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Long Version:

Cage fighting always came first for him... lan’s life is full of sacrifice.
His intense training schedule means brutal workouts, no drinking,
and worst of all, no pussy. But it's all worth it because he’s about to
go pro. When a tempting young nurse starts working at his gym, he
can't escape the dirty desires clouding his mind, and it's driving him
crazy. He'd love a taste, but he needs his focus now more than ever.

She’s kept her heart on maximum-security lockdown... Growing up in
foster care, MacKenzie learned early on that love was something
other people experienced, something she’'d seen but never felt.
When she meets sexy cage fighter, lan, she expects nothing more
than a one-night stand, but he walks away before they seal the deal.
Now she’d like to forget the night they almost hooked up. But she’s
just taken a job working at his gym, and despite her efforts to move
on, his allure is overpowering. When lan gets injured, they begin
working together on his rehabilitation, and their one-on-one physical
therapy sessions are so hot they sizzle, leaving them both desperate
for more contact. The battle for their love is about to become a fight
to the finish.
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One
lan
The worst part about training mode was the no-pussy rule.

My intense training schedule, brutal workouts, and strict diet were nothing compared
to the hell of not being able to satisfy my needy cock. | had a fight in less than a
week, which meant | wasn’'t going to see any action anytime soon, and the beautiful
girl bouncing before me pushed every button | had. Pornographic thoughts ripped
through my brain, making it difficult to concentrate on anything but the pulse
throbbing in my erection.

A one-way mirror in the office faced the gym'’s solitary treadmill. I’d come in to grab
adrink from the mini fridge and was in the office when MacKenzie arrived, so when
she jumped on the treadmill for her morning run, | figured | might as well sit for a
minute and take in the view. But it was such a fucking cocktease, | wanted to punch
someone.

Her body was a twelve out of ten. My dick was telling me to pull her hot ass off the
treadmill, take her in the shower, spread her legs, and give her the best fuck she'd
ever had.

MacKenzie was a treat for al the senses. From the breathy gasps of exertion pushing
past her parted lips, to the rhythmic way her tits bounced, and the delectable feminine
scent of deodorant and sweat | could smell whenever | was stupid enough to wander
near her.



Though it wasn't just about her fantastic tits and perfect ass. She had those in spades,
but there was more to her. | could see it in her now. When most people went for a
run, their faces relaxed and their eyes became unfocused as they zoned out. Their
body might be running, but their mind was somewhere else as they bobbed along to
their music.

When Kenzie ran, it wasn't just her body in motion. Behind her gentle expression
was a sense of determination. Initially | thought she was running away from
something, but there was no fear in her eyes, only clarity of purpose. No, she wasn'’t
running from anything, she was running toward something.

Strength and determination in a woman were sexy as hell. | added those attributes to
the list of things | liked about this girl, as if there weren't enough already. | loved
watching her push forward. Her confidence and her zing, combined with her...

Well, combined with her amazing tits. Perky and pam-sized, they were perfect. |
couldn’t stop watching them bounce as she ran, the same way they would bounce if
she rode me. Who invented one-way mirrors? | could fucking kiss them.

But I’d had my chance with her, and | screwed it up. Now she wouldn’t give me the
time of day.

So thiswas all | could do—sit and watch from afar. Or nearby, now that she worked
at the gym | trained in every single day. | should have switched gyms when she
started working here, but all my fights were set up through the owner, Chris. Besides,
Chris had worked hard to get me where | was today. Leaving him now that | was
finaly on the verge of breaking through would be adick move.

So | was stuck. Who could dream up a more frustrating hell?

MacKenzie



My morning run was always better if | had a good view from the treadmill. The free
weights were set up right next to my machine, and since | was at a mostly male gym
that focused on mixed martia arts fighting, my odds for having a great run were
excellent.

Today, however, the view was rather dismal. There were only a few guys lifting
weights, and they were featherweights. | hated to use the word scrawny with any of
these guys, because they all had serious muscle, but compared to the other guys at the
gym, they were a bit...smallish.

Since there was nothing good to look at while | ran, | zoned out. | couldn’t help it. At
only nine in the morning, a girl was allowed to mentally check out for a moment or
two. So | was startled when lan came out of the office just a few feet from me.
Almost fell off the dang machine.

The one-way mirror in the office looked right out onto the treadmill. How long had
he been back there? Not that he would have seen anything he liked. The prick.

Our eyes met for a second. His square jaw clenched and his cool blue gaze darted
away from mine. He rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. The small motion
emphasized the bulging arm muscles that came out of his shirtsleeve. | swallowed
and caught myself licking my lips. | hated that my body still wanted him, that | still
wanted him.

He paused for a moment next to the treadmill and chewed his lip as if he was
considering saying hello.

Keep walking, asshat.

Asif he’'d heard my thoughts, he started moving again up to the front of the gym.



Cade was here. | waved across the room to him. Every Saturday morning, Cade came
to spar with lan. It was cute how they worked at their little bromance, even though
Cade and Alexa were practically married and spent all their time together.

| saw Alexa every Thursday on our regular girls' night, but that was often the only
time I'd see her now that we no longer worked together at the hospital. | sometimes
worried that all it would take was Cade popping the question for her to be pulled
away from me altogether. | was used to saying good-bye to people, but Alexa had
been around so long, she was like family. The only family 1I'd ever had, realy.
Growing up in foster homes, I’d never had anyone who was a forever person, but
Alexawas close, the closest I'd come.

Um, and not in that way, either. | was into guys. And speaking of guys, my view had
just improved exponentially.

lan was in the practice cage with Cade, and they both had their shirts off. Mmm.
Cade—Mr. Former Porn Star—had a nice chest. | could see why they paid him to
takeit all off, but he wasn't really my type. He was such a nice guy. Who would have
thought the adult-film star who could pull off a four-hour erection would be such a
sweetie? Also, Alexa would kick my ass just for appreciating his nice pecs. Or she’'d

try, anyway.
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lan, on the other hand, | could hardly put into words. He trained here at the gym six
hours a day, six days a week, and had the body to prove it. His arms were rock hard,
and his shoulder and back muscles were defined and firm. | wanted to trace my
fingers along them and tickle his skin. And his abs—

Oops. | amost fell off the treadmill trying to see his abs. Anyway, his abs were
flipping solid. | didn’t know why they call them a six-pack since he clearly had eight
well-defined muscles there, and | would love to run my tongue over each and every
one of them.

Don’'t even get me started with his eyes. Cool blue, and always so serious and
business-like, but deep. Sometimes | thought back to that night, the way he looked at

me asif he was going to take care of me. Asif he'd never let anyone hurt me.

It was so easy to fall into his gaze that night and lose myself. It made me wish | could
get wrapped up in him again.

But | never would. Not after that night.
Two
lan

| was having a hard time not killing Cade. It was easier blocking his hits than it was
keeping him uninjured. “ Take out your tampon and fight, you pussy,” | taunted.

Now that he'd pretty much given up fighting, | could wipe the floor with him



blindfolded with both hands tied behind my back. But the guy was like a brother to
me, so | took it easy on him. Or at least, | tried not to send him to the ER.

Cade threw himself at me harder. “1 have documented proof that I’'m no pussy. |
know you've seen my videos. It's all there. All ten inches of lady-loving meat,” he
spat, hitting back at me verbally.

What a douche-rocket. He might be my best friend, but there was no way in hell I'd
ever watch one of his old porn videos. | shuddered at the thought.

He almost got a hit in. It was hard to pay attention when MacKenzie was running on
that damn treadmill. It was impossible to look away when she ran in those tight, ass-
hugging shorts and that tank top—the kind with a built-in bra that hardly supported
her beautiful tits as she bounced along.

| tugged at my own baggy shorts. Down, boy.

| knew it would be stupid to hire MacKenzie on as the gym medic. She was a
distraction. But when I’ d heard she was laid off from the hospital, | couldn’t stand the
idea of her being without a job, so I'd talked Chris into hiring her. Not that she knew
anything about my involvement with her employment here. It was better that she not
know.

But | wasn't the only one distracted by her. The minute she started, there was a spike
in fight-related injuries. | didn't know if her hot ass was distracting the guys, or if
they’d deliberately ramped up their machismo to gain her attention—and got
themselves hurt in the process. Hell, | wouldn’t have been surprised if the little shits
were faking injury just to steal some one-on-one time with her.

Cade socked me in the gut.



“Oof.” | fought for breath and clutched my abdomen, which smarted like a bitch. And
that was why you had to remain focused in the cage.

| turned my attention back to Cade, who was dancing around like a little boy, damn
proud of himself for that last hit. Good for him. “Y ou hit like a five-year-old,” | told
him, but he could tell | was still trying to catch my breath.

Cade smirked at me. “Maybe if you stopped thinking about your dick and got into the
fight, you wouldn’t be losing to a hobby fighter right now.”

Oh, it'son.

| bounced around him as | got my breathing under control, then charged him, picked
him up into a fireman’s hold, and took us both down to the mat. Still careful to not
kill the poor guy. | easily pulled him into a hold and applied pressure.
“Who'sapussy?’ | asked.

He twisted around. “You are,” he grumbled with a smile.

| applied more pressure. “Who’s a pussy?’

His face turned red, but he held out a few more beats before he couldn’t stand it
anymore. “l1 am,” he grunted through clenched teeth.

“Good boy.”

| released him and helped him back up on his feet. As we resumed sparring, |
happened to glance over to the treadmill again. The owner of the gym, Chris, had
stopped to talk to MacKenzie. He put his hand on her shoulder and leaned in. My
stomach clenched again, and thistime it had nothing to do with the earlier hit.



Cade took advantage of my newfound ADD and knocked me off my feet. Dragging
inadeep gulp of air, | tried to fend off the sting of pain | knew was coming.

MacKenzie

“Shit,” | shouted as | jumped off the treadmill and ran to grab my medic bag from the
office.

Cade had hooked lan in the jaw, sending him to the mat. I’d only been working at the
gym for a month, but I’d never seen lan fall before. | was so shocked, it took me a
second to realize why | was rushing over to him. He was still on the mat when | got
there, awake and wincing at the ceiling.

“lan,” | said, my voice unsteady. | put my hand on his chest, which rose and fell
rapidly from his heavy breathing, then leaned over him. “lan, are you okay?’

His eyes were open but he turned away, glaring at the wall as if he was pissed at
something. When he finally turned up to look at me, his anger faded.

My breath caught. It was the first time I’ d looked him in the eye since that night, and
| couldn’t believe how intense it was. He seemed so serious, and yet so in need of my
touch, that before | could restrain myself | put my hand on his cheek, brushing his
skin lightly with my thumb. His jaw was rough with stubble and sweaty from
fighting. Heat zinged up my arm as memories flooded my brain.
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“Are you hurt?’ | asked, not sure why he hadn’t yet responded. Maybe there was
something wrong. “lan?’ My voice shook again as | moved to check the rest of his
body, but he put up his gloved hand and turned my face back to his, making me lose
myself in his eyes once more.

“I'm fine, Kenzie,” he said in alow, raspy voice that made my insides melt. He took
my hand in his and squeezed it gently. His fingerless gloves allowed the tips of his
calloused fingers to scrape gently against the palm of my hand.

Then something changed in his eyes, and he pushed my hands away from him as he
chuckled. “Don’t worry, hon. | was just trying to give Cade a confidence boost.”

He laughed, dropped my hand, and sat up. Ignoring me, he rubbed his hand over his
short golden-brown hair as he looked at the floor, then turned his back to me and
stood up.

What the...?

Then | remembered why | was mad at lan, why I’d been burning him with icy glares
ever since that night. The night that | didn’t let myself think about.

“You redly do think you're all that, don't you?’ | said. “You don't need a nurse.
Your injuries are al mental. | can’'t help you, you need a shrink.” | got up and turned
to walk away as | fought back tears.

Damn, | was such a baby. Why couldn’t | just get over him? Why did | have to keep
on getting pulled back in? Maybe | should have never taken this job. Of course, being



near him was part of the draw, if | was being honest with myself.

The gym owner, Chris, came over and put an arm around me. “You okay,
MacKenzie?’

| nodded and balled up my fists, digging my fingernails into my palms. It was a trick
I’d learned to hold back the tears. | hated crying in front of people, showing them
how weak | was. The pain of my nails biting into my skin pulled me out of the
emotional drama and back to the real world.

“Sorry. | know | shouldn’t bring my personal crap into work. It won’t happen again.”
| moved to go, because | wanted to run to the bathroom and clean myself up, but
Chris stopped me.

“Don’t worry about it. Y ou know you can talk to me right?’ he asked.

| looked up at him. Chris had hired me last month, shortly after | was laid off from
the hospital. Cade hooked me up with the interview, even though | was pretty sure it
pissed lan off that | was here. Chris interviewed me and after hiring me, had oriented
me to the gym, but | still hadn’t spent that much time with him.

Chris was in his late twenties. Before he was injured, he fought as a heavyweight,
which meant he was the size of afrigging fridge. He needed a cane to walk now, but
that didn’t stop him from working out and keeping in shape. Whenever he had free
time from his appointments, I’d find him working out. His shirt more than hinted at
the firm muscles he maintained. His jawline was strong, and his head was shaved. |
preferred my men with hair, but he wore it okay.

He gave me asmile. “Why don’t we go out to lunch and you can tell me about it?’

lan



Cade's punch had caught me by surprise, knocking me off-balance, and | couldn’t
recover my footing so | went down. But apart from a sore jaw and bruised ego, |
would live. That didn’t stop MacKenzie from rushing over to check on me.

She leaned over me, resting gentle fingers on my bare chest. Her long honey-colored
hair brushed against my skin, and just like that, | was hers. Totally dumbstruck and
hers. | couldn’t even fucking talk.

But when my dick jumped up just as she turned to look at the rest of my body, | had
to stop her. That was all | needed, for her to see me with a post-knockout boner. Here
she was trying to make sure | wasn't hurt, and all | could do was get hard, as if she
were some piece of meat. That made me just as bad as all the other turds at the gym.
So I'd pulled her face back to look at me, only there was so much worry in her eyes,
and all | wanted to do was take her in my arms and hold her and tell her | was okay.

God, | should have. | wasanidiot. Why didn’t |?

| knew she didn’t want that, though. | traveled all the time for fights, and my career
would always come first. Kenzie wanted more than | could offer, and she certainly
deserved more. So | pushed her off. | turned and | sent her away, even though | knew
she would be hurt. Somehow, | channeled the shit-bag in me and hurt her.

| was such afucking dick.

And then Chris—I loved the guy, but he was a smooth bastard—was right there to
pick up the pieces.

“Why don’'t we go out to lunch and you can tell me about it,” Chris said. “Or we can
talk about something else entirely, if you'd rather.”

| held my breath, waiting for her answer. | wanted it to be no, but | knew it would be



yes.

“Sure.” She nodded.

“Great,” Chris said. “We can—shoot. | have an important conference call this
afternoon.” He put his arm on her shoulder and said, “Let’s make it dinner.”

That made me want to hit something. Hard. I’ d been hit so many timesin my life, but
nothing stung quite as much as hearing afriend ask out the girl you...

Okay, so | didn’t know exactly what she was to me. And maybe that was for the best.
It wasn't like Chris knew anything about me and her. Hell, it was probably a good
thing that Chris asked her out; maybe now | could forget about Kenzie. Besides, |
needed to focus on my upcoming fight. | didn’'t have time to worry about her. And
Chriswas a good guy. He would be good to her.

| could let her go. | should, even though it was the last thing | wanted to do.
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Three
MacKenzie
Would someone please tell me how the heck that happened?
One minute | was tending to lan on the floor, and the next minute | was agreeing to
go out with Chris, of all people. Sure, he was a nice guy, but I'd never thought of him
that way. Not at all.
When he' d asked me to have lunch with him, of course | said yes. Because that was
what you did when your boss asked you out for lunch. But then he switched it to
dinner.
S0 here | was, walking by the river after dinner with my flipping boss. The night was
cool and | had forgotten my sweater in his car, so | folded my arms in front of me to
stay warm.
“Areyou cold?’ he asked.

| nodded. “A little.”

He paused, took off his dinner jacket, and handed it to me. | shrugged it on. It was big
and warm, and smelled strongly of Old Spice. A bit too strongly.

“Thanks.” | started walking again, and Chris moved around me so that his cane was
on the outside.



“Do you mind if | ask what happened?’ | motioned toward his leg.

“No. Not at all. It wasafight.” He paused, then chuckled. “ Of courseit was afight.”

“When did it happen?’

“Just over two years ago. | was on the fast track to becoming a pro fighter, and my
manager lined me up with a guy—Billy Goat was his fighting name. He'd been
fighting pro for a while, but because of the way he fought, my manager was sure |
could take him. Heck, | was sure | could take him. Every defense weakness he had, |
was strong at that offense. | should have won.”

Chris stopped and leaned against the railing by the river. | wondered if his leg needed
a break, or if he just wanted to stop and admire the view. So | stopped and |eaned
against the railing alongside him.

“What happened?’

“1 was too cocky. | should have taken my time and waited for just the right moment
to strike, but instead | went in fast and eager to get it done. | wore myself out in the
first round, and by the second, | had become his punching bag.”

| looked at Chris. He was a head taller than me, even in my six-inch heels. | couldn’t
Imagine anyone turning him into a punching bag.

“He had me on the ground and was pummeling me. | should have tapped out of the
fight and given it to him, but | wanted the win.” He winced as if the memory of that
moment pained him more than anything. “I managed to wrench my way out of his
hold and get back up on my feet. | was so out of it at that point, | hardly remember a
thing other than trying to remain standing. And then there was an insane pain as he
came at my knee from the side, full force with hisfoot.



“His move was a foul, and lost him the fight. I won, but my knee refused to heal
properly. | won the first and last fight of my pro career.” He forced a chuckle, but it
looked like he wasn't quite ready to laugh about the whole thing.

“Wow,” | said. “You’'vetried physical therapy?’

“Too much scar tissue and not enough tendon left. It won't work right. | still do
exercises with it, but it'll never be back to where it was.”

He leaned forward and took my hand in his. For the first time that night, | didn’t feel
like | needed to pull away from him.

“It's al good, though. | found my calling. | opened up agym, and it turnsout I’'m a
much better trainer than | was afighter.”

Chris was a good trainer and well connected. I’ d heard the guys at the gym talk about
how his connections could help any good fighter work his way into the pro fighting
circles.

| looked at him, inspecting his face. He had a mostly smooth complexion with a few
freckles sprinkled across his slightly crooked nose. He couldn’t be more than five
years older than me, so he was maybe twenty-seven.

Could I like this guy? It had been awhile since I’ d dated anyone. | hadn’t met anyone
| really liked lately, but maybe | was just in a funk. Maybe | just needed to start
dating again, and the liking, the wanting, would come. The way Chris looked at me
told me he was more than game if | was.

“1 just secured lan hisfirst pro fight,” Chris said, his eyes lighting up with pride.

My heart filled with pride too. Pride for lan, who’ d been working so hard for this, and



he would finally get his break. “ That’s great,” | said.

“It's still two and a half months away, but we'll be heading to Vegas before you
know it.”

My mind flooded with thoughts of lan. How would he feel when he heard the news?
Most likely he'd play it off like it was no big deal. But he'd take this fight seriously
and redouble his training so that when it came time for the fight, he'd be ready. |
caught myself smiling at the thought.

Chris wove his fingers through mine and pulled me away from the wall. “Let’s go
grab adrink somewhere,” he said smoothly, his eyes hooded.

A drink might loosen me up and help me stop my thoughts from constantly
redirecting to lan, but | was nervous that Chris would try to move too fast if we
started drinking.

“l have to work in the morning,” | said.

Chris chuckled. “I know your boss. Maybe | can talk to him and see if he'll let you
comein late.”

| stopped walking, making him stop too. “Chris...” | trailed off, not sure what | meant
to say. “I don’'t want any special treatment.” | let go of hishand. “I need thisjob, so |
don’t want this’—I pointed at each of us—"to get in the way of keeping my job. If
you can do this, without being my boss, then |...”
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God, what the hell was| trying to say?

He grabbed my hand again. “MacKenzie, don’t worry about it. Don’t even think
about it. If it makes you feel better, when we're out, I’'m not your boss. Anything that
happens out here will not affect the way | treat you at the gym.”

| nodded. It sounded like it could work. “Okay, sure,” | said. “So, like, say | pushed
you into the river right now, would | still have a job tomorrow?’

He chuckled at the ridiculousness of my being able to push him anywhere. “Of
course. Your boss wouldn't hold that against you. And if you went out with me for a
drink tonight, he would still expect you to show up tomorrow morning at nine a.m.

sharp.
“Sorry, not tonight, but maybe another time?’ | smiled.

“Another night, then.”

We came back to his car and the alarm chirped. | wasn’t the chivalry police, but | still
couldn’t help but notice that he was in the car before | had even opened the passenger
door. | tried not to let it bug me.

As Chrisdrove, | pulled at the hem of my dress. The bucket seats of his Mustang kept
tugging the skirt up, insistent on giving him a show. The A-line black dress that came

down just past my knees was cute, but modest, or so I’ d thought.

He had club music playing so loudly it shook the car, but turned it down when he



pulled up in front of my building.

“S0, MacKenzie, are you sure you don’t want to get adrink?’

| didn’t, but | had psyched myself up to let him kiss me good night, so he’'d better
hurry up and do it before | ran. “ Sorry. Not tonight.”

“All right,” he said. “I had a great time.”

“Metoo. Thanksfor dinner.”

Heleaned in close. | meant to let him kiss me, | really did, but | turned my face at the
last second and he planted a wet, slow peck on my cheek.

Ugh. What am [, in sixth grade?

“Thanks.” | ran from the car and let myself into the building without looking back.
Four

MacKenzie

My apartment wasn't in the safest part of town, but 1I'd lived in worse when | wasin
foster care, so | didn’t think about it too much. The paint-chipped stairwells with
loose railings and creaky steps were in a secure building, which meant that | only had
to deal with the few losers who lived inside the building itself—a small trade-off to
be able to live in an apartment larger than a closet. After student loan payments, a

closet was about all 1'd be able to afford in anicer part of town.

Still, | sometimes got creeped out at night when | walked through the dimly lit halls
aone. Tonight was one of those times. | rushed up the stairs to my door and



scrambled to get the key into the lock.

“Hey, MacKenzie.”

| jumped but instantly recognized the raspy voice of Soni, the older lady who lived
one door down.

“Hey, Soni,” | said.

“Early night again?’ she asked through the small crack in her door.

“Yeah,” | said. “’Night.”

Inside my apartment, | kicked off my heels and flopped down on the couch. Soni’s
words rang in my ears. Early night again?

What the hell did it say about me when an old woman thought | was having an early
night? But she was right; | used to go out every night and stay out late. If it wasn't an
al-nighter at the hospital, it was an all-nighter at the club. Lately I’d been feeling like
| wanted more. Asif maybe | could find someone more permanent in my life.

Could Chris be that person? Not if | didn’t figure out how to pull it together.

And | really needed to pull it together.

Except that | couldn’t. I'd aways been a bit of awild girl, never been able to grasp
the whole get-married-and-have-a-baby thing.

| blamed it on my upbringing. I’d lived in no fewer than twenty different foster
homes as a kid. None of them were as crazy as the ones you read about in books. |
knew | was lucky; I’d never been sexually abused, and was only hit once by a foster



dad, from whose care | was promptly removed. But none of the families | stayed with
ever connected with me emotionally or had time for me, so | got used to being alone.

When | started dating, | never figured out how to stay with one guy for long. A quick
night or two of fun, then run before they had a chance to hurt me. That was my MO.
But something about that night with lan—I wasn’t sure exactly what, but something
changed.

The night was supposed to be about Alexa and Cade. Alexa had dubbed it their
coming-out party. I’d known they were going to end up together from the start. Or |
was pretty sure anyway.

For me, the night was less about them and more about Cade’ s hot cage-fighter friend,
lan. Alexa was sure I'd seen him before, but | knew I’d remember meeting someone
that delish. By the way | caught him looking at me, I’d known the night had the

potential to be one neither of us would forget.

And it was. | still remembered it like it was yesterday, though the memory was tinged
with a mixture of sadness and longing.

| fell asleep thinking about it...

lan had crowded in next to me in the booth. The club had been loud, so we' d sat close
in order to hear each other over the music.

“S0, are you a porn star too?’ | had asked. Cade had only ever done two movies, but |
couldn’t resist the temptation.

lan choked on his drink, roughly swallowing the gulp. “Um, no.”



“Don’'t have the balls for it, huh?’ | teased, fighting off a smile.
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His eyes narrowed on mine, and his mouth lifted in a playful smirk. “My package is
more than adequate, if that’s what you' re asking.”

| licked my lips and leaned closer. “ Then what are you afraid of ? | heard the money’s
great.” Something in me liked teasing him; he seemed too in control, too

domineering, and | wanted to ruffle his feathers.

“1 guarantee I’ d outlast and out measure every man on that porn set. | don’t because |
choose not to.”

| dropped my head back, laughing. “ Sure, sure.”

lan pressed closer, aligning his face with mine so he could peer straight into my eyes
as he spoke. “ Some things are private. And my cock is reserved for my wife.”

“You're married?’ My gaze dropped to recheck his left hand, which | already knew
was ringless.

“My future wife,” he clarified.
How noble of him. “Wait. Do you mean you’ re saving yourself for marriage?’

He shook his head. “I’'m no virgin, but I’'m sure my future bride wouldn’t like
knowing I’ d fucked everything from here to New Y ork, and filmed it. Y ou know?’

| nodded, suddenly losing my playful edge. He was right. And he was sweet. | wasn't
expecting that.



We spent the next two hours talking and laughing, the topics ranging from innocuous
things like our favorite pizza toppings, to more serious subjects like how many
children we wanted to have. He wanted two; | was undecided.

His eyes flashed his confusion, but before | had time to explain about my foster-care
upbringing and my reluctance to bring kids into a less-than-perfect situation, Alexa
leaned over from across the table. “ Dance with me, Kenzie.”

“Sure,” | said and turned to lan. “Join us?’

He looked over to Cade, who was comfortable where he was in the booth. lan and |
might have just met, but we both knew Cade didn’t like to dance.

“I'll sit this one out.” lan’s eyes were on mine, and | got the impression he was
fighting an urge to come dance with me.

| hated to leave him there. Our connection, even though it was only hours old, had
been so much deeper than | had ever felt before. But Lexa was dying to dance, so |

got up.

lan moved back and | slipped out past him. For a moment, my breasts were amost in
his face, and yet he didn’'t break eye contact with me. A warm ripple of pleasure shot
through me.

The music was so loud, my entire body buzzed with every thump of the bass. Out on
the dance floor with Alexa, | swayed my hips, letting the music guide me. God, |
loved to dance. | lost myself completely in the music until | wasn’t moving to the
song anymore, the song was moving me.

| was so lost init that | hardly noticed when someone came up behind me and started
grinding with me. | turned to see who it was, expecting it to be Alexa, but it was



some drunk kid just messing around. | laughed and shrugged, dancing with him. The
kid was all wiry and bony, definitely not my type. But | was all about having a good
time, and just because | danced with him didn’t mean | had to go home with him.

But then he grabbed my ass, and before | had the chance to tell him to stop, lan
materialized and pulled him away. They faced off in front of me, barely a foot apart.
lan was taller than my dance partner, with five times the muscle, but he was also the
cooler of the two. His body was tense, but his eyes maintained their usual calm and
cool control.

The drunk guy lunged at lan, which made me chuckle until | realized that lan could
probably kill him without breaking a sweat.

lan grabbed the guy’s hand in one of his own, twisting it so the guy was forced to
bend over or break his wrist. Meanwhile, lan had hardly moved, his face still calm
and collected. Then lan bent down to the guy’s ear and said a few things | couldn’t
hear. The man nodded, Ian released him, and he staggered away, hugging hiswrist to
his body.

When lan turned back to me, his jaw was tense and his nostrils flared. His gaze
penetrated me in ways that made my body burn. Knowing he’'d just stood up for me
lit some fire inside me. As far as | was concerned, that was the hottest thing a man
could do, mental foreplay in my book.

| moved toward him, needing to be closer. lan didn’t break eye contact as he pulled
me into his arms and pressed our bodies together, making my pulse spike. His body
was so amazingly rock hard, and yet perfectly shaped for meto fit against him.

