keep you around,” I say.
She moves her head to peer up at me. “You realize I’m fine with being at home and doing nothing, right? I’m not out for your—”
“I know,” I cut off her thought. “Don’t overthink it. I like doing this.”
She stretches and kisses the bottom of my jaw. “I love how you have such a tender side.”
Inwardly, I cringe. “It’s weak. You make me weak, but it’s only for you. Don’t expect me to ebb who I am for anyone else.”
“I like knowing I have something no one else has or gets to see.”
I exhale. “You enjoy testing my limits. All the dainty little conversations…”
She pushes up, leveling her eyes on me. “Big macho fighter not like being in touch with his affectionate side?”
The question raises my brow a notch. “You left out sexy.”
“I believe you’re the one who said we balance each other out.”
“I’ve got to bring you deeper into my side. You have an unfair advantage,” I say humorously with a touch of seriousness to it.
“Unfair?” She cracks up. “How is it unfair?”
“Your smile makes me do trash.” I grin.
I’m holding my breath watching her straddle my lap. “Exactly how far do I need to come to your side?” Her eyes are heavy and smoldering, penetrating me.
I drop my head back on the head rest. “How far are you willing to come?
Just like that, the air shifts between us. She slides her hands under the edge of my shirt and drags them up my chest. I lick my lips as she rocks her hips against my hard-on. I don’t move while I watch her.
The thing with Whitney is she has confidence in certain circumstances, but she lacks it in the bedroom. Why? I have no clue. She’s a goddess there.
She presses her palms into my pecs. “I love how strong you are.”
I know what she’s talking about, but I want to test all her limits. “What exactly are we talking about here?” I flex my hips into her.
Her eyes flare with heat. “All of you,” she croons and then nibbles along my jawline. “You’re so sure of yourself. Your body. Your heart.”
She places heavy kisses against my neck and unbuttons my pants. I’m gripping the seat, begging for my hands to allow her to be as greedy as she likes. I watch her spring my cock from its jean-clad hell cage and begin stroking it.
Her grin is impish as she rakes her teeth along her bottom lip and lifts, bunching her skirt up, and placing me right at her entrance.
I snatch her hip, stopping her with a warning glare.
She peers down at me calculated and fully aware of the circumstances. “I’ve been on the pill for years.”
“I’ve never not used a condom,” I admit with anticipation clawing my throat.
“Me neither. Tell me I have nothing to worry about because if you’re going to give me all of you, I want to take all of you.” Her tone has a slight edginess to it.
I don’t tell her but instead give her the answer by pulling her down onto my toe.
Eu-frigging-phoria.
I hiss as she sinks her wet pussy down on me. It’s a charge of excitement, one I wasn’t quite prepared for. It’s an onslaught of raw pleasure spiraling deep in my stomach. She takes all of me, releases a shaky and breathy pant, but then stops, and moves my hands off her.
I flick my eyes to her. “Testing your limits and taking my control are two different animals,” I gruff.
Silky lips brush against mine as she seductively shuts me up. “How much are you willing to test yourself?”
She circles my palms with her finger, keeping completely still on my throbbing cock.
“Please,” she begs with the sweetest, sex-fueled eyes.
“I can’t promise for how long.” I give her the honest answer.
She raises and falls, riding the heck out of me. And I let her, hypnotized by her fascinating grind, and roll against me.
I’m white-knuckling my seat in a last ditched attempt to let her have the control. She braces her elbows beside my head and takes a long stride, dropping back onto me.
“I love you.” It falls from her lips and cracks part of my restraint.
I love hearing those words from her.
I buck upward. “Say it again.”
“I love you,” she repeats, latching her eyes on me.
She pushes up and gyrates her hips. I slide my hand under the bunched-up fabric and use my thumb to caress her clit. Immediately, her body jerks, and the walls of her pussy clamp around my toe. She starts to bounce with fierce plunges while I work her clit. I push under her bra and pinch her nipple. She drops her head back and moans toward the ceiling.
“You’re so breathtaking,” I groan low and coarsely.
I can feel her pulsing around me and she slams her mouth against mine—something she does before she comes. Her breaths are short gaspy whimpers. Her hips work me faster, rising and falling at a frenzied pace. She’s the heck out of me.
“Ryker…” she gasps and it disintegrates all my restraint.
I sit up, gripping her by the back of her neck, and heave her into me.
Savagely, I buck upward. It’s a delicious game of tug of war. Her body constricts and she succumbs to her freefall, digging her nails into the fabric of my shirt against my shoulder blades. My grip around her neck tightens. The instant explosion of adrenaline jolts me, and I surge into her, blinded by the blissful light.
“Whit. Idiot. Idiot,” I growl between gritted teeth, jarring into her.
I’m rooted as deeply as I can possibly be, allowing her bare pussy to squeeze me.
She drops, resting her head on my shoulder, still taking short jagged breaths.
A satisfied chuckle fills the cab as I regain my senses. “Being on my side isn’t so bad now, is it?”
“Please tell me no one saw that?” she mumbles bashfully into my clavicle.
“And she’s back,” I laugh.
She moves off me, granting me a beautiful sight of her glistening slickness on my shaft before I tuck him back into my pants. She pulls her skirt back down and buries her flushed face into her hands.
“Oh my goodness. I can’t believe I did that.”
I pull her into my side and crook a finger under her chin tipping her face toward mine. “You. Are. Incredible.” I try snapping her out of her little freak out.
Worry still drowns her eyes, but she smiles, resting her head against my hand. Heaven. I know what that trash feels like now, and I’m already thirsting for more.
 
 
 



Chapter 20
 

Ryker decided I was going whether I liked it or not. I won’t lie, I’m elated, nervous, proud, and scared trashless. This is where it all blurs. I’ve never lived on adrenaline, risk, and violence, yet here I am with Ryker in our hotel room, taking a shower and shaking like a blasted leaf getting ready for his fight in mere hours.
On the flight here, I listened to him and his coaches discuss “a long mile of new strategies” for Ryker to implement, how he’s been trained and has been training weeks for it. Unfortunately, everything sounded like a different language, falling on uneducated ears, and I was entirely lost. All I could deduce from all the lingo was he better guard his face. Ryker promises I’ll catch on and he’ll do his best to remember to explain things. I feel incredibly inadequate in his world.
He hasn’t talked about it much, not like I assumed he would. Instead, all he’s told me was his opponent is known for hard left hooks because he’s a southpaw—which I learned has something to do with his stance because his strong hand is his left instead of his right. I don’t know if he was trying to take the edge off me, but he infused it more. 
Yesterday was the weigh-ins and it was definitely something different to experience. There were tons of people screaming their heads off—brute men, half-naked women, and many different coaches, not to mention the countless photographers snapping pictures.
The energy in the place was intense and made it hard to breathe. The whole time Ryker didn’t really speak with the center of his attention on not losing his trash when he came face to face with Lascher. When it was his turn, he strolled up the stage, stripped from his shirt and stood on the scale. After his weight was announced, he smirked to the crowd and then walked over to his rather bulky opponent and posed for pictures. My heart braced for impact because they looked like they were going to kill each other right there. Seconds turned into what felt like hours, but then he was patted on the shoulder by a man in black. After that, he walked back across the stage lugging his shirt back over his head, back down the steps, grabbed my hand and we walked out.
I believe that was my warmup and tonight I’ll be tossed in the fire.
I dress in a pair of ripped up jeans and a navy-blue and white shirt with a tank top under it since it has a tendency to fall off my shoulders. After doing my makeup and pulling my hair half up, I step out of the bathroom and slide in my black flats.
Ryker eyes me from head to toe, his face remaining completely emotionless as I brace for him to ruin all my efforts to look good for him. Since whatever possessed me to have sex with him without protection, he’s been more primal than usual. It opened a door, one he takes full advantage of. He no longer has to worry about the condom leftovers. Instead I’m left with the remnants of our romps. He catches me off guard often, granting me with quickies anywhere he wants.
Personally, I like my carelessness with the condom ordeal. It’s like I claimed my spot, declaring what’s mine in such a natural way and taking what no one else has.
His gaze has been on me for so long, I’m starting to feel a bit self-conscious, worried I might have overstepped a boundary, and I point to myself. “Is this okay?”
He blinks bringing his view to mine. “Yeah,” he answers. “You ready?” He’s clipped.
That wasn’t expected but I smile anyway. “Whenever you are.”
 
Ryker insists on me riding up front while he sits in the back. I almost start to argue, but one glance at Kyce’s “just do it” look, and I abandon and comply. Ryker rides in the back, listening to his headphones, zoned out, or maybe zoning in. Either way, his eyes are closed and he is nodding along with whatever he’s listening to.
We’re directed to park in a specific area in the parking garage, which is already jam packed. We take an elevator down to the main floor and enter the building of bustling bodies through a side entrance. Big, large, burly men wearing black shirts with the word Security in bold yellow are hovering all over the place, at every corner, and in every open door we pass.
I’m tucked into Ryker’s side as he and Kyce seem to know exactly where they’re going. We follow a hall with many name tags on metal clips in the center of the doors when I spot a familiar face. Daniel is leaned against the door frame looking down at his phone when he glances up and spots us. Then he motions for us.
The moment we step into the room, I can feel the shift in the air. It’s thicker, more potent with testosterone and determination. It smells of dried sweat, old blood, and cleaning supplies…the combination isn’t a sweet one.
Ryker lets go of my hand. “Sit over there while I get ready and warm up.” He tips his chin to a bench along the back wall. “Don’t move.”
Maybe it’s the testosterone seeping into my veins, but the way he’s demanding me makes me want to buck the idea. Instead, I nod and do as I’m told.
Flynn wraps his hands in a really pretty and vibrant blue as they sit across from each other in metal chairs. Kyce stands at Ryker’s side talking, and by the looks of his hand movements and the way his arms are tossing around, he’s pepping Ryker up.
I watch Ryker stretch and then warm up by sparring between both trainers and Kyce. He’s not paid me a lot of attention, only glancing at me a few times, but I’m okay with that. This is his moment. His time to shine. The last thing he needs is me being a distraction.
Occasionally, the building vibrates from the crowd or the music, hazy in the distance. It causes prickles of nerves to claw at my skin and threatens to rip my stomach apart.
 
A bang on the door causes me to yelp and I leap out of my skin and to my feet. Ryker’s eyes show laughter, but his expression remains blank and resigned.
He stalks to me. “Stay with Kyce. Understand?”
I feel at any given moment, my angst is going to explode and I’ll lose my trash, bursting in tears, begging him not to go out there. So I keep my mouth shut and nod.
He places a chaste kiss to my lips, but when he pulls back his hardened eyes soften and his face cracks with a smile. “You gonna root for me?”
As if he has to ask. I crinkle my nose. “No. I think I’m going for the other guy.”
He puffs a chuckle. “Don’t place all your money on him. How about we make our own little wager?”
Something about the mischievous way he’s looking at me causes a shiver to thread down my spine. “That is?”
“When I win, you let me have my delicious way with you.”
I settle back on my heel. “And if you lose?”
That sexy arched brow I’ve come to yearn for shows up. “You think I will?”
I shrug my shoulder pretending to be unperturbed, but cave into my guilt and answer him. “No.”
The deep grumble shoots straight into my chest and makes heat warm my center. “Good. Expect to be messed on every surface of the hotel room tonight.”
He dips his head, kissing me tenderly, before straightening up and turning completely stoic again.
 