The next song was slower, and we adjusted our hips and moved to the music. |
brought my arms up around his neck, and he lifted me up so that our faces were
inches apart. | wrapped my legs around his waist. lan held me to him, looking into



my eyes for along moment.

When he leaned in and brushed his lips against mine, | was so glad he was already
holding me up, because my body went completely limp. His lips were tender even as
he took control of the kiss, first nipping playfully at my lips, but then opening my
mouth with his and moving his tongue against mine.

His arms moved from my waist down to my hips, and then his hands cupped my ass
as he pressed me to him. | gasped. His rock-hard cock pressed against my center. The
only barriers between us were his jeans and my wet panties. | squeezed my legs
around him and pressed against him harder, wondering if it was possible to break him
in half with my legs. As an extreme fighter, | was pretty sure he’ d survive, although if
| didn’t have him soon, | thought | might die.

lan’s eyes met mine as the club around us faded into the background. Nothing else
existed but the raw need inside me. With his gaze firmly locked onto mine, he read
every thought buzzing through my brain, and the dark, hungry look in his eyes told
me we were on the same page. He' d been so easy to talk to, so open, and made me
feel at ease. And now he was pressing close to me, letting me feel every hard inch of
him. | wanted more.
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| didn’t know how we got to his car, but damn, | had been so happy when | saw it that
I’d flipping squealed. He had dug his keys out of his pocket and opened the back
door, guiding me into the backseat...

| woke up with a gasp, my breath coming in pants. | dreamed about that night often,
and the throbbing ache between my legs needed to be taken care of.

Now.

| had a vibrator, but knew from experience that after waking up from one of these
dreams, | hardly had to touch myself, | was already so close to the edge. Taking a
deep breath, | closed my eyes again and imagined what it would have been like if lan
had followed me into the backseat of his car and closed the door, if he had pulled me
forward and spread my legs.

My finger circled between my thighs, and | imagined lan’s smoldering eyes locked
on mine as he ripped off my wet panties. Frantic, I'd hurry to open the front of his
jeans. He'd pull his pants down just enough to free his cock, which | knew would be
huge and hard. He'd dide a finger inside me, and when he felt how hot and ready |
was, he'd climb over me and thrust into me so hard 1I'd cry out and come apart
instantly.

He'd hold himsdlf still as the wave of spasms rocked through my body and then
slowed. Then he'd slowly pull out and push inside me again, and as he increased his
pace, he'd wrap his arms around me, pulling me close and holding me tight.



I’d shiver from the sheer pleasure of it, and run my hands over his rock-hard back
muscles up to his shoulders as he moved faster, pushing harder and harder. Then he'd
dlip his hand down and lightly press a thumb on my throbbing clit. My nails would
dig into his back as | came apart again, crying his name.

A real orgasm tore through me at that point, just like it always did. As | came down
from my self-induced, lan-inspired release, | was again reminded of how that night
had actually ended...

That night we'd kissed frantically on the dance floor, and he’d carried me out to his
car as we pressed together in heated passion.

But when he guided me into the backseat, he didn’'t follow me as he should have.
Instead, he promptly backed away from the car with a tight look on his face that |
couldn’t quite read. Then he closed the door, leaving me more alone than | had felt in

along time.

| was hurt at first, but then | got angry, like terror-alert-level-orange angry. Was | not
good enough for him? | fumbled with the door handle until | opened it and got oui.

“What the hell?’ | snapped.

“I"'m sorry,” he said as he shook his head and ran a hand over his hair. “I just can’'t do
this.”

“Why not? There aren’t any cameras here. Thisisn’'t an adult movie shoot that your
‘future wife’ might see, so what’s the problem?”’

“Get in the car. I'll take you home.” His expression shuttered and | could no longer



read hisface, asif he’d cut me off not just physically, but emotionally.

“What the hell was that?’ | said. “l thought we were going to have some fun. What
happened?’

He shook his head and looked away. “Nothing, | just shouldn’t have started thisin the
first place. | don’'t have time for this right now, | have afight in two days. | need to
stay focused.” He wouldn’t look me in the eyes anymore.

Did he just say he didn't have time for this? For me? Familiar negative emotions
came roaring back before | could stop them. | felt like I’ d been punched.

| was used to this by now, to people not having time for me. I’d been dealing with
this all my life. But for some reason, hearing it from lan hurt more than it had in a
long time. | thought we'd made a real connection. He'd come to my rescue on the
dance floor and had been sweet and easy to talk to.

Stunned, I'd realized that despite my checkered past, I'd never felt quite so rejected
before. So I’d dug my fingernails into the paims of my hands, but the pain couldn’t

stop the stupid tears.

Without another word, | had rushed to a nearby taxi stand, got in the back of the first
one, and slammed the door.

Five
lan
The office at the gym was smaller than my own at home, but Chris had managed to

squeeze in a dingy cracked-leather sofa, along with an old desk and bulky chair. |
tossed my bag in the corner and shoved a pile of towels off the couch to make room.



Chris reached behind his desk and pulled a protein shake out of his mini fridge, then
tossed it to me. “Heads up, bro.”

| caught it and shook it before unscrewing the cap. The shit was green and thick,
which no drink should ever be. It tasted like blended dirt and leaves. | took a deep
breath and chugged it down in as few gulps as | could manage.

| shuddered. Even though | drank the same nasty breakfast every morning, | never got
used to it. It was just one of the many brutal things | willingly put myself through,
because it took sacrifice to become a pro MMA fighter. And knowing | was close to
achieving my dream fueled me to keep pushing.

“l had a call yesterday with Shannon,” Chris said, and | perked up. Steve Shannon
was the manager of several pro fighters. If | could get a match, even with one of his
newer fighters, | would be almost there. “He wants you to fight Gator. He's set it up
aready for two months from now.”

“Gator,” | repeated. There were several pro fighters in my weight class | thought |
could beat, and he was one of them.

Game on.

“He's a wrestler, so we'll need to work on your ground technique. I’ve got a guy
coming into town next week to train with you.”
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Without Chris, | wouldn’'t be where | was now. | was a good fighter, but it wasn't just
about fighting, it was about who you trained with and who you knew. Chris knew
everyone, al the managers and all the coaches. He also knew enough fighters that |
often ended up training with pros. It sounded like he had another one lined up. Good.
| needed someone to challenge me.

Through the one-way glass, | could see MacKenzie as she jumped on the treadmill
for her morning run.

“Where' d you take her?’ | asked. | hadn’'t meant to ask Chris about his night with
Kenzie, but | couldn’'t stand not knowing. What was it about her that made me lose
control?

“Zito's,” was his one-word answer.

Shit. | gave him the perfect opportunity to spill the details, and he didn’t take it. I'd
spent all last night beating myself up about the two of them out together. Alone. |
wanted them to go and have a good time. | wanted Kenzie to have fun. | kept on
telling myself that.

But | knew Chris. | knew he liked to bag them as soon as he possibly could. And the
thought of him touching her made me really glad | wasn't juicing, because | aready
wanted to pound him just for the image that put in my mind. So I'd promised myself |
wouldn’t ask, and hopefully he wouldn’t tell me.

Only he aways told, so why wasn’t he talking now? Could it be that nothing actually
happened?



| looked out at her on the treadmill. God, | wanted to know so bad | ailmost flat-out
asked him if he fucked her. Get agrip, lan.

“That's a pretty high-end restaurant,” | said instead. Because it was, for him.
Normally agirl was lucky if he took her to an all-you-can-eat buffet.

“1 was in the mood for something different.” Chris shrugged. “Besides, MacKenzie is
different.”

Damn right, she was. | took a deep breath. Something about the way he said that,
though, got under my skin. There was only one thing worse than them having sex, or
maybe just as bad—

He could be falling for her.

“You're cool with me dating her, right?’ he asked. “Y ou don’t have anything going
with her, do you?’

“No.” The word felt like sawdust in my mouth. “It's fine. Just be careful, she's
Cade' s girl’ s best friend. They’re like family. So don’t fuck with her.”

The last part might have come out a bit more venomous than 1I’d intended. Too
fucking bad. When it came to MacKenzie, something inside me needed to make sure
she’' d be treated right.

Chris lifted his chin in acknowledgment. “Like | said, she’s different. | think | could
actually like her. Hey, speaking of women, when's the last time you saw some

action?’ He broke out into abig smile, and | wanted to pound him. Again.

“Dick,” | said.



He was fucking with me, but it was no joke, | needed a good ground-and-pound with
a coed. Maybe that would get my mind off MacKenzie. Besides, | was getting serious
blue balls from all the sex | was not having. Another sacrifice | made while in
training mode.

Sex was a distraction. One that | desperately wanted, but couldn’t afford. There was
an important fight in just under a week. | was the sure bet, but my opponent actually
had a chance. And that meant | had to be on top of it. | had to win. My dick would
have to wait his turn.

“1’m gonna go suit up,” Chris said, then got up to leave. “ See you out there.”

On his way out, he stopped briefly to talk to MacKenzie. She smiled at him, then
laughed at something he said. | couldn’t help but notice the smile didn’'t reach her

eyes.

He headed to the locker room, leaving MacKenzie on the treadmill. It wouldn’t hurt
to sit and take in the view. Besides, | had a few minutes.

Give up the chance to watch her run? | might be in training mode, but | was still a
man.

Six

MacKenzie

| knew this double-date thing was a bad idea, but | couldn’t explain why. Chris had a
way of talking me into things without me even redlizing it, so here | was, getting

ready for yet another date with him. A double date with lan, no less.

| downed a glass of chardonnay—my get-ready-to-go-out drink of choice—as | stood



over my bed, trying to figure out which dress to wear. It was down to the navy blue
dress with aflowing skirt and a modest scoop-neck top, or the skintight wine-colored
spaghetti-strap number.

Glancing at the clock, | sighed. Chris was due to pick me up any second now. |
needed to make a decision.

Screw it. If lan was coming with adate, it didn’t matter anymore. | was going to wear
the sexiest thing | had, and he could just see what he was missing.

Stepping into the skintight dress, | pulled it up. The buzzer rang as | dlid into my
shoes. | took one last swig of wine and hopped out the door, pulling my second shoe
on as | struggled to maintain the hold on my clutch. | skipped down the stairs and out
the door, slamming right into Chris.

“Well, hello,” he said as he stumbled back, catching us both. “You in a hurry,
sweetie?’

He smiled and looked down at my face, then he looked down farther. My cleavage
appeared to have gained his attention.

Fine. Let him look. | tried to convince myself that | wanted to date Chris;, maybe it
was time for me to shit or get off the pot, or whatever. | stumbled a little and
hiccupped.

“Oops. Hi, Chris,” | said, my voice coming out higher than normal.

He took my arm, steadying me. “You're starting a little early tonight, don’t you
think?’

“1 may have had alittle too much getting-ready wine,” | explained, my face hot. Y ep,



definitely too much. “Sorry.”
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“It’s okay, sweetie.” Chris kissed me on the lips. Thiswas our third date, but only our
first lip-on-lip kiss. It was close-mouthed and he came in alittle too hard, asif he was
worried | would back away before he could follow through. “Let’s get going,” he
said, then led me to the car.

The restaurant wasn't that far, but the buzz | had from the wine was wearing off by
the time we got there.

lan and his date were already seated when we arrived. The table was quiet as we
approached, and they looked as if they hadn’t been talking much. lan was a little stiff,
but put on a smile when he saw us. His date was drop-dead flipping gorgeous. Of
course she was; she was with lan, for goodness’ sake.

| was seated across from her. God, why? She had long legs and looked like a
swimsuit model.

She smiled. “Hi, I'm Sara.” It was a genuine smile. Which made me hate her, of
course. Her hair was beautiful, long and flowing red locks. She looked familiar,
though.

It hit me so suddenly that | barely managed to stifle a small, “Oh shit,” as | covered
my mouth.

It was her. Cade's first adult movie co-star. Desiree was her stage name, but we
called her “the screamer” because she’d howled like a banshee through the whole
thing. It sounded so fake, it was painful.



The night we'd gathered around Alexa's laptop and watched Cade's video came
flooding back. | struggled to keep a straight face, but could hardly look “Sara’ in the
eyes, even as | couldn’t stop staring at her.

“Nice to meet you, Sara,” | said. | hadn’t meant to emphasize her name, but it came

out that way. | gave her as friendly a smile as | could manage before turning to lan
and Chris. “ Should we get a bottle of wine?’

“Yes,” Saraand lan both answered at the same time.

Chrislooked at l1an, shocked.

lan smiled. “I mean for you guys, yeah. I’'m in training mode. | have my water.” He
pointed at his glass on the table.

When the waiter arrived with a bottle of white, we filled our glasses. The
conversation turned to lan’s next fight in just two days with a semi-pro fighter named
Sted.

“Remember, he's a ground fighter,” Chris said. “Keep him on his feet, and he's your
bitch.”

lan leaned in and the two of them began strategizing, leaving Sara and me to listen.
Curious, | watched how lan was with Sara. They had almost a foot of space between
them. | looked over to see how far Chris was from me; it was about the same. Not

that | was keeping score or anything.

Chris glanced at me and leaned closer, taking my hand. “ So, Sara,” he said. “What is
it that you do?’



“She’'sagraphic designer,” lan said quickly. She looked at him and nodded.

Why was lan lying about what she did for aliving?

“Really?’ | asked after taking another sip of wine. “Where do you work?’

“She does freelance,” 1an answered for her again.

| blotted my lips with my napkin and placed it on my plate. “I have to go to the
ladies' room.” Then | grabbed my clutch and pulled my phone out, dialing Alexaas |
walked.

“Did you know lan was dating the screamer?’ | didn't even give Alexa time to
answer before | started. My phone pressed to my ear, | made it to the back hallway
near the restrooms, but didn’t go in, choosing to loiter outside instead.

There was a pause. “I’m not sure they’re actually dating,” Alexa answered when she
figured out what | was ranting about. “Cade warned me that she would be going out
with lan. He wanted to know if | would be okay with it. He posed it as a favor to lan,
like he was setting them up for some reason.”

“Why on earth would lan need to be set up on ablind date? He's amazing.” It slipped
out, and | couldn’t put it back in. Damn wine.

“Yeah,” she said, then paused. “But there's something else weird about the whole
thing. Cade asked me—no, begged me not to tell you that she was a porn star.” She
giggled through the phone. “I didn’'t have the heart to remind him that you’ d seen the
movie too.”

“Oh my God, Lexal”



| couldn’t believe what she was saying. Did lan really not want me to know he was
dating a porn star? Why?

“Why does he care what | think of his sexploits? He can fuck any porn star he damn
well pleases.”

The second | said the words “porn star,” | noted two things. First, | was definitely
talking too loudly, and second, “Sara’” had rounded the corner and was within earshot.

So | did what any stupid idiot who'd just stuck their foot in their mouth would do—I
pretended it didn’t happen. | ducked my head and walked past Sara without looking
her in the eye, the phone still pressed to my ear as | headed back to the table.

“1t seemed important to Cade, so | hope you won't tell,” Alexa said.

“Who isthere left to tell? Chris?’

Maybe that was it. lan didn't want Chris to know because Chris would tease him
about it later. | didn’t know why, but the thought of telling Chris wasn’t appealing to
me.

“Their secret is safe with me,” | whispered. “L ook, sweetie, | gotta go.”

Then | sat back down at the table.

Seven

lan

I’d never hired a prostitute, and had never paid for sex. Hell, | never had to. So when
| asked Cade if he knew anyone | could bring out on a double date with Chris and



MacKenzie, | wasn't expecting him to suggest paying someone. Still, once I'd heard
him out, hisideadidn’t seem totally whack. In fact, it made sense.
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Normally | would have brought one of the gym bunnies to the dinner, because al |
needed was a pretty girl on my arm, but the big fight was only two days away and |
didn't trust myself. I’'d become one serious horndog, and it seemed to get
exponentially worse whenever MacK enzie was around.
So | needed a sure thing. Someone | could trust to not throw herself at me.
Cade's friend Sara was on her own and trying to take care of a newborn. My trust
fund was pretty well padded, so we settled on the terms: a few hundred dollars and a
free meal in exchange for her company for the evening.
“Thanks for coming out tonight,” | said as | drove Sara home.
“Sorry | was so quiet,” shesaid. “I guess|’m not good at this escort business.”
“It wasfine. You were great,” | lied.
She'd looked on edge for most of the night, but Chris didn’t seem to notice and
MacKenzie was sauced, so | didn't know how she would have known. All that
mattered was that the night was finally fucking over. | could pay Sara and never think
of her again.
“1 feel like | could have been better if | was alone with you,” she said.

“What the—"

My tires squealed and | nearly ran off the road when she grabbed my dick. What the



fucking fuck was | paying her for? | had made it very clear when | picked her up that
| was not paying for sex. No extras.

“No,” | said as | lifted her hand out of my lap and put it back in her own where it
belonged. “I told you, | just needed a date for the dinner. | don’t need any of that.”

“You'retelling me aguy like you doesn’t need this?’

She picked up my hand and stuck my middle finger in her mouth, all the way in,
sucking it hard and licking at it with her tongue. | couldn’t help imagining her hot,
wet mouth on my cock, and | amost pulled the fuck over right there. This girl
definitely knew what she was doing. Goddamn.

But training mode was training mode.

“l can't. | told you we wouldn't. I'm sorry if you misunderstood the deal. I'm
training.” | pulled my finger out of her mouth and wiped her saliva on my pants.
Y uck. And my dick went soft.

Sara pulled her mouth into alittle pout. “ Sorry, | know you said no sex, but | wasn’t
going to charge you or anything. | just...” She shook her head and looked out the
window. “Never mind. Sorry.”

The rest of the ride back to her apartment was damn awkward. | was tempted to peel
off as soon as she was out of my car, but | had to go inside and pick up my little
sister, Sophia, who' d been babysitting Sara' s baby so that she could go out.

Sara fumbled with the lock, pushing and pulling at the door before it finally burst
open, and | could see inside the tiny front room of her apartment. Sophia was there on
the sofa just as I'd figured she would be, but the person next to her, Cade’'s former
adult film producer, | never thought I’d see again. And | sure as fuck didn’'t ever want



to see him in the same room with my little sister. Every single muscle in my body
tensed instantly.

Fighting outside the ring was a bad idea for any serious fighter. It could lead to
serious injury—of the other party, of course—and then there were al the rules
intended to keep everyone safe in the ring. But they didn’t apply out here.

Sophia sprang up the second she saw me come in. Her eyes widened and she scurried
back toward the kitchen. “We were just talking,” she said, asif | would be okay with
my little sister talking to a pornography producer. | didn’t care if it was the softer
stuff; stay the fuck away from Sophia.

| clenched my jaw and breathed deeply, trying to stay calm enough to not murder this
little shit.

He stood up with afriendly-ass grin on his face, seemingly oblivious to the fact that |
was a hair away from redecorating Sara’s apartment with his internal organs, and
took a step toward me.

“Hey, lan, remember me? I’ m Rick. | was just stopping in to check on Sara.”

He was most likely there to try to talk Sara into coming back to work for him, but
Cade told me she'd been out of the business for a while and was planning on staying
that way. The bit about her being a designer wasn't a total lie; she was going to
school to be one, she just hadn’t finished yet.

It didn’t matter what reason Rick had for being here, though. He was not welcome.
Assoon as | got my rage partially under control, | stepped toward him. “I think you'd

better |leave.”

“| was just checking in on—"



“Rick, go.” Sophia interrupted him, her voice urgent. She knew me, and knew |
wasn't dicking around.

“Don’'t you worry, sweet little Sophia. I'm just—" Rick started, but | didn’'t let him
finish.

| swept his feet out from under him, then grabbed his hand and twisted it, pulling him
backward toward the door so that he had to scurry crablike after me in order to not
break hiswrist.

“You didn’t know Sophiawas my little sister, which is the only reason I’m not killing
you right now. Get the fuck out, and never come back.” | pulled him out the door and
left him in the hallway. “If you ever approach Sophia again...” | didn’t finish
because, hell, who knew what I’d do if | ever saw him with Sophia again.

Rick looked seriously pissed off as| slammed the door on him. Tough shit.

“Sophia, what the hell were you doing talking to that shit-bag?’

My sister folded her arms over her chest and glared up at me. “lan, you can’t tell me
who to talk to. You don’t get to do that to everyone.”
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“The hell | don’t. If | ever catch him near you again, it’s his fucking funeral. Now,
grab your stuff and let’s go.” | pulled out a wad of cash and thrust it into Sara’s hand
on my way to the door.

“Damn it, lan,” Sophia said as she grabbed her purse, but she followed me oui.

| never should have had her watch Sara' s kid. | knew Sara was aformer “actress.” It
was my own fault Sophia was here.

“You know what he does, right?’ | asked Sophiaas | drove her home.
“Yeah.” She looked at me like | was a total shit. She knew she was the only person
who could look at me that way and get away with it. “He’'s Cade’'s adult film

director.”

Sophia wiped her hand across her nose and turned to look out the window, her knee
bouncing rapidly up and down. She did that when she was pissed off.

| left her alone and drove her back to her apartment in silence.

Eight

MacKenzie

| knew that, as a nurse, | shouldn’t enjoy watching two guys beat on each other so

much, but it was cage fighting. All that raw testosterone being thrown around was a
total turn-on. And let’s not forget that these guys were naked from the waist up, and



totally built.

Um, and maybe | pretended they were fighting over me.

My eyes were fixed on the guy in blue shorts. Sweat dripped from his face onto his
firm bronzed pecs. His body was already glistening. It was the final round, and he
was still throwing punches and kicks. He'd lost some of the bounce in his step, but
his opponent sagged on his feet, his eyes half closed. He was in a perpetua block
stance with his hands in front of his face, probably just hoping he could stay standing
until the final horn.

It looked like Sweaty Pecs was going to win thisone. To be honest, it wasn’t the most
exciting fight I’ d seen.

| stifled a yawn and nudged Ty. “Watch, you pussy.” He was curled up on hisfolding
chair, peeking through the cracks between hisfingers.

“Kenzie, | can't believe you can watch this. Y ou are one sick chick.”
“Why did you come if you didn’t want to see them fight?’ | asked. | knew why, but |
still liked to tease him. Ty was so newly out of the closet that he had a hard time

saying it aloud sometimes.

“1 like watching them when they’re sparring. | thought this would be like that,” he
said, his voice high and whiny.

“You just wanted to get your fill of shirtless men. Admit it. But why can’'t you get
into it? Pretend one of them is fighting for your honor.” | batted my eyelashes at him.

He bit hislower lip, and his gaze wandered as he considered the implications.



| laughed. The guys at the gym were gay friendly, but they were also mostly very
straight. The idea of being in arelationship with a guy would probably make them get
huffy pretty damn quick.

lan entered the room and took a seat off to the side of the ring. His fight was up next,
the main event. He sat up straight, his muscles relaxed even as he watched the fight
closely, as if it was an important lesson. His eyes followed every move of each
fighter. You could aimost see him mentally taking notes of what the fighter was
doing well, and more importantly, where his vulnerabilities were.

He was so intently watching the fight that | could safely look at him without him
noticing. A hint of his eight-pack rippled under his T-shirt. His arms were tanned, but
not yet sweaty. His skin looked soft, and | knew his muscles were rock hard.

The final buzzer sounded, pulling my attention away from lan and back to the cage.
Sweaty Pecs won by judges' decision.

“Woo-hoo!” | shouted, nudging Ty, who'd managed to at least put his feet down on
the floor.

“MacKenzie.” Chris smiled as he beckoned me up to the cage.

“That'sme,” | said and grabbed my medic bag, heading to the front.

Voices buzzed excitedly as everyone milled around, getting ready for the main event,
and | moved to the side to do my post-fight check. First with the loser; sadly, he was
one of ours. He was exhausted, dehydrated, and would be bruised as shit tomorrow,

but he'd survive.

Next, | looked over the winner. “What’s your name?’ | asked as | shined alight in his
eyes to check for reaction.



“I'm Adam,” he said.

“Nice fight tonight, Adam,” | said as | took his pulse. This was all routine. As the
gym medic, | checked all the fighters after amateur bouts like this one.

As | tracked the second hand on my watch, another fighter stepped up behind my
patient. Nice abs. | licked my lips and looked up to see who it was, and tried not to
show how annoyed | was as | inwardly rolled my eyes. It was lan. Mr. Porn-star-dater
himself.

“Hi, MacKenzie,” he said stiffly.

He sounded all formal. So irritating. If he didn’t want to be with me, that was fine,
but | didn’t need this stupid professional crap between us.

| didn’'t respond, instead turning back to my patient. “Do you fedl like you sustained
any injuries?’ | knew from watching the fight that he would be sore tomorrow, but
there was nothing serious.

“1 think | may have pulled my groin muscle,” he said as he smiled and winked at me.
“Could you take alook?’

lan remained rooted to the spot behind Adam, his head cocked as he waited to see
how | would respond.

What | did next was totally insane. “Sure,” | said as | smiled at him sweetly and slid
my hand up his thigh.

What the crap am | doing? His thigh was rock hard but he wasn't that hot, and we
were in the middle of the gym. Chris's gym. Chris, who | was dating.
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| caught the rage in lan’'s posture, though, and that egged me on. | gave Adam my
best doe-eyed smile and grabbed his groin protector. His cock hardened quickly, and
he moved to adjust hisjewels.

“Doesthat hurt?’ | asked innocently.

When lan let out a huge breath and stormed off, | stifled alaugh and stood up. Serves
you right, you big jerk. Hurts, doesn't it?

“Hey,” Adam said. “You aren’t done examining my injuries.”

“You'll befine,” | said and turned to go back to my seat, but Adam grabbed my arm.
“Hey, dut, you started something.”

| barely had time to react before Chris was in front of Adam, all puffed up and ready
to go. He might not fight anymore, but he could still whip any guy at the gym, even
with his bum knee. Most guys knew this, and even if Adam didn’t, he should be able
to see that Chris had about a hundred more pounds of muscle on him than Adam’s

slight featherweight build.

The gym owner didn't say a word. He just stared at Adam until he backed down,
grabbing his gear bag and heading to the exit.

Chris then turned to me with a disgusted sneer. “Does he think just because he wins a
fight he can grab any reward he wants?’



“Yeah,” | said and ran my hand through my hair. | shouldn’t have grabbed Adam that
way, but in that moment, | wanted to get at lan riled up so bad, | went for it. There
was no way in hell | would admit any of thisto Chris, though, so | just agreed.

“1’ve got your back, sweetie,” he said, then leaned down and kissed me on the nose.

“Thanks, boss.”

| kept my voice even but gave him a pointed ook, reminding him of the deal we'd
made. | was just a medic when we were at work. The dating thing only went on
outside the gym. Then | headed back to my folding chair in the first row.

Ty seemed to have forgotten he was scared of fighting and was finally getting into the
half-naked-man show going on, which was exactly why I’d brought him. He was like
agirlfriend without the competition...so flipping awesome!

lan’s opponent stepped into the ring and immediately started dancing around with his
fists in the air. To my surprise, a good portion of the audience cheered for him. |
looked around; maybe this guy had afew friends in the audience.

One of the refs checked over Ian, then let him into the ring as well.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer began. “This is the main event, three five-
minute rounds, middleweight MMA fight. Weighing in at one hundred ninety pounds,
twenty-four-year-old lan Leclaire, representing the home gym. His opponent, twenty-
seven-year-old Michael Steel, weighing in at two hundred pounds, hailing from Las
Vegas.”

From the few fights I’ d seen, lan had been fighting below his potential for a while. It
seemed like every fight he had, he ended up knocking the guy out in the first round.
I’d heard he once knocked someone out with the first punch.



The fight tonight was supposed to be different, though. This guy Steel had fought pro
before, if only somewhat briefly. But if lan could win this fight, it would open all
kinds of doorsfor him. | was already on the edge of my seat.

Inside the ring, the ref talked to the fighters briefly before he had them touch gloves
and the first round started. lan was a bouncer; he jumped around on his feet. Steel
shook his head as if trying to shake a voice from his mind, then he stepped in to
swing at lan.

lan was ready for him and sidestepped as he jabbed the guy squarely in the jaw. Steel
jerked back. | thought | was about to watch lan’s second ever one-hit knockout, but
Steel found his footing and only wavered dlightly before he came back at lan. Hard.
“Damn, girl,” Ty said.

“What?’ | turned to him.

“You just totally flinched.”

“1 did not. You're crazy.”

“Tsk. Whateves.”

Nine

lan

Adrenaline rushed through my veins, and | couldn’'t have that. Too much adrenaline
too soon, and you tired yourself out.

It was stupid of me to try to engage with Kenzie before a fight. Now | just wanted to



hit something, hard. But this guy was a pro, and it would take more than just brute
forceto win this. | needed skill and alevel head.

We touched gloves, and | went right for the obvious jaw jab without even thinking.
Damn. | wasn't supposed to do that. The guy’s skull was so thick, he'd never been
knocked out. | knew this, but | couldn’t focus.

Must focus.

| bounced on my toes to bleed the energy out and to try to keep him guessing, but
then | lost it and came at him. One punch, then another, then a kick. He blocked both
punches, then he blocked my kick. | went at him again, punching at him over and
over like afucking idiot, but | couldn’'t stop, haunted by the scared look on Kenzie's
face when Chris was holding that fighter back. What had he done to her?

Frustrated, | whaled on Steel some more, but he calmly blocked every blow. At the
rate | was burning calories, I’d exhaust myself by the end of the first round. Yet |
couldn’t stop hitting him and kept at it until he finally threw a punch.

| jumped the wrong way, putting myself right in the line of fire. Fuck. Right on the
nose. That was going to leave a mark.

“Get your ass in gear and move!” Chris called out from the sidelines. He knew | was
distracted; he just didn't know it was because the idea of anyone messing with
MacKenzie turned me into a homicidal maniac.

| bounced back and shook it off. The metallic taste in the back of my mouth told me |
was bleeding, but | ignored it.
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Steel bobbed in front of me, throwing punches | knew were fake because | was
familiar with his fight style, I’d watched it so many times. | easily avoided his
swings, remembering that he would soon try to grab me and bring me to the ground. |
whirled before he got the chance and gave him a strong kick to the side of his head.

Contact.
His whole body floated sideways from my kick and fell into the cage wall.

Steel pushed himself back on his feet, and | went at him again. He really had lost
some of hisfight, amost falling as he came at me.

He raised his fists again, and | thought he was about to go for my kidney so | moved
to block, but instead he punched me right in the fucking throat.

| spun back, grabbing at my throat as if that would get me the air that | needed. Son
of abitch, that hurt. I clutched the side of the cage and gasped for breath. A pinch of
air, then another. | was breathing, sort of. The ref came over and put a hand on my
shoulder, and | waved him off. | just needed some room so that | could breathe.
Please.

Kenzie was suddenly right in front of me, grabbing the links of the cage as she stared
at me, wide-eyed. | didn’t want her getting close to Stedl. | didn’t want her anywhere
near this shitball. | waved her off, or tried to. Stubbornly she held on, and Chris had
to step in and pull her away.

“Areyou okay?’ the ref asked.



| nodded, but put my hand up between us to let him know | needed a second. It must
have taken me too long, because he held up his hand as if he was about to announce
the winner.

Fuck. | didn’t want this. Steel’s fist to the throat was afoul. And if | could no longer
fight because of his move, | won.

He was about to announce my win, but | didn't want to win this way. It was like
winning a pool game because the other guy scratched on the eight ball. 1t would say
nothing about my skill level, only that Steel was a dirty fighter. | wouldn’'t get the
recognition | needed, and | wouldn't get the new fights | wanted.

“Wait,” | said, the word coming out scratchy because my voice didn’t want to work.
“I’m good,” | whispered.

Damn, | sounded like shit, but as | spoke, my breath started to come more easily. The
ref relented, and the fight was back on. My neck hurt like a bitch, but there was only
fifty seconds left in this round. If | could just hang on until then, | might be able to
win this. | hoped. Fuck.

| led with a kick and managed to corner him against the fence, pounding his face
severa timesin rapid succession. He curled up to hide his face, and | punched him in
the side. He sank to the floor, and | rolled him over and put a hold on him.

With a surprising burst of energy, Steel pushed back and rolled us over, landing all
his weight on my shoulder. | heard the crunch. It hurt so bad, | fucking yelled. But |
managed to pull him off with my other arm, wrap my legs around him, and secure the
hold around his neck. He waited a beat before he tapped out.

Y eah, bitches!



The bell rang, and | let Steel up.

The crowd roared to its feet, but as | stood up, my shoulder screamed in pain. It hurt
so badly, | pounded my fist into the cage, asif that would make the pain stop.

Kenzie was in the ring as soon as the fight was called. She stopped in front of me, her
eyesall red and wet.

What? What happened? What made her cry? | didn’t understand.

Ten

lan

“Ty, you're not on a Sunday drive. Could you step on it, please?” MacKenzie cried.

| sat in the backseat with her—in serious fucking pain—while Ty drove us to the
emergency room. My left eye was swelling shut and my face was bleeding in a few
places, but that wasn’'t what worried me. My shoulder had been crushed during the
fight, and now | couldn’t move my arm. Which meant it was bad.

“Don’'t bleed on my upholstery, please,” Ty said. “Thisisanew car.”

MacKenzie wiped at my face with a sterile pad. It was pointless since the blood was
now mostly dry, but | let her do it because it seemed to calm her. Her touch was so
gentle, it pulled my mind off the pain.

“We' re amost there, 1an,” she said.

| shouldn’t have noticed it, because there was so much of my own blood al over, but
as she dabbed at my face | saw several crescent-shaped wounds in her palm. | pulled



her hand away from my face to get a better |ook.

“You're bleeding,” | said. “Who did this to you?’ Damn it, was this why she’d been
crying earlier? Did that jerk do thisto her? “Who did this?’

“It was an accident,” she said and balled her hand up in mine. That was when | made
the connection. She'd done it to herself. Her own nails matched up with the tiny cuts
on the palm of her hand.

“What happened?’ | opened her hand and held it gently in mine, lightly stroking the
marks with my thumb. She blinked and a tear ran down her cheek. “Why did you do
this?’ | asked, and another tear fell down her cheek. “God, Kenzie, what’s wrong?’

“It' salergies.” She shook her head and sniffed, wiping at her eyes.

This was not fucking alergies. | couldn’t stand watching a girl cry. Hell, normally |
would run in the other direction, but with Kenzie it was different. | didn’t want her to
cry because | didn’'t want her to feel pain, ever.

| wrapped my good arm around her and pulled her head to my chest, then
immediately wondered if she wouldn’t gag at the fact that | had blood, sweat, and
grime al over me from the fight. But she didn’t resist, instead she surprised me by
folding up closer to me. | touched my lips to the top of her head and took a deep
breath. She smelled like honey and vanilla. Damn it. | knew she was sweet, and this
was fucking killing me.
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“We're here,” Ty announced from the front seat, then looked back at us. His mouth
dropped open, but he quickly closed it.

“C’'mon,” Kenzie said as she sat up. She wiped her face with her sleeve, then got out
of the car without looking at me.

Eleven
MacKenzie
What the hell was | thinking when | agreed to work with lan on his rehab?

The truth was, | knew exactly what | was thinking. | had seen the pain in his eyes
when the doctor gave him his prognosis. Six to eight weeks recovery time meant
potentially missing his first pro fight, the one Chris had lined up for him in Vegas.
That fight was only seven weeks away. If he was going to get back in shape and have
ashot at winning that fight, he needed all the help he could get.

Which was why | was sitting on my living room floor with Alexa at three o’ clock in
the morning, surrounded by every anatomy textbook | had, laptops open. Asanurse, |
knew anatomy. But to get him through the injury, | needed to brush up on some of the
physical therapy aspects. Lucky for me, she had offered to help.

Alexa worked night shifts at the hospital, so she was used to being up this late, but |
never stayed up late unless | was out at a club and being highly entertained. So,
almost never. To compensate, | was pounding my fifth cup of coffee.



| gave her a dly smile. “You don’'t need to stay up this late. It's your night off, go
bang your hot-ass boyfriend. At least then one of us will be getting laid tonight.”

Alexalaughed and blushed, but then she got a far-off look in her eyes. “I’'m sure | can
stay a bit longer with you and still manage to get laid.” She paused, then said,
“What' s going on with you and lan, anyway?’

She looked a little wary, asif | might bite her for asking, which was weird because |
always talked to her about guys. But as | tried to answer the question, | realized lan
was different. | felt something for him deep inside, in aplace | never shared, not with

anyone.

“Nothing’s going on,” | insisted. “I’m dating Chris.” | think. “I’m just helping lan
recover.”

She gave me that look she always did when she knew | was lying, but wasn’t sure she
should call meon it.

| sighed. “What?

“It’' s just that you seemed so upset that lan got hurt, and then there was the night you
called me from dinner. What did you call him that night? Amazing?’

“S07? | was drunk. Everyone' s amazing when I’ m drunk.”

It was kind of true, but | felt my fingers dig into my palms again. Alexa needed to
back off or I'd break. Please don't let me fall apart again.

“Oh, okay,” she said.

This time when she gave me her Kenzie-you' re-so-full-of-it look, | just ignored it.



That was how she knew not to push anymore. Alexa was an expert at reading people
and knowing when not to push, something | absolutely valued in afriend.

| turned back to the book | was reading, only | could hardly concentrate on the words
in front of me. My thoughts kept returning to the moment in Ty’s car when lan had
pulled me close and just held me. Why did he do that? Why was he so pushy, trying
to find out why my hands were bleeding? No one ever cared about that, so why did
he?

God, | felt like such an idiot for falling apart in front of him, but in that moment, it
just felt so good to let him hold me. It was like his strong embrace held me together.

I’d never fallen apart like that before. | hated it. Something about lan was just so
protective and so safe that for just a moment | felt like it was okay to let go. | hated
that he did that to me because | don’t let go. | don’t cry in front of other people. Ever.
It makes you vulnerable, and when you' re vulnerable, people can hurt you.

And honestly, what was | even crying about? The fight before lan’'s, | was eating it
up—the competition, the testosterone filling the room. Hell, | even loved it when lan
was messing with Steel. But when Steel punched Ian in the throat and | saw the very
real pain in lan’s eyes, how he fought for breath, something changed. | raced for the
cage, wanting—no, needing—to make sure he was okay.

When | redlized | was holding my breath, | knew. | needed him to breathe in the same
way | needed my own breath. It was so stupid. So weak.

“There’ s nothing going on between us, not at all,” | told Alexa. And at that moment, |
was determined that | would mean it. But the thought of spending so much one-on-
one time with him during his recovery made my chest tighten, and | knew | was in
trouble.



Twelve

MacKenzie

lan’s address told me that his place had to be nice; | just didn’t realize how luxurious
it would be. | couldn’t help compare his building to mine. My ugly little four-story
was a reality-cop-show backdrop, whereas his was closer to the set of the next rich
playboy movie. His building was about a hundred years older than mine, yet in much
better shape. It was beautiful.

| was craning my neck to appreciate the detailed architecture about twenty stories up
when a doorman opened the door for me. He checked to make sure my name was on
the list before motioning for me to go past the desk. “Down the hall, take a left, last
one at the end.”

At least lan lived on the first floor. | didn’t think | could handle it if he'd lived in a
fancy top-floor penthouse. My tennis shoes squeaked on the marble floors as |
followed the doorman’ s directions.

| was wearing what | always wore to the gym, having just come from there, but here
my short-shorts and tank top felt ridiculously inadequate. | wrapped my arms around
myself to stay warm in the air-conditioning, and maybe also to cover up alittle since
| was starting to nip out. As | made my way down the hall, | wondered if | would be
able to coach him through physical therapy with my arms locked across my chest.
Y eah, right. He' d just better not give me crap about it or | was leaving.
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| found the last door, and lan opened it before | had a chance to knock.

“Hey...” | had a billionaire joke on the tip of my tongue, but when | saw him, the
playful smirk on my face fell. It had been over a week since the fight, but his eye still
bore the dark marks of bruising, and the gash over his eyebrow they’d stitched up in
the ER hadn’t healed yet. | instinctively stepped forward, wanting to brush away the
pain | saw there, but | held myself back. This was a professional visit. | was here to
help lan work on hisinjury.

There was nothing going on between us. He knew it. | knew it.

He wore loose shorts and a clean white T-shirt. His left arm was immobilized,
strapped to his chest with a complex brace. He hadn’'t worked out in over a
week—doctor’ s orders—and yet his arm muscles still bulged as if he could rip out of
the brace’ s straps at any moment. It made the contraption ook like some sort of joke.
“1 hadn’t knocked yet,” | stammered.

“The doorman called to let me know you were here.” As he spoke, | realized | was
looking down at his firm calf muscles. | forced my gaze back up his body to meet his
eyes. They were soft—for him—and he looked sleepy.

“Must be nice to have adoorman,” | said. “Did | wake you?’

He rubbed his free hand over his short hair. “Actualy, | did sleep in abit today.”

He stepped back to let me in. As | walked past, | caught a hint of his scent—soapy



with a hint of musk. Of course he smelled amazing.

Just business, | reminded myself. Thisvisit was going to be tricky.

The room was not what I’ d expected, since it obviously wasn't his apartment. | nstead
it was a small gym with several types of punching bags, a mat, free weights, and all
the machines he needed to work out.

“1f your building has such nice facilities, why do you even go to the gym?”’

“This isn’'t the building's facility.” He paused and smiled a little. “I rent this unit.
Thisis my own persona gym. If | kept al thisin my condo, my downstairs neighbor
would shoot me. | live upstairs in a different unit.”

| made a mental note that he might be a little more well off than | thought. The
billionaire jokes threatened to resurface, but | held back. “Okay, so why do you even
bother with Chris's gym?”’

“Here | don’'t have sparring partners or coaches.”

“Right. Of course.”

| pulled my bag off my shoulder and looked around for a good place to stash it. He
took it from me, his hand brushing against mine as he did. Just that small touch sent
my nerves singing and gave me goose bumps.

lan set my bag on a chair by the door, then turned back to me. His eyes smoldered.
Was it possible to be caressed with only a look? His Adam’s apple moved as he
swallowed, then he reached to the wall behind me, grabbed a hoodie from a hook, and
held it up in front of me.



“You'recold.” His gaze drifted down almost imperceptibly.

Damn it, | was still nipping out. Thiswas going great.

| pulled on the sweatshirt, even though the sun coming in through the windows made
the place warm. My nipples weren't exactly reacting to the cold anymore, but he
didn’t need to know that.

“Let’s get you out of that brace.” | stepped toward him and reached out, but he took a
step back.

“I’ve got it,” he said. He managed to open the first Velcro strap, but he struggled with
the next.

“Just let me help you, or we'll be here all day.”

| closed the gap between us before he could retreat again, and gently pulled his free
arm from its impossible task. Holding his shoulder in place with one hand, | slowly
pulled open the brace to release his arm.

“How the heck have you been managing with this thing all by yourself for the last
week?” As | asked, | realized | had no idea if he'd been aone for the last week.
Maybe he’'d had his new adult-movie-star girlfriend, “the screamer,” taking care of
him.

Not that it was any of my business. So why was | searching his eyes for any hint that
he might not have been alone? But he remained silent, quietly studying me. God, |

was making myself sick. Why couldn’t | just let it go?

“Let’s start by testing your strength,” | said. “Put your hand on my shoulder.”



lan smiled and effortlessly raised his right arm. His hand gently cupped my shoulder.
| was thankful that | was wearing his sweatshirt, because his touch was doing crazy
thingsto me.

| took a breath and said, “ Other hand, genius,” giving him an exaggerated eye roll.
His nostrils flared and his eyes widened at the effort, but he couldn’t manage to get
his arm much higher than his waist. His hand shook and he let out a grunt before
dropping his arm, swearing under his breath. “ Shit.”

“1 guess we have our work cut out for us,” | said.

“We? | appear to be the only one breaking a sweat here.”

“Yes. We.” | stepped closer and helped him lift his hand, placing it on my shoulder.
His arm, being all muscle, was heavier than it looked, and as soon as | rested it on my
shoulder, he took another step closer and tightened his grip.

“Am | hurting you?’ he asked.

“No,” | said. “Push down.”

| waited but felt nothing, no push from his hand. But with him so close, | felt a push

of a different nature that needed to be nipped in the bud. And there was only one way
for meto stop this growing desire before it got totally out of control.
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“How’s Sara?”’
Thirteen
lan

Of course | knew it was a bad idea for MacKenzie to come over and help out with
physical therapy at my place. I'm an MMA fighter, not a fucking moron. Still, | felt
like one for suggesting it.

| didn’t know if she felt the same way or not, but she agreed to come over. Which
was good because | wasn't ready to go back to the gym. | didn't need the guys
watching me while | struggled to lift my hand any higher than my waist.

But | had no clue how to act with her now. She’'d let me hold her in Ty’s car on the
way to the ER, and it seemed so right, but then as soon as we got to the hospital, she
pulled away and acted like it never happened. So the only way | could figure to deal,
was the same way she was dealing with it. Or not dealing with it.

Shit, women should come with manuals. She was lucky she was so amazing.

MacKenzie came over wearing her usual gym clothes, including my favorite pair of
short-shorts—so short | could see a crescent of the naked curve of her fabulous ass
whenever she bent over. On top she wore alow-cut tank that hugged the curves of her
slender waist and clung tight to her exceptional breasts. Her nipples were erect, which
made it impossible to not imagine her naked. It was going to be a hard fucking
workout. At least | managed to get her to put on a sweatshirt.



Even as she jabbed at me verbally, | couldn’t help noticing her gentle nature as she
helped me out of my brace. And when she stepped closer and put my hand on her
shoulder, her tiny little frame in my huge hand made me want to say, fuck it. Just take
control of the situation and pull her the rest of the way to me. God, | wanted to kiss
her—and do alot more to her—so fucking bad.

“How's Sara?’ she asked.

The words startled me. Where the fuck did they come from? | thought | detected a
hint of a smirk. Fuck. | turned away from her to give myself a second. Why wouldn’t
the Sara thing just die aready? | considered keeping up the charade and telling her
we were still dating, but | just wanted to be done with the whole mess.

“I'm not sure, to be honest,” | said and added, “That was our first and last date,”
hoping that would put an end to the whole topic.

But the hint of a smirk resurfaced on MacKenzie's face. Double fucking shit. Here
we go...jokes about one-night stands, maybe?

“So | guess porn stars are good enough to have as friends, and good for one-night
stands, but not dating material ?’

Triple fucking shit. How did she know about Sara’s adult film work? Of course she
did. She was MacKenzie. | bet she watched Cade’ s films.

Her face was so smug, | wanted to kiss that smirk right off her face. Because even
when she was being a little brat, it still al came back to that. | imagined nibbling on
her pouty lower lip as | considered how much more | wanted her to know. If in fact
there was anything left she didn’t know. God, | hoped she didn’'t know | paid Sara.
But Cade would never betray me like that.



“We didn't sleep together,” | said.

Her smile faded and her eyes widened. “ So, it’ s true then?’

My breathing stopped. She did know | paid for Sara to accompany me. | would be
kicking Cade’ s ass the next time | saw him.

“What'strue?’ | asked cautioudly. | might have paid for a night with a porn star, but |
wasn't going to admit to it that easily.

“That you don’'t have sex before a big fight.” Her look was so innocent and hopeful,
yet it still took me a second to figure out why she was asking this.

“Yes,” | finally answered. Her cute little frame seemed to relax a little, making me
feel—once again—Ilike a total dick. She didn't know | paid Sara; she was talking
about something completely different, about the night we aimost hooked up. The
night | told her | couldn’t because | had a fight the next day.

She chewed at the inside of her cheek a moment, maybe considering what I'd just
said. Shit, that meant she thought 1’d just made that up to get rid of her. Not fucking

likely. Putting the brakes on that night had been the hardest thing I’ d ever done.

“S0,” she said as she looked up at me innocently through her eyelashes. “What does
that do? For afighter, | mean.”

| chuckled. “Y ou mean besides frustrate the hell out of us?”’

She smiled—thank fucking goodness—then nodded for me to continue.

“You know that stereotype that most guys are boneheaded cave dwellers driven by
instinct?’



“Isit considered a stereotype if it'strue?’ she said, then giggled.

God, she had a great laugh.

| nodded. “That’swhat | was getting at. On some very basic level, we fight in order to
survive and procreate.”

She scrunched up her nose, making her look super cute. “But wouldn’'t you fight
better then? If you have sex, then you have someone to fight for, right?’

Her hand went up to mine, which was still resting on her shoulder. She
absentmindedly played with my fingers until she noticed | was watching her, and
realized what she' d been doing. She let her hand drop.

| shook my head. “We fight to procreate. Once we've had sex, we've done the job
and have no reason to fight.”

“Hmm.” She nodded. “So | guess now that you aren’t fighting for awhile, you're free
to take care of business.” Her gaze drifted down my body.

My dick screamed at me to pull her close. She was stating the obvious, but it felt like
she was suggesting more. | saw the hunger in her eyes.
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Fuck. Did she know what she was doing to me? If | thought | was any ounce of good

enough for her, 1I'd show her how | take care of business.

| took a deep breath. There was no way | could be reading her right; after all, she was
dating Chris. | needed to back off.

“Yeah,” | said. “With my arm all messed up, I'm not planning any big rendezvous
anytime soon.”

MacKenzie took a deep breath. “Right, so let’ s start on your stretches.”

Fourteen

MacKenzie

The deal was that | would spend two hours a day twice a week with lan, working on
his physical therapy exercises and stretches. And apparently that was all he wanted to
work on.

| couldn't believe I'd flat-out asked him why he didn’'t have sex before a fight. So
much for being “professional.” | hated what happened after that, though. I’d basically
baited him by reminding him he didn’t have an upcoming fight, and he still wouldn’t

go near me.

So that was it. | was done throwing myself at him. In fact, if | wasn’t behind in rent, |
might have even quit. But | still needed the job, so | would make the best of it.



The new guy Chris brought in to train with lan arrived at the gym the next morning.
Evidently he didn't get the memo that lan was temporarily benched. The new guy’s
name was Jonah, which made me laugh, because he seriously was the size of a
freaking whale. He kept himself busy by coaching the other guys at the gym on what
they called “ground and pound,” which also made me laugh. Who in the world
thought that was a good fighting term?

Jonah didn’t bother taking it easy on the guys, which kept me busy. | was working on
one of his latest victims when Chris caled me into his office. | put a Band-Aid on a
guy’s chin, which had already stopped bleeding, then assured him that he didn’t need
stitches before following Chris to see what he needed.

“What's up, boss?’ | asked as he took a seat at his desk. | sat down on the couch
across from him. He'd surprised me by actually managing to keep it all business at
work. Maybe not al guys were cavemen.

“1 just wanted to check how things were going with you.”

“Fine,” | said. “Jonah’ s keeping me busy.”

He laughed, then leaned forward, folding his arms on his desk. “How are things with
lan? The little twerp has been refusing to go to the doctor to get a checkup, so while

he' s out of the gym, you're my only source.” He winked.

The fact that 1an was refusing to go to the doctor was news to me. | would have to get
on him for that. We'd only just started working together one-on-one.

“He's doing okay,” | said. “I would like to see him improve a little faster, but he'll
get there.” | hope.

Chris nodded. “Good. | don’'t want to see him miss out on his first big fight.” He



leaned back in his chair and opened a drawer, pulling out an envelope. “1 know thisis
early, but | was writing out the payroll checks today, so | figured | might as well give
this to you now.”

“Thank you.” | reached out and took the envelope. He had no idea how close I’ d been
to asking for an advance on my paycheck. This would be just enough to get my rent
up-to-date. Thank God.

He pushed up from the desk and sauntered over to the couch, taking a seat next to me.
“S0, MacKenzie, can we pretend we aren’t at work long enough for me to ask you to
dinner tonight?’ He took my hand in his and wove his fingers through mine.

Chris was sweet sometimes. | had been warming up to him, but still wanted to take it
slow. He seemed eager to move forward to the next level, whatever that was, but |
wasn't ready yet. Thank God he' d been patient with me.

“1 have girls' night tonight, remember?”’

He gave me a big smile. “I do, but | was hoping it was canceled or something. A guy
can dream, right?’ He kissed the back of my hand. “We're still on for Friday night,

though, aren’'t we?’

“Yeah.” He'd begun to refer to Friday as our “date night,” a phrase that for some
reason had my stomach twisting in knots. But | tried not to think about it.

Fifteen

lan

The first one-on-one session with MacKenzie had nearly killed me. Not because of
the pain—I could handle that—but having her bounce around me in that low-cut tank



top was torture. | had to use every trick | knew to keep my dick from giving her a
constant personal salute.

| decided today would be different, which was why | took an extra-long shower
before our next appointment, soaping myself up to take care of business. | would
never make it through another session with her without a release.

All | had to do was think of her—her round ass, her heavy tits, or her long, slender
legs—and | got hard. It was always her. 1'd tried thinking about other women, but |
always came back to MacKenzie.

We hadn’'t gone very far that night she still hated me for, but | hadn’t forgotten the
sweset taste of her soft mouth. | imagined her lips sucking my cock as | stroked it, her
skillful tongue and lips massaging my shaft. It was hardly any time before | was
brought to the edge.

As| came, | imagined all the ways | wanted her—riding me on the bench in my gym,
against the wall just out of sight of the window, or finishing what we started in the
back of my car. Most of al, | wanted to have her in my bed. | imagined thrusting into
her hot, wet cunt with her tight little assin the air, and | came so fucking hard.

Downstairs in the gym, MacKenzie helped me through each of the exercises. This
time | could actually concentrate on the different stretches and movements—for the
most part.
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“Here, let me show you again,” she said.

We were on my final round of reps, and she was still amazingly patient as she
showed me the same exercise for the millionth time. She took the stretch band from
my grasp and stepped between me and the wall.

I’d gotten rid of my shirt because it was restricting my movements, and now her
warm shoulder blades and the tickle of her hair brushed against my bare chest. She
lifted my hand, putting it on her shoulder so | could feel which muscles she was
working.

“Pull back like this, see, and—" Her voice cut off.

That was when | realized I’ d been holding her body to mine, my hand splayed across
her abdomen in a possessive gesture. | looked down, wondering if she would look up
at me with her beautiful eyes full of want or confusion, but she only stood there
silently, neither leaning into me nor pulling away.

“Sorry,” | grunted. | channeled every ounce of self-restraint | had and released her,
taking one step back.

She took a deep breath and began again, almost as if nothing had happened. “Just pull
back like this, engaging this muscle here.”

Without looking at me, she placed her free hand over mine on her shoulder. Damn,
her touch was so gentle. She moved my hand over the soft skin of her shoulder until
she found the muscle she was talking about. She was strong, even as small as she



was.
| focused on the movement as she pulled the band tight, and then released. Then it
was my turn again. | mimicked her movements through the last round of reps, and she

started packing up to leave.

“Where did you park?’ | asked. “I forgot to tell you, you can use the garage when
you're here. | have a guest pass.”

She shook her head. “ That’s okay, | ride the bus. | don’t own acar.”

“Oh.” | was dumbfounded. How had | not known that? “I’ll drive you home then.” |
pulled my shirt back on and grabbed my keys. There was no way | was going to let
her take the bus home.

“No, it'sfine. | take the bus all the time,” she said.

“Not anymore, you don’t.”

She smiled coyly. “Are you volunteering to be my personal chauffeur?’

“No, but you leave here late enough that some of the weirdos have already started to
come out. Theleast | can do is give you aride home.”

She didn’t say anything at first, running her hand through her hair. “Fine.”
She sounded almost like it was painful to accept help from me. | didn’'t know if she
was that way with everyone, or if | should take it personaly. But it didn't matter,

because | would be driving her home.

MacKenzie didn’t talk much on the way to her place other than to give me directions,



which left me to wonder if she was upset about me pressing up against her.