Kyce grasps my arm and we start down the hall. I glance back, watching the cameras flood the doorway, and turn back exhaling. My nerves are front and center. He keeps a firm hand around my arm as he guides us through the halls and out to our seats. We’re really close to the ring with nothing between us but a walkway, empty space, and the black chain-linked fence atop the stage.
“What do I do if I need to puke?” I ask more serious than not.
Kyce belly laughs. “Keep it off my shoes.”
I sit, wringing my hands in my lap when he pats my shoulder compelling me to rip my stare from the black painted pole in front of me and look up. “You’ll be fine. Just breathe through your nose and out your mouth. He’ll be entering from over here.” He points to our right.
It seems like nodding is my only form of communication for the night.
Relax. Calm down. This is what he does. Take a deep breath.
The lights cut out and the masses of people around me roar to such an ear-splitting level it causes me to squint from the pain, my stomach to cramp and my heart to thunder.
Blue strobe lights flicker across the excited crowd and the place lights up again, becoming alive with screams as the energy transforms from a thick tenseness to an elated excitement. Every hair on my body stands straight up. Music pours from the speakers and the rabble, yet again, changes the verve under the roof.
Noticing there isn’t a soul who isn’t on their feet except me—his girlfriend—I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans and stand on shaky legs. A light moves, illuminating the entrance and revealing Ryker’s platinum blond and vivid red streak. He’s bouncing, nodding his head with his arms out to the side as people reach out to him.
As he passes, he doesn’t even look my way, keeping his view in front of him. I’m okay with it. I’m sure I look just as petrified as I fear and I don’t want him to see it. He has to stop before entering the ring and I watch as he strips from his shirt unveiling his mouth-watering body. A man in black with blue latex gloves pats him down from head to toe.
I nudge Kyce and point, silently asking what’s going on.
“Making sure there aren’t any cheats on him,” he yells and I’m barely able to make out what he’s saying.
After showing his mouth guard, Ryker bounds up the stairs and circles the cage to his side of the octagon where Daniel and Flynn are just on the other side. He rocks his head back and forth, from shoulder to shoulder, stretching his neck out and swinging his arms. Rigid, crazed, and slightly possessed eyes flick to me, penetrating me. The right side of his mouth tips up in an imperious but satisfying smirk and he winks. But his attention on me vanishes into the darkness as the lights go out again.
My heart is going to break through the walls of my chest. It’s rapid, hard, and I’m all but gulping for air.
The next fighter enters the ring with the same threatening music, gets checked out and then darts in the ring in a flash, running past Ryker, glaring at him as if he’s his intended murder victim.
They stand across from each other and the referee calls them to the middle. I can’t hear what he’s saying, but Ryker looks homicidal staring Lascher down, and even when they’re backed up to their spots, Ryker’s glare doesn’t stray from his opponent. 
“Fight!” the referee calls with a quick motion of his hand and the crowd shouts their excitement.
Both men stalk toward the middle and tap gloves. That ends the friendliness. Lascher wastes no time and punches first, but Ryker leans back, moving away from it. Lascher kicks and Ryker slides away from it, but then he rushes forward and slams a few punches into Lascher’s face.
Both men bounce back and forth, from leg to leg before Lascher advances and connects a few punches. Ryker ducks and blocks. A loud thud to Ryker’s thigh silences the arena for a brief second. I flinch, but he doesn’t.
I can hear Daniel screaming things, but I can’t make out what. Kyce is sitting, but only by a prayer. His legs are bouncing at an incredible speed and he’s gripping his fist, pulling at his knuckles.
When I look back up, Lascher has Ryker against the fence on the other side of the octagon. But then the crowd goes wild and Kyce jumps to his feet, pulling me along with him.
The men are slugging it out, trading punches—lefts and rights—quick ones. Strong ones. Relentlessly.
A loud horn blows and the fight stops.
Kyce smiles at me. “He won that round.”
How do we know this? Ryker’s sitting on a stool with Daniel and Flynn in his face talking to him. Flynn holds an ice pack on his back as Daniel gives him water.
But just as quickly as they sit, they’re back out standing and waiting. The ref yells the anticipated word and in a flash, Lascher leaps and begins unloading a bunch of punches into Ryker. Ryker stumbles backward into the fence, ducking and trying to block the unrelenting strikes. He dips right and then back left heaving a right punch up. Lascher falls to the mat and Ryker dives on top of him, slamming furious punches and raining forearms into Lasher’s face.
Kyce leaps back to his feet and begins shouting. The crowd is at a deafening roar again as the ref shoves Ryker off. He leaps to his feet and sprints several steps away with his arms in the air, screaming a guttural roar. He bends, punching elation into the empty space in front of him and then straightens back up.
He pins me with his eyes, stretching his arm out and pointing to me with a mouth-guard covered smile.
I’m overwhelmed with such a mixture of emotions—exuberant, horrified, and proud—but conjure up the best prideful smile. This…this is what he enjoys? Intentionally beating the trash out of someone. It isn’t a life or death, fight to survive situation, but for sport—a very barbaric sport. And he does it for…fun?
When the announcer declares the winner and raises Ryker’s arm high above, Kyce grabs my arm.
“Come on,” he says lugging me behind him quickly.
He drags me through the crowd, zig-zagging around people and down the hall back into Ryker’s room.
He shoves the door open and I enter. “He’s still full of adrenaline, so he’s going to be loud and rambunctious.”
I don’t reply, sitting where Ryker told me to sit prior to the fight.
“You good?” he asks and I glance up to him.
“Yeah,” I say quietly.
I’m not okay. I’m revolted. I’m… “Not good.”
Kyce swings back around to me with wide, bemused eyes. “He won. You should be ecstatic.”
“I’m happy, but that…” I trail off shaking my head.
“Was the first fight you’ve ever seen?”
“One like that, yes,” I admit.
I’ve seen fights before, the last one being in high school. It too was brutal as two girls fought the dickens out of each other over Craig Ellis, the star quarterback. Apparently, they both were his girlfriends and they didn’t like it. But they had a reason to fight, as stupid as is was.
A sharp laugh slices through the air and then he sobers quickly, securing a genuine stare on me. “Martial arts have been his passion since I can remember. Once he got his first taste of it, there wasn’t any holding him back. He loves it. Breathes it. Bleeds it. Dreams of it. And is dedicated to it. He’s brilliant at finding a balance between this life and the one outside of it. But fighting reigns.”
“It’s barbaric.”
“It’s competition. It’s a sport. You know just as much as I do, the man in the ring doesn’t define the real Ryker.”
“But that was excruciating to watch,” I admit feeling dumb that I’m not overly excited as I feel I should be.
He smiles tenderly. “Only when you don’t know what you’re looking for. Soak in everything you can learn about it. Go to the gym and watch him more. Listen to him when he talks about it. Watch his older fights and you’ll see how much he’s grown.”
I sigh and realize I’m shaking.
“There are highs and lows to this messed up roller coaster. You’ll thrive on his highs. If you love him, you have to find a method of accepting this is him. Don’t make him choose. It won’t be fair.”
The door swings open, ending our conversation and the coaches enter first with a sweaty, grinning Ryker behind them. He bounces on his feet and shoves Kyce in the shoulder, both of them hollering their happiness. He rotates to me.
I swallow my self-pity and give him the biggest, most sincere elated grin.
“You!” He points.
“You.” I giggle, standing up. “Just won!” I shriek with enthusiasm. 
He steps to me, putting his hands on my hips. He looks smug. “Hope you didn’t lose too much betting on the other guy.”
I puff a laugh and peer up to him. “Do you really think I would bet against you? You’re my man. I knew you had this.”
Satisfaction erupts across his lips and he lifts me.
“No! You’re nasty and sweaty!” I squeal with laughter.
He kisses me hard and then drops me.
 
His attention is back on Kyce and they have a funny brotherly boxing match, laughing and cutting up while Daniel and Flynn go over everything. I don’t think Ryker’s listening as they brag, boast, scold, and inflate his ego.
I sit back down, tucking my hands under my legs, and take in the sight before me. They’re a huge family, bonded by determination, respect, and their love for the same sport.
 
 



Chapter 21
 

When Ryker said he was going to have his way with me, it was the most absolute promise ever. After grabbing something to eat, we came back to the hotel and the marathon romp started before we pushed through the hotel door. Matter of fact, it started in the elevator when his kisses were powerful and his hands roamed. There wasn’t any slowing him down and it ended up being extremely late when he finally let me sink into a deep sleep—depleted and sated.
 
I wake up to his fingers feathering along my skin and turn my head slightly to greet him with a smile. “Good morning.”
“I got you a coffee and a bagel from downstairs,” he says.
I examine his half naked body. “You went like that?”
He licks his lips. “No. I went naked. But I thought it would be pretty indecent of me to climb back in the bed with you naked so I threw on my shorts.” Sarcasm drips heavily in his tone.
I playfully smack his chest and he rolls on top of me, shoving a knee between my legs. I grimace at the ache in my legs.
He hums conceitedly. “Am I a reminder of last night in those sexy legs?”
I frown, shaking my head. “No. After you went to sleep last night, I snuck out and went for a run through the city.”
He laughs.
I trace the outline of a purplish stained bruise on his cheek. “Are you not sore?”
He tilts his head slightly. “Nah. Dull ache. Nothing out of the ordinary, and nothing I can’t handle.” He licks my neck, curving to the bottom of my chin. “I like knowing my girl worries.”
Happiness glimmers in his eyes and it chokes my heart. I close my eyes, hiding the emotions. “I need you to do me a favor.”
Long pregnant and silent seconds tick by forcing me to open my eyes. He’s leery, curiosity heavy in his eyes as he peers at me.
“I need you to teach me. I want to learn—”
“Sweetheart, you don’t need any teachings.” By his tone, he’s insinuating a very different subject.
I smack the top of his shoulder. “No, you horn dog. I mean your fighting.”
A mixture of understanding and bewilderment storms into his eyes.
I continue. “I’m really happy you won, but I hated what I had to witness. Horrified, actually. I don’t want to feel that way about something you’re so passionate about, so I want you to teach me so I can understand it better. I don’t want to be scared anymore.”
A powerful and intense adoration pours from his view and grips my heart. “You keep talking like that and I’m going to make you my wife.” His eyes flash wide like he just scared the heck out of himself, but he doesn’t move.
My pulse disappears. “We’ve, um…” I stumble for words.
“I didn’t say it’ll be tomorrow, Whit,” he says unconvincingly. He pushes up and off me. “We have to hurry up. The plane leaves soon.”
 

The plane ride was more quiet than normal. Our conversation only consisted of short and unimportant things while the ones with his coaches and Kyce were full of interesting subjects—fighting of course.
We landed an hour ago, threw our bags into the back seat of his truck, and took off for Jackson’s house. He’s held a tradition that whenever he wins, he celebrates it with Gracie. He says she’s his good-luck charm.
“RyRy!” Gracie squeals, leaping out the front door and into his arms. “You won!”
“Did you have any doubts?” He hugs her.
She leans back, pushing off his shoulders, trusting his grip on her legs, and squeezes his cheeks. “He punched you one too many times. You slacked off really bad.”
Ryker lets out a deep rumbling laugh and sets her down. “You should be my coach.”
She smiles up to him just as Jackson appears at the door. “Congratulations on the win.”
Ryker tips his chin. “I’ll bring her back in a few hours.”
 
What do you think an eight-year-old and her uncle who just won an MMA fight would do for a celebration? Whatever it is. Whatever you just guessed…you’re completely wrong.
After driving forty-five minutes, we pull into a go-kart race track.
I’m officially being beaten by both of them who obviously have way more experience than I do. This isn’t their first time here or doing this. My first lap, I screamed like a scared chicken trash the whole way around while gripping my steering wheel so tightly, I think I lost circulation. By my second lap, I started feeling more courageous. My screech disappeared and I floated into the corners better. And now, on the third lap, I am on their tails listening to them banter back and forth.
They repeatedly steal quick glances between each other and yell random things over the loud purr of the engines. I catch up and bump into him. He twists in his seat looking behind him and sticks his tongue out at me before yelling something about crazy women drivers. Gracie takes advantage of his distraction and slams her hot pink car into his black and orange one. It sends him into the railing, ricocheting back off it and I zip past him just in time for the checkered flag.
Second place for my first time behind the wheel of a go-kart isn’t so bad.
Gracie squeaks her excitement, bouncing in her seat as she pulls into the lane to park. I’m right behind her. She unbuckles and jumps out of the car, twisting her hips and flailing her arms on the sidewalk, doing her little victory dance.
She high-fives me. “Team work. Girls against boys. We win!”
I giggle watching Ryker approach, feigning anger. “You two cheated.”
“What’s wrong? Don’t like getting beaten by two girls?” I quip.
“Yeah,” Gracie adds crossing her arms still triumphant.
He squints and lets the smile finally burst through. “Next time, you two won’t stand a chance.”
Gracie giggles and skips out in front of us. Her long hair is pulled into a ponytail, swaying from side to side. Ryker’s watching her and it swells my chest. There’s no denying how much he cares for her. And it only deepens the affectionate side of him he continues to surprise me with.
 