As we drove, | became aware that Kenzie was directing me toward one of the worst
parts of town. At first, | was hopeful that we were just passing through, but at every
turn, we drove farther and farther in, until finally she asked me to stop in front of a
building | wouldn’t have guessed was hers in a million years. It might have passed
building inspections, having all its windows and such, but that was about all | could
say for the place. It was one of those block apartment buildings from the seventies.
All the windows were filthy and had cheap twisted-up blinds.

The worst part, though, was the neighborhood. | counted several dealers and hookers
on our ride here, and the sun wasn’t even down yet.

“Thanks,” MacKenzie said and hopped out of the car.

“Hang on, I'll walk you up.” | followed her, my pulse kicking like a fucking mule. It
would take every ounce of strength | had to leave her in this place. | would make
damn sure the locks were secured before | [€eft her.

“It'sno big deal .”

“I"d feel better knowing | got you all the way inside safely.” Understatement of the
goddamn year.

She shrugged and rolled her eyes at me as if | was going overboard, but she let me
follow her inside.

“Do you know any self-defense moves?’ | asked as | followed her up the steps.

“Thanksalot.” She laughed. “My neighborhood isn’t that bad.”



“S0o, that’sano?”’

She shrugged again. “The building’ s secure.”

“What if | teach you some moves, you know, just in case?’ Or move you into a safer
apartment, | added silently.

MacKenzie stopped on the steps, considering, but then continued. “It's okay, you
don’t haveto do that. I'm fine. I’ ve been taking care of myself for years.”

Damn it, why did she have to be so independent and self-reliant all the time?
“Fing,” | said. But thiswasn’'t over. Maybe | could work with Chris to get her araise
so she didn’t haveto live here. If | had to pay the difference myself, so be it. It would

be worth it to be able to sleep at night and not worry about her.

She stopped in front of her door and turned to me. “Thanks. Again. | think I’ve got it
from here.”

But something was off. “Hang on,” | said, holding her there. “I heard yelling.”

She giggled. “It’ s just the kids on the street, calm down.”

But then we heard more yelling. It was coming from her neighbor’s apartment, just
next door. | pushed MacKenzie behind me as the shouts grew louder. Glass shattered,

and it sounded like someone was throwing pots and pans.

“Soni,” MacKenzie shrieked, and | felt her small hands cling to the back of my shirt.
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The door burst open and a teenage boy rushed out of the apartment with a wild look
in his eyes. | pushed MacKenzie farther back, holding out my good arm in case he
wanted to attack. His eyes were wild as he glanced around for a way out, but we were
in his path.

Fuck, | was going to have to take him down.
“No, lan!” MacKenzie cried after me as | went to meet him head-on.

“Cadll the police,” | growled as | grabbed the kid's hand, twisting it. He flipped
immediately, as | knew he would, but he had to be tweaking on something, because
he managed to bounce to his feet and pull himself free. “ Shit,” | grumbled.

| went at him again, first kicking him in the side to destabilize him, then bringing him
down again. This time | held him around the neck so that his airflow was cut off.
Still, he continued to kick around frantically like afish out of water.

“Cam the fuck down,” | said, lifting him up and slamming his butt on the ground for
emphasis. He wouldn’t get hurt if he would just stop resisting.

“The police are on their way,” MacKenzie said as she tucked her phone back into her
bag.

The guy wouldn’t give up, so | twisted his arm back, forcing him onto his stomach,
and sat on him.

When MacKenzie saw | had the kid immobilized, she darted past us into her



neighbor’ s place.

Shit. “You better be alone,” | growled at the little shit who' d become my new chair.
“Are you aone?’ | could hold this guy back with only one arm, but if there were
more of them, we were in trouble.

“Just me,” he managed to wheeze out. “Please let me go. | promise, you'll never see
me again.”

| ignored him, letting the stupid kid whine, which he continued to do like a fucking
pussy.

As | waited for the police, | started to worry about MacKenzie. There were no noises
coming from the apartment at all, which worried the shit out of me. | was about to
leave the kid on the ground and go in after her when the police finally showed up, and
| was able to run in and check on her.

Sixteen

MacKenzie

At first when lan said he wanted to give me self-defense lessons, | thought he was
kidding. | should have known he wouldn’t joke about that kind of thing. Even after
what happened the other night, | maintained that my neighborhood wasn’t that bad.
The kid lan tackled was Soni’s grandson. He came over and asked her for money
every once in awhile. Admittedly, that night he was worse than usual, but | still knew
how to call 911.

Unfortunately, that wasn't enough for lan. As far as he was concerned, the situation
only illustrated his point. Which was why | was in lan’s personal gym, about to get
my first lesson in self-defense. That, and | told him I'd do it if he agreed to go back to



the doctor for his two-week checkup.

“S0,” | said. “What do you think you can teach me with only one arm?”’

“You saw what | did to that kid in your building the other night, right?’ His lips
tugged up in aplayful smirk.

Asmuch as| didn’t want to be affected by lan, | loved this side of him. His protective
nature made my belly clench. And coupled with his confidence and that spark of

boyish charm? | might as well hand over my panties now.

“Or do | need to show you again?’ He stepped forward quickly, and | instinctively
held my hands up, turning to run. “Good.” He stopped.

“Good, what?’ | turned back to him.

“That was your first lesson. Any situation where you feel you're in danger, if you
can, run.”

“Okay.” That | knew how to do. And it seemed pretty obvious.

“Lesson number two. If you can’'t run, go for the eyes.”

“1 know that one,” | said. “Because they’re aways guarding their family jewels first,
and won't expect that.”

“Right. | thought you said you didn’t know any self-defense.”
| shrugged. “Thisisall just common street knowledge. Ears and nose are good targets

too. If you want to teach me something new, teach me how to break out of a hold or
disable an attacker.”



“Okay, sure. Lesson number three. How to break out of a hold.” He stepped forward
and his cool eyes on mine felt amost predatory, but | didn’t step back, holding my
ground. He did his arm around my waist.

| put my hands up on his chest, pushing him back. “Wait. Maybe we should hold off
on these classes until your shoulder’s healed. | don’'t want to make it worse.”

lan didn’'t answer, instead sweeping my feet out from under me. He lay me down on
the mat and covered me, hovering inches above me between my legs. My heart raced
from the thrill of being thrown down so effortlessly and yet so gently.

His lips turned up into asmug grin. “Don’t worry. I’ ve got it under control.”

My God, if he could do al that with just one arm, what would it be like to work with
him at full strength? The thought aroused me, making me even more aware of how
close he was to my center. All he had to do was let gravity take his body down, and |
would feel him between my legs. As it was, my body ached to rise up and press
against his, just inches away.

“What now?’ | asked, my voice coming out softer than I’ d intended.

His jaw clenched and he waited a moment, just staring at me. If | didn’t know better,
| would have thought he was about to kiss me.

| scanned his face, noting his chin was rough with stubble, which | imagined would
feel rough against my cheeks. Lying there with lan between my legs, | was so
flustered | almost pulled him to me right then.
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“Try to get up,” he said.

| laughed. Pretending for a moment that | actually wanted to get up from my current
position, there was no way in hell | would be able to overpower Ian.

“Just try.”

So | did, halfheartedly at first, but once | really started getting into it, | managed to
twist myself around so that | was on my stomach. He was still on top of me and still
had my legs spread, only now he was pressing his body against mine as | tried to
resist. | wiggled my ass against his pelvis and heard him release a grunt. My pulse
kicked up anotch as | shuddered at that sensual sound coming from him.

| twisted around again. No matter how careful he was to keep our groin areas apart,
my attempts to free myself had me constantly rubbing up against him in a way that
should have felt wrong, but felt so very right. At one point, his leg pressed firmly
against my pubic bone, and the throbbing was immediate and delicious. | pushed
myself into him without even thinking, just wanting some release. | must have
stopped struggling because he relaxed his grip, and after a beat, pulled his leg away.

“What the fuck, Kenzie?” His eyes found mine. He rolled off me, looking a little
winded.

“What?’

“You're not even trying.”



Thankful that he didn’t chastise me for seeking friction against him, | kept quiet. We
were silent for a few tense seconds, and | wondered if he could hear the dull roar of
my pulse thrumming in my neck, or see the desire that had to be written al over my
flushed face.

“You take the offensive pose, and I'll show you some ways to get out of a hold like
that.”

| nodded, thankful the tense moment had passed. Now | just needed to find a way to
survive the remainder of these lessons without dry humping his leg.

Seventeen

MacKenzie

Alexa grabbed my drink so that | could carry the shots back to our table where Ty,
the dutiful designated driver, was sipping a soda. I'd aready had a few drinks, so

walking was becoming a bit of an adventure.

“1 don’t understand why you made us come here,” Alexa said. “Usualy girls night is
aquiet bar these days. Are we celebrating something?’

| shook my head. “Can’t agirl just want to go out dancing with her friends every once
in awhile? We used to come here al the time. When did nightclubs become criminal
activity warranting the third degree?’

Sherolled her eyes at me, and we scooted back into our seats.

“Areyou guys ready to leave yet?’ Ty asked when we sat down.

| laughed. “When did you guys get so old? We just got here. At least let me get a



good buzz and a dance in.” | pushed one of the kamikazes in front of Alexa, and we
toasted. “To girls night.” I downed mine and chased it with beer.

“I'mjust saying,” Ty said. “We could have at |east gone to the Rainbow Room.”

“We went there last month,” | reminded him. “Besides, it's alot easier for me to pick
up straight men.” | slapped my hand over my mouth, but it couldn’t put the words
back in.

Alexa s eyesgot wide and Ty’ s jaw dropped.

“What?’ | said. “It's been awhile. | just want to get laid.” It was my standard stock
answer, but for some reason tonight it didn’t feel right.

“Don’'t you have a boyfriend?’ Ty asked.

“1 don’'t know.” | shrugged. “Chrisand | haven't slept together yet, it’s not official.”

Ty put his hand up as if to stop me. “Isn't that part of the reason you have a
boyfriend? That's one of the benefits, right? That you have a warm, willing body
when you need it?’

| knew they wouldn’t understand, which was why | hadn’t planned on telling them |
wanted to get laid tonight. Hell, | was so confused, | hardly understood myself. As |
sat there, under their watchful, worried stares, it struck me that this is exactly what
the old me would have done. | was feeling sorry for myself, and whenever that
happened, | threw myself at the first cute man | saw, drinking and dancing, and
maybe more to try and make myself feel better. But a dozen years of the same broken
cycle should have taught me that it never actually works that way.

lan and | had gone over self-defense scenarios all afternoon. It turned out he was a



really good teacher, and by the end of the day, | could get out from under him without
too much effort. But in the course of my lesson, he’ d spent enough time between my
legs that | really needed a release. But | couldn’t go to Chris for that. Because once
we crossed that bridge, there was no going back.

“So, what's going on with you and Chris?" Alexa asked, pulling me from my
thoughts.

“1’m not sure we're ready to go to the next level yet,” | said.

Alexa leaned forward. “You mean, you aren't ready. | seriously doubt he has any
inhibitions.”

| shrugged and took a swig of my beer. The last shot was hitting me harder than the
others, and things were starting to spin alittle. Crap.

“1 didn’t want to say anything,” Alexa said. “Because | was so glad you were finally
dating someone, but are you being fair to Chris? After al, you obvioudly like...” She
paused. “Well, you don’t seem to like Chris that much. And...” She put her fist down
on thetable. “Fuck it, I'll say it. You still like lan. You don’'t have to date lan, but it’'s
not fair that you lead Chris around when you like someone else.”

| flinched. Alexa had never barked like that at me before.
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| pushed myself up to my feet and said, “You don’t know anything.” Then the room
spun, and | fell back into my chair. “Shit. | can’'t date lan anyway. He doesn’t want
me. But | like Chris. We kiss.”

Chris and | had kissed a few times since we started dating, yet | still wasn't sure |
even wanted to be dating him. One thing was for sure—Alexa's nagging wasn’t
helping me figure it out.

Ty reached across the table and put his hand on mine. “She’s right, you know.” He
leaned in. “I was at the last fight. | saw how you were with Chris. He jumped in to
save you from that guy who was bugging you, and you barely said thank you to him
before you ran back to sit next to me, and your eyes were on lan the entire time.”

“S0? Was | supposed to be all, ‘Oh, my hero!”? I'm not like that. | can take care of
myself.”

Ty’s eyes widened. “Are you listening to yourself right now? You are so full of shit.
That whole evening, you had been telling me how you liked to pretend the fighters

were fighting for your honor.” He lifted his hand asif to wave me off.

| responded by waving him off too, but didn't say a word. Damn, | had to be drunk.
Usually | had a comeback for this kind of stuff.

“Whatever, MacKenzie. And then there was the way you kept on flying to the cage
anytime lan was hit.”

“That’smy job,” | said. God, what the hell was this, an intervention?



“What about the ride to the ER? What was that in the back of my car? | saw him
holding you. Damn, y’al are both idiots.”

They might be right, | did like lan, but so what, he would never be mine, and | till
thought | could make things work with Chris. Maybe. “Can we please talk about
something else?’ | said, flagging down a waitress and ordering another round of
shots.

Ty and Alexa shared a look, then relaxed a little, leaning back in their seats. |
breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that their prying was over, for now anyway.

| abandoned any thoughts of getting laid, realizing that wasn’'t what | wanted or
needed. As for what | did want, | had no idea, so | tried not to think about it, instead
throwing back a few more shots than | should have, forcing us to leave before the
club even got busy.

On the way home | passed out in the back seat.

When | woke up, we were parking in front of Alexa s house. She and Ty helped me
inside and set me on the sofa.

“Alexa, I'm readly sorry about tonight. You guys are right, lan is totally flipping
awesome. He's hot, right? But he’'s also so sweet. Did you know he's teaching me
self-defense?’

Alexasmiled. “Get somerest.” She pulled ablanket up over me, and | was out again.

Eighteen

lan



It felt good to be back at the gym. Chris's gym, that is. | was only there to talk
business with Chris, still doing al my training at the home gym, but | was going stir
crazy, and it was great to see the guys again.

“Hey, gimpy,” Chris said to greet me when | walked into his office.

“Hey, douche-roll.” | sat down on the couch. “I see you're still running this place into
the shitter.”

“You didn’t see the new talent when you came in?’ he asked.

| assumed he was talking about the guy who was making meatloaf out of one of the
guysin the practice cage. “Where did you find him?”

“That’s Jonah. He' s the guy | brought in to train with you.”

“Yeah, uh, | don’t know if you noticed, but | can’t really fight right now.” | pointed at
the arm strapped to my chest in a brace.

“He was looking for a new gym and excited about moving to the city, so | told him to
come anyway. He' sintegrated into the family quite well.”

“What is he, welterweight?’ | asked.
Chris shook his head. “Nope, he's middleweight, just like you. He's already had
severa pro fights. Y ou need to hurry up and get yourself back together so you can try

him out.”

“We're working on it.” | looked out through the one-way glass to the gym’'s
treadmill. It was empty.



“She doesn’'t work today.”

“Huh?’ | turned back to him. “Yeah, | know. How are things going with you two?’ |
hadn’t meant to ask, but when it came to MacKenzie, | couldn’t help myself. | had to
know.

He nodded. “All good. I'm thinking about asking her to come with us to Vegas for
the fight. Obvioudly it would be good to have her there to help you with your last-
minute training, but | also thought it would be nice to stay after with her and do a

long weekend.”

Fuck. That was what | got for asking. Now | couldn’t find my stupid words. And to
make it worse, | think my mouth might have been hanging open.

“What? Y ou think it’s too soon?’

| shrugged, then shook my head. “I don’t know, dude. I’'m not dating her, you are.
Have you asked her yet?’

“No, | was hoping to ask her this Friday. | have a big date planned, and | thought that
would be the big reveal at the end.”

| hated this conversation. | knew | needed to stay out of MacKenzie's love life, but
that didn’t mean | wanted to hear about other people enjoying her.

Thankfully my phone buzzed. | dug it out of my pocket. It was Sophia.

“Hey, Sis. Where the hell have you been?’ | got up and motioned to Chris that | had
to take the call, and stepped out of the office.

“Hi, lan.” Her voice sounded overly casual. “I’ve been busy. Sorry | haven't called



you back. Look, | need alittle help...do you think you could loan me some money?’
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| sighed. Sophia was lousy with money. We both got the same monthly amount from
our trust funds, but she always managed to burn through hersin the first three weeks.
We'd just gotten our money for the month last week, though. This was early for her.

“Did you ask Mom and Dad?’ | asked, knowing full well that she hadn’'t. They were
trying to teach her fiscal responsibility, which meant they refused to give her any

more than her normal monthly amount.

“You know | can't,” she said. “Come on, just a little to help me through to next
month?’

“That’s what you always say, Sophia. Besides, don’t you still owe me like two grand
from last month?’ It was true, but | didn’t really care. | was just messing with her.

“lan,” she whined.

Damn, | hated when she whined. “Fine. I'll loan you the money. When do you need
it?’

“Isnow abad time?’

| looked back through the door to Chris's office where he sat waiting for me to finish
thecall. If | left now, | wouldn’'t have to hear him talking about MacK enzie anymore.

“I’ll be over infive.” | hung up and popped back into the office. “ Chris, | have to run.
My sister’sin one of her financia holes, and | need to go dig her out.”



Chrislaughed. “ Sure. We can talk about the plane tickets and stuff later. Call me.”

The gym wasn't too far from my place, which was on the way to Sophia's. | stopped
off and grabbed my checkbook, which read like the story of how often Sophia had to
be bailed out. Not that | cared. | had enough to go around, but it had been getting
noticeably worse lately.

| flipped through my checkbook as | rode the elevator up to her place. Shit. Maybe
our parents were right to cut her off. Of course, that was easy for them to do since
they were off sailing in the Mediterranean. Call it big-brother obligation, but | found
it harder to just turn my cheek when she needed me.

When | got to the door, it took her over a minute to answer. | was beginning to
wonder if | needed to go home and grab my spare key to her place, but she finaly
opened up and stepped out into the hallway, barring me from coming in.

“Sorry, the placeisamess,” she said. “I don’t want anyone to seeit.”

“Whatever.” | shrugged. This was definitely the last check | gave her. For a while,
anyway. “How much do you need?’

“Five,” she said.

“1 hope you mean five hundred, because if you need five thousand, you're going to
have to go to abank. | can’'t keep on giving you huge chunks of money.”

“Thisisthe last time, | promise. | just had car trouble and | don’t have enough room
on my card, so...”

| swear, she always had car trouble. For a fancy foreign car, it was in the shop an
awful lot. I couldn’t remember the last time I’ d actually seen her driving it.



| opened the checkbook and started writing. “ Thisis the last one, Sophia.”

“Yeah, you already said that.”

“lI mean it, though. You're sweet and smart and a great sister, but you are also the
stupidest person | know when it comes to money.” | signed the check and handed it to

her.

“Fine, whatever,” she said as she took the check. “Is the lecture done? Because | have
adate.”

“The lecture is done. Is your date paying tonight, or am |7’ | smiled at her. She might
be alittle snot, but she was al'so my sister. It was hard to stay mad at her.

“Heis, of course. Now let me go so | can get ready.”

Nineteen

lan

One of the best things about being injured was that | could drink again. Sure, | was
working out, but my arm needed to get alittle better before | could go back into full
training mode. So training-mode rules didn’t apply.

Since | couldn’t spar with Cade, we had taken to going to the bar on Fridays instead.
This Friday we were out at Buddi€'s, adive over in his part of town. They had a great
selection of microbrews, and we were working on trying out as many as we could and

still stand.

Our waitress came over to the booth and dropped off round number four, smiling at
us before making her way back to the bar. It was aslow night at Buddie's.



As soon as she left, the look on Cade's face changed. I'd seen something in his
expression earlier. It was that look he got when he wanted to have one of his pussy-
ass “girl talks’; that waswhat | called it when he wanted to get al emotional with me.
The look meant he had something on his mind, and when we were drunk enough,
we'd hash it out.

| pounded half my pint of beer and braced myself. “Out with it, Cade.”

He took another pull from his beer, taking his time with it, then finally put the glass
down on the table. “What' s going on with you and MacKenzie?’

“Fuck, dude.” | looked around the half-empty bar, hoping to find an easy way to get
out of having this conversation. “Nothing.”

“That’ s bullshit and you know it.”

“Fuck that. | haven’'t dlept with her. Hell, | haven’t even kissed her since that night.”

| was getting worked up. Cade had been the one to warn me that Kenzie had a tough
upbringing, growing up in foster care, and she'd been through enough. She didn't
need me dicking her over. After that, he'd launched into a speech about how she was
his girl’s best friend...blah, blah, blah. I'd backed off, so why | was getting a fucking
lecture now, | had no clue.
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Cade scooted forward in his seat. “Y ou're getting physical therapy coaching sessions
from her, and giving her one-on-one self-defense lessons, and you're telling me
you’ ve never gotten any bonus contact out of the deal ?’
113 Nope.ll

“Okay. So, when's the last time you had any pussy?’

“It's been a while, | guess.” | tried to remember the last time. It had been a long
while. “I’ve been in training mode. You know | can’'t chase tail while I’ m training.”

“You are so full of it.” He knocked his beer glass against mine. “Y ou haven't been in
training mode for the entire past five months. And don’'t even tell me you’'re too
injured. Do the math, you idiot. You haven't bragged once about getting laid since
you met MacKenzie.”

“S0?7" | was getting serioudly pissed. He needed to drop this shit.

“Okay, then why aren’t you out there getting some?’

| hadn’t thought about it before, but he had a point. “Damn, are you seriously trying
to be my sex therapist right now?’

“Why don’t you just date her, already?’

“For the fuck of fuck. Are you shitting me?’ | thought | knew what it was like to see
red, but | was seeing a much more vibrant shade than 1I'd seen in a while. He was



going to feel this at our next sparring session. “Y ou told me to back off that night,” |
spat.

Cade leaned back in his seat and his eyes widened. He put his hands up in front of
him. “Hey, don’'t explode. | didn’t want you to pull a one-night stand on her. She's
Alexa’'s best friend. They’re like family. How the hell did | know you were going to
go all boombox over the head with her?’

“You told me | couldn’t touch her because it would be like you trying to date Sophia.
Y ou pulled the sister card on me.”

“Fine, | un-pull the sister card.”
| wanted to punch him. “It’ stoo late. She’s moved on. She’ s with Chris now.”
“Dude, maybe | shouldn’t be telling you this, but she crashed on our couch last night

after a particularly intense girls night out. | shouldn’t have listened, but it was hard
not to. She was shouting about how awesome you were.”

For a split second, | allowed myself to consider how amazing it would be if he was
right, and sheredlly did still want me. But then | laughed. “ She was drunk. How can |
take that seriously?’

“Whatever. I’'m just saying. If you want her, you have all the information. Stop acting
like a pussy and man up before you lose your chance with her. It makes me sick to

seeyou like this, man.”

| finished off my beer. The prick might be right. “ Are you done playing sex therapist
now?’

Cade nodded and finished his pint. “Let’s get another round.”



| signaled the waitress,

Twenty

MacKenzie

Friday night was supposed to be a big date night. At least, that was what Chris said.
He wouldn’t tell me where we were going or anything, which made me nervous, but
he ended up taking me to a great restaurant, and afterward we went to a rooftop bar
and had several rounds. | was having a good time, but starting to wonder what was so
special about dinner and drinks.

Christook asip of hisdrink. “So, | know we aren’t supposed to talk about work when
we're out, but I've been meaning to ask you how you like working for me at the

agym.

| smiled. “I can’t complain. After al, | get to work out for free around a bunch of
sweaty half-naked guys.” | paused, wondering how I'd managed to just say such a
stupid thing to my boyfriend, especially since | didn’'t find any of the guys at the gym
that attractive. God, that was something I'd say to Alexa, not my romantic interest.
“Sorry, none of them are as hot as you,” | said, which felt a little like lying and |
wasn't sure why. But | smiled at him.

He leaned over and kissed me quickly on the lips. “I know, honey.” He put his arm
around me. “The reason | ask is that | have a proposal for you. It's work related, so
please don't get mad, but | was thinking about the fight lan has coming up in just
over amonth. | wondered if you would want to come with usto Vegas. Y ou know, to
take care of any last-minute issues he might have.”

“You want to fly meto Vegas?’



Chris paused and took another sip of his drink before answering. “Yeah, and |
thought we could stay a few days after and just hang out. You know, take in the
sights. Do the Vegas thing.”

| took a huge swig from my drink. “Y ou mean, like an extended date?’

“Yeah, sort of. Or maybe more like a vacation for two.” He sat back to get alook at
me and his brow wrinkled. “Y ou have that look on your face. What's up?’

Damn, | sucked at hiding my feelings. | struggled to find the right words to tell him. |
had slept with guys before, of course, but the idea of sharing a hotel room? That tiny
little space, for severa days in a row, made me feel claustrophobic. | wouldn’'t have
my escape route, and | needed an escape route. It was how | operated.

“I just...”

“It’ stoo soon for meto ask this, isn't it?’ he asked.

Chris was seriously such a good guy, the way he always let me out of stuff like this.
“No, it'sjust | don’t know if I'm ready for the overnight thing yet. Maybe we'll be

ready by then, but | can’t say.”

“If it's just the room thing holding you back, don’t worry. We can have separate
rooms.”
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“Can | think about it?”

“We haven't made the travel arrangements yet. Just let me know in the next few
weeks.”

| nodded. | spent the rest of the evening half listening to one of Chris's fight stories
while | mulled over the idea of going with him to Vegas. | really wanted to go; | just
didn’t want to give him the wrong idea. | didn’t know if | could let him pay for me to
go, if | knew | wasn't ready for more yet.

When he pulled up to my apartment building at the end of the night, | was still no
closer to figuring out the answer.

Chris walked me to the door and leaned in for a good-night kiss. His lips were cold
and wet, and he moved his tongue in a circle, the same way every time we kissed. He
wrapped his arms around me and gave me one quick, tight squeeze. Thiswas his way
of hugging. He pulled back and waited for me to unlock the entry door, then got back
in hiscar.

Turning back, | waved to him, then let the door close and started up the steps to my
floor. The hallway was quiet, which made me uneasy. It happened every now and
then that the simple process of walking through the halls gave me the chills.

| used to just push through it, but lately, whenever this happened, my mind would
wander to lan, wondering where he was and wishing he could be here next to me the
way he was that one day. | didn’t need him to protect me or anything, | was fine on
my own, but it felt so much safer when he was here. He' d been driving me home for



the last several weeks after our sessions, and that he cared enough to insist on
walking me to my door was so sweet.

It seemed | was growing to rely on his comforting presence more than | realized.

Twenty-One

lan

Whenever MacKenzie came over, | couldn’'t help but recall her first self-defense
lesson—the time my leg accidentally pressed between her legs, and how she'd
eagerly pushed back. It had taken me a second to realize she wasn't struggling
anymore, and her core was pressed against me as though she was aching for it. That
day when I’d met her eyes, there was such a hunger in them, such a need. One |
hadn’t seen since the night we almost hooked up.

She’'d had several lessons since then, but we' d never had that same encounter again.
Which was good, because | didn’t think | could resist her if it happened again.

“1 don’t need to know how to drop people, lan.” MacKenzie put her hands on her hips
as she sassed me.

God, | wanted to spank her when she was like this. The urge to pam her hot little ass
rushed through me. “I didn't want to go to the doctor, but you didn’t see me bitch

about it.”

She laughed. “No, you didn’t bitch, you whined like a freaking baby the whole way
there, though.”

“l told you | don't like doctors.”



“Whatever, just try to keep the whining down when we go back tomorrow.”

| grumbled; she just had to remind me. It was only three weeks until the big fight, and
| had to go back and get another check on my progress tomorrow. I’ d regained almost
full use of my shoulder, but the doc wanted to see me again before he cleared me to
start sparring, something | desperately needed to get back into if | was going to have
any chance at the fight in Vegas.

The first doctor visit hadn’t been too bad; he'd just tested my shoulder’ s strength and
told me to keep up the good work. | still didn’'t want to go back, though. What if the
next time he wanted me to turn my head and cough or whatever? No fucking thank
you.