 



Chapter 22
 

I said something the other morning and it not only surprised the heck out of me, it shook me down to my soul. The “M” word has never come from my mouth. Ever. I’ve never tasted it, yet now it’s up front, terrorizing my thoughts and it’s all I want to savor. I played it off and told her I wouldn’t run off and marry her tomorrow, but that was a bold-faced lie. I would. And that scares the piss out of me.
Although I know there’s something deeper than attraction, more intense than love between her and me, for her to have this much control over me is paralyzing. 
 
She’s been at the gym every afternoon since coming home from my fight with Lascher. Something about the fight messed up her thoughts. Kyce told me she struggled with the whole thing and she was inches away from having a meltdown after the fight and before I got back into the room.
It crushed me to know she had that much fear and she held it away from me.
Instead of running, she’s on the mat or in the ring with me while I give her something different daily. Basic training stuff to more methodical techniques I know she’ll never use, but I’m including them so she’ll understand better. She asks questions, listens, and watches, following my directions.
I’ll give it to her—she’s trying her cursedest and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. When she concentrates deeply, crinkles form across her forehead, strengthening between her eyebrows. She runs her tongue along the corner of her lip and it’s distracting as idiot, making it hard to focus on the task at hand.
I have found out I love pushing her and pissing her off. Her face gets twisted with anger and her fists become more wiry. She’s a fireball with no rhyme or reason to her executions but I know if it comes down to a dire situation and I’m not there, she’ll be able to handle herself.
 
Today, she called and said she wasn’t coming to the gym but is coming to my house. I’m assuming she’s sore. Last night, I wrestled around with her, not because I gave a blasted about teaching her a thing, but because to have her sweaty body against me was a turn on.
I pull open the door and my toe itches to feel her. She’s still in her work clothes, professional and sexy wearing a black and white silky blouse that will be on the floor soon, crimson red jeans that will also be on the floor soon, and black heels that will be hooked around my waist. She can leave them on.
She holds up a brown paper bag with a wry twist to her sultry lips. “Jay sends his regards.”
I laugh tugging her to me. “Have you told him I’m taken?”
She scrunches her nose. “I don’t want to break his heart.”
I claim her lips, plunging my tongue into her mouth. She squeezes my biceps and fire begins to burn in my blood. She’s panting when I release her mouth.
“You gonna stand there and drool over me or would you like to come in?” I jest. “You could drool while I make you come.”
She slaps my chest walking past me. “You’re—”
“Sexy. I know. You don’t have to tell me,” I interrupt her with smug humor.
She places the food on the counter. Her hips. Her rear. Her legs. It’s been two days since I’ve been inside of her and I’m craving the feel of her heat wrapped around my cock. I seize her waist and lift her to the counter as she wraps her arms around my neck. I savor her lips, dipping my tongue into her mouth and pressing my bulge into the center of her legs.
Her breath hitches but she slides her hands between us and pushes me back slightly. “I can’t. Not right now.” Despair is declared in every inch of her gaze.
Comprehension disappoints my cock.
She hops off the counter, clutches my hand and leads me toward the living room. She looks over her shoulder with devilish seduction and it ignites something carnal to pang my chest. She pulls my waist and gets a handful of my rear. Biting her lip, she peers up to me while she unbuttons my pants and lowers my zipper.
No words are needed where she’s taking this.
A rogue smirk tugs my lips. She releases my toe from my pants and strokes it while her forced-confident gaze remains on me.
She’s sexy as idiot when she pushes herself to a whole new level.
She shoves me to the couch and goes down to her knees between my legs. The heat of her mouth engulfs my cock and I fight to keep my view of her, resisting the urge to drop my head to the back of the couch and miss this. Rising off, she flattens her tongue, lapping from the base to the tip, flicking her eyes up with pleasure etched in her expression as she swirls her tongue across the tip.
I watch, rapt, witnessing a fantasy.
She mixes her kisses, soft and heavy along my shaft, continuing to stroke it. And then she presses her closed lips to my tip and sucks in an inch, retreating, and circling her tongue again.
She drops my pulsing cock and dances her tongue under my nuts. I groan, beckoning my restraint. Dragging her lips up my length, she sucks my toe into her mouth without any help from her hands.
“Holy idiot,” I rasp, losing the battle, and drop my head back for a second.
Her lips wrap my cock, her hand gripping the bottom, and she begins her onslaught, rising and falling. Salvia glistens on my shaft. Her eyes are on me. Mine on the erotic show she’s giving me.
She flicks the tip of her tongue under my tip and takes all of it again. My restraint splinters. I move her hair from her face and out of my view, twisting it in my hand.
Her fingers bite into my thigh and my jaw ticks.
A deep guttural groan escapes my throat and I tighten my grip in her hair, easing her head down, seriously testing my limits as to how much she can take. It forces her other hand away and she roams my stomach with it.
Control—she trusts me with it.
I thrust, her mouth, guiding her up and down. She whimpers her pleasure. Tension builds up and I can feel my ending.
“Whit,” I growl my warning.
Her eyes flick up to mine. She grips my toe again, twisting her wrists and starts a delicious hasty bob as her tongue rides my shaft.
“Whit,” I warn again with more urgency.
She doesn’t stop her assault and sucks harder adding a heavy moan.
It’s my undoing.
Staggering mind-blowing bolts of electricity…
“Idiot,” I hiss, holding her hair and pumping fiercely into her mouth.
She draws the last drop from me and with a weak smile, holds up a finger before rushing off to the bathroom.
I drop my head, eyes closed, sliding into a state of submission.
I’m still lax, arms to the side, toe still pulsing, intoxicated when she returns. I crack open an eye. Her lips are plump, swollen and red, looking as pleased as I am.
“I can do some things, but I can’t do them all,” she informs, standing at the end of the couch with a lopsided smirk.
“Mmmm…” I hum, closing my eyes, still not moving.
 
My satiation is dissolved by the sound of my phone ringing and I open an eye again to see Whitney grab it off the table. She grimaces, her face wilting and then hands it to me.
Abby. Incredible.
I tuck myself back into my pants before answering. Feels too close to cheating.
“Yeah?” I answer.
“I need you,” she rushes out. “There was this guy. He…” she snubs and it catches all my attention.
“What’s wrong?” I snap.
“Can you come get me?” she asks.
I slide my view to Whitney, who is desperately keeping herself together, and shove to my feet. “Yeah. Where are you?”
“Giovanni’s,” she cries. Quietly.
“Are you safe?” I ask, grabbing Whitney by the elbow, and walk out the door.
“Yes,” she answers, but her tone implies she doesn’t feel it.
 
I’m barreling down the road, gripping my steering wheel, and trying my best to remain calm.
I am not calm.
“Is everything okay?” Whitney asks genuinely concerned.
It takes me a moment to respond. “I don’t know,” I clip.
I pull up to the front of the restaurant and tell Whitney to stay put. She isn’t happy about it, but she’s smart, knowing now’s not the time to pick a fight. I’m striding toward the front door when it swings open and Abby comes rushing out, throwing herself into my arms. Black trails of mascara mark a path down her cheeks.
“What happened?” I gruff.
She shifts, meeting my glare. Anguish saturates her complexion. “Just take me home, please.”
I exhale a pissed breath through my nose and walk her to the truck. Whitney hurries out of the truck, opening the back door, looking as worried as I’m feeling.
Abby’s feet stop. “Oh my goodness, Ryker. I’m sorry.” She begins backing away. “I didn’t know—”
“Get in the truck,” I grit, scooting her along by her back.
Whitney shuts the door and hops back in the truck, but I can feel the vibes are off.
“Abs, what the heck happened?” I ground out, pulling my truck onto the road.
I hear her take a shaky breath trying to compose herself. I glance in the rearview mirror and she’s looking down at her lap. “You have to promise me you won’t do anything.”
Whiney snaps her head to me. I clench my jaw, glaring at Abby in the mirror.
“It’s not a promise,” I give her.
“I met this guy. I thought he was different.” She twists her lips trying to keep her tears at bay.
It only fuels me. I squeeze the steering wheel tighter.
“He didn’t like my answer when he wanted to have sex,” she adds.
Rage. I slam on my brakes—thankfully, with no one behind us, because that thought isn’t in my sights—throwing everyone forward and twist around to her. “What the heck do you mean he didn’t like the answer? Did he ra—”
“No!” she shouts. “No.” This time it’s quieter. “He hit me.”
Rage turns to a roaring fury.
Whitney gasps, turning to her. “Are you okay? Do you want to call the cops?”
Abby shakes her head, not lifting it or meeting anyone’s eyes.
I’ve known Abby for years and have never witnessed her so brittle. And never scared. It’s doing a number on me.
“Abby, I’m going to—”
“Take me home,” she finishes my sentence. “You’re going to leave it alone and take me home. I won’t be seeing him again and after kicking him in the nuts as hard as I did, he’s probably not going to see his toe for months.”
“Do I know this character?” I fire off.
“Ryker.” Her bloodshot, humiliated eyes level with mine. “Please.”
I look to Whitney and then drive. And stew. And get more pissed by the mile. When we finally pull up to her house, I’m vibrating in such an intense anger, I’m almost scared of myself.
Again, I tell Whitney to wait in the truck, and I walk Abby to her door making sure to stay in Whitney’s view.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask.
She pats my chest, glancing back to the truck. “She’s beautiful.”
“Abs,” I ground out between clenched teeth.
“I debated on calling you because I knew you’d get all Rykerish on me. But no one answered their phone and I was scared to call a cab. I’m fine, Ryker. Shaken up, but I’m fine.”
“What are you doing with a douche like that?”
“He hasn’t been anything but sweet to me. Sending flowers, bringing lunch to my work.” She looks down. “He didn’t like the idea of having to wait longer for sex.” She shrugs and looks back up. “Win some, lose some.”
“Does he know where you live?”
She puffs a laugh before tiptoeing to kiss my cheek. “You’ve taught me a lot over the years, Ryker. Thank you.”
I wait for her to disappear behind the safety of her door and head back to my truck.
“Is she going to be okay?” Whitney asks.
Her heart is solid gold.
I sigh, raking my hands over my face. “She says so.”
 
That’s the extent of our conversation as I drive back to my house. I can feel the shift in Whitney. It isn’t bad, but it isn’t good either. I’m contemplating how to explain Abby. Omit part of the truth, or trust my girl trusts me. It’s a risk I’m afraid of.
As we enter back in the house, she heads straight for the bag of food she left on the counter before she sidetracked us both.
“I’m not hungry, but if you are…” she trails, waiting for my reply.
I dip my head and kiss her cheek. “I’m not.”
She drops her head. “I’m trying really, really hard here. I feel there’s something between you two, but in my heart I don’t think I have anything to worry about. Please tell me I’m right.”
Goodness, the dispirit in her voice threatens to claw my heart out.
I crook my finger under her chin and pull her face up to mine. I need her to see. I need her to understand. “Nothing to worry about.” I swallow. “She and I have been friends for a long time. I’m not going to stand here and lie and say nothing physical has ever happened. But I’m standing here telling you I love you and I’m with you.”
She nods. “I trust you.”
Relief crackles in my blood, swallowing my chest whole. I kiss her lips softly.
She pulls back, slightly. “I need to go.”
I close my eyes, resting my forehead against hers. “Whit, don’t run away, please.”
She shakes her head. “I’m not. I promise. I just need to breathe.” She grabs her purse. “Understand where I’m coming from.”
I stare at her and clench my jaw as she kisses it.
“I’m trusting you. Now you have to trust me. Okay?” she whispers.
I dip my chin, keeping my view on the empty air in front of me. I don’t watch her walk out. 
 
 



Chapter 23
 

I went home last night, took a long, stinging hot bath, texted him to ease his mind, and then went to bed. I needed time to gather myself. That was a big blow, to know he still is in close contact with someone he’s been with. There wasn’t any denying how much they cared for each other. That was crystal clear. 
I’d like to think he and I were virgins, destined to cross paths and be together forever without anyone in between, but I’m not naïve, nor am I that ridiculously stupid. It’s the path that made us, molded us into who we are. I wouldn’t change it one bit.
At another shot of keeping his mind calm, I texted him again this morning, ensuring all is still fine. I’m sure his thoughts are wild and I can only imagine what he’s thinking, but he has to trust me. He can’t control this situation.
I hear the door chime and Lily greet someone, but I pay it no attention until there’s a knock at my door. I glance up and suck in a breath. Standing in my doorway is Abby looking beautiful. The same woman who sent me through a loop last night is visiting me here at work. Her eyes are soft and apologetic, and her smile is sweet. Stark opposite of the image the night prior.
“Mind if we talk?” she asks.
I push back in my chair and gesture for her to have a seat. “Sure. Come in.”
She shuts the door before taking the seat, placing her purse on the floor beside her and folding her hands in her lap. My heart is pounding.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I might have pried Ryker for the information about where you work,” she says with a small giggle and then straightens back up. “He’ll be really mad if he knows I’ve actually come. But I had to talk to you. I saw how you looked at us and I can only imagine what it seemed like. Ryker, in his own way, confirmed your fears.”
This makes my jaw tick.
“I don’t want you to worry,” she adds.
I smile politely, unsure of her motives. “Ryker assured me I had nothing to worry about.”
“He doesn’t lie, so I know you know about us. I swear to you, Whitney, you have nothing to worry about. If I had known you were with him, I wouldn’t have called him.”
There’s true sincerity in her tone. I swallow my fear, pushing it as deeply as I possibly can. “I’m glad you did. If he had found out something happened to you because you were scared to call him…” I trail off with the images of him being pissed.
She smiles. “He’s told me how huge your heart is. I like you and if you feel like I’m a threat, I’m willing to disappear from his life to make sure he stays happy.”
Her admission swarms me with an odd relief and threatens to bring tears to my eyes. “I appreciate that, but you don’t have to. I’ve learned his word is solid. I can tell you two care for each other and I wouldn’t want to strip that from him.”
Her smile stretches to a toothy grin and she stands to leave. “I’m sorry to have bothered you at work, but I really wanted to clear the air and I didn’t think coming to Ryker’s house seemed appropriate.”
I stand too. “Don’t stray away because I’m in the picture. You’re important to him too.”
Her eyes shine. “It’s about time he found you. You make him happy.”
“I can say the same about him.” Honestly, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.
She starts to the door but turns back. “I’m sure you already know this, but he’s not the jerk he makes himself out to be. Don’t hurt him. Please.”
Shaking my head, I reply. “I don’t plan on it.”
She warms me with another big smile and disappears out the door.
 

All day, Abby’s words have played over and over in my mind. Truth of the matter, when Ryker told me I had nothing to worry about I believed him, but add that to how sincere Abby was, and I’m entirely convinced his heart rests in my palms.
I’ve been using the back entrance of the gym ever since Ryker started showing me what his fighting consists of and working out with me. He and Kyce are sitting in chairs against the side wall when I enter. Ryker spots me and his expression lights up.
I admire his half-naked, muscle-bound body as I walk to him.
Kyce slaps his brother’s arm. “Quit getting a chub sitting beside me. That’s sick.”
Ryker cuts his eyes. “Are you jealous?”
“Of what? Your little toe?” Kyce puffs out a breath. “Not a chance.
Ryker bellows and stands as I approach. “How was your day?”
“That’s you’re opening line?” Kyce nags, rolling his eyes, and slams back in the chair, crossing his arms over his chest. It causes the metal to ring out against the cement. “Grab her by the neck and kiss the trash out of her and then ask how her day was. Betcha it goes from good to great in an instant.”
I bite my cheek, coyly blinking up to him. “I have to agree with your brother.”
I know it’s because he didn’t know what to expect when I walked in. Having an off night last night, has him…well, off.
His eyes flare with hunger. He grips the back of my neck and slams into my mouth. I snake my arms around his neck, and if there was any distance, I just pulled him closer. He splays his other hand on my lower back with his fingers digging into the skin above my rear. I moan softly, limbering into his arms.
When he pulls back, I’m breathless and saturated with desire. “It was great.”
“Boom yeah!” Kyce shouts, clapping his hands. “I told you. Call me the love doctor.”
I can’t keep a straight face any longer and neither can Ryker. We burst out laughing, and Ryker drops his hand to his hip turning to his brother.
“Single love doctor?” Ryker’s tone heavy with sarcasm.
Kyce smirks to his brother. “I’m smart like that.”
 
I decided not to work out with Ryker today, and instead, hit the treadmill pretty hard. I miss running and the absence of it sucks. I pop my earbuds in and stride while watching Ryker and Kyce wrestle around on the blue mat.
I’m lost running along a dirt path, green grass threatening to take over the trail, snow topped mountains off in the distance. Crisp cool air sweeps against my body as I trek forward, promising to keep me completely refreshed and invigorated. The only sounds here are the small rocks crunching under my shoes as I continue along the path. There isn’t a person in sight, only me and nature and…
“Ryker!” I shriek as he snatches me off, mid-stride, scaring the trash out of me.
He twists me and instinctively I hook my legs around his waist, gripping his shoulders in fear. He plucks my earbuds out of my ears and kisses my chin, chuckling.
“Hour’s long enough,” he tells me.
“I could’ve run longer.”
“It wasn’t for you, but for me. I can only take so much of this perfect rear bouncing before everything in me wants to forget you.” His fingers dig into my rear cheeks.
I giggle as he carries us to a chair. My legs are on both sides of his lap. “Brian called me today. I have a charity event on my roster before the fight. It’s normal, but I want you to come with me.”
“When? I have a sweet sixteen this weekend,” I remind him.
“Next weekend. Can you get off Friday? Brian’s booked a flight that evening. The event isn’t until Saturday, so if—”
“I can get off.”
He bucks his hips under me. “This I know.”
I roll my eyes playfully.
“I have to go to these events or Brian will have my rear. I don’t want to miss them anyway. Not the charity ones.”
I kiss his cheek. “Softy.”
He flexes his hips again with a knowing smile. Yeah. He’s definitely not soft.
 



Chapter 23
 

My skin crawls when Whit isn’t around. I’m restless, itching to get that sweet look she always gives me. It idiots me up every time and I revel the trash out of it.
What does a guy do when his girl is out of his reach? Spend it with the next best girl possible—Gracie. I called earlier to make sure she wasn’t doing anything better than spending time with me and now I’m watching her show me her best attempt at swan diving. She’s belly-flopped more than once, face planted against the water twice, and her tiny legs tend to flail just before hitting the water every time.
Don’t look at me to teach her. I can’t do this Olympic trash.
She pops up in a fit of bubbles and swims toward me, water splashing like mad behind her. She swims right in front of me and stands all out of breath. Droplets of water are scattered over her face. The brown in her hazel eyes seems darker, the whites redder, and her eye lashes are matted together. She fights with the hair slapped against her cheek, trying to sweep the mess away.
“That one was horrible.” She latches on to my arm, holding it as she floats.
“Practice makes perfect,” I tell her.
“I’ve got the perfect feet-first down pat,” she giggles.
“So…no Olympics this year?” I tease.
“No Olympics ever.” She drops her head into the water, allowing it to pull the strands away from her face. “Unk, did you know what you wanted to be when you were my age?”
I laugh, picking her up and placing her on the edge of the pool. “Spiderman.”
Her eyes go wide. “Wait.” She holds up her finger. “Actor or the real Spiderman.”
“The real deal, Pooh. Ask grandma. I used to try climbing the walls, and jumping from the couch to a counter.”
She dips her chin, looking at me with the cutest serious glare. “You got a lot of whoopings, didn’t you?”
I bellow out a laugh and nod. “I got away with it more with grandma, but grandpa? Not a chance. Didn’t help I’d climb up the bookshelf and wait on someone to pass by so I could jump down at them.”
“Spiderman doesn’t scare people.” Her tone implies I’m an idiot.
“You’re saying if some dude in a red leotard comes swinging in from a piece of thread it wouldn’t scare you?”
She laughs, kicking her feet in the water. “Ry, I think you have the wrong idea of Spiderman.”
I shrug. “My version was cooler.”
She flicks her bright and joyful eyes to me. “I think I want to be the girl who holds the numbers at your fights.”
I pat her head, standing up. “Over my dead body. Be a doctor or some sh…thing like that.” Saved that one. 
She springs and steps beside me, wrapping a hot pink towel around her body, cocooning her little self. “I could be a dancer. Would you come to my recitals?”
“I wouldn’t miss any in my control. What’s with all the seriousness? You’re eight, Pooh. You have years to change your mind a hundred times.”
“Mrs. Santner said we can be anything we can put our minds to,” she explains.
“She sounds smart.” I smile at her.
“She’s a teacher, RyRy.” Yep. I’m definitely an idiot.
 
“You two hungry?” Sarah calls out from the house and in a flash, Gracie is running toward her.
There’s her answer.
She’s made sandwiches giving mine special attention since she knows my fighting diet. Bland, boring, and turkey. I’d rather have a Whitney special from Nuckles. 
Sarah sets a bottle of water in front of me and hands Gracie a napkin and her drink. She pulls out a seat across the table, staring directly at me. I know this look. She’s up to something.
“Where’s Whitney today?” she asks.
I eye her conspicuously. “She had to work.”
“You’re pretty serious with her, huh?” The way the corners of her lips pull up insinuates it’s a rhetorical question.
I rest my forearms on the side of the table, holding my sandwich in front of me. “Does it upset you? Have you finally come to your senses and seen I’m the better brother?” Although we tease each other all the time, she’s been Jackson’s light since they met and never my type.
She titters, puffing a breath. “That look, your brother has it. It looks good on you. She brings out the old Ryker, the one before fighting hardened you.”
I take a bite of my sandwich.
“You’ve been dating her for a while,” she adds.
“What are you getting at?” I gruff with a mouthful.
“Nothing,” Sarah croons with a look. “Any future thoughts?”
“What’s Jackson have you up to?”
She shakes her head. “I like her. I don’t want to get too close and then have to pick her side when you decide to toss her away.”
“Keep liking her. She’s not being tossed.”
Whatever the heck I just said vitalized Sarah. Her facial features brighten up, but she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she smiles at me and pushes away from the table. I glance to Gracie who’s looking back at me and we both shrug.
 