“I’m not going back tomorrow unless you learn how to do this. Now, get your little
fanny over here and pay attention. All you do is roll the assailant over your hip, then
let gravity drop them to the ground.”

| demonstrated, grabbing her small frame, pulling it close to me and twisting. | rolled
her body over my hip, lifting both her legs off the ground. As | did this, her soft,
sweet-smelling hair brushed across my face, making me want to bring her al the way
to the floor, spread her legs apart, and give her what | knew she needed.

Instead, | forced myself to set her back down on her feet. It took an incredible amount
of restraint on my part.

“Okay, now I’'m going to come at you. Do it just like | showed you.”

Kenzie nodded that she was ready and | approached her, wrapping my arms around
her. I’d fully intended to not resist and let her drop me easily to the ground—I knew
how to land without getting hurt. However, she was quicker than I’ d anticipated, and
| wasn't ready when she twisted and sent me down to the mat.



“SHIT!”

“What! Areyou hurt?’ She dropped down next to me. “I’m sorry. Damn it, | told you
we should have waited until you were healed.” She put her soft hand on my cheek,
and her eyeswidened in fear.

“I’'m okay.” | covered her hand with mine. “It's okay. | didn’t mean to scare you. |
just didn’t expect you to drop me so fast.”

| held her small hand in mine, refusing to let it drop from my face. | found her other
hand, balled up in a fist a her side, and enclosed it in mine, gently working at
opening it up. The last time she’'d knelt over me like this, 1I'd turned into a dick and
pushed her away. But alone with her on the mat, in the small room that was so full of
her, 1 couldn’t do that anymore. After working one-on-one with her for severa
weeks, I'd worn my resistance down to the bone. | couldn’t push her away.

So instead, | pulled her to me. She didn’t resist, landing on top of me with a surprised
oomph. You could only run on determination and sheer adrenaline for so long. |
needed pussy. A warm, wet pussy. No, more than that, | needed MacKenzie's sexy,
feisty ass in my bed. | needed to feel her moving underneath me, shifting her hips
closer with my every thrust, groaning my name in her raspy tone.
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The realization burst through me with surprising clarity—I didn’t have the willpower
to stay away from her any longer.

Her gaze latched onto mine, and her chest heaved with a succession of quick breaths.

Closing one hand around the back of her neck, | guided her mouth to mine. Her eyes
drifted closed and she leaned into the kiss. It was even better than | remembered. Her
lips were soft, yet demanding, and followed my lead, matching every lick of my
tongue against hers.

My cell phone rang in the distance, but neither of us broke the kiss. Whoever it was
would have to fucking wait.

| pulled her closer and spread her legs, placing myself between her thighs the way 1'd
longed to be for so fucking long. | was rock hard, and | pressed my cock between her
legs. She gasped but didn’t move away, letting me know how much she wanted this. |
cupped her ass in my hands, squeezing tight, and pushed again. She pushed back,
grinding against my dick.

Fuck. | thought | was going to lose my shit right then, she was so hot.

MacKenzie sucked on my lower lip, then broke the kiss long enough to slowly kiss
her way down my neck. Her hot breath and kisses blazed a trail down my body, and
she pushed my shirt out of her way. When she was at the waistband of my shorts, she

looked up at me with her gorgeous eyes full of longing. Christ, she was sexy.

“lan,” she whispered. “Tell me what you want.”



| wanted to pull my dick out and have her suck me off right there, but at that moment
| had to touch her before | went off like a damn rocket and embarrassed myself. Last
time I’d walked away without ataste, and that was not fucking happening again.

| slid one hand down to caress her cheek while she looked up at me. She leaned into
my hand, letting me stroke her skin with my thumb. “Can | touch you?’ | asked.

“God, yes,” she said softly, breathing awarm puff of breath against my belly.

“1 want to make you come. | want to hear my name on your lips.”

A little grunt of satisfaction rose in her throat. | hadn’t even touched her yet, and she
was already so worked up.

| pulled her up toward me so she was sprawled out across my body. She was dressed
in her teeny-tiny shorts and a figure-hugging tank top. | assessed this all quickly,

seeking the fastest route to get her naked.

“Are you sure about this, Kenz? Because God help me, once we start, | don’t know if
I’ll be able to stop.”

| was just being honest, but the way her brows pinched together had me feeling like a
real jackass. | was about to reassure her, promise her | could control myself and that
we' d take this at whatever pace she needed, when she opened her mouth to speak.
“Last time, you tapped out.” Her voice was small, unsure.

| lifted her chin. “ That’s not happening again.”

“You sure you can handleit?’ she taunted, her smile growing.



“lI know | can’t, but that's never stopped me before.” | smiled back. God, this felt
right. Me and her.

Before she could formulate a response, my mouth was back on hers. Hot and needy
sounds pushed past her lips and into my mouth. Trailing my hands from her face,
down her neck and to her shoulders, | pushed the straps of her tank top off her arms,
then pulled her sports bra down her chest. Breaking free from her mouth, | looked
down and nearly came in my shorts.

“These are beautiful.” | pressed a kissto the top of each breast.

A little shudder passed through her body, asignal that | read as keep going.

| did.

Taking one nipple in my mouth, | teased her with my tongue before sucking gently,
and MacKenzie released an exquisite little groan. | gave her other breast the same
treatment, palming them in my hands, licking and kissing them al over. When |
paused briefly to watch her, | could see her chest and neck were flushed as if the heat

was crawling up her body. | loved knowing that | was the one heating her up.

| maneuvered us quickly, flipping her so that she was laid out on her back and | was
kneeling between her knees.

“Nice ground work,” she teased.

“It was either nail you down to the mat, or put you on your knees,” | teased right
back.

“1 wouldn’t have minded.” She smiled happily.



Christ, she shouldn’t say things like that. As | trailed my hands up her thighs,
MacKenzie remained propped on her elbows, watching me with wide eyes. Her skin
was soft and smooth, and | loved the way she trembled under my touch. | hooked my
fingers into the sides of her shorts, then tugged them and her underwear down her
legs. Her tennis shoes prevented me from removing the clothes completely, but |
didn't care. My goal was ssimple. | wanted my mouth on her hot pussy, so | bent her
legs at the knee and pushed them together and up onto her chest.

She released a surprised sound, but as soon as my tongue found her wet center, the
whine in her throat turned to a moan of pleasure.

Fuck, yeah.

Letting the sounds of her breathy groans guide me as to what she liked, | lightly
licked from top to bottom, gripping her hips in my hands so she couldn’t wiggle
away. Sensing she was getting restless, | sucked her clit in my mouth and was
rewarded with a hand pushed into my hair as her fingers fought for purchase.

My cell phone rang again. | promised to slowly and methodically murder whoever the
fuck was interrupting this.

Ignoring the phone, | continued licking her, finding a rhythm that pushed her nearly
to the edge. Then | eased one finger inside her, and her hips lifted up off the floor.

“lan...” she groaned.

“Y eah, babe?’
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“That feels so good.”

Damn straight it did. This was al about her, and | couldn’t wait to watch her come.
Flicking my tongue against her over and over, | pushed a second finger inside her
tight, hot channel, and within seconds | felt her clenching down on my hand as her
release started to build.

“Come for me, sexy girl.” Still pumping my fingersin and out, | bit down on her clit
and MacKenzie gave a little cry of pleasure, repeating my name again and again as
she came. Her body clenched down on my fingers, and tremors racked her for several
long moments. Her pussy felt so good around my fingers; | couldn't wait to
experience what it felt like when | was deep inside her body.

Blinking open hazy eyes, her gaze found mine and she smiled. | moved over her and
kissed her deeply. MacKenzi€' s [abored breathing was a huge turn-on. | couldn’t wait

to feel her hands, her mouth, her tight little cunt wrapped around me.

She curled her hand around my cock and gave it a squeeze. | almost fucking came
right then. | needed to be buried balls deep inside her.

Like yesterday.

“lI wanna play with this,” she murmured, working her hand into the front of my
shorts.

“You can do any goddamn thing you like to him.”



My fucking phone started ringing again.

Motherfucker!

MacKenzie lifted her head off the mat and gave me alook that said just go answer it.

“Sit tight, beautiful.” | needed to get rid of whoever this was—or throw the phone out
the goddamn window. | got up and crossed the room, adjusting my rigid cock so |
could walk properly. With a muttered curse, | grabbed my phone where it sat on the
floor.

Damn it. It was Sophia. It had only been a week since | gave her the check for five
grand; there was no way | was going to bail her out again. Not this soon, anyway.

| declined the call and turned back to MacKenzie, who was looking at me
expectantly. She was so beautiful, it almost took my breath away. Her hair was a
tangled mess, and her cheeks were rosy and pink.

But now that | was on my feet, | was having second thoughts. Not about wanting her.
Hell no. But as she lay there, looking at me with her big blue eyes, | knew | didn’t
want her here, like this. MacKenzie deserved more than that. There were women you
threw down on the gym mat and banged just for the sake of getting off. And there
were women like MacK enzie, who you hoped would be more.

MacKenzie rose to her feet, adjusted her clothes, and closed the distance between us.
She traced her fingers up my abs to my chest, then slid her arms around my neck and
pulled herself up. She kissed me so tenderly, then pulled herself up on me, wrapping
her legs around my waist.

| easily supported her weight with my hands under her butt. She rocked up and down
against me, grinding herself on my erection. My dick flexed enthusiastically in my



shorts, begging me to let him come out and play. Her damp heat radiated through my
shorts, threatening to short-circuit al other thoughtsin my brain.

But she deserved more. | pulled back. “MacKenzie, | can’t.”

Her soft eyes searched mine for a moment, wondering, before they turned cold and
she let herself down, dropping to her feet.

“You fucking ass.” Her hands balled up in fists. “I can’'t believe you're pulling this
shit on me again. God, I’'m such an idiot.”

| stood blinking stupidly as she headed for her purse that was lying on the mat across
the room. She was amost to the door before | managed to pull my shit together and
take charge.

“Damn it, MacKenzie, that’'s not what I'm doing!” | yelled a bit too loud, but it
stopped her long enough for me to storm past her and plant myself between her and
the door.

Her eyes were already wet with tears. Shit.

“1 wasn't trying to push you off. | just don’t want this’—I motioned to the mai—*“to
be the first time I’m with you.” | took her hands in mine once more and gently coaxed
them out of tight fists. “Y ou have to believe that I’m done pushing you away. | don't
have the strength to do it anymore. I’ve wanted you all this time, but | thought I
wasn'’'t good enough for you.”

Lifting her hands up, once they finally opened, | kissed the palm of one hand, then
the other, hating the little crescent-shaped marks | found there. “I still know I’'m not
good enough for you, but | realize now that no one is. But you need someone, and |
want to be that someone.”



| pulled her in my arms and lifted her up, kissing her softly on the lips before letting
her back down on her feet. Her arms felt so good wrapped around my neck, her body
still pressed against mine. The way it should be. We stood there for a moment, just
looking into each other’s eyes.

Her gaze left mine, and her forehead creased. “| have to tell Chris.” She bit her lip.
Chris. He was going to fucking kill me. But when she looked up at me again with
pouty eyes, | no longer gave a shit. Chris could beat me senseless if that was what it
took for meto be with thisangel. | leaned in to kiss her again, but my phone rang.
“Who keeps calling?’ she asked.

“No one. It’sjust my sister, wanting to borrow money.”

Twenty-Two

MacKenzie

lan had just completely rocked my world, shattering it into a million tiny pieces. His
warm mouth on my core had been better than al the times I'd fantasized about him
combined. And now he was looking at me with that hungry gaze of his and telling me
that he wanted me. | could have melted right into the sea of blue matsin his gym.
Telling Chris about us wasn't going to be fun, but I'd wanted lan for the better part of

ayear now and | felt like | had just won the damn lottery. He was so hot and sweet,
and made me feel things I’ d never felt before.
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His phone started ringing yet again. He checked the phone before answering.
“Sophia, what on earth is so important—" His brow wrinkled as he listened to her. |
could hear the faint but frantic lilt of his sister’s voice, but | couldn’t tell what she

was saying.

“Where are you?’ he asked, his body tense as he listened. “Stay on the phone with
me. I’m coming to get you. Just a second.” He pulled the phone away from his face,
his eyes filled with a mixture of panic and anger. “ She was mugged. She says she's
okay, but | need to go pick her up.”

| nodded and grabbed my purse. “Let’sgo.”

He shook his head. “No, | don’t want you going. She'sin a bad part of town.”

“Your chivary is endearing, but misguided. Remember where | live? Besides, she
said she was okay, but would it hurt to have a nurse there?’ | pointed at myself. “ Just

in case? She must be in shock, and might not realize she’ sinjured.”

His face grew even more fearful, and | wished I’d kept my mouth shut. | hadn’t
meant to suggest she was hurt.

“She’s probably fine,” | said, “but | can still help.” | slipped my hand into his, and he
squeezed it while he briefly mulled it over.

Finally, he nodded and led the way down to the parking garage while still holding the
phone to his ear, talking to Sophia. The car alarm chirped as we approached his
Escalade. | dlid into the passenger side and he hopped into the driver’s seat. Wasting



no time, he brought the car to life.

Surprisingly he ended up driving to my neighborhood, taking the usual route he took
when he drove me home, only about five times faster. As he took a residential corner
at forty miles an hour, | tugged on the seatbelt to make sure it was tight.

His brow furrowed, his muscles tense, he somehow managed to sound levelheaded as
he talked to Sophia on the drive over. About a mile from my place, he turned onto
one of the worst streets in that part of town. | was used to my neighborhood, but if
Sophiawas atrust-fund kid like her brother, she was way out of her element.

We rounded the final corner and my heart almost broke. | had no idea what Sophia
looked like, but | knew the girl on the bus bench was her. She wore expensive heels.
Her dress was designer, and would have been gorgeous if it hadn’'t had black
smudges on the bright yellow fabric, and a rip in the shoulder that would have
exposed her if she hadn’t been holding it up. Her eyes were smeared with runny
makeup.

lan was out of the car before I'd managed to free myself from the seatbelt. He was
pumped. Angry. And a whole lot out of control. Even more so than when he was
preparing for afight, if that was possible.

“lan, wait.” | got out, following him to the bench where his sister sat. | hoped to God
that whoever did that to her was already in police custody, because injury or not, lan
looked like he was going to kill someone. A vein throbbed in his neck, and his fists
were clenched at his sides.

“Stay in the car, Kenzie,” he growled.

| was tempted to obey since he was seriously pissed off, but | was more worried
about hissister, so | followed at a safe distance.



“l told you, | don't remember what he looked like,” Sophia was saying as |
approached.

“Where were you when this happened?’ lan asked. He leaned over her with his hand
on the back of the bench. His gaze darted around, looking for anyone who might
seem the least bit suspicious. Now that he was near his sister, he seemed to relax the
tiniest bit.

“l don’'t remember. | told you, | was dazed. | wandered a while before | thought to
call you.”

That was all | needed to hear. | scooted in on the bench next to her. “Sophia, my
nameis MacKenzie. I'manurse,” | said. “Did you hit your head?’

“No.” She turned away from me, but | caught a glimpse of her eyes and my heart
almost broke for a second time. Her pupils were dilated and her eyes were red. That
combined with the insane pace her knee was bouncing told me all | needed to know.
She was using. Probably cocaine from the way she kept wiping at her nose.

| searched lan’s face for any indication that he knew his kid sister was coked-up out
of her gourd, but it was clear he didn't. Not that | could blame him for missing it.
After dl, the signs of her recent assault were much more obvious.

“What happened?’ | asked.

“1 was attacked. | got away before anything happened, but | just want to go home.”

“We should call the police,” | said.

“No,” they both said in unison, and lan said, “I don’t want this shit behind bars where
| can’'t get to him.”



Sophia whimpered. “lan, it was nothing. | told you | don’'t remember who it was.
Now can you please just drive me home?’

lan surveyed the street one last time, then turned to his sister. “Yeah, let’s get you
home.”

| tried to sit with Sophia in back, but she waved me off, saying she was fine, and
pushed me to sit up front with lan. She tried to get us to just drop her off, but lan
insisted on walking her upstairs and getting her settled.

“You don’t mind, do you, Kenzie? I’m sorry to drag you al over town like this.”

| shook my head. “No, not at al.” | was worried for Sophia, and glad he wasn’t just
going to let her wander upstairs alone.

In the elevator, Sophia kept tapping her foot and bouncing against the wall, literaly,
by leaning back, then pushing off with her hands. It looked like she was going to
explode any moment.
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lan and | followed her down the hall, and she opened the door. It was a nice enough
apartment, well, probably a condo like lan’s, but there was clothing and dirty dishes
strewn everywhere.

lan scanned the place, and concern filled his eyes. “What happened here?’

“Nothing,” she barked and tried to close the door on us, but lan was having none of
that. He pushed through the door, and | gave him some space before following.

He acted like this was all new, which meant he might not even know she was using.
If she were my patient, | couldn’t tell lan, but neither she nor her insurance were
paying for my services. | didn’t want him to explode at her, though, so | watched him.

After wandering around to the various rooms, securing the apartment, lan planted
himself on the sofa. His eyes were sharp and he was about to snap, but not at her. He
looked at her asif she was someone who needed protecting.

lan could never hurt his sister. | would have to tell him; he could get her help.

“Just go, lan,” she said. “Thanks for coming to get me. I’m just gonna take a shower
and crash for the night, nothing exciting going on here. Thank you and good-bye.”

She looked almost pissed.

| stepped forward. “ Sophia, you and | both know he isn’t going anywhere until you're
cleaned up and he's calmed down. Let’s go take alook at those scrapes.”

| took her hand and guided her to the solitary hallway, which had to lead to the



bathroom. When lan got up to follow, | said, “I’ve got this, lan. You just relax. This
isagirl thing.”

“Does lan know?’ | asked once the bathroom door had closed behind us.

Sophia folded her arms and turned away from me. “I don’t know what you' re talking
about,” was her snotty little response. She was trying to push me away by being cold.
I’d seen it before; she was desperate to be | eft alone to feed her addiction.

Not on my watch.

“Oh, right,” | said. | opened her medicine cabinet and started rummaging through the
bottles of pills.

“Stop it.” She reached for a bottle of antihistamine and | swatted her hand away,
taking the same bottle off the shelf myself and opening it.

“Are your allergies acting up? You want some of this?’ | asked, tipping the bottle’s
contents into my hand. No pills, just a small clear via. It was almost empty, save for
atiny trace of powder. She reached for it, and | pulled it behind my back.

“Sophia, does lan know you’ re using?’

She took a deep breath asif to fight off tears. “No, please don’t tell him. He'll tell our
parents. | hardly ever use, and...I can stop. I'll stop. | promise.” Her eyes were wide,

but not because she was scared. It was because of how high she was.

| lifted the toilet seat and opened the vial, tapping the last pinch of cocaine into the
toilet. Her hands went for the vial as| did so.

This was bad, and so heart wrenching. | felt my fist balling up. I’d known so many



addicts when | was a kid. Several of my foster parents were. | always tried to be nice
and encouraging to them in the hopes that they would stop. It wasn’t until nursing
school that | learned addicts wouldn’t get help until they were ready. Sometimes that
meant tough love. So as much as | wanted to, | couldn’t baby her.

“Clean yourself up,” | said, then let myself out of the bathroom.

Her faint sobs followed me down the hall, begging me to turn back and tell her it
would all be okay. God, | wanted to. But | went back to meet lan in the living room.
Addicts needed tough love.

When | got there, he was still seated on the sofa, his head in his hands. | wasn’t sure
what he was doing until | saw what was laid out in front of him on the coffee table. A

CD case with adusting of white powder.

| didn’t have to tell him his little sister was snorting coke. The evidence was right in
front of him.

Twenty-Three

lan

How the hell did I not know?

The signs were all there. MacKenzie told me they weren’'t always easy to spot, but
still, 1 should have seen them. Sophia was my little sister. | have known her all my
life.

| thought back to the few times I’d seen Sophia in the past month. The way her leg

had started bobbing up and down nervously, the irritability. She had been secretive,
and had asked for more money. She was manipulative, even more so than usual. Only



| hadn’t noticed because | was so wrapped up in my own career, so focused on my
stupid injury. So now, here | was on her sofa, waiting for her to come down from her
high so we could talk.

MacKenzie had spent several hours going through Sophia's place. She picked up
clothing, washed the dishes, did a load of laundry, and even mopped the floor. That,
and everything else from the day had worn her out.

Now she lay next to me, her head in my lap, dozing quietly. | ran my fingers through
her hair, so thankful she'd come with me. If she hadn’'t been here, 1I'd have lost my
shit. MacKenzie took control of the situation in a way | never could have. | was so
hell-bent on finding the guy who mugged Sophia so that | could exact revenge, |
couldn’'t even see that there was something way more fucked-up going on. | don’t
know what | would have done if she hadn’t been here.

Hell, | guess | do. | would have ignored the signs and run off half-cocked to find
whoever did this to Sophia. | still wanted to figure out who the hell had put her on to
that shit. And | would be finding out once she was clean; | had to wait until she came
down. No matter how much | wanted to punch whoever did this shit to her, | had to
fucking calm down.
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| looked down again at Kenzie. She was curled up on her side in the fetal position
next to me. I'd offered to get her a cab, but she refused, insistent that she would wait
out Sophia’ s high with me.

| brushed my finger against her cheek. It was so soft. It brought me back to the
moments we' d had together today before. I’d finally doneit. I'd done what | had been
wanting to do for the last six months, since the first night I met her—I committed
myself to being everything | could be for her. God, it felt good to finally be able to
givein to the need, to tell her how | felt about her.

MacKenzie stirred under my touch. “Sorry | dozed off. | meant to keep you
company.” She stretched and sat up, scooting in so she curled against my side.

“No, it's okay, you need rest.” | looked into her sleepy eyes. “You have to work
tomorrow.”

That was the wrong thing to say. She groaned and buried her head in my shoulder.

My stomach sank. | wasn't the only one who was worried about how Chris would
take this. | put my arms around her and kissed the top of her head, wishing there was
some way we could avoid telling Chris, yet knowing | couldn’t do that to him. He

was afriend.

God, and thiswas al my fault for pushing him at her. | practically served her to him.
| was such a fucking douche-wad.

Twenty-Four



MacKenzie

I’d never been sentimental about waking up next to a guy, and yet here | was curled
up in lan’sarms, unwilling to open my eyesin case it might all be a dream.

| pressed my nose to his T-shirt, and the familiar scent of his detergent, body soap,
and a hint of musk filled my senses. | traced my fingers over his chest and down his
abs. Even as he dept, his breathing slow, | could still feel the definition in his
muscles. My leg was draped over his groin, and he had the hint of morning wood.

My grip tightened around his chest, and | tried not to think about it. | still couldn’t
believe what had happened between us at his gym. The confident way he'd pulled my
panties down my legs and licked my center... | shuddered and squeezed him tighter.

His sister lay sleeping in the next room,; this wasn’'t the time. She'd finally dozed off
at six in the morning, and we' d curled up to get in afew hours of sleep before we had
to take lan to the doctor.

My stomach growled. | was hungry, but | didn't want to move. lan’s breathing
changed and his embrace tightened. | finally opened my eyes because | wanted to see

his face.

It was perfect. His square jaw was covered in stubble, which was only a little shorter
than his hair. His clear blue eyes looked down at me with so much tenderness.

“Hey, Kenzie.” We closed the distance and kissed. “Y ou ready to face the day?’

The readlity of his words hit me. This was real. It wasn't a dream. He couldn’t still
want me this morning, could he? After all, this didn’t happen to girls like me.

“Listen, what happened back at your place...we were caught up in the heat of the



moment, | understand if you...” | was giving him a way out, shutting down these
growing feelings | had for him before he had the chance to fracture my heart again.

His forefinger over my lips quieted me. “Don’t pussy out on me now, Kenzie. | want
thiswith you, I’ ve wanted this for along fucking time.”

He kissed the top of my head. Something he’d only done a few times, but | loved it
and hoped he would make a habit of it. God, he was so sweet.

“Oh my God. Will you guys get a fucking room?’ Sophia stood over us, her hair al
matted. She'd forgotten to remove her makeup, which was now smeared up and down
her face.

“Morning, Sis.” lan sat up, and | followed. “You must have slept a whole five
minutes.” He slumped down and bent his head over, rubbing the back of his neck asif
he'd just remembered he was supposed to be irritated with her. “This is it, Sophia
End of the road. If you can’t stay clean, I’m kidnapping you and hauling your ass to
rehab. Do | make myself clear?’

“lan, you can’'t force meto go to rehab. Besides, | don’'t need it. I'm fine,” she said.
“Do | make myself clear?’

She frowned and averted her eyes. “Yes.”

“And that five grand | gave you redly is the last you'll see from me. If you need
more to get through the month, I’'ll buy you a case of ramen noodles. There won't be

any more handouts.”

“lan, | was mugged yesterday. | really don't have any money left. The guy took it
al.”



His eyes got wide. “ Sophia, what the hell were you doing walking around that part of
town with five thousand dollars cash?’ He chuckled to himself. “Never mind. | think
| know.” He started pulling his shoes on. “I have to go right now. I'll stop by later
with your case of ramen.”

“lan,” she whined.

He dlid his hand into mine, ignoring his sister completely, and gave me a look that
could melt butter. “Y ou ready to go?’

| nodded. Even though | was in no way ready for the day—dealing with Chris and
all—I understood what lan was doing with Sophia. It was time for some tough love,
and it was time to get on with the day. In fact, it was important to get on with this
day, so that it would soon be over. Then | could spend the rest of my time with this
seriously sexy man.

He stood up and helped me to my feet.
“lan, wait,” Sophia said.
He led me to the door, then turned back to her. “This is it, Sophia. You're cut off.

You can’'t whine your way out of thisone. I'll be by later to check on you. Be good.
Y ou can do this.”
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He gave his sister a hug and she squeezed him back, her eyes shut tight and her lower
lip trembling. And with that we |eft.

Twenty-Five
MacKenzie

lan pulled into the gym’s parking lot and let the car idle. He'd hardly spoken since
we' d left the doctor’ s office. I’d expected him to be silent. What | didn’t expect was
how unruffled and in control he was, considering what the doctor had just told him.

“This means no more self-defense classes until you're back on track,” | said to break
the silence.

He shook his head, but the corner of his mouth turned up, hinting at a smile. “If you
think a bad report card from the doc will get you out of self-defense lessons, you are
sorely mistaken.” He glid his hand around mine and wove our fingers together. “I’ll
get myself back on track. Don’t you worry about it. It’s not your problem.”

“But it is. Why do you think I’'m coming to work with you twice a week?’

“Because you think I'll be good in bed,” he said in ahusky voice.

| blushed at how true his words were, but it made me laugh. “Maybe, but that’s not
the only reason.” | traced my finger along his aim and looked at him. “This is

something you've worked long and hard for. | want you to win. | want you to
succeed.”



He cupped my cheek with hishand, “I will win, MacKenzie. Anything you want.”

| laughed. “Y ou can’t promise you’'ll win.”

He shook his head. “I can. I’ll do it for you. I'll win my fight. Promise.” His eyes
held mine, and | knew he would do anything to keep a promise to me. The thought
warmed me.

lan winning hisfight wasn’t the only thing | wanted. At that moment, | also wanted to
straddle him and press my body against his, but | wasn’t going to do that in front of
Chris's gym. | still hadn’t broken up with him. “Maybe | should start coming over
every day to work with you.”

“That sounds like a good idea.” His voice was low, and | wondered if he was only
holding back because of where we were. “Come over tonight and we'll...work on
things.”

| felt athrob between my legs. God, | wanted him to work on me.

But then my eye caught movement behind him and | sat up straight, pulling away
from him. He turned to look. It was just a mom walking down the street with a double
stroller, but it was enough to remind us of one of the issues we had to deal with today.

“Are you sure you don’'t want me to talk to Chrisfirst?’ he asked.

“No, it makes more senseiif | let him down. If | don’'t and he finds out we're dating, it
will be like we're cheating.”

“We amost are.”

“But it will only hurt him to put it that way. Maybe we should give him a while too



before we tell him about us. Just to soften the blow alittle. I’ll talk to him today. And
hopefully he'll be true to hisword, and I'll still have ajob.”

“Chrisisagood guy. He' d never fire you for breaking up with him.”

lan was probably right, but when Chris found out | was also dating his buddy lan, |
wasn't sure it would all remain cool between us. And | really wished | didn’'t have to
test it out.