There’s trash on the television. Time has trash on me. Have I mentioned I’m an impatient idiot? No? Well, I am. I have no idea when to expect Whitney other than somewhere close to six or seven. It’s five. And the prelude of a cantankerous man.
I should’ve gone to the gym after leaving Gracie. That would’ve moved the time, released boredom, and freed my anticipation. The leather always does.
I grab my ringing phone from the table.
“Hey,” Abby replies.
“You all right?” I ask knowing her calls aren’t usually out of some chattery need.
“I am. I’m at break and just wanted to check on you and Whitney.”
“What the heck is in the air today? Why is everyone concerning themselves with my personal life?” I rattle off.
She laughs. “You’re whining, Ryker. Get over it.”
I clear my throat, getting frustrated. People in my space causes me to feel claustrophobic.
“That guy…” she trails off with noises of shuffling coming from her end. “Sorry. So, apparently I wasn’t the only one he was talking to. His wife found out about his cheating ways and beat the trash out of him. He came in last night needing stitches. She threw something and it busted his cheek.”
“He needs more than that,” I say.
“I thought you’d get a laugh from it. I had to tell you.”
“You going to tell me who he is?”
“No. It’s not important.”
“Abs, if I find out I know this character, I’m gonna lose my trash on him and be pissed with you,” I warn.
“I promise you don’t know him. He’s not your gym-rat style.”
“You’re saying I should head into the business park and walk around until I find someone with stitches on his face?”
She laughs again. “Karma took care of him. Besides, you don’t want to do anything to jeopardize spending time with Whitney. Poor Ryker will be singing the blues from inside the jail cell. I like her, by the way. She’s really sweet, like you said. She cares a lot about you.”
“And how do you know this?” I ask.
“I just do. Don’t phoo up.”
“I don’t plan on it, Abs.”
“Good. I’ve got to go.”
 
I toss my phone to the side and drop back into the couch looking around the room. This place needs a lady’s touch. I smirk. I’m a genius.
 
 



Chapter 23
 

Whit and I landed in Denver yesterday and after grabbing a bite to eat at some snazzy restaurant, I took her back to the hotel room and christened the sheets.
She was slow to get up this morning not from just being messed right, but from the late night hour we saw. I watched her peaceful slumber while I devised and formulated a plan and then woke her up around ten with a cup of coffee.
Simple trash like that makes her happy.
Most women would enjoy walking the streets, shopping, and sightseeing. Not Whitney. She adds her own special touch to these things. After she clambered out of bed, freshened up, and ate, she threw on her running gear and jogged around the city, taking in the different sights.
She babbled over the snow tipped mountains off in the distance, saying something about wanting to find a trail up there, ogled at the tall buildings, and paused several times in front of some of the store fronts. I’d like to tell you what she was looking at, but I was too busy watching her light the heck up experiencing new things.
 
I inch my hand up the slit of her dress when she smacks it away. I chuckle, sliding it back to her knee…for now. I’ll try again later.
She’s breathtaking in a dress representing me—blue. It’s silky, slinking against her skin, dipping low between her belly with a slit up to her thigh.
“How can you think about sex when we’re on our way to a charity event?” She’s nervous for no reason. This is her territory.
I squeeze her knee. “I know what’s under that dress waiting for me.”
She exhales. “You’re insatiable.”
“I like what you have.”
She tucks her chin, but I can see the smile I just pulled out of her. She loves I’m obsessed with her.
The limo pulls up to the front door with photographers and reporters sitting there like vultures.
I take a deep breath. I hate this part. I glance to her. “If it gets too intense, let me know. And don’t—”
She waves her hand dismissively. “You already went over what to expect. Quit worrying about me. You’re making me nervous.”
I clutch her hand and help her out of the car as bright flashes begin to flicker. Thing is, I never told her this is the first time I’ve brought a date. Normally, I rock these things alone only because there hasn’t been anyone I care to see pictured beside me and labeled as a date.
Reporters stretch over the red velvet rope with their recorders and microphones, all shouting different questions simultaneously. I tuck her into my side and wrap my arm around her waist, keeping my hand on her hip.
“Ryker! Who’s the woman?”
“Is it serious?”
“Are you ready for the Murphy fight?”
“Who will you be donating to?”
The reporters shout.
I can feel Whit’s body shaking, but the fear doesn’t manifest itself on the outside. Instead, her head is up, smile engraved on her face as she owns the steps she’s taking.
As we enter the room holding the event, I watch her begin to take it all in. Her eyes scan everything—ceiling, walls, tables, lights. She’s taking notes. Mentally, I laugh, knowing her work flows in her blood, following her everywhere.
Large round tables fill the area in front of the stage with curtains lit up with orange and blue. There are bars on each side with everyone standing and mingling amongst each other to our right.
I hate mingling.
I lead us to the closest bar and order her a prissy little drink and me a rum and coke.
 
I spot Brian and his wife, Melissa, heading toward us. He grins and slaps my shoulder while shaking my hand. “Fashionably late as usual,” he says.
I ignore it and tap his jaw. “What’s growing on your face?” I chuckle. “Melissa get tired of your ugly looks and force you to cover it up?”
“It’s sexy,” Melissa says.
I bend, kissing her on the cheek. “Beautiful as always,” I tell her and then bring Whitney front and center to introduce her.
Whitney blinks something envious out of her eyes and then shakes both their hands. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Brian looks between the both of us and then lands on me with concern soaking his face. “Listen. Before you stumble onto him, I need you to keep your cool.” That’s entreating. “Levi’s here.”
His name has my pulse jack hammering in my ears, and my blood surging with a wicked adrenaline rush. 
“Oh really? And I’m sure you’re just finding this out?” I fire off with harsh sarcasm.
“Behave yourself,” he reproaches. “I knew if I told you there was a possibility of you not showing up.”
“You should know me better than that.”
He drops an eyebrow low. “I know you well enough. Murphy’s here too.”
I blow a breath. “I expected that. You always find pleasure in forcing me into the same room with my next fights.”
“Most fighters get along well,” he says condescendingly.
I laugh. “What do you want me to do? Have a tea party? You know I don’t play well with others.”
Brian points, his eyes scolding me. “Ryker. I mean it. Behave tonight.” He pans to Whit. “Make sure he mingles.”
“I’ll do my best. It was nice meeting you.” she replies, but knowing her the way I do, it’s forced politeness.
Whitney waits for them to walk off before asking, “How the heck do you get away with talking to your manager like that?”
I take a swallow of my drink, hoping it’ll release the tension in my jaw. It doesn’t. “We’re each other’s pay checks. He needs me just as much as I need him. He’s been with me for a while. I’m sure by now he knows how I am.”
 
I haven’t spotted Levi while we make our way to different cliques of people to make my presence here known. Most of the people we speak with are here from different organizations and although I know to play nice with them, Whitney is my shining star, knowing exactly what to say and how to handle them.
I need a refill and at least twice the strength of the first drink. I excuse us from the group of men and start back to the bar. And that’s when I spot them—the MMAT’s finest ring girls ambling their rears in their flashy and classless dresses our way.
I hum, bending my head slightly to Whit. “Please remember this trash isn’t my style.” My warning barely has time to exit my mouth, when Allison, the biggest hussy of them all, reaches us.
“If it isn’t the Striker,” she says seductively. “Long time no see.”
“Not nearly long enough,” I deadpan.
She doesn’t even flinch. “You know they scheduled Emily here for your fight with Nick. She’s new.”
“You’re hanging with the wrong people,” I inform the dirty blonde with round green eyes.
Her gaze scans over me and she bites the side of her lip, flipping her hair off her shoulder. “They told me you were pretty hot. They never said you were drop dead gorgeous.”
I almost roll my eyes, but instead smirk. “I retract my statement. You fit right in.” I glance back to Allison. “Is there no fresh meat around for you to bother? I hear your better half is here.”
She laughs her flirty, breathy, disgusting laugh and continues to ignore the woman my arm is wrapped around. “You used to love my company.”
This makes me laugh. “I’ve never enjoyed anything about you.”
“You’ve been waiting for me,” Emily states.
It jolts Whitney a bit. “I’m sorry. Do you not see me standing beside him?”
All the girls give her a once over. “We’ve all stood at his side a time or two,” Tanya, the jerky redhead, says.
Whitney clears her throat. “Let me rephrase it. I’m the woman going home with him.”
Allison’s giggle is malicious and flaunts why she reigns high with the jerk hussies. “Usually the girls at his side do.”
“Have you?” I bite.
Allison’s eyes narrow, but she says nothing. That’s new. I didn’t know she had a mute button.
“Have any of you?” I add. “That’s why you’re all here single without a man at your side. Gold diggers don’t get perused. Not by anyone with intelligence, anyway.”
Huffs, puffs, and glares fill the space before me and they all storm away.
Thank idiot.
“Well, that worked,” Whitney giggles, squeezing my arm watching the pissed ring hussies leave.
I exhale my annoyance. “You better have thick skin with them. Some of them are known for creating nasty ruckuses.”
“Not a job I’d like to have.” She takes a small sip of her drink. “I know I’m going to regret this, but have you slept with any of them?”
“None of them or the rest of them. Never a ring girl. They get passed around. I’m not up for sloppy seconds.”
“Ryker!” Brian calls from a distance off to my right and waves me to join him.
Nick Murphy stands beside him and Brian zeroes in on me with an ardent stare. “They want a few pictures of you two interacting. Play nice,” he adds.
Murphy looks more like a personal trainer you’d see at your local gym with a side job at a coal mine. He’s clearly fought in a few blood baths as scars from previous wounds litter his cheek and forehead. You’d think he’d protect his face better than that. 
His unshaven, scruffy jaw shifts as his dark broody eyes narrow to me.
I plaster a fake smile. “Is this where we have a tea party?” I cut my view to Brian.
“Is that what little jerks like you do?” Murphy spouts off.
Rumors of him and Levi joining forces explode in my face as the cocky jerk steps up beside Murphy with the biggest trash eating grin on his face. “Tea parties? No, he prefers Barbies.”
I shoot Brian a warning glance as red flickers in my vision and black tugs at the corners. This isn’t going to end well. Not a chance.
Paige stands quietly to the side in a pastel teal dress. Apprehension swirls in her eyes.
“Still wasting your time with him?” I ask, homed in on her.
She rocks back on her heel, jamming her hand in her hip. “Not here, Ryker.”
“Glad my name still sounds good coming from your mouth.” I smirk.
“Ryker.” Brian tenses. He should’ve known better than this. He should’ve seen this coming. He knows how deeply I despise this little idiot.
Levi jerks her beside him, spreads his stance wide, and expands his chest like I should care. “Still dreaming about my wife?”
I smirk in disbelief. “Far from it.” I tighten my grip on Whit’s waist.
Levi’s face lights up with laughter as it slides to Whitney. He grins at her, tilting his head with forged concern. “You shouldn’t be hanging with him. A piece of trash like him doesn’t deserve a spot on the bottom of your heels, sweetheart.”
“I get a hard-on when you talk about yourself like that,” I bite.
Levi nods to Murphy. “My boy here is going to mess up your last chance at the pros.”
Smugly, I tip my chin to him. “You scared to be in the ring with me again?”
“I’ve proven my point with you.”
“From what I hear, you’re just a trained-up sparring partner. I look forward to an easy training day,” Nick chimes his jerk self in.
“Guys,” Brian tries again, but none of us pay him a blasted ounce of attention.
There’s so much animosity in the air, so much hatred crackling between us, I can feel it in my bones and in each steady breath I take.
“I’ll see you again in the ring. You can bet on it,” I promise.
Levi chortles. “You’ll make an ugly rear ring girl.”
“At least I won’t be one you’ve slept with,” I deadpan.
It lights a fire in his eyes. His jaw ticks. I love knowing I get under his skin.
He tips his head. “Does she know how vengeful you are? How malevolent and dirty you’re willing to stoop just for a weak advantage? I bet if she knew the boy you are, the pussyfooted little punk you are, she’d run away and find a real man.”
“Is that why Paige came running to me?” I smart off abrasively.
The fire I lit in Levi explodes and he lunges, connecting a right hook into my jaw. I counter with a left jab and reciprocate the right hook, landing it precisely against his cheek. It snaps his head to the side, but only briefly, and he wraps me up. I’m able to land a few shots into his ribs before we’re violently ripped apart and away from each other.
Two people are pulling me by each shoulder while Brian is in my face, pushing me backward, yelling something I can’t hear.
Nick and Paige have Levi by the arms yanking him away from me.
“Forget you!” Levi shouts. “I’ll murder you in the ring. You want another shot? I’ll bring my rear back to your level just for another easy win.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be in your ring soon. Your lucky shots won’t win it next time,” I ground out so viciously it burns my throat. 
“Lucky?” He rips his arms from Nick and straightens his blazer. “Ignorant mongrel. I won that. The superior won.”
“Calm the heck down,” Brian barks and I shove him to the side.
“You better prepare yourself for a storm.”
Levi throws his hand up, dismissing the situation, grabs Paige’s hand, and shoves off in the opposite direction. 
I catch Paige looking back over her shoulder at me and I scowl before shifting my glare to Brian.
“Get the heck off me.” I rip my arms from the guys at my side. 
“Save that trash for the ring,” Brian says shoving me for the last time.
With both fists, I grab his collar and pull him to my face. “You should’ve known better,” I scathe. “That was dirty and you know it, you dirty mongrel.”
“Chill out, man.” He tucks his tail.
I drop him. “Put your hands on me again, and I’ll light your rear up.”
 