“Cal me if things get intense and you need me to come get you.” He squeezed my
hand. “I’ll come pick you up at the end of your shift so you don’t have to bus over.”
He scanned the parking lot before leaning in, giving me a light kiss just below my
jawline. | turned and took one last look at him before heading in.

In the fifteen seconds it took me to get to the front door, I’d determined that | was
definitely going to talk to Chrisfirst thing. Ripping off the Band-Aid seemed like the
way to go. Besides, he deserved to know right away that it was over.

But by the time I’d made it through the gym to his office, | thought maybe it would
be easier on himiif | didn’t tell him until the end of the day. Because then he wouldn’t
have to see me again until tomorrow. | was just spinning on my heel to get as far
away from his office as | could when Chris called out to me.

“Hey, MacKenzie, did | see lan drop you off just now?”’
Every single muscle in me tensed. What had he seen? There was no way | would be
able to act like nothing was going on. | was alousy liar. If | was going to talk to him,

| had to tell him.

| took a deep breath and turned back to the office. “Y eah, we just got back from his
doctor visit.”



| took a step just inside the office, scared that venturing farther would cause me to
freak out. | had no clue why | was so worried about this. | had broken up with guys
before. Granted, with most guysit wasjust after afew dates.

Chris and | had been seeing each other for a month, which wasn’t long for most
people, but it was nearing arecord for me. And then there was that whole boss thing.
I’d never dated a boss, and thus never had to break up with one before. Maybe that
was why my stomach was wound up so tightly that puking didn't seem out of the
guestion.

“Well, come on in and tell me how it went,” he said, smiling and at ease.

He had no idea. Must not have seen anything. Thank goodness.

| shuffled in afew more feet, taking a seat on the edge of the couch.

“So, how’s our man doing?’ He leaned forward, folding his arms on the desk. His
giant body dwarfed the desk, making it look dainty.

“It could have gone better,” | said. “The doctor wants lan to wait another week before
he begins sparring again.” This was a serious blow. The fight was only three weeks
away, and he needed to be working on his strength and sharpening his skills, but the
doctor didn’t think he was ready.
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Chris ran his hand over his clean-shaven head, and his forehead creased. “ That’s not
good.” He winced. “1 was worried about this happening.”

| looked down at the floor. “I feel like | could have done a better job working with

him.

“Don’'t worry, MacKenzie, thisisn’'t on you. | was just hoping it wouldn’'t come to
this.” He picked up a pencil and started tapping it on the desk.

“Cometo what?’ | asked.

“1 think 1I’'m going to have to replace lan in the fight.”

“What? No. He' s worked so hard for this.”

“Y eah, but we knew this was a possibility. Why do you think | brought in Jonah?’
“You said you brought him in to work with lan.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, but | kept him here because | knew we might need him to fight
inVegas. And it looks like | was right.”

Damn it. That wasn't the reason he told me before. Why was he giving up on lan so
quickly? I thought they were friends.

“l don’t think it's as bad as | made it sound, Chris,” | said. “We've till got time to
get him in shape. | was going to start working with him every day to make sure he



stays on track.” | realized | was wringing my hands and | stopped, placing them on
my knees.

“Yourealy areinvested in this, aren’t you?’

| shrugged, then nodded. “I think he can get there. He wants to, and he will. | would
like to help. It'smy job, right?’

It was so much more than that to me. | wanted to see hard work and determination
pay off. It was like that alone could restore my faith in humanity. lan should be at this
fight. He should win this fight.

Chris smiled warmly and leaned forward, tilting his head to the side. “My little
Kenzie has herself a project,” he said. “I guess | wouldn’t be a very good boyfriend if
| didn’t at least give you a chance to see your mission through.” He got up and moved
around the desk, taking a seat next to me. “If you think he’s got it in him, you’ ve got
the next week to prove it. If the doctor doesn’t clear him for sparring by then, I'm
sorry, sweetie, but I’ll have to put Jonah in.”

He dlid his arm around my waist and pulled me in. | didn’t resist, going limp in his
arms. | stared at the floor, digesting what he’d just said.

All the thoughts | had about breaking up with Chris moved to the back of my mind.
He was right on the edge of removing lan from the fight. | wouldn’t give him any
more reason to do so.

He pulled away to look at me. “You look tired. Did you sleep okay last night?’
| shook my head. “I had a hard time getting to sleep.” It was the truth, but my

omission of all the details of the evening with lan and his sister seemed like maybe
theworst liel’d ever told.



“Why don’t you take the day off? Y ou should go home and get some rest.”

| nodded.

“We're still on for Friday, right?’

“Yeah,” | said. We exchanged a quick kiss, and | pulled myself up off the couch and
headed home.

Twenty-Six

lan

I’d planned on picking MacKenzie up at three, so | was surprised when she showed
up at my building just after lunch. Her eyes were puffy, asif she'd been slegping.

“Did you come from the gym?’ | asked when | let her into my workout room.

She shook her head. “No, Chrislet me go home to get some sleep.”

It felt like there was something she wasn't telling me, but she didn't seem upset,
maybe just dazed from along nap. “He didn’t fire you, did he?’

“No.” She shook her head again, then took a seat on one of the workout benches. She
took a deep breath before she continued. “1 didn’t break up with him.”

Something about the way she was looking at me made my stomach fall. “Why not?’ |
knew as | asked the question that | didn’t want to hear the answer.

“Becauseit didn't fedl right.”



| ran my hand over my hair and waited for her to say more.

“I"'m sorry. | think I’m going to stay with Chris.” Her voice was softer now, and she
looked down at the floor. She was sitting on her hands, so | couldn’t read the telltale
sign if she was upset, but she was definitely uncomfortable.

She'd chosen Chris.

| forced out a breath, looking down at the floor as well. | swallowed hard against a
tightness in my throat, my jaw clenched. Rage boiled inside me, just under the
surface, but | couldn’t lose it. Not right here, not right now. This was her choice. |
was the douche-roll who passed on her when | had the chance. | had no right to give
her shit about what she wanted.

“Okay.”

She looked up at me, as if she was surprised at my reaction. “Okay?’

| nodded. “Okay. Chrisis still my friend, and | hope you are too. | want you to be
happy. If he makes you happy,” | said and forced myself to shrug. “Then sure...it's

okay.”

She let out a breath she’'d been holding. “Good. | was hoping you wouldn’t be too
upset, because here's the thing—I still want to help you work on your shoulder.
Every day, like we talked about.”

Surprised, | ran my hand along the back of my neck, kneading my shoulder. She had
to be kidding if she thought | would be willing to work with her after all we'd been

through. After how much she knew | wanted her.

| started to shake my head, but then inexplicably switched to nodding. “ Okay,” | said



again, at aloss for anything more.
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| must be afucking tool, but | realized that if | couldn’t be with her, if she couldn’t be
mine, | could at least spend time with her in this way. And that was better than
nothing.

Damn, | fucking loved to punish myself.
MacKenzie

I’d barely held it together as | worked for several hours with lan on his strength
exercises, but at least we had something else to focus on.

When it came time for him to drive me home, | had to sit on my hands. lan had
figured out why | balled up my hands in fists; somehow he knew that meant | was
upset. So | determined that anytime | was about to cry, | would sit on my hands. That
way he couldn’t see it, couldn’t see how | felt, because he couldn’t know my true
motivations for staying with Chris. If he did, my plan wouldn’t work. | needed him to
think | was done with him so he would forget about me and focus on the fight.

Forget about me. The thought was sobering, but given my past, was something | was
accustomed to. Chris had made it clear that the only reason he was still considering
letting lan fight was because he wanted to humor me as his “girlfriend.” So if |
wanted lan to fight, I'd have to remain Chris's girlfriend whether | wanted to be or
not, and | definitely did not. But what choice did | have?

| felt so empty that | had to lock my arms straight in order to hold myself up as he
drove. We talked about strategy in the car, and then on the way up the steps to my
apartment.



“So I'll come by your place after work tomorrow,” | said.

lan shook his head. “I’ve been thinking it might be time for me to move back to
Chris's gym. After al, | have most of my strength back. I’d like to at least be around
the other fighters, evenif | can’t fight too.”

“Sure.” | nodded. That made sense. And maybe it would help if | didn’t have to be
alone with him. | would have to be better about hiding the longing in my eyes and
focus on my job. “Well then, I’'ll see you tomorrow at the gym.”

| pulled my key out of my purse and unlocked my door, opening it. Then | turned
back to look at lan. He was quiet for amoment, and | caught myself remembering the
first night he’ d walked me to my door. How protective he was when he thought | was
in danger. How he' d stepped in front of me.

My heart thumped unevenly. Resisting the urge to sink into his broad chest and wrap
my arms around hiswaist, | turned away and faced my door.

“Good night,” he said.

| walked inside and locked the door behind me, knowing he wouldn't leave until he
heard that click. Dropping my keys and purse on the floor, | dragged myself into the
living room and sank down onto the sofa, curling up into a ball. I held in the first
sobs, not wanting him to hear, but as his footsteps faded down the hallway, the tears
began to flow, and | couldn’t help the cries escaping. | hugged a pillow close to my
chest and let go, my body releasing sob after sob. My head hurt and my chest
ached—actually ached. This was why | never let anyone get close to me. Because it
effing hurt.

I’d realized how easily lan could lose Chris's sponsorship in the Vegas fight. lan had
been training for this his whole life, and Chris wanted to take him out of the fight



even before he knew we were together. There was no way he'd continue to back Ian
if he found out | was leaving him for lan, which was why he could never know. And
why breaking things off with lan was the only thing to do.

So when Chris sent me home to sleep, | spent the morning crying my heart out. |
cried until 1 was numb, and then | cried some more, because | had to get it out of my
system if lan was going to believe that | wanted to stay with Chris. And before | |eft,
I’d loaded on the eye makeup and the eye drops, and given myself a pep talk. | was
good at pretending like things were normal when they weren’t. | could do this.

And | did, but | barely made it through. Breaking up with lan had been the hardest
thing I’d ever done. Working next to lan after that, without being able to be with him,
was even harder. But I'd made it through. And tomorrow | would too. Maybe each
day, if | was lucky, it would get a little easier, because | couldn’t imagine how
anything could feel any worse.

Now that | knew the sweet side to lan, his protective streak, and that he felt the same
way about me as | did about him, it made this a hundred times harder. And of course |
tortured myself the entire time we worked together as little memories seeped into my
brain—his full lips nipping a mine, the large bulge below his navel pressing
insistently into me...

But lan was no longer just the addictively hot MMA fighter | wanted to bang the
living daylights out of. He was more. Much more.

Twenty-Seven

lan

| was worried about moving back to the gym, worried I’ d be tempted to push myself
too hard, or jump right into sparring. And as valid as those reasons were, the biggest



problem was that | didn't think | could handle another round of one-on-one with
MacKenzie unless | had the safety of other people around. It wasn't that | couldn’t
respect her choice, | would never force myself on her or anyone, but the ssimple
thought of being alone with her and not able to touch her depressed the fuck out of
me.

The next morning | headed to the gym early. | wasn’t supposed to work with Kenzie
until later in the afternoon, but | planned on getting in a good workout. | might not be
able to use my left arm yet to its full potential, but I could abuse the shit out of my
other three limbs, and every other muscle in my body. Something I'd been doing at
my home gym every day, five or six hours a day, but looked forward to doing back at
the full gym. | could hammer on a punching bag in my gym until my arms fell off,
but something about being back with the guys pushed me even harder.
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As | waked in, | instantly regretted telling Chris | was planning on coming back
today. | was greeted by a banner that read, Welcome back, Pussy! | should have
known. The dipshit had the banner made a while back, and he pulled it out anytime
one of the guys came back from an injury or along absence. | guess it was my turn to
experience the humiliation.

MacKenzie was usually there first thing in the morning, so | was surprised to not see
her when | arrived. | told myself it was a good thing she wasn't there, because then |
could focus on my training, but part of me couldn’t get past worrying about where
shewas.

The new guy, Jonah, was lifting when | got there. He saw me, put the weights down,
and came over. “Hey, lan.”

“Hey,” | said. We'd met briefly when | was in the gym aweek ago to talk to Chris. A
few pro fighters were douche-rods outside of the ring; thankfully, he was not one of

those.

“A little bird told me you might be coming back to the gym this morning.” He smiled
and looked up at the banner on the far end of the gym.

“Really.” | laughed.

“Anyway, the same little bird suggested you might be looking for some help with
your submission and grappling technique. If you want to, we can work on that.”

That was actually a great idea. | needed to get back into strategies and fighting as



soon as possible. | couldn’t start sparring yet, but that didn’t mean | couldn’t work on
technique.

| gladly followed him over to a mat to work on submissions, which was my weakest
skill, and something | had to work on even harder now that | was coming out of an
injury. Everyone knew the best way to get a fighter to tap out if he'd been recently
injured was to go after that injury. And that meant | had to be ready for my opponent
to try to fuck with my shoulder. First order of business was definitely working on
getting out of and staying out of submission holds.

We set up on amat on the far side of the gym near the locker room.

“Okay,” Jonah began, “let’s start by showing you some holds | use and the best way
to get out of them. Go ahead and lie down.”

| lay on the mat, and he knelt over me and went through the motions of pulling my
arm into the first hold. | caught myself looking across the room at the empty treadmill
and wondering where MacKenzie was. | hoped she was okay.

Damn. | needed to get my mind off her and focus on the fight.

Jonah moved quickly, slipping his legs around me and pulling my good arm in a
direction it was not supposed to go. “Okay, how do you get out of this?’ he asked.

| looked around for some part of him to punch, but he was behind me and al his good
targets were protected. And | couldn’t twist out of his hold because of the angle at
which he held my arm. Fuck, this was why | never let them get me on the ground in
the first place. Thiswas also why | needed to train with Jonah.

| pushed up with my legs and tried to roll on top of him, but he held me down so that
| might aswell be fighting a brick wall.



“Use your other arm,” he said. “I’ ve got your arm in avice, but if you distract me by
pushing up, | won't be able to control what your other arm does. Use that.”

| pushed up against him again and realized right away what he was getting at. In
order to keep me down, he was pushing forward, which made his head very
vulnerable. | reached up and hooked him into a chokehold, pulling him around in
front of me.

He tapped out. “Good. Let’ stry that again.”

When we moved back into position, | noticed Chris stepping out of his office,
followed by MacKenzie. He said something and she laughed, but it seemed forced.
She still looked tired, but maybe a little bit more relaxed than she was the day before.
As | lay there on the mat, | studied them as a couple. Something pricked at the back
of my mind as | noted the distance between them, the way al their interactions
seemed forced. She was never like that with me. Y ou could light a city block with the
electricity that buzzed between us.

But it didn’t matter. She' d chosen him.

Chris noticed me and waved me over.

“1 guess we'll have to finish working on this later,” | said to Jonah. “Thanks for the
help. I'll really need it if I’m going to winin Vegas.”

“Yeah. | don't know if Christold you, but I might be going with you. He wants me to
be your cornerman.”

“That would be great. | could use an expert on submissions on my side.”



“That road goes both ways. | hear you're a mean pounder, and |I'd love to get some
pointers on boxing.”

“Sure.” | headed off toward the office.

“Welcome back, pussy,” Chris said when | was within shouting distance. He looked
up at the party banner hung up at the front of the gym and smiled. The little shit.

| laughed. “It’s good to be back.” We bumped fists and he led the way back into his
office, taking a seat behind his desk.

Chrisgrinned at me. “| was going to get you a cake, but your assisin training mode.”

| wasn't sure if it was the tone of his voice or what, but at that moment | was
reminded of the fact that I'd gotten his girlfriend off the other day. My mouth and
fingers had been inside his girl, and we' d been moments away from having sex.

| was pretty sure MacKenzie hadn’t told him about that. But it suddenly occurred to
me that | should know for sure before allowing myself to be alone with this guy. He
might not fight pro anymore, but he was a weight class above me, and could probably
whip my ass with my arm out of commission.
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But Chris didn’t hint at knowing anything about what happened between Kenzie and
me, he just tossed me one of his famously nasty homemade protein shakes and leaned
back in his chair.

Ugh, | didn’'t miss these. Still, | shook it up and chugged it, trying to assess the
situation.

“MacKenzie told me how the doctor visit went, and | wanted you to know that I'm
behind you in this. I’ve asked al the guys at the gym to help out. We're going to get
you in shape for the next doctor visit.”

Chris was a good friend. Knowing that he'd had my back this whole time made me
feel even shittier about trying to take MacKenzie away from him. He was, after all, a
decent guy, and she deserved that.

“Thanks,” | said. “I’m excited to get back into it. | know | can be ready.”

“Good. That's just what | wanted to hear. | saw you were out there training with
Jonah, and | don’t want to keep you from it, but | just talked to MacKenzie and | had
to share. | don’'t know if you knew this or not, but things are going kinda slow with
MacKenzie and me. For a while there, | thought maybe she wasn’t into me, or there
was someone else.”

| shrugged, trying to keep my shit together. | didn’t have a clue in hell where he was
going with this, and was thankful that he'd remained seated. Maybe it wouldn’t be a
bad ideato talk to MacKenzie about what Chris knew. For the safety of everyone.



“Well, that’s about to change.” He got a smug grin on his face as he nodded like |
knew what he was talking about. “ She just agreed to go to Vegas with me.”

| forced a smile and gritted out, “Great.”

| wanted to come clean with Chris. Asafriend, | knew | should, but | was starting to
wonder if his knowing would do more harm—to him and the rest of us—than good.
Besides, they were finally taking their relationship to the next level. Maybe it was
best to just leave it aone.

As all these thoughts swirled around inside my head, | realized | was irritated that |
couldn’t be happy for him, and for them. And | desperately wanted to be.

| also wanted to fucking punch something. Repeatedly.

Twenty-Eight

lan

Winning the fight in Vegas was crucial, but that didn't mean | was going to forget
about Sophia. Family was important. 1'd lost sight of that for a while, and ended up
missing how messed up Sophia's life had become. | vowed that would never happen
again. Not on my watch. Because if it was a choice between the fight in Vegas and
saving my kid sister from doing drugs, Sophia would win, hands down.

But | didn’t plan on it getting to that point.

Ever since I’d found out Sophia was snorting that shit, I'd been checking in with her
face-to-face every evening. She seemed clean, as was evidenced by how exhausted
and bitchy she was. She continued to nag me about lending her money, but that was
not going to happen. Instead, | took her grocery shopping and paid her bills. She also



wouldn’t stop whining about how bored she was, so in order to shut her up, | took her
along with me to go drinking with Cade.

Cade was aready there, seated at one of the cracked red leather booths when we
arrived. “You look like shit,” he said as Sophia and | dslid in across from him. The
comment could have been targeted at Sophia since she did look like hell, but he knew
better than to insult my kid sister. The douche was talking to me.

| rubbed my hand over my hair. “Fuck, man. At least let me get a beer in me before
you start talking trash.” | signaled for the waitress and ordered. “A light tap for me
and acolafor her.”

Sophia pouted, but she was only nineteen. | was no idiot, | knew she had a fake ID
and drank all the time, but she wouldn’t be doing it on my watch.

“Sophia, I’'m surprised to see you hanging out with losers like us. What gives?’ Cade
winked at her asif it was an innocent question rather than an acknowledgment of the
elephant in the room.

“lan thinks | have some sort of ‘problem’ just because | like to have a good time.”
She glared at me, but it didn’t matter what kind of mood she was in, she couldn’t pass
up a chance to see Cade. She’'d always harbored a schoolgirl crush on him. “He's
trying to make up for our parents being gone all the time.” She shrugged and a hint of
a smile came to her face. “Y ou know lan. His intentions are great enough to save the
world, but he' stoo stupid to focus his energy in the right direction.”

“Speaking of misguided idiots, what’'s going on with you and MacKenzie?' Cade
asked.

| took along pull on my beer before | could answer. “I don’'t know which one of us
you're calling an idiot, but MacKenzie is off-limits as a topic of conversation. You



want to talk about your girlfriend’s menstrual cycle or your new fuckin’ skin
moisturizer, whatever, just not MacKenzie.” It was going to be hard enough to see
her with Chris at the gym every day. | was done talking about my feelings on the
ISsue.

Cade was stunned somewhat silent. | took the opportunity to pound the rest of my
beer and waved the waitress over. “Another one of these.” It was one of the last
nights | could drink before full training mode kicked in, and | planned to spend it

somewhat inebriated. Maybe even make Sophia drive me home.

Sophia took a sip of her soda, then looked up at me. “Is that the chick you were
making out with on my sofa?’

Fuck. “ Sophia, damn it, we're not talking about this.”

Cade leaned forward over the table. “Who were you making out with on her couch?’
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| shook my head and blew out a breath, noting the waitress was headed back to our
table with my fresh beer. Thank God.

“lan?’ Cade said.

| accepted my beer from the waitress. “Thanks. Keep 'em coming.” | chugged
another half beer and put the glass down on the table a little too hard, making Cade
jump. “If | give you the basics of the Kenzie situation, you have to shut the fuck up
about it when I’'m done so that we can move on to more pleasant conversations such
as how to rip the limbs off my next opponent.”

Cade nodded, looking pleased with himself. “Done.”

“1 didn’t mean to take your advice, but it happened. | just couldn’t push her away
anymore, and we fell into each other’ s arms during one of the self-defense lessons.”

Sophia giggled. “You were giving a girl one-on-one self-defense lessons and didn’t
think it would lead anywhere?’ She turned to Cade. “My brother’ s an idiot.”

| kicked her under the table.

“Ouch,” she cried, even though it was only atap.

“She’s dating Chris. | was giving her lessons because she lives in a bad part of town.
The only reason | let it go asfar asit did was because | thought she wasn’t really into

Chris. | thought she would leave him. But she didn’t, she stayed with him. So now |
feel like the biggest prick in the world. Having pushed myself on her when she didn’t



want to be with me, and trying to move in on Chris' s girlfriend.”

| finished my beer, hoping that the waitress would hurry with my next one. | couldn’t
be drunk enough to have this stupid fucking conversation.

“Huh,” Cade said. He looked at his beer as if he was digesting what I’d just said. But
then his brow wrinkled. “ Promise you won’'t punch me?”’

“No, I’'m not promising anything. Out with it.”

“Alexa was sure the two of you were together. She told me yesterday that she's been
waiting for you two to get on with it for over a month. Said MacKenzie was driving
her nuts, and she was so stoked that you had finally gotten there.”

“Dude.” My stomach was tightening, and it wasn’t just because Cade was wearing on
my last nerve. “It doesn’t matter what Alexa thought. The only thing that matters is
that MacK enzie made her choice.”

Sophia snorted. “No way that chick likes someone else. She was giving you the
sickest love-me eyes |’ ve ever seen, and the way her body moved with yours? It was
like a dance.” She leaned toward Cade. “And the look on his face was something.”
She nodded her head toward me. “I’ve never seen him like that with any woman
before. He was so pussy-whipped, | aimost wanted to slap him out of it. That was
some disgusting shit to witness.”

“Sophia—" | started, but stopped short.

| wanted to call her out on the fact that she’d been high, and there was no way she
could trust whatever it was what she thought she saw. But that was a shitty thing to
say, and | was trying to be nice to Sophia, no matter how bitchy she was. | wasn't
going to take her bait. Besides, if | had to be honest, she’d been right on at least one



count. For the sixteen hours that MacKenzie and | had been together, for the time |
thought she was mine, I’ d been totally whipped.

But | had to respect MacKenzi€'s choice. “ She wants to be with Chris, she said so to
my face. It’stime for meto realize | missed my chance and move on.”

At that moment, | realized | wasn't just telling Sophia and Cade, | was telling myself.
It really was time for me to get over it and move on.

Fuck.

Twenty-Nine

MacKenzie

There was one important thing | learned as a kid going through foster care. Anytime |
made friends at school, I’d have to leave them. Anytime | bonded with the other kids
in one of the homes, something would happen and we'd all have to be moved, be
separated. The lesson | learned was that if you got too emotionaly attached to
something, you would loseit. So asarule | kept my emotions at a distance.

Until lan. Thiswholetime, | knew he was a threat to my carefully crafted way of life.
Because being around him felt so good, | knew | was in danger of losing him. For
some stupid reason, | thought | could keep the emotional demons at bay, but I'd
gotten too comfortable with him, and he’ d snuck past my defenses somehow. Sneaky
bastard.

Rather than succumb to the pain of losing lan, | switched to my other fantastic
defense mechanism. | shut down my emotions and allowed myself to become
comfortably numb. It had been awhile since I'd had to shut off my emotions entirely,
but | didn’t see any other way of keeping lan—and my feelings for him—in check.



| clenched my jaw, marched over to the weights, and pointed at the forty-five
pounder. It was day two of us working together at the gym.

“It’ stimeto start upping your game,” | said.

I’d been going easy on lan. Too easy. | was afraid he'd get hurt if | pushed him too
hard during our previous sessions. It was because of that, because of my poor
judgment, that he was in this mess now. | was going to make sure he got through it. |

would make it right, even if that meant being hard on him. Whatever it took.

Just last week | wouldn’t have had the strength to push him, but now that | had
switched off my emotions, being a hard-ass was easy.

He looked at me as if he wanted to protest.

| rolled my eyes and grabbed the weight with both hands, heaving it off the weight
stand.

lan rushed over to me. “Don’t do that. Let me get it.” Hetried to take it from me with
his good arm, and | turned away.
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“If you want this, take it, but only with your left hand.” | turned to face him again.
The weight was dang heavy; even with two hands, | was barely able to hold it up. It
forced me into a hunched bent-knee position, but | held strong.

His jaw clenched and his eyes darkened. He was getting upset. Good. Maybe if he
was angry, he would be able to push himself harder. “Just et me—"

“Uh-uh.” | took a serioudy labored step back. “The left hand. Your ligaments have
healed. The only reason you can't fight yet is because your strength isn’t where the
doctor wanted it to be. So, please take this thing before | drop it on my foot.”

He lunged in and grabbed it easily with his right hand. “Don't be stupid,
MacKenzie,” he barked.

“Stop being a baby,” | barked back. “We don’'t have time for your pussyfooting
around anymore, lan.”

| was shouting. Crap. | wanted him to work harder, but not if 1 had to turn into
Bitchzilla to make it happen. | turned away and took a deep breath, trying to calm
myself. Damn it, couldn’t he see | just wanted him to win? Why did | always have to
end up being such a dysfunctional mess?

His rough hand closed on my shoulder, and he gently kneaded it. “MacKenzie, I'm
sorry.”

For a moment | closed my eyes and allowed myself to imagine what it would be like
to turn and face him, to have him sweep me into his arms and hold me to him. How



good it would feel to press against his firm body and look longingly into his eyes.

| allowed myself only a moment of weakness to imagine this, then took another step
away from him, shrugging off his hand before turning back to face him.

His hand fell to his side. “I didn’t mean you were stupid. | know | need to work
harder. Look.” He pointed to his left hand, where he held the weight. “1 want to do
this. | need your help to get my strength back so that | can win thisfight.”

“Good,” | said. “Let’s see you do four sets of twelve.” | waited for him to protest the
extra set of reps | added on, but he didn’t. Instead, he started in on hisfirst rep.

lan went through the first set without too much effort. With one arm, he shrugged up
the weight 1’d almost dropped as if it were as light as a can of soup. It was the third
and fourth sets that almost killed him. He grunted through the final shrugs, something
| should have been pushing him to do several weeks ago.

As he pushed through the final one, | caught sight of Chris just behind him coming
out of the office with awoman I’ d never seen before. She was about my age, maybe a
little younger. Her hair was bleached blond, and she had serious makeup issues. Like
her face was all deep tan, and her neck was seriously pink and pale.

Earth to Blondie, you can put makeup on your neck. Or just less makeup on your
face. | wasn't the beauty police, but seeing someone trying and failing so hard kind of
made me smirk.

The smirk fell when | saw what she was doing with her hand. She was resting it on
Chris' s abdomen, and Chris wasn’t stopping her. In fact, he seemed as if he was used
to having it there. She giggled and smiled at something he said, and he looked at her
with something like satisfaction.



My mind raced, wondering if I’d seen them go into the office. lan and | had been just
outside for agood half hour, and | hadn’t seen them go in. How long had they beenin
there?

Chris looked up and saw me staring. His posture immediately stiffened and he
stepped out of Blondie's reach, putting on a smile for me. He said a few words to
Blondie. She glared at me for a beat before she ran off, and Chris headed toward us.

“Hey, guys. How’ sthe training going?’ Chris said.

lan turned to meet him. “Good. Y our girlfriend is kicking my assinto shape.”

Chris nodded and stepped forward, taking my hand. “Good. | knew there was
something special about her when Cade introduced us.”

| let him take my hand and forced a smile. And when he leaned in for a kiss, | kissed
him back.

It was obvious something was off with the way he acted around Blondie, but when |
searched my feelings, | found | didn’'t care. In fact, it was almost a relief. Because if
Chris was cheating on me, it meant | had nothing to worry about.

The whole time I’ d told myself | would be able to trick lan into thinking | was happy
with Chris, | was seriously conflicted about one thing—I’d thought Chris was a good
guy, and | wasn’'t sureif | could continue to pretend with him. It felt like betrayal.

But now | knew. He was a douche-bag, just as horrible as | was. Maybe we deserved
each other.

When he bent down to kiss me, | allowed it despite feeling not at all into it. Maybe
thiswas what | deserved.



Thirty

MacKenzie

It was Thursday, our usual girls’ night. I'd begged off, telling Alexa | wasn’t in the
mood, and was just curling up on my sofa with a blanket and a pint of ice cream
when my buzzer rang. | considered ignoring it, but it could be one of my neighbors.

A woman down on the second floor was always locking herself out.

| peeked out the window at the stoop to find Ty and Alexa staring up at me. Shoot.
Couldn’t agirl have a night alone without her friends freaking out?

| buzzed them up and unlocked my door, plopping back down on the couch to wait
for them.

Ty’ s giggling preceded them as they came to my door and then knocked.

“It’ s open.”

“Hey, sweetie,” Alexa said as she came in, brandishing two unopened bottles of my
favorite cheap chardonnay, one in each hand. “Where' s your corkscrew?’
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Ty followed her in. “I brought shots.” He laughed and held up a big mixing bow!l with
acover on it.

“What kind of shots comein amixing bow!?’ | asked.

“1 tried to make Jell-O shots. But | didn’t have time to let the Jell-O set, so it’s more
like vodka infused with strawberry-flavored sugar.” He followed Alexa into the
kitchen, where both of them made themselves at home. “They’re realy good. I've
had like two of them already.”

“Three if you count the one you had while mixing the stuff,” Alexa shouted loud
enough for me to hear. | heard the clanking of metal as someone dug through my
utensil drawer.

“Where' s your corkscrew, lady?’ Alexa asked again.

| sighed, replaced the lid on my pint of ice cream, and headed into the kitchen.

“You're looking too hard, Alexa,” | said when | saw her digging around like afool in
my utensil drawer. Meanwhile, my corkscrew was out on the counter in front of her.

“Oh, there you are,” she said to the corkscrew, plucking it off the counter like it was
her new best friend.

“Which one of you drove?’ | asked.

“I did.” Alexa turned toward me as she worked the corkscrew into the cork. “I



haven't had anything to drink—yet.”

“And why are you guys here?’

“We were worried,” she said. “You tried to duck out on girls' night.”

g7

“You live for girls night,” Ty said. “I knew there was something wrong the second
Alexa told me you weren’'t coming. So | said, ‘We should go check on her. She

would do the same thing for us.” So here we are.”

“So here we are,” Alexa echoed as she poured a glass of wine for me and another for
herself. “ So, what’' s up?’

Oh crap. They were going all intervention on me again. Please, no.

“Can’t | just have a night at home alone? Does there need to be something wrong
with me?’

“No,” Ty said. “But there is something wrong, | can tell by your lousy makeup job.
Y ou've got ten times your usual cover-up around the eyes, and | can still see they’re
al puffy from crying.”

| frowned. I’ d been tear-free for most of the evening, save for the tiny crying jag right
after | got home. But | was getting better. In fact, just before they showed up, I'd
decided that tonight was my last night of grieving. Tomorrow | would pull myself up
by my bootstraps and suck it up. Tonight was my last night of self-pity. And
apparently they weren’t going to let me go through it alone.

“I was having some PMS issues,” | said pointedly, hoping that the mention of girly



moodiness would make him back off.

“You don't get PMS,” Alexa said, “you said so yourself. If you don’t want to talk
about it right now, that’s fine, but you're drinking with us whether you want to or
not.” She handed me a glass of wine and a lowball full of red liquid. “Drink,” she
ordered.

| rolled my eyes at her and threw back the shot, almost choking on how sweet it was.
“Geez, Ty, did you add enough sugar to this?’ | chased the shot with some wine.

Alexa placed another shot in front of me, holding one for herself too. “We have to
catchupto Ty.”

She held up her glass and | toasted her, throwing back another ridiculously sweet
shot. My tolerance was better than either of theirs, and getting Alexa drunk was
always fun to watch, so | decided to play along. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve
and went back to the mixing bowl to get us each another shot, ladling the jellied
liquid out with a spoon.

Two hours and countless sugar/vodka shots later, we were all on my living room
floor with a serioudly juvenile case of the giggles. None of us could even remember
what we were laughing about, but | was suddenly struck with how awesome they
both were to have cared enough to come over and get me wasted in my time of need.

“I really love you guys. Y ou know that, right?’
“Aw,” Alexa sang. “We love you too, sweetie.”
“lI mean it. | needed this. Things were just getting too messed up at the gym, you

know? Ever since the day | screwed up and let things get out of hand with lan, he's
been all awkward with me, and now I’m hiding things from Chris.”



“Hang on.” Ty held up his hand to stop me. “Y ou're dating lan, right?’

| shook my head. “I’m dating Chris. | just screwed up with lan.”

Alexa s eyes widened and she turned to me. “But if you never broke up with Chris,
who was the blond girl Cade and | saw him with the other night? They were all over
each other. Serioudly, they needed to get aroom.”

| thought back to the girl I’d seen come out of the office with Chris. It had to be
Blondie, but if Alexa had confirmation that Chris was cheating on me, that could get
back to lan. And | needed everything to maintain status quo until hisfight was over.

| shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe it wasn't Chris. Or the girl was his sister?’

Alexafrowned for amoment, looking like she was considering it. Maybe she was just
drunk enough to go for it.

| looked down at my hands. Now | was lying to Alexa and Ty. First Chris, then lan,
and now my best friends. When had life become so complicated? How had things
gotten this messed up?

One thing was for sure—I couldn’t maintain this much longer. As soon as lan’s fight
was over, | needed to end it with Chris, and maybe even find a new job.
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Thirty-One
lan

| was glad to be back at the gym. Not only was it good for me to be around other
people again—a great distraction from MacKenzie—but I’ d al'so been pushing myself
harder.

Part of that was thanks to MacKenzie. She'd been killing me, adding extra sets and
upping the weights every day. At first | thought she was doing it to push me away,
but after a few days of her coming back again and again, | realized it wasn’t that at
all; she was giving me the push | needed to pass my next physical. | was thankful to
her for that.

Still, by the end of the fourth day back at the gym, my body was so brutalized that
when | got home around seven, | hardly had enough energy to feed myself before
stumbling into bed. Not that | could go out partying anyway; | was back in full
training mode. But | was so shit tired | fell asleep before my head hit the pillow.

| woke to the sound of my phone in the dead of night. | used to turn off the ringer
before bed, but because of recent events, I'd cranked up the volume so that if my
sister called, | would hear it.

My arm muscles screamed from the day’ s workout as | fumbled for my phone on the
nightstand. The clock said it was only ten thirty, but my body and mind were of the
opinion that it must be much later.



“Yeah,” | grumbled when | finally found the answer button.

“Isthislan?’ aman’s voice asked.

| pulled the phone away to see who was calling. My phone said it was Sophia. | shot
up in bed. “Who is this?’

“lan...” Therewas a pause. “Don’t get too excited. It's Rick.”

“Rick?’ My brain was too fucking tired to figure out what was going on. “Rick who?
Where' s Sophia?’

“Rick, Cade's buddy from the adult-film industry. Sophia’s here with me. She’s safe,
but you need to come get her.”

| was so upset | couldn’t fucking speak. All | wanted to do was reach through the
phone and strangle Rick. | actually held the phone away from my ear for a second,
trying to figure out if there was some way to achieve that magical feat. But there
wasn't.

“Just tell me where you are and | promise not to kill you.” Just torture you to within
an inch of your life, that’s all.

“Hey, | called you, remember? | haven’t touched her. | don’t know how she found my
studio, but she showed up with some guy asking if she could work for me.”

“Don’t you dare hire her. | will end you,” | yelled.
“Are you kidding me? | remember our last meeting, the one where you dragged me

out of Sara's apartment by the arm and told me not to touch your little sister. | value
my life, which iswhy | contacted you as soon as | could.”



“How did you get her phone?’ | asked.
“1 lifted it from her purse. Listen, in order to keep her here, | had to tell her I'd hire
her, so you need to get your ass over here soon and pull her out. Right now | have one

of the techs giving her a tour of our facilities, but | won't be able to stall her here
much longer.”

“Just tell me where and I'll bethere,” | said and got up, pulling on clothes as | talked.

He gave me the address, and | was about to hang up so that | could plug the location
into my phone. “One more thing,” he said. “I think she might be coked up.”

“How the hell did she get that? | better not find out she got it from you.”

“No. Likel said, | value my life. But the guy she came here with seems alittle shady.
| told my guysto get rid of him.”

“Don’t,” | said.
“No. We're not keeping him here for you, sorry. | run a clean operation here, and
can’'t have you murdering some loser on my property. He'll be gone by the time you

get here. | have abusinessto run.”

| sighed. “Fine, but if by some miracle he's till there when | get there, you will have
amess to clean up.”

| hung up, pulled up my GPS, and plugged in the address as | made my way down to
the garage and hopped into my car.

Red.



All | could see was the color red. Luckily, my body seemed to be able to operate the
vehicle, even though I'd fucking lost it. The address was a good twenty miles away,
but | made it there in ten minutes.

Rick’s “studio” was in a semi-posh part of town with a lot of older warehouse
buildings that had been renovated into lofts. His film company occupied several
upper floors of one of these old refurbished buildings. | took the stairs five at atime
as | raced up to the fourth floor where Rick said | would find her.

The scene | walked in on was massively fucked up. It was a movie set with a
bedroom all lit up with studio lights, and a couple sitting on the bed, half-naked. The
filming had stopped and they were both watching the commotion in the corner.

Two guys held down Sophia, who was screaming, “1 can do this. Just give me a
chance.”

| ran at the guys, fully expecting to brutally murder them both, but as | neared, |
realized they were not so much holding her down as they were trying to keep her shirt
on her. She kept on trying to pull it up, and they were restraining her in order to
prevent her from stripping.

“Sophia,” | yelled, my voice demanding that she stop her crap, and she did. Taking in
abreath, she looked up at me with wide eyes. “What the hell are you doing?’

The room went silent, and guys who'd been forcibly keeping her clothed backed
away. When | made it to her and she still hadn’t spoken, | knelt down in front of her,
grabbed her arms, and looked into her eyes.
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| lowered my voice and tried to calm myself. “Why are you here?’ | stared into her
eyes, which were seriously bloodshot, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes as her gaze
pinged around the room, apparently looking for an escape. “ Sophia?’

She tried to turn away from me, but | still caught the tears that were filling her eyes.
Thirty-Two

MacKenzie

I’d filled the tub with warm water and lavender essential oil and was trying to calm
my nerves when the phone rang. | let it ring for awhile, thinking I'd let it go to voice
mail and check it later. But the ringing kept going and going, and then, when it finally
did stop, it picked up again afew seconds later and started all over again.

| sighed. My phone was in the living room. Who would be calling me anyway? | went
through my short mental list as | got up and grabbed my towel. Maybe it was my
neighbor Soni. After the last incident with her grandson, 1I'd given her my number
and told her to call me if he ever showed up again. Maybe it was her.

| picked up my pace and snatched the phone from the coffee table. “Hello.”
“MacKenzie, | need you.”

It wasn't Soni, but | knew the voice instantly. My heart danced. “Yes,” | said.

“It's Sophia. | need to get her to treatment. Can you help? I’'m not sure how to do



this.”

“Of course,” | said. “I'll make some calls. Where are you?’

“We're on our way to your place. See you soon.” He hung up.

The desperation in his voice caught me off guard. lan needed me. Sweet relief
washed over me. Even if | couldn’t have him the way | wanted him, | was still a part
of hisworld. I’d pushed him away, but some invisible thread had tied us together, at

least for now. A sense of purpose pushed me into action and | got to work.

| switched on my computer, threw on some yoga pants and a T-shirt, and began
typing.

Finding a rehab center with openings late at night wasn't an easy thing. lan’s family

could afford to pay, which made things a little easier, but | still ended up calling a
handful of places before finally talking one into taking her.

The downside was that the place was afull three-hour drive away.
lan hadn’t told me anything about the state Sophia was in, though | assumed she was
high. When they arrived, | found | was right, although, thank God, she was going to

treatment of her own free will.

“Three hours away. Isn’'t there somewhere closer?’ he asked when | told him the
news.

| shook my head. “It’s hard to find a bed at one of these places at the last minute.
Three hoursisn't that bad. | can drive part of the way.”

“No, | can’'t ask you to come. Y ou found us a place. That’s enough.”



“Oh no, I’'m going with you.”

My firm gaze met his. Sorry, buddy, there's no room for argument. He couldn’t
possibly think it was a good idea to drive three hours aone with his coked-up sister.
She needed a sitter.

He looked tired; 1'd noticed it when he first came in. It was like he'd been fighting so
long and so hard, he just didn't know if he had any more fight left in him. | hated
seeing him like that.

| grabbed the backpack I'd packed while waiting for them to arrive and handed it to
Sophia. “It’s just a few things that might help.” She looked at me curioudly. “We're
about the same size—T-shirts, yoga pants, underwear, and a toothbrush.”

| shrugged as lan watched me silently, his eyes tracking my every movement. Then |
grabbed my purse and took Sophia's hand. “Come on. | want to do this for you.
Please let me help.”

Sophiawas quiet, but pushed her arms through the straps of the backpack.

lan led the way to his car. | sat in the back with Sophia and played as many car games
as | could think of before switching to watching videos on lan’ s tablet.

Occasionally | let myself glance up at lan. | could see in his face that he was
exhausted. He needed sleep. But every time | offered, he refused to let me drive. So |
sat with Sophia and tried to keep her mood upbeat on the long ride.

We arrived at one in the morning. I'd never checked anyone in for treatment before,
but | imagined it would take aton of time. However, since she was willing to go, they
hardly wanted us there at al. They needed lan for his checkbook, but all the other
paperwork could be filled out by Sophia since she was the consenting adult, and we



were al but pushed back into lan's car, and found ourselves back out on the road
again by one fifteen.

We'd hardly had time to say good-bye to Sophia before they whisked her away.
She'd hugged her brother and he' d whispered something that made her smile, then
she’ d walked away clutching the backpack I’ d given her.

lan let me drive on the way home. He tried to get me to listen to music, but | feigned
a headache so we could leave it off in hopes that he would get some sleep. Thankfully
he did fall adeep about a half hour into the ride back, leaving me awake with my
thoughts.

Thirty-Three

MacKenzie

It was four am. when | finally pulled into lan’s garage. | found his usual parking spot
and turned off the car. He lay back in the passenger seat, eyes closed, looking so
peaceful as he dlept.

| hated the idea of waking him and forcing him back into the reality of the situation,
so | sat there, barely breathing, and let my eyes adjust to the dim light from the
garage that crept in through the window, painting his face in shadows.

His straight nose, full lips, and the way his dark eyelashes rested against his cheeks
was hypnotizing. lan was the epitome of masculine beauty. His white T-shirt hugged
him in away that made his body seem even more godlike than usual. | licked my lips
and admonished myself for wanting to trace my fingers over his chest.
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“What?" he asked in a calm voice, snapping me out of my trance. He'd opened his
eyes. The stillness must have woken him. He turned to face me, and the corners of his
mouth tugged up playfully. “What are you looking at?’

| laughed. “Nothing. We're here.”

His smile fell as the memory of the night’s events came back to him. “Y ou drove all
the way? Why didn’t you wake me?”’

“Y ou needed the sleep.”

He looked around. “So why are we in my garage?’

“1 thought 1’d drop you here and catch acab,” | said.

He shook his head.

| shook my head back at him and shrugged. “What, are you going to drive me?’

He rubbed his hand over his head and sat up. “No, | don’t like the idea of you going
back to your neighborhood at this time of night.”

“So, what? You want me to stay over tonight?’ | raised my eyebrows at him and
smiled.

“Actually, yeah. | do.”



God, the idea of lying in bed with lan was so enticing. Still, I'd already decided that
lan and | wouldn’t happen. In fact, we couldn’t happen if he wanted to fight in Vegas,
something we both wanted desperately for him. Something he deserved.

“No,” | said.

His brow furrowed. “I don't mean like that. | have a guest room.” He took a deep
breath. “I just don’'t want to worry about you tonight. It's been a rough day for me
with all this Sophia stuff, and I'd feel a lot better if | knew you were safe. Cal me
old-fashioned, | don’t care, but please humor me, just for tonight.”

“Fine.” | sighed. Honestly, | was too tired to argue, and after the drive to and from the
treatment center, a cab ride home seemed too long of await to get to sleep.

He led the way to the underground ramp’s elevator. The elevator walls were
mirrored, of course, which meant that no matter how hard | tried to avoid noticing
how delicious he looked in his just-tight-enough jeans, he was right there. The other
alternative, looking up at his face, was something | knew | couldn’t handle alone with
him in the quiet elevator. | hazarded a peek, and his Sleepy eyes were looking
thoughtfully at me. | took a deep breath, folded my arms, and leaned back against the
wall.

As he hit the button for his floor, | was reminded of the fact that I’d never actualy
been inside his condo. Every time I'd come over, we worked in his gym on the first
floor, but his apartment was on the twenty-fourth floor. The top floor, of course.

When we got there, he led the way down the hall past several other units. At least he
wasn't in one of those crazy penthouses where the elevator opened to his condo

because the top floor was dl his.

lan’ s place was larger than mine, but still modest. It had a dark color scheme that was



unquestionably masculine, from the deep cherry hardwood floors to the dark leather
furniture, to the black appliances in the kitchen off the great room. But it was so
tastefully done that | had my doubts as to whether he'd furnished it himself. It was
elegant, but not enough so to keep my eyes from drifting back to his beautiful body. |
was having a seriously hard time not looking at him in that white T-shirt.

“This place is so clean.” | didn't mean to say it out loud, but apparently | was too
tired to self-edit.

“Cleaners come once aweek.”

Duh, of course he didn’t clean his own place. | stifled alaugh.

“Let me give you the quick tour.” He took me down a hallway and showed me his
small office, the guest bedroom, and guest bathroom. “Thisis you,” he said, stepping
inside.

The room was a decent size with a beautiful deep maroon theme. But it was so clean,
it felt like ahotel room.

He headed over to a small dresser and opened the top drawer. “My sister used to
crash here sometimes when she was in high school. | don't suppose this would fit
you?’

He held up a shirt that had to be a size extra small, juniors. But I’d make it work.
“Sure. Thanks.”

“There are new toothbrushes in the guest bathroom under the sink, and fresh towels

in the closet if you want a shower or anything.” As he said shower, his gaze drifted
over my body, nothing subtle about it.



God, if | took a shower, would he join me? Delicious heat raced through me at the
thought.

| caught myself biting my lip and turned away, pulling in a deep breath. “ Thanks,” |
said again.

He lifted his hand and turned me back to face him, then cupped his rough pam
against my cheek. “Thank you. | can’t tell you how much | appreciated all your help
tonight.”

| was so tempted to cover his hand with mine and lean my cheek into it. It took every
ounce of willpower | had, but | managed to nod and wait for him to reluctantly pull
his hand away.

“I"'m just at the end of the hall if you need anything. Good night.” He closed the door
behind him, and his footsteps padded down the hall.

| stood there for amoment, staring at the closed door to my room. Like an idiot, | was
hoping for the world's oldest cliché. | wanted to stand on one side of the door while
he stood outside it, each of us hoping the other would open the door so that we could
collide into each other’ s arms and fall back onto the bed.

But stuff like that didn’t happen to girls like me.
| turned away and pulled the covers down on the guest bed, then climbed in. | was so

mentally and physically exhausted that | was sure | would get right to sleep. So sure
that when an hour had passed and | was still awake, | was seriously amazed.



Page 41

Source Creation Date: July 1, 2025, 8:52 am

As | stared at the ceiling, | thought | heard footsteps coming toward my room, but |
was s0 tired, | could have imagined it. Still, a desperate need bubbled up inside me,
making me feel crazy. | had to know if he was there, if he still felt the same way
about me as | did about him.

So | got up, took a deep breath, and pulled open the door. | was so shocked to see lan
standing directly in front of me, | stumbled a step back as he smirked happily at me.

“l couldn’t...” | started as he interrupted me with, “I wanted...”
We both fell into an easy laughter, and | motioned for him to go ahead.

lan rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “I wanted to thank you for tonight.
Again. I'msorry | got you involved in al this, | just didn’t know who elseto call.”

| nodded. “lan, don’t worry about it. I'm glad you called. | can’'t imagine you trying
to do thisall on your own.” His small smile of gratitude was all the thanks | needed.

“What were you going to say before | interrupted?’ he asked.

| shuffled my feet on the carpeting, digging my big toe into the plush fibers. “I
couldn’t sleep,” | admitted.

He nodded. “Me neither. I'm glad you're here with me. Tonight was interesting, to
say theleast.”

| watched his lips as he spoke, remembering how firm and soft they were at the same



time. Then | mentally chastised myself for thinking about kissing him when he was
clearly upset over his sister.

“But Sophia's tough. She'll fare okay,” he added, his posture relaxing as he leaned
back against the wall.

Okay, so maybe he wasn't that torn up after al. Sophia was a big girl, and she was
now in the best possible place she could be. We had to stay positive and hope for the

best.

“The truth is,” he continued, “it's not easy to sleep knowing there’'s a beautiful
woman just down the hall. | couldn’t live with myself if | didn’t at least try...”

His honesty surprised me. As his words hung in the space between us, lan brought his
hand to my cheek, lightly caressing my skin.

His touch awakened a need in me, one I'd been desperate to suppress, and | leaned
into his warm palm. His touch felt so good, so right, that | struggled to comprehend
why I’ d been holding myself back from thisfor so long. | stepped closer.

His gaze moved between my lips and my eyes. “What about Chris?’

“What about him?’

“He's your boyfriend, MacKenzie. Shouldn't he be the one taking care of your
needs?’ Histhumb brushed lightly along my cheekbone, making me dizzy.

| shook my head, my bold gaze not straying from his. If only he knew the truth.

“Not getting enough from Chris?’ lan’s smirk was playful, but his words cut straight
through me.



“We haven't...werenot...”

Oh dear God, someone please shut me up.

“Wait asecond.” His brow crinkled. “Y ou’ re not fucking him?’

| flinched at his words, which came out harsh, like an accusation. “No.”

“Why the fuck not?’ He straightened, and his hand dropped away from me.

| shrugged. “It hasn’t felt right.”

| don’'t want Chris.

“And this?’ He motioned between us.

Once again, my gaze latched onto his and refused to wander.

| want you.

Aswrong as it was, | couldn’t flat-out lie to him again. | needed to try to deny it and
push him away, but the words refused to form in my mouth.

“Fuck it.”

lan curled a rough palm around the back of my neck and guided my mouth to his. His
lips barely brushed against mine. His overt strength took a back seat, and the
gentleness of his touch surprised me. His hot breath whispered across my skin,
causing little tingles of heat to crackle along my skin and down my spine, pooling
low in my belly.



A tiny whimper escaped my throat. | needed more. When his tongue lightly brushed
against my lower lip, | opened for him. His tongue flicked along mine, dampening
my panties and sweeping away all my good sense.

Sweet memories of his tender kisses and sure, strong hands lifting me flooded my
senses with overwhelming desire. The reverence in his hooded eyes as he drank mein
lashed back at me from my subconscious. Blood rushed through my veins, and | was
dazed with the need to give in. But years of faking inner strength rose to the surface
and | pulled a deep, shaky breath into my lungs, forcing myself to let it all go.

lan wasn't the type to make a commitment—fighting came first. And | liked him
enough that | wouldn’t get in the way of his chance to break into the pros.

“lan...” | breathed his name, and his lips broke from mine. “We can't,” | whispered
weakly.
He nodded.

“Not right now,” | explained. “You can’'t lose focus on your fight.”

His eyes danced on mine. “But after?’

Everything inside me screamed yes. But | sucked my lower lip into my mouth to
avoid saying something stupid.

He nodded, and | thought | saw hopein his eyes.
A dilent promise hung heavily in the air between us, and | knew we were both

thinking the same thing. We couldn’t ignore this explosive chemistry between us
forever.



“Thisisn’'t over,” he said, histone direct and sure.

| stood there motionless as he swiped his thumb across my bottom lip in a tender
gesture, then turned away and disappeared into his bedroom.



Page 42

Source Creation Date: July 1, 2025, 8:52 am

Holy fuck! | returned to the guest bedroom on shaky legs, my soaked panties and
racing heart reminding me of the very dangerous game | was playing.

Thirty-Four
lan
Kenzie was making me lose my fucking shit.

She could be so sweet. The way she stepped in and found the place for Sophia, even
going so far as to pack a bag for her and insist on coming along for the drive to the
treatment center. And then later at my place, when she let me hold her and pull her in
for the kiss, it felt so right that | was sure she felt it too. Her sweet taste and the
hunger in her eyes when she looked at me, those were the memories that played in
my head as | finally fell asleep.

It wasn't until the next morning that | really thought about what she'd said. Not right
NOW.

Why the fuck not? Sure, she thought she was a distraction, but being away from her
was so much worse. | got up, threw on some shorts, and marched back down the hall
to the guest bedroom to confront her. | was going to make her understand. We didn’t
have to wait.

But the door hung open, the bed was made, and she was gone. Not even a hint
remained that she'd ever been here.



When | got to the gym, MacKenzie was there, but she was never alone. If she wasn't
talking with one of the guys, Chris was hovering somewhere nearby.

During our afternoon session, Chris seemed to be watching us the whole time. That,
and she had me doing my exercises within earshot of several of the other guys, which
made talking to her impossible. What really fucked me up, though, was how cold
she’d become. It was such a complete turnaround from the way she’ d been the night
before, it was driving me nuts.

“Three sets of twelve with the sixties, please.” Her voice was monotone. She pointed
at the weight, refusing to look me in the eyes.

| bent down into her line of vision as | picked up the weight and tried to catch her
eye, but she averted her gaze again.

Son of abitch.

Behind her, Chris headed into his office. We were just out of sight of the one-way
mirror, so | took advantage of the opportunity, shelved the weight, threw Kenzie over
my shoulder, and headed out back to the alley.

“lan, put me down,” she demanded. “What are you doing?’ She twisted and
squirmed, trying to get me to release her, but she was so small | could easily maintain
control. Her attempts were futile. | was going to get her alone to talk to her, whether
she wanted to or not.

“We need to talk,” | said as| kicked open the back door and stepped outside.

“You can't do this, it's kidnapping. Let me go,” she said, her voice filled with
irritation.



| headed a bit farther down the alleyway before finally setting her feet on the ground.

She straightened out her clothes, then put her hands on her hips. Her gaze darted
briefly to mine, then she focused her hateful glare at the wall behind me. “There's
nothing to talk about.”

“Don’'t give me that. There' s something between us. You fed it; | know you do. Last
night you said you just wanted to wait until my fight was over, but | don’t want to
wait. Because waiting for you is a worse distraction than being with you could ever
be. Break up with Chris. | don't care what he does. He can beat the crap out of me.
You don't like him; you don’t even want to fuck him.” | paused, taking a deep breath
to calm myself. “But you and | both know that’s not the case with me. Y ou want me.
| seeitinyour eyes.”