I spin around to grab Whit and get the heck out of here. Her hands are over her mouth, eyes huge with fear, standing several feet away from where I was about to murder Levi. I jerk her beside me and stride through the gawking crowd, out the front door.
She’s struggling to keep up with me, her heels clicking quickly as I storm through the parking lot full of limos, just begging for Levi to be here. I rip open the door and she slides in.
She sits away from me and doesn’t say a word as we make our way back to the hotel. The elevator ride is just as quiet. I’m invisible to her.
Immediately, pushing through the door of our hotel, she heads straight into the bathroom, shutting and locking the door behind her.
I’m still too pissed to care.
I shrug out of my black blazer and toss it on the couch. I’m boiling with anger. Hostility prickles my skin. My knuckles are thirsting for his blood.
I don’t know how long it is when she finally reemerges from the bathroom, but just the sight of her—in lounge pants, one of my t-shirts swallowing her whole, and her hair in a messy rear bun—melts all the anger away.
I step to her and peer down. “I’m sorry…for that.”
My apology has no effect. She scowls “What was that?”
“He and I have an ugly past.” I’m begging the will to keep my temper in check.
“An ugly past? That felt like much more than just an ugly past, Ryker.”
I start to say something, but she cuts me off.
“I might not know all the ins and outs of this sport, but I know what I saw. That didn’t start over hatred in the competition. That wasn’t a grudge between victory and defeat. Those shots were directed to his wife for the sake of a double-sided blow.”
I blink to her and puff a laugh. “She’s so stupid.”
“Why? Because she married him? Or because she’s not with you.”
I snap my head to her, anger beginning to rise back into my chest.
“So all the ‘mine’s bigger than yours’ stems from fighting?” she asks.
I sigh, raking my hands over my face. “I told you we’ve never liked each other. He’s an arrogant idiot.”
Her laugh reminds me of something more corrupt, less of her. “You realize you have no room to talk? You made yourself look just as bad.”
“Don’t you compare me to him. He took the first hit,” I growl.
“You took the first low-blow by talking trash to his wife. What’s with her?”
I don’t answer her and walk back into the living room.
She’s on my heels. “Answer me, Ryker.”
I don’t. I’m not having this conversation.
“Does he have something you want?” Her tone is acidic. “Or are you that much of a mongrel just like he said?”
Something inside of my chest snaps. My world rises in red while the black pulls into the corners. My pulse leaps to my temples and thunders in my ears. I stalk to her, rage vibrating my entire body, and bend, leveling my enraged glower on her. “He didn’t take the pros from me. I gave it to him by pissing on his territory. You want the truth?” I spit. “I am a dirty mongrel pushing myself into her life after the jerk cheated on her. She was vulnerable and I preyed on it. Except that trash blew up in my face.”
She tries to back away, turning on her heel to leave, but I snatch her hand, jerking her back to face me. “You wanted to know so badly. Stand here and listen to it.” I grit through my teeth. “I mended her heart, helped her through all the tough times, but I’m the bad guy. I pissed caution in the wind.”
“Does he still have something you want?” Her voice shakes.
“Yeah. The contract that should’ve been mine. The bout I should’ve won, but I was too far up my own rear. I gave him that fight. I hurt myself,” I snarl, constricting my fists so tightly at my side, pain trickles into my fingertips.
She blinks to me, her eyes laced with concern and hurt. “She’s the one who broke your heart?”
Her voice is tender and it lifts the cloak of anger…slightly. Light flickers back in, forcing the blackness to dissipate. I glance to my tightly coiled fists, release them, and blink back to her. “No,” I say more even-tempered. “She’s the one who reminds me of how pathetic I am and how dirty I can get.”
We exchange a stare—hers innocent and heartbreaking, mine defeated and pissed—before I walk away.
“I’ll be back.” It’s the last thing I say before slamming the door behind me.
 
I take the elevator to the top of the hotel and tear out of it before the doors finish sliding open. I pace, punching the air in front of me, fuming, wishing for something more solid to land my knuckles on. I drop into a black metal chair tucked off into the corner, rest my elbows on my knees and stare into the night sky. The air is crisp, the breeze is cold, and it’s doing nothing to calm me down.
I’ve never forgiven myself for what I did. I went against everything I stood for and got involved with someone else’s issues for my own benefits. Paige was off limits and I knew it. Instead of manning up, I stepped down. It started out as a way to rile Levi up, force him into submission. I chewed on the edge of her vulnerability…intentionally. I manipulated the situation. But then things took a turn when I started seeing who she was, little by little, and liked what I saw.
I’m trained to see things most don’t. It’s been ingrained into my memory, forced into my day-to-day living to see things happening before they do. I was baffled when I crossed the line with Paige. Stunned as I watched her run away from me. I never saw that trash coming. Never calculated the reaction. In the middle of trying to do vile things, I got so caught up in the mess, I smeared trash into my own eyes.
When I found out the pitiful mongrel somehow weaseled himself back into her life, I jumped on the scum train and used it to my advantage. Or so I thought. 
I stooped to a new low, to a person I’ve never been, and lashed out in the middle of a bout, trying to wound him emotionally. You can’t fight with emotions and I was going exploit his, stun, and dominate him. Instead, I felt my own self-worth shatter from my own distain. I messed myself up.
And felt like a scummy jerked mongrel.
 
Simmered down and collected, I quietly step back into the room. Her hair is fanned out behind her as she sleeps in the empty king-sized bed, arm thrown over a pillow where I should be.
She’s angelic.
I messed up.
I slip out of my clothes and into the bed with her, gently kissing her arms.
“I’m sorry,” I say in between kissing her skin. “I’m so sorry, Whit.”
She stirs and grabs my cheeks, pulling my face to hers. “Is there something I need to be worried about?”
“No.” It’s the sober truth. “I’m sorry.” I drop my head.
There’s silence as she sits up and grabs my hand. “You’re not pathetic. You made a mistake. Everyone makes them. I hope you learned from it.”
I don’t reply. I learned more about myself than I care to admit.
“That man you were tonight…that wasn’t you. You painted yourself as some sort of colossal heartless jerk and you lost your focus. I’m the privileged one who sees you for you. I get the real you. But tonight, you lived off your scars. You fed the anger and hurt all the while failing to see you only injured yourself.”
Again, I don’t say anything, staring at the ruffled sheet, scared—yes, petrified—to look her in the eyes.
“I get it. You have to be Ryker the Striker for the sport, but the Striker can stay in the cage. He isn’t allowed to show up anywhere else.”
“It’s who I am, Whit,” I say.
“No. It’s who you portray.”
“It’s the name of the game.”
“I’m not playing a game, Ryker. The man I’m in love with and who loves me would never scare me like that.”
Her words deflate me. “I don’t deserve you.”
She raises my head and feathers a few kisses on my cheek. “You do. But I promise, if you ever do that to me again, it’ll be the last time you see me. I won’t stand for it.”
“I’d rather cut off my hands before hurting you.”
She kisses me tenderly and then leans back serious. “You’re forgiven, but don’t you dare think about sex tonight.” 
I blow a chuckle. “I’ll change your—”
“You won’t. You’ll go to bed and keep your toe to yourself.” She slides back down and pulls the covers up to her neck.
I shove my arm under her and pull her back into my chest, resting my head against her. “I hate dog houses.”
“Then keep yourself out of them.” She wins.
 
 



Chapter 24
 

What a freaking whirlwind of a weekend. Seeing the demands of Ryker’s past haunt him broke my heart. It never occurred to me he had any because he carries himself with no regrets. Through his eyes, I could see all his anger and pain, all the hurt and disappointment in himself for sinking so low. He demoralized himself and loathed it. I didn’t have the heart to ask him why he did it. Why, if he’s so sure of himself, would he do it?
He’s not mentioned it since the morning after, only apologizing again for yanking me back to him. Even with the evil glazing his eyes, I didn’t feel scared of him. Just scared for him.
We walk through the door and he takes my bags down the hall to my bedroom. I reach in the fridge for something to drink but it’s interrupted by my phone ringing.
“I’m starting to feel like you’re hiding from us,” my mom says.
“No, Mom. I’ve just been really busy.”
“That boyfriend of yours is taking a lot of my little girl’s time,” she says like I don’t already know it. “I’m still waiting on the day we get to meet him. Why haven’t we met him? Is he there?”
Lie or not to lie to Mom? I hesitate. “He is.” 
“Then you need to do that video chat thing we’ve done before.”
I look to Ryker who has made himself quite comfortable on the couch and has no idea how afraid I am of this moment.
“Whitney?”
“Maybe another time, Mom.”
“Now is as good of a time as any other. Dan? How did you do the video call thing?” There’s shuffling noise.
Seconds later my phone beeps and I’m forced to accept the video call with a pulse rocketing in my chest.
Dad and his handsome silver strands cram into the frame with Mom, who is still denying the fact her hair is changing colors and keeps it auburn.
“There’s my princess,” Dad says.
“Hey, Daddy.”
“Where’s this boyfriend of yours you’ve been dating forever and keeping away from us?” Mom says loudly, looking into the background.
I glance to Ryker and he’s grinning, amused.
“Mom…” I grumble.
She gasps. “He isn’t as good looking as you’ve made him out, is he? It’s okay, Whitney. As long as he’s good to you.”
“Mom!”
“Diane,” Dad laughs.
Ryker is getting a kick out of this. He sits up and pats the couch beside him. There isn’t any getting out of this now.
I exhale and drop beside him. “Mom. Dad. This is Ryker.”
You’d think I would be more excited about this, but I’m not. There are things I’ve omitted to them about him because…well, I know they won’t understand.
“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Young,” Ryker smiles.
“You’ve taken all my daughter’s time. What do you have to say for yourself?” Mom tries to sound serious, but instead snickers. 
She’s never been good at keeping a straight face. When I was younger and she would fuss at me for something, I would intentionally make funny faces to have her crack. I learned young, you can’t get in as much trouble when your parents crack. But this also changed the roles. Dad became the disciplinarian. And him fussing at me broke my heart more than anything. I hated for him to be disappointed in me.
“That I’m enjoying it, and I also apologize,” he replies.
“You need to talk her into bringing you here for dinner,” Mom says. “Whitney, you need to bring him to dinner. Ryker, honey, are you allergic to any foods?”
I snort at the “mom” question. “I’ve been busy, Mom,” I remind her.
“You’re never too busy for us, Princess,” Dad says. “It’s quite an interesting hairdo you have.”
“Oh my goodness,” I mumble dropping my head into my hand. “You wonder why I haven’t brought him around.”
“What’d I say? I’m just asking the boy about his hair,” Dad says.
“Dan, stop it. You’re embarrassing her.” She smacks dads arm. “You do have pretty eyes. Dan, did you see them? Whitney said you did.”
“Come on,” I whine my groan.
Ryker chuckles.
My parents are incredibly supportive and caring. They love and support me with all their might, but they’ll embarrass the trash out of me in a heartbeat without a care in the world.
 “Ryker, right?” Dad asks. “Tell me about yourself.”
I jump in with a rush to divert the conversation. “Can’t we save this for when you meet him in person? Why badger him to death over the phone?”
“What do you do for a living, son?” Dad ignores me.
“He owns a gym, dad. I’ve already told you that,” I interject and immediately Ryker’s eyes cut to me. I think he’s figured it out…
“He is pretty buff. You said he was muscular,” Mom says. “Let’s set up a dinner for next weekend or the weekend after. Whichever works the best. We’re always home, except Dan has golf things, but that’s during the week,” Mom rambles.
With very clear intent, Ryker says the words I feared. “I’ll be unable to since I have a fight coming up.”
My breath gets caught in my throat. My stomach drops along with my mouth, and I slump my shoulders. Dang it.
Mom’s eyes widen and Dad’s jaw sets with a hard stare. “A fight?” Mom gasps. “Why on earth are we fighting? When did we start planning out fights? Back when I was younger, we’d—”
“You’re a fighter?” Dad’s tone is stern and straightforward.
Ryker nods. “Yes.”
“Mom, what time do you want us—” I start, but Dad shuts me up.
“Whitney, cut the trash and quit interrupting.” He chastises me with so much harshness, I blink back the tears he just threatened. “What kind of fighter? A boxer?”
“No, sir. I’m an MMA fighter,” Ryker tells him and I want to grab the phone and hang up on the conversation. Ryker has no idea how cold my dad can be but he’s about to get the full wrath.
Dad clears his throat. “Whitney failed to mention that. You own a gym too?”
Ryker nods.
“You own a gym and you’re a fighter? Sounds like a busy schedule. How exactly does Whitney fit into your fancy picture?”
 “I’ve managed to balance everything. We work out together, spend our down time together, and she comes with me to my events.”
Dad’s silver eyebrows furrow. “You take my daughter to your fights?”
“I have.”
“And she has to watch you get hurt and all the violence unfold in front of her? It’s a bit selfish of you to make her do that, don’t you think?”
“Dad. He—”
“I don’t force her to do anything, sir,” Ryker interrupts with resent. “She’s not coerced in any way. She supports me in the sport I’m passionate about.”
“What happens if she’s put in a compromising situation?”
“I’m there to handle it.”
“And if you’re not?”
“She’s never left alone. My brother stays by her side when I’m not. She’s in good hands.”
Dad’s disparaging glare causes me to swallow hard. “Whitney’s a good girl. Always has been. And I know when she cares for someone, she puts them first, which is why I’m sure we don’t hear from her often. She’s been busy keeping up with your schedule and forgetting her roots. I’m going to level with you, Ryker. I’m not too keen about my daughter dating a man like you. She’s softhearted and caring. She has a heart like her mother’s, compassionate and empathetic. You obviously don’t know my daughter the way you should. Having her watch you? You’ve apparently not gotten too badly hurt if she’s still beside you. One spit of blood and you’ll have her in tears.”
“Si—”
“I wasn’t done,” Dad scolds and heat rises to my cheeks. “She might be tolerant, but she has strength. That she gets from me. I’m positive you have a strict schedule with all types of sorts. I’d hate to know my daughter is missing out on things because she has to adhere to your lifestyle. She might tolerate your selfishness, but I don’t. I don’t want my daughter hurt, mentally or physically.”
Ryker digs his fingers into his knee, his expression resting with a sheen icy-cold stare. He takes a shaky breath. “You have nothing to worry about. I don’t get in the way of the things she enjoys.”
“Do you sleep around on her?”
“Dad!” I lash out. “This conversation has gone on long enough. It’s over. I love you and mom. I’ll call you later.”
I end the call. Half of me wants to cry from embarrassment. The other half is shaking with anger. “I am so, so sorry.”
“You didn’t tell them? Are you ashamed I’m a fighter?” His tone is sharp.
“No. I’m not ashamed. I just wasn’t ready for my dad’s reaction.”
“How well do you adhere to your parents’ standards?” There’s a glimmer of concern in his tone. “Daddy’s little girl? He despises me.”
I titter. “It’s the initial shock, that’s all. He’ll warm up to you. It doesn’t change how I feel about you.”
He studies me for a moment. “You know I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, right?”
“I know I’m safe with you.”
He tugs me onto his lap and kisses me so softly. Then he pulls back meeting my eyes. “I can’t promise you how my fights are going to be. They’re unpredictable in every aspect and there’s always a chance things can go wrong. Things can get bloody. I can get pretty banged up. Are you going to run away from me again?”
I shake my head. “No.”
He grunts closing his eyes. “I hate how much control you have over me. Your feelings are my feelings. You’re entirely paralyzing.”
I kiss his chin. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
When his eyes open, they’re swirling with emotion. “You have too much of me, but I keep wanting to give you more. I’m not perfect by no means, but I want to be your perfect.”
He wraps my neck and pulls me to his mouth. His tongue sweeps against mine, and he groans, pulling me down into his erection. 
Internally, I know he struggles with balancing sensitivity and possessiveness. Too much sentimental emotions turn him into an aggressive virile madman while too much commanding aggression knocks him down a notch or two. It’s a constant battle.
He’s turbulent, stuck in a purgatory of heart and emotions, good and bad, fighting to remain arrogant and stoic.
 
 



Chapter 25
 

The week has been blurry, obscured by long strenuous days of training and time lacked with my girl because of it. Thankfully, she’s supportive and understands this fight is important. 
Semi-finals.
I’m determined. Aiming to win. Intent to mark my spot in the sport because I’m climbing, refusing to fall again. Not this time.
Whit had a corporate breakfast meeting event to do before we could jump on the plane. I wasn’t leaving her behind, so we flew into Atlanta at four in the afternoon. Which had us rushing to get situated.
At the weigh-ins last night, I said nothing. I kept my cool even when idiot Murphy told me Levi sent his regards. It caused my jaw to tick, fueled my hatred, but I only offered a conceited smirk. The stare down was hostile. I felt the urge to pummel the jerk right there on stage, but Whitney’s strength prevailed. That’s right. My girl forces me to want to do better.
It’s a phooy situation.
 
Kyce finishes the last turn of fabric around my wrists and grabs the hand pads to warm me up. I’ve got an hour before I go out and it’s not hurrying to get here. Whitney sits in the corner, fiddling between her phone and hands, occasionally flicking her worried eyes up at me. She’s fiercely trying to keep her worries hidden from me, but I know every fleck, every strand of colored portion of her eyes. Therefore, I know anxiety is gnawing its way from the depth of her stomach.
And as much as I want to comfort her, I can’t. Not right now. I can’t lose my focus.
Abruptly, the door slams open, causing a loud thud to echo through the room, and we all swing around, fully ready to engage in war.
“Where’s little toe?” I hear his voice before I see his grinning face.
Matt strides in like he owns the place—shoulders back, wanna-be chest poked out. It’s been a year since I’ve seen him and he hasn’t changed a bit.
“Pecker-frigging-neck.” I drop my hands to my side.
He gives me a one-armed hug, clapping my hand. “Dude, you’ve gotten swole since I’ve seen you last.”
“And you’ve missed the gym for months,” I chuckle. “What are you doing here?”
“Surprise.” He throws his arms out to the side. “You think I’d miss your semi-finals?”
“When did you get into town?”
“Early as trash this morning,” he replies.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? We could’ve met up.”
He shakes his head. “I didn’t get up until late. Working twelve hours, flying for two, and for three wears a body out.”
I laugh.
“Kyce!” he bro-hugs him. “Dang, it feels good to be back in the graces of the Hayes clan.”
“Where’s Holly?”
He throws his thumb over his shoulder. “With the other guy. Said she’s not allowed to like you. Girl code and trash.”
“As long as your douchebag rear hasn’t been swayed,” I say.
“The Hayes blood runs deep without running in my veins at all.”
I crook my finger, motioning for Whitney, and introduce the two.
Matt’s green eyes light up too far for my liking. “It’s nice to finally meet the girl who’s wrangled the idiot.”
Whitney smiles. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”
He rakes his view the length of her body. “I heard you were really pretty, but dang.”
“Matt,” I warn.
He slaps my chest. “Still the same ol’ Ryker. I’m just saying your girl was the talk of the apartment for a few days after your scuffle at the charity event.”
 “Are you here just to piss me off?” I ask feeling irritation beginning to boil in my blood.
“Dang right I am. I want you to kick Nick’s face off his cocky rear shoulders. He and Levi are too much alike.”
“You’re the one hanging with them,” Kyce says.
Matt curls his top lip. “Not a fat chance. The only time I’m around him is when Holly has something with Paige. They’re still leery of me. I don’t mind it. Can’t stand the mongrels.” He tips his head to Kyce. “Care if I grab the pads and warm you up?”
“You’re not going to the other side with information, are you?” Kyce asks dead serious.
It strikes a nerve with Matt and he tenses. “Are you kidding me? I love my girl, but you’re my brothers first, except before sex. I’m not a spy, dude. Don’t make me regret coming in here.”
“You’ve been gone awhile. Just being cautious,” Kyce says handing over the gloves.
Although we all get along, Matt’s my boy. Has been for years. Kyce always tried to find his footing inside my circle of friends, but being the annoying little brother, he always got shoved out. I know he feels threatened right now.
Matt’s been in my corner since we were kids and knows the ropes, knows my moves, and knows when warming me up, I need a bit of a challenge back. He throws weak overhands and short jabs as I duck and weave, meeting the pads with my knuckles.
“You caused quite a scene a few weeks back,” Matt says quietly. “You even had Paige and Levi fighting.”
I flick my gaze to him. “Must’ve been in the air.”
“I’m serious, man. I don’t like Nick. He’s a shady character. He came to NC a few times to visit with Levi. He’s got a block on his shoulder and Levi’s pumping him up.”
“Never known Levi to join forces with another fighter. What’s the angle?” I hit the pads again.
“All I know is Nick replaced Katie after Levi quit her.”
Brian’s told me Cory, Levi’s manager, has him training to rake in more publicity, which equals more money for the both of them. Cory’s shady as trash with skeletons dangling in his closet, ones most of us know about. He’s money hungry as idiot and will go to any lengths to get what he’s hungry for. 
“Your girl is—”
I smack him upside the head, cutting the end of that off. “Keep your toe in your pants.”
He chuckles. “Can I sing the pussy-whipped song yet? You seem to be deep in that trash.”
Nothing else is said and we continue to work each other. Back and forth, we trade our punches, moving quickly to get away from the strikes thrown, and before too long, he’s gassed out.
Kyce shoves his shoulder. “Need me to show you how a real man does it?” He takes the pads from him and I laugh.
“How long are you here?”
“Tomorrow. I’ve got to work Monday.”
“Still pedaling that trash job? My offer still stands,” I tell him.
Years ago, I offered for him to work at RingSide and when I had fights for him to come and be my equipment boy. I’d pay him much more than he makes at his seven-to-seven job, but he won’t take it.
“Just as serious as you are with your girl, I am with mine. I’m not leaving her. Long distance doesn’t sound appealing. How are you doing it?”
I tighten my lips. “I’ve kept it all at the gym.”
There’s a knock on the door—two distinctive knocks announcing I better be where I need to be because I’m up next.
Matt slaps my shoulder. “I’ll be rooting for you loud and very clear, regardless of who I’m standing beside. Don’t go soft on him. I want blood. And his head across the ring.”
I nod and he exits the room.
 
I make my way to Whitney, ready to deploy my plan. She’s stands and offers a weak but strong smile.
“How much are you wagering on the other guy?” I say low keeping our conversation to us.
She grins. “My life savings.”
I arch my brow. “You’re going to rely on me to pay your bills?”
She rolls her eyes. “Not happening.”
“I have a wager for you.” My heart thunders in my ears.
She rocks back on her heel all sassy. “And that is?”
“I win, you say yes.”
Her eyes bug out and her mouth parts. “Wh-what are you asking?”
I smirk leaving the options open. “Read as far into it as you want. Do we have a deal?”
She blinks but nothing’s coming out.
I kiss her lips. “Is it an ante you’re willing to wager?”
She etches the tattoos on my chest before finally answering me. “Yes.”
I crush into her lips, kissing her hard and when I pull back, she’s breathy.
“Stay with Kyce,” I gruff, shrugging into my shirt.
 
She leaves on Kyce’s arm with swollen red lips. 
I inhale a deep breath. When you know it’s right…you know it’s right.
 
Adrenaline bursts through my limbs as the crowd screams for me when I step through the entrance and into the arena. Lights, music, fans—it’s an instant hype-the-heck up. The energy zips over my skins, slamming into my muscles. I’m pulsing with anticipation, throbbing with eagerness.
I shadow box, bouncing on the balls of my feet. Fans stretch with their hands out, begging for just a tap from me. I hold my hands out to grant them their little fantasy.
Making my way to the ref, I tug my shirt over my head. With my arms to my side, I close my eyes and allow the music to flow while he pats me down.
Nick Murphy’s face is front and center in my vision. He stands between me and the championship fight. And now, I added more fuel to my fire, by placing him between Whitney and me. She has no idea what she said yes to but knowing she did gives me added desire to destroy this little punk.
I step into the octagon and circle it to my side where Daniel and Flynn wait on the outside. My sights land on Whitney and I wink before pulling my attention back at the task at hand—annihilate Murphy. I’m locked and loaded ready to end his journey.
I am his nightmare.
The lights kick off, everything fades to black. Orange strobes begin to scatter across the crowd. I ignore his entrance, keeping myself in the zone. One slip, one small trip up is nothing I’m willing to risk.
He comes up the stairs and bends to say a prayer—one I know he’ll need—and jumps straight up, pulling his knees into his chest, and sprints around the cage like he owns it. He’s dead wrong. I own this idiot.
The ref calls us to the center of the octagon to go over the rules. They never change. Always the same repetitive set. After, he tells us to tap gloves and back up.
We don’t.
My body is vibrating, ready for war, anticipation coiling my muscles as I wait for my favorite word…
“Fight!”
Everything in my peripheral is gone. The crowd disappears. There aren’t any judges. The darkness steals the sound. Blackness blankets it all, erasing everything except my intended target. 
He circles me, sizing me up before he finally sends a kick to my thigh. I feint, moving out of its path as he returns a few weak-handed left jabs. I move from them too.
“He’s trying to let you wear yourself down. Don’t let him!” Levi’s voice penetrates the shadows.
He’s right. I don’t need to waste all my energy breaking Murphy down when he’s doing it for me.
There’s a twitch in his hip, a flit of his eyes. I see the punch just before he fires it and step off to the left, preventing any impact. Shuffling in, I land a jab, followed by a right hook. He stumbles, giving me the perfect opportunity to pounce with furious punches. He blocks with his hands, weaving back and forth, before scampering away to steady himself. It only takes a fraction of a second and he’s back, rushing into me, and tags me with a nasty right hook.
It stuns me. Rattles my head.
Knowing I’m dazed, he advances, but I fire off solid punches, several making contact with his jaw, to keep him at a distance. When he backs up, it gives me the time I need to regain myself, and I launch an assault of precise jabs, overhands, and hooks. He panics, hurling sloppy rear punches, not landing any solid ones, until I’m met by a vicious right slam into my face.
Bright balls of light flicker. The distinctive sound of my skin splitting echoes within the walls of my skull, but I don’t have much time to think because he wraps me up, rushing me against the fence. Hot blood drips from my face, splattering drops onto his back. He’s bent, shoulder at my waist with my arms within his hold. I yank, trying to release my arms, but he’s relentlessly hanging on, and in one messed up position.
I pull and he pushes trying to keep my arms at my side and unable to be used. Using his momentum, I pull and just as expected, he pushes downward, but instead of nothing, he’s met by my knee slamming into his chest and ribs. Just as I hear the breath exit him, I slip my hand free from the entanglement of arms. He twists, trying to keep a good angle, but I see the opening I need.
Levi must’ve spotted it too because he shouts out the warning, “Watch his right!”
It’s too late. With fire raging from deep within my soul, I step in and slam a savage uppercut into Murphy. He limps out and then stumbles backward, dazed as idiot. I don’t hold back. I don’t allow for him to regain his footing. Instead, I unload a barrage of strikes—jabs, crosses, hooks—and when he drops to the mat, I’m right the heck on top of him, driving unmerciful and vicious combinations into his face.
His eyes roll.
His arms lax.
And the ref shoves me off of him.
A guttural roar of elation and victory storms from my throat as I raise my hands above my head.
Quickly, I drop my view to where he’s at. Levi’s eyes are murderous and zeroed in on me. His jaw muscles protrude as he stands there with his fists on the mat.
I point directly at him. “You wanted a battle? I’m bringing you a war.” I bellow out. “I’m coming for you.”
And then I’m swallowed whole by Daniel, Flynn, and whoever else. Daniel grips my jaw, trying to steady it for the cutman who is pressing against the bridge of my nose.
Energy. Adrenaline. It’s all still surging through me, so intensely I feel like I’m going to detonate, erupt from it.
It takes a few moments to hustle the announcer in and move the people out of the way. The ref stands between us, holding our wrists.
“Your winner by knock out in the first round at one minute twenty-three seconds, Ryker, the Striker.” Those words will never lose their punch.
As the ref raises my arm, rapture engulfs me, forcing a colossal sense of relief to shatter all my worries. I won.
Nick sticks his hand out for me to shake and I grip the mongrel, glancing to the jerk behind him. “You tell Levi I send my regards.” I smirk between the livid jerks before being pulled into the vulture circle of reporters. 
By the time I get back to the locker room, the gash on the bridge of my nose has been cleaned up, glued, and butterfly stitched. The wound is the least of my concerns. I’m focused on one thing.
I shove through the door and immediately my gaze finds Whitney. She perks up, her eyes pink and still damp, saturated in worry. She leaps to her feet and sprints to me. I’d like to say I’m composed, but I’d be a lying mongrel. I rush to her. She slams herself into me, wrapping her arms around my neck, and I lift her. Instinctively, she hooks her legs around my waist and I slam a kiss onto her lips.
I pull away, looking her in the eyes. “Pack your bags, baby. You’re coming home.” I grin like a mongrel.
 
 



Epilogue
 

I’m putting a rectangle vase full of gorgeous deep-pink lilies, white daisies, and purple daisy poms in the center of the counter when Ryker steps through the front door. His feet stop and he scans the room. While he was at work today, I decided to…decorate some more?
I had a picture of him from the Murphy fight blown up and framed, and I put it on the main accent wall of the living room. It’s right when he won, when he was submerged with elation. His fists are above his head, his eyes are screwed tight and the muscles in his neck protruding as he screams.
Okay. I might have also added curtains with indigo accents and a matching rug in front of the sofa to brighten up the living room too. And a tall floor lamp beside the couch. Possibly a few pictures of us on the bookshelf.
He scratches the back of his head. “What the heck have I done?” A deep laugh rumbles from his chest.
I prop my hip on the side of the counter and cross my arms. “That’s a way to thank me,” I snicker.
He stalks to me with long, quick strides and tugs me into his chest. Glancing to the flowers and then back to me, he chuckles again. “It’s dainty.”
“And you like it,” I counter.
“If it comes with you, I’ll like pink walls. Might not be happy about it, but I’ll deal.”
His gaze drops to my lips and he lifts me by my hips. Softly, he kisses me as he carries me to the couch. I brace to be dropped, but instead, he lays me down slowly, his body descending on top of mine. His fingers dig into the side of my head, brushing through my hair as he grips the back and pulls me closer.
I’m flooded with heated lust and he flexes his hips into my center. He loves winding me up with so much eagerness, I lose all reason. He tugs my lower lip as he pulls away and lifts me, tossing my shirt somewhere behind him as he tugs out of his own.
He shimmies my pants down my legs and pushes out of his. His fingers dip low between my folds and he inserts his finger, pushing in gently. I’m almost embarrassed at how ready I am for him. One look and he can get me ready without even touching me.
He poises his tip at my entrance and then thrusts in. We hiss simultaneously as he withdraws to the edge, shoving back in. I run my hands over his flexing taut muscles in his back and he dips his head to my neck, grazing the skin.
Cupping my breast, he nibbles the crook of my neck and a wave of heat begins drawing from my toes. His lips skim my jawline and he presses another kiss to my lips. I’m startled by the passion behind all of this. Ryker doesn’t do slow and easy, love and passion.
“I love the way you love me,” he whispers against my lips like he was reading my mind.
He shoves forward forcefully.
It’s his balancing act again—sentimental affection fighting the dominant.
His forehead drops to mine and he rocks unhurried, burying himself deeply, and drawing out slowly. He clutches my hand and pulls it to his chest clenching his jaw.
I hate he fights the battle, but love he does it for me.
Incredible intimacy submerges me, stirring the tremors. Sensing it, his pace begins to pick up.
He takes a shaky breath. “Whit. I can’t…” He grits his teeth combating the restraint of slow and easy. His eyes are a blaze, flaring with eagerness, and he shakes his head. Scorching heat slams me and I shove my head into the cushion, squeezing my legs into my glorious ride.
I moan, digging my nails into his back.
His restraint breaks, and he pushes up, pumping with powerful strokes. I thrash under him, writhing and begging for…I don’t know…everything. He moves my legs, forcing my knees to my chest and drives down with mind-blowing strides.
He grips the back of my neck and tightens down, pulling me into him as he thrusts. He’s grunting between his pumps. Everything coils back up, my muscles on the verge of erupting. He juts forward, surging into me, and I fall over the high cliff again.
He’s wildly bucking into me as he reaches his climax, stringing along a tirade while his muscles in his arms tighten with his drive.
He releases my legs and lowers his head to my forehead. “Love you, Whit.”
I’m lost in a sated fog when I smile up to him. “Love you.”
He shuffles behind me and wraps his arm under my shoulder, pulling me into him, my back on his chest, his head on mine.
“Out of all the pictures, you pick a bloody, twisted mess?” he says against my ear.
I shrug. “I like it. It speaks to me. Shows you overcoming a lot in your feat.”
He silences. 
 
For some weird rear reason, he wants to cook dinner. Ryker and cooking only screams the fire department is on the way. He’s baking something that smells divine in the oven and flipping shrimp in a pan when I enter the kitchen and wrap my arms around my waist.
“What’s all this?” I ask.
“Dinner.”
“I know that. But for what?”
He empties the shrimp onto a plate, glances up at the clock and turns to me. He kisses my forehead. “Well…” There’s a knock at the door and a relieved grin with a mixture of nerves slide across his face. “We have company.”
He walks with me and opens the door.
I suck in a sharp breath as my mom rushes in and hugs my neck, her purse swinging around and hitting my side. “Whitney!”
“Mom. What are you doing here?
Dad steps in and blankets me with a hug. I inhale the Old Spice I didn’t really know I missed so badly until now. “Ryker invited us.” His tone is scruffy.
Ryker sticks his hand out and shakes Dad’s hand before bending to hug mom.
“It’s nice to finally meet you,” Mom says with tears in her voice. “You’re a handsome man. Whitney, he’s really handsome.”
I grit an embarrassed smile. “Mom.”
“Ryker called and invited us to stay. We have a dazzling hotel. Thank you,” Mom says.
I look to Ryker confused and he peers down, confidence braiding with something rather shaky. “I’ve got some talking I need to do with your dad.”
He’s desperate for my dad to like him, to accept him for who he is. And knowing Ryker as well as I do…
He’s up to something.
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