MacKenzie looked down at the ground and shook her head. “No, | don't.” Her
response was almost a whisper, but her words stung.

She couldn’t mean them. | stepped closer and lifted her chin. Her eyes darted around,
only meeting mine briefly. What was she hiding?

“Bullshit,” | said, barely keeping my voice under control. “What’ s changed?’

“What?’

“You heard me. What’ s changed? Last night when | kissed you, you kissed back. Y ou
said we had to wait until my fight was over. Now I’'m saying | don’t want to wait. |
can't wait. | need you now. And you won’'t even look me in the eye. So, what has

changed?’

“lan, I’'m sorry about last night. | wish it hadn’t happened that way, but you have to
remember, | was exhausted. We'd been driving al night, and | just wasn't thinking



clearly.” Her eyeslifted to mine, and they were filled with pain.

| shook my head. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’ sthe truth. | want to be with Chris, and you have to let me. | was weak last night. |
slipped. It won’'t happen again.”

“But why?” God, if shereally did want to be with him, of course | would let her, but |
couldn’t seeit. There was no way he wasright for her.

“Chris is a good guy. He's someone...” MacKenzie paused and swallowed.
“Someone who would stick around, and make a good husband one day.” She looked
away, then dropped her gaze to the ground.

| rubbed my hand over my hair. What she said almost made sense, but | wasn't
buying it.

“You want me.” | closed the distance between us, cupped her face in my hands, and
kissed her lips gently. She didn’t pull away, but she didn't kiss me back either.
Instead, a small sob escaped, and | pulled away to see tears escaping her closed eyes.

Shit. What the fuck was | doing? | didn’t want this. | didn’t want to hurt this girl. Not
ever.

| took a step back and lifted my hands in apology. “I’m sorry.”
“l don't...” MacKenzi€' s voice shook, and she took a breath. “I don’t think you need

our sessions anymore. Your shoulder is fully healed. You've been fighting at full
strength for aweek now.”
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She swallowed, wiped her eyes, then turned and headed down the aley.
Thirty-Five

MacKenzie

| was one serious basket case. | hated myself so much it made me sick.

Falling into lan's arms that night felt so right, but it was such a stupid thing to do.
And so weak. I'd slipped up, almost letting him know how | felt, opening the door for
him to get distracted. He was so agitated, | thought he would march right into the
gym and tell Chris about us. But if he’d done that, Chris surely would have pulled
him from the fight.

lan had been cleared by the doctor to start sparring again, but Chris still wasn't sure
he' d be ready. That morning he informed me that he'd arranged for Jonah to come
with usto Vegas, just in case he had to pull lan from the fight.

| couldn’t have that.

Which was why | needed to be strong. If lan couldn’t keep the distance between usin
the week and a half leading up to the fight, | would have to be the one to take care of
it. | didn't like having to stop our physical therapy sessions, but | could no longer
trust myself with him. And in al honesty, he was back to full strength. We could
have stopped working together several days before, but | was too selfish. | wanted
more time with him.



That had to stop.

So when | left him in the alley, I went back inside, cleaned myself up in the
bathroom, and headed to the office to find Chris. On my way across the gym,
Blondie, the girl I’d seen him with the other day, was exiting the office.

She saw me and changed course to intercept me, then paused next to me. “You may
think Chrisis yours but, honey, he’'s been having his meals elsewhere. Soon enough,
he' [l be mine.” Once she'd dropped her little bombshell, she smirked and continued
the rest of the way to the front door.

Too bad for her that her threat didn’t have the intended reaction. My heart belonged
to someone else, so it was only fitting that Chris' s did too.

| was so busy watching Blondie's exit that | bumped right into Chris. “Oof. Sorry,” |
said.

“Hey, babe. How did physical therapy go? Was |an cooperative today?’

“Fine,” | said. “He’ s doing really well. So well, in fact, that he graduated. He doesn’t
have to do those exercises anymore. He can use the time to focus on other things.”

At that moment, lan walked back in the front door of the gym. When his eyes found
Chris and me, he looked away and lifted a hand to knead the back of his neck.

Obviously he felt responsible for making me cry. | hated that he felt that way, but
there was nothing | could do to change it. He needed to think we were over, and that
there was no chance of us ever happening. He needed to focus on healing and his
fight in Vegas. Besides, we' d never work anyhow, and I’d end up with even more of
abroken heart than | had now.



| slipped my hand into Chris's and got up on my tiptoes, giving him a peck on the
cheek, then glanced over to make sure lan was watching. By the way his jaw
tightened, it was safe to assume he was definitely watching.

Chris turned to face me and gave me a wet kiss on the lips. “I thought you didn’t like
PDA at work. What was that for?” He smiled.

| forced myself to smile back.

lan

Apparently Kenzie never told Chris about the night she spent in my guest room. |
knew this because Chris didn’t beat me senseless the next day, the way he probably
should have for trying to move on his girl. The cold shoulder | received from Kenzie
through the rest of my training leading up to the fight was so much worse. | would
have taken a beating from Chrisif it meant | could have stolen another moment with
Kenzie. But she made it clear with her emotionless stares that we were done.

Her devotion to Chris was making me insane. How could she want to be with
someone she wasn’t even sure she wanted to fuck? That day at my home gym, when |
had her folded in half, wet as fuck and begging for it, kept resurfacing in my mind.
She’ d been mine for the taking, offering herself to me.

What had she said about Chris? It hasn't felt right. But for some insane reason, she
refused to give up on him, on them.

Watching her with someone else, even if it was someone she chose, did things to me.
Every time Chris kissed her, | punched harder, kicked faster, and pushed myself
further than | had before. Maybe the only benefit of her refusing to be with me was
that | was redoubling my training effort.



The thought of Kenzie, my Kenzie, with someone else tormented me. It filled me
with an overwhelming rage that | could only relieve by pounding, ripping, and
kicking the shit out of my sparring partners. And they were feeling it; | could seeit in
their eyes, the fear. The smaller guys wouldn’t work with me, so | was left with Jonah
and several guys in the weight class above me. Even Jonah was getting bruised in
practice. But he loved the fight so much, he would shake it off and come back for
more. He and Chris worked with me al day on different moves and last-minute
techniques.

When | went home, | threw myself into watching and re-watching my opponent’s old
fights. | ate, breathed, and crapped fight videos. | was sick of watching the same
fights over and over; | had them memorized. | knew all his moves. But | continued to
watch them in the odd chance | would see something new | hadn’'t seen the first
eighty times I’d watched them. That, and they were the only way to stifle thoughts of
Kenzie.

It was only through my dedication to the fight that | made it through the next week
and a half without her. When the fight was over, | wasn’t sure how I’d fucking deal.

Thirty-Six
MacKenzie
The next ten days were hard. | tried to stay away from lan, but he was training at the

gym all the time, and | still needed my paycheck to make rent, so | couldn’t leave.
Instead, | tried to make sure he saw me with Chris as much as possible.
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I’d been worried Chris would take my new affection and try to push our relationship
to the next level. Thankfully, he had too much to do. If he wasn’'t coaching lan, he
was on the phone with sponsors or the fight organization, working on al the last-
minute details. | made sure to constantly point out how much stronger lan had gotten,
and that he was more than ready to win.

Still there was one part of fight preparation that worried the crap out of me—cutting
weight. Before the fight, lan had to reduce his weight by twenty pounds, which was
something all the fighters did. But they did it in such a short amount of time that it
made the nurse in me cringe, and the part of me that cared for lan want to cry.

| had to sit back and watch as he sweated and dehydrated himself the last few days
leading up to the fight so that he would be able to hit the correct weight for his
fighting class at weigh-in.

By the time we boarded the plane, he was so shaky that Jonah had to help him put his
luggage in the overhead bin. My eyes fixed on lan as he grabbed the back of the seat
in front of him and slowly lowered himself into the aisle seat.

“He'll be fine, sweetie,” Chris said, pulling my attention away. “He's been through
this before.” He chuckled as if it was no big deal, but | had a bitter taste in my mouth
and my stomach was all cramped up. “You don’t mind if | take the window seat, do
you?' he asked. “It’s easier for me to sleep on that side, and | want to try to get a nap
in on the flight.” He did in, taking the seat without waiting for me to respond.

| sighed and shook my head. It was my first time on a plane, and | would have liked
to see what it was like taking off, but | didn’t feel like arguing. Besides, Chris was



paying for the trip. | had set aside a few hundred dollars for spending cash, but
wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t paid for my airfare and hotel.

| took the aisle seat next to Chris, and he lifted up the armrest between us. Putting his
arm around me, he pulled me close. “Sorry | haven’'t been able to spend more time
with you, Kenzie” He kissed me. “I promise we'll be able to spend more time
together once we get lan all set up for the fight.”

He folded me into his arms, forcing my head into his shoulder, which was drenched
in cologne. My almost constant stress headache worsened and my stomach, which
had been acting up for the past several weeks, gurgled. It would be along flight.

It wasn't until the plane had taken off, and Chris pulled the window shade to get
some sleep, that | was finally able to free myself from his grasp. When the seatbelt
sign pinged off, | got up and headed for the bathroom. Not just to get away from
Chris, but because my stomach issues were threatening to turn the corner after the
roller coaster of emotion combined with the motion of the plane at takeoff.

| made it to the bathroom just in time. Latching the door, | flipped the seat up on the
toilet, pulled my hair back, and let my lunch back out the same way it had comein.

Afterward, | washed my face in the small sink and looked at myself in the mirror. |
was amess. My face was pale and my hair was a gnarl-fest. | ran my fingers through
my hair and consoled myself. At least now | wouldn’t be lying to Chris when | told
him | was too sick to go out tonight.

| frowned. The fight was the day after tomorrow. | just needed to make it through two
more days, then | could be done with this whole mess. | could break up with Chris,

find anew job, and forget about the man who’ d stolen my heart.

Love was too dangerous a game. I'd known that my entire life, but somehow these



last few months, I’ d forgotten it. | needed to be strong.

| pulled the latch on the door and dlid it open, and was shocked to find lan standing
just outside.

“1 saw you rush back here. Are you okay?’

Fully aware that 1’d just thrown up and had no access to a toothbrush, | covered my
mouth. “I’'m fine,” | said through my fingers.

“You don’t look fine,” he said, pulling my hand away from my face so that he could
see. “You're pale.” His gaze darted down the aisle to our seats, then he put his hand
on my shoulder. “Just sit down for a minute.” He guided me to an open seat a few
rows down, and squatted next to me.

| hadn't felt dizzy, but sitting down felt really good just then. | might have been a
little woozy. “I’'m fine,” | protested. Because even if | wasn't, lan didn’t need to
know. We' d been doing agood job of staying apart so far. No need to ruin that now. |
was so close to thefinish line.

He brushed my hair back behind my ear, making a shiver rush down my face and
neck. But then the plane hit a bit of turbulence, and he stumbled and grabbed the

seat’ s back for support. His arm shook, reminding me of the frail state he wasin.

“Don’'t worry about me,” | said. “You should be resting. You're the one who's all
dehydrated.” | stood up and tried to make him take the same seat I’ d just vacated.

“Nonsense,” he said.

“Look at you, you're shaking. |...” My voice wavered. “Y ou need water.”



“Kenzie.” His voice was calm and soothing, and he once again put a hand on my
shoulder. “If | don’t make the correct weight, | can’'t fight. Y ou know that. Besides, |
do this before all the fights. I’'ll be fine.”

| looked at him again. He was still the same tall, strong lan I'd aways known.
Despite that, something about his posture made me wanted to take him in my arms
and hold him. | wanted to care for him while he went through this insane bit of self-
torture, but | couldn’t. | needed to be strong, so | balled up my fists.
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“Fine,” | said. “But don’'t waste your energy worrying about me.” My voice came out
harsh. lan needed to focus on his fight, not me.

| turned away and headed back down the aisle. | wanted him to have his fight, and |
wanted him to win. All this self-sacrifice couldn’t be for nothing.

lan

I’d been to Vegas countless times before, often enough to see fights, but this was the
first time | was going to be the one in the cage. | was so pumped, my heart felt like it
beat triple-time on the flight there. That combined with the physical strain of
sweating and avoiding liquids to cut weight made me atotal wreck.

Still, | seemed to be the only one who noticed when Kenzie ran off to the restroom as
soon as the seatbelt sign was turned off. Both Chris and Jonah had managed to pass
out, so even though I'd been getting the stink-eye from Kenzie for the past
week—ever since | confronted her—I went back to check on her.

She'd looked frail and delicate. So much so that it took everything in me to not fold
her in my arms and hold her. Of course, she denied anything was wrong and tried to
turn it around on me, making it about my health. That was so like her. She wouldn’t
let me help, and turned away from me, storming back to her seat.

After everything we'd been through, | still wanted her. | knew we were meant to be
together, but she was wearing me down, so I'd promised myself to not think about it
until after the fight. A promise | definitely could not keep.



It was midnight local time when we landed. Still, when we got to the hotel, | was
nowhere near tired.

“This way,” Chris said as the elevator doors opened to our floor. Chris led the way
with his luggage and Kenzie followed him, wheeling her small suitcase.

“Areyou sure | can’t carry that for you, Kenzie?’ | asked.

I’d offered to carry it for her earlier, but Chris had given me a weird, aimost bitter
look. | wasn't sure how he could be mad if he wasn’'t going to man up and help out
his girlfriend. | swear, if he didn’t start being more attentive to Kenzie, | would punch
him.

“No, it'sfine. I’ve got it.” She smiled politely.

“Thisisus,” Chrissaid. He dlid in the key card and opened the door.

| hadn’'t intended to eavesdrop, but my room was only a few doors down. As |
searched my pockets for my own key card, | could hear them talking.

“Thisismy room?’ MacKenzie said.

My pulse quickened. Were they staying in separate rooms?

“Thisisour suite,” Chrissaid.

Deflated, | located my key card and was about to let myself in when | heard Kenzie
say, “I thought you said | would get my own room.”

| put my key card back in my pocket and pretended to continue to search. Did she
really demand separate rooms? My heart pounded with my elevated pulse. If she



wasn't going to fuck him, why the hell was she still with him?

“Don’'t worry, my little Kenzie,” Chris said. “I didn’t forget our deal. Y ou have your
own room.”

“But you just said—"

“Thisisour suite. My bedroom is on one side, and yoursis—"

The door closed behind them and | could no longer hear. But I'd heard enough. This
whole time Kenzie had been giving me the cold shoulder and making me think she
was getting closer to Chris. But it was aload of shit. They still hadn’t fucked.

Maybe there was still hope for us after all.

Just how the fuck was | supposed to focus on the fight?

Thirty-Seven

MacKenzie

As we headed up to our floor in the hotel elevator, | started to feel sick again. Being
with Chris was wearing on me. Big-time.

The unsettled feeling in my stomach only intensified when Chris showed me the
rooming situation. “My bedroom is over there.” He pointed at one of the doors that
led off the front room of our suite. “And your bedroom is over there.”

He smiled proudly as panic filled me. | could manage the next few days with Chris,
going out on dates and putting him off. But | wasn't sure | could handle sharing a
room with him. Which was why | thought we’ d agreed on separate rooms.



“1...” | searched for words that wouldn’t make me sound like | was freaking at the
idea of being alone with him. “We...”

Crap. | couldn’t find the words. | was so upset, but | didn’'t want him to get angry.
He' d brought Jonah with us, amost asif he still wasn't sure that Ian was ready for the
fight. He'd never said it again outright, but it still felt like lan’s participation in the
fight somehow hinged on my staying with Chris. If | exploded on him now, he might
just pull lan.

“Okay,” | said.

The living area of our suite had floor-to-ceiling mirrors on two walls, black faux-
leather furniture, as well as black laminate-covered particleboard end tables. All that
combined with the mini bar made the room scream cheap stripper party. Although
thiswas Vegas, so make that cheap hooker party.

The thought made my skin crawl, and | suddenly wondered if | had enough energy to
take a shower. | took a deep breath and headed over to check out my room. | dlid the
door open, noting that the room was tiny and only contained a bed and a small closet.
| put my bag on the bed. At least there was no stripper pole.

Chris followed me and leaned against the doorway. “ Get yourself settled and cleaned
up, or whatever, then we'll go grab adrink at the bar.”

“Chris, | don’t feel well. | think | need to just crash,” | said.

He looked at me. “Hmm. Yeah, | guess you don’'t look too good. It's late. We can
always go out tomorrow.”
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“Sounds good.”

Chris headed back toward his room, and | dlid the door closed so that | could get
ready for bed. There was no lock. Not that | didn’t trust Chris, he was aways a
gentleman, but | needed a room that was just mine where | could lock out the rest of
the world. One place that was safe from everything, and mine alone.

| didn’t have that.

Two more nights. | could get through this.

Couldn’t 1?

Thirty-Eight

lan

| was running on adrenaline and couldn’'t sleep at al that night. If | wasn't busy
forcing thoughts of Kenzie out of my mind, | was rushing through fight scenarios. My
brain absolutely refused to calm down enough to let me sleep.

The next day after weigh-in, | spent a good part of the evening rehydrating and carb-
loading. Even after a huge meal, | still couldn’t find sleep, so | met Chris, Kenzie,
and Jonah for drinks at the bar. Hell, even if | couldn’t drink, maybe | could catch a

contact buzz.

At the bar, | felt instantly more at ease. It helped that Kenzie was looking better. She



had some color in her cheeks, though part of that might have had to do with the fact
that she was on her second glass of wine.

“How’ s your room?’ | asked Chris.

“It's big,” he said. “We'll need to throw you an after-party there when you win
tomorrow.” He put his arm around Kenzie when he said “we” as if he owned her.

Possessive bastard. | tried not to let it get to me, but my shoulders tensed. She's mine.

My eyes darted to Kenzie. She seemed sad, but she forced a smile when Chris looked
at her, then took another sip of wine.

Chris flagged down awaitress. “ Another round.”

A hand grabbed my shoulder, making me jump and look behind me. A tall, slender
woman with long dark hair and wearing a skintight little black dress looked down at
me.

“Hello, handsome.” Her hand trailed up my neck and lightly brushed through my
hair. She stepped closer, arching her back so that her tits were only inches from my
face.

Not subtle at all.

MacKenzie

There were prostitutes in my neighborhood back home. The bulk of them were
addicts making money to feed their habit. The one who approached lan was nothing

like them. She was beautiful. Which shouldn’t have bothered me; after all, I’d been
pushing him away so long that he had to think | wasn't interested.



Still, I didn’'t like anyone propositioning lan. It made me so upset that | might have
increased my wine consumption just a bit.

lan looked up at her when she approached. “Hi,” he said in alow voice.

“You guys wanna party?’ she asked.

lan looked over at me. He seemed to be considering something, but | couldn’t read
the look on hisface. Finaly, he turned back to her. “Sorry, not interested.”

She turned to Jonah. “I could find afriend if you wanna double-date.”

Jonah smiled, but didn’t say anything.

Next she turned to me. | was unable to hide my disapproval of her lifestyle choice,
and she could see it in my face. She smirked at me and said, “Or we could al party if
your girl here wantsto joinin.” Her gaze drifted to Chris.

| thought for a second that Chris was considering it, but he also said nothing.

“We' re not interested,” lan said, hisvoice still low.

“You sure, honey? Because I'd give you a good deal.” Her focus flowed down lan’s
body asif undressing him with her eyes. | fought the urge to tell her to back off.

lan smiled and shook hishead. “Like | said. Not interested.”

She gave lan one last look before chuckling to herself and walking away.

Chris watched her go. “You and your no-sex rule.” He shook his head. “You know
it’s not proven that abstinence makes you a better fighter.”



| looked at 1an, wondering if what Chriswas saying was true. I’d just assumed it was.

lan took a swig of hiswater. “It hasn’t been disproven either. The no-sex thing works
for me. That’s al that matters.”

Chris smiled. “I’'m just saying, maybe you should have asked her how much the
discount was before you sent her away.”

lan forced a smile. He took a deep breath, finished his bottle of water, and said,
“Well, guys, | think that’sit for me. I’ ve gottatry to get some fuckin’ sleep.”

“Metoo,” Jonah said, finishing off his beer in one gulp. “I’ [l head up with you.”

| finished off my second glass of wine and ordered another. Chris and | spent another
hour or so in the bar, and by the time we got up to head back to our room, | was
definitely buzzed.

Buzzed enough to let Chris slip his arms around my waist and hold me close to him
in the elevator. | let my head rest on his chest as we went up in silence. When the
elevator pinged on our floor, | realized I’d been imagining Chris was lan. Something
which made me laugh for no apparent reason.

“What's so funny?’ Chris said as we headed down the hall. He stopped suddenly.
“Oh, damn. Is that the prostitute?’ He laughed into his fist like he was trying to hold
back.

| followed his gaze down the hall. Sure enough, lan was standing at the door of his
room wearing nothing but his boxers, handing the prostitute from the bar a wad of

bills. Tears welled in my eyes and my pulse raced. What the...? No way.

The prostitute brushed her fingertips down his bare chest, then patted him on the



cheek.

My feet didn’t want to move, but Chris guided me to the door of our room. “Come
on. They’'re both consenting adults.” He pulled out the key card to our suite and
opened the door.
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| wanted to turn back, run down the hall, and demand that lan tell me why. Why
would he sleep with some prostitute after all we'd been through together, and after all
the crap he' d said about the no-sex rule. Why was it okay now?

But | couldn’t, because Chris was right. They were both consenting adults. The fact
was, | had pushed lan away. | had no right to the feelings of betrayal and pain that
brewed inside me. Still, that didn’t make it hurt any less. | wanted to curl into a ball
and die. My heart had just been crushed.

| followed Chris into the room. As he went to the bar and poured me another glass of
wine and himself a shot, | sat down on the couch, feeling dazed, and completely
empty.

Chris handed me the wine and sat down, then put an arm around me and pulled me
close. Realizing he was looking at me expectantly, | forced a relaxed expression and
took asip of my wine.

Although | was looking at Chris, in my mind | still saw lan paying that woman. The
one who possessively drew her hand down his bare chest. Anguish washed over me
and filled me so completely that | became numb. I’d been waiting this whole time,
putting Chris off, and kidding myself into thinking that once the fight was over, lan
would take me back. That we would be together, finally, in every sense of the word.
But after seeing him with that woman, | knew | didn’t mean anything to lan.

It didn’t matter anymore if | stayed away from Chris. In fact, maybe | should sleep
with Chris. Maybe that was all | needed to make a clean break from lan. Mulling it
over, | took another sip of wine.



“1t’s so good to finally have you alone,” he said.

Chris's breath smelled like mouthwash and whiskey. He looked into my eyes and,
even though it didn’t feel right, | told myself it didn’t matter, so | tried to smile.

He leaned in and kissed me, his lips cold and wet, then rotated his tongue around
mine the same way he always did. It was so practiced and desperate that it made me
feel bad for him. There was no way | could get into it, but | resigned myself to trying
to let go and just seeing what happened. Maybe it would help me forget.

He dlid his hands to my breasts and grabbed them, squeezing them tightly. When his
fingers dug painfully into me, | pulled back.

“Ouch,” | said.

“Sorry.”

He loosened his grasp a little, but it still felt al wrong. Not only was he awkward as
sin, but he did absolutely nothing for me. There wasn’'t enough wine in the world to
make sex with Chris good. It was something | might have worked with him on, if |
actually liked him, but the truth was that | didn’t. He'd been civil to me, but | wasn’t
attracted to him. And there was the little issue that he wasn't faithful to me.

Maybe | did need away to make a clean break from lan, but thiswasn't it.

“Sorry, Chris. I’'m not ready.” | pulled away.

“Sure, you are. We've been dating for months now. | know you're no virgin.” He
grabbed my hips, pulling them toward his.

“Yes, but...” | tried to pull away, but he held me firm. “I’m not feeling well.”



“You’ve been saying that for weeks.” He leaned in again and kissed me as he pushed
me back so that | was lying on the sofa. Fear rose up in me and | sobered up almost
instantly. He grabbed my wrists and started pushing his way between my legs.

Shit, was this actually happening?

“No, Chris.” My fight-or-flight instinct kicked in and | started struggling against him.

“Chill, Kenzie,” he said. But he didn’t let go of me, instead keeping me firmly pinned
to the couch. His hands circled my wrists so tightly it hurt.

“1 said no!” | continued to struggle but couldn’t budge him off me, and tears welled
up in my eyes. Chris had been afighter, and | was no match for him.

The self-defense moves lan and | had worked on came flooding back, and | instantly
went to work twisting my body in the way lan had shown me. Chris continued to hold
my arms down, but | wedged my legs up between us and used the strength in my
thighs to push him away just long enough to grab hold of his hands, raise my legs,
and use hisface as akicking bag.

| kicked and kicked as hard as | could. | must have kicked him eight or nine times
before he finally pulled away.

“You fucking bitch.” Chrisfell back on the floor, holding his nose.

Frantic, | jumped up from the couch and ran out of the suite, following the signs to
the exit. | found the stairwell and started running down the stairs, taking them three at
atime. My eyes blurred with tears, and | whimpered as | ran down several flights,

then stopped short.

Where was | going? | couldn’t stop crying, and there was no way | was going to walk



through a casino hotel lobby, bawling my ass off.

| wanted to go home, but my wallet was in the room with Chris. Not that | had
enough money in there to buy myself a plane ticket home. Of course, | could call
Alexa and ask her to loan me the money, but my phone and her number were in the
room with Chris.

lan had his fight tomorrow so | didn’t want to bother him, but short of slegping in this
stupid stairwell, it seemed like the only option. He had Cade’s number. | could get in
touch with Alexathat way, and maybe | could still get out of here tonight.

| made my way back up the steps to our floor and silently crept down the hall to lan’s
room. Although I’d managed to stop crying, my heart beat rapidly. | didn’'t like being
back on the same floor with Chris,

As | knocked on lan’s door, | kept an eye on the door to the suite.

Thirty-Nine

lan
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Fuck!

I’d just started nodding off to sleep when someone knocked on my door. | lay in bed
silently. Maybe if | ignored the first knock, they would go away. But then there was
another, this one more frantic.

“What?” | growled as | shot up and stormed over to the door, not even bothering to
look through the peephole, because whoever it was had knocked on the wrong damn
door, and | was going to give them a piece of my mind. “Where' s the fucking fi—"

| yanked open the door to find Kenzie, who' d obviously been crying. She shrank back
from my rage.

Shit!
“Kenz, I'm sorry. What’ s wrong? Are you okay? Where's Chris?’

My mind raced as | scanned her from head to toe. She didn’t look physically hurt, but
her eyes were red and tear filled and her lips quivered, and she held herself so small
as she shivered. She still wore the cute dress she’d worn earlier, but she was barefoot.
Instantly | wanted to take her in my arms and protect her from whatever had
happened.

But | knew better than to try to hold her again. She’d made it very clear that she
wanted nothing to do with me. So instead | buried my intense need to hold her, took a
deep breath, and asked, “Where are your shoes?’



She looked down at her feet slowly as if she hadn't realized she was barefoot.
“They’ re with my phone and my wallet.”

| didn’t understand. “Did someone steal your wallet, phone, and shoes?’

“Can | comein, please?’ Her voice was a shaky whisper.

| nodded and waved her inside, checking the hallway to make sure whoever or
whatever had made her this way wasn’t out there. Then | shut the door and guided her
to the small seating areain my room.

“Where's Chris?’ | asked again when we were both seated on the couch.

She shook her head but didn’'t say anything, instead looking at the floor. | searched
her eyes for the strong Kenzie | knew, but she'd been ripped apart. My instincts to
protect her were overwhelming. Every muscle in my body tensed. | would be kicking
the shit out of someone, if she could just tell me what happened and who | was going
to murder for making her look this broken.

| put my hands on her shoulders and made her look at me. “Listen, Kenzie. You're
scaring me. | can’'t help you if you don’t tell me what happened.”

“Nothing,” she whimpered, then fell into my arms and began to cry.

| wrapped my arms around her. It felt so right holding her in my arms—how could
this possibly be wrong? | should be the one here for her. | held her gently and let her
weep. Her breath mixed with tears warmed my bare chest, and my heart fucking
ached for this woman. How could anyone hurt her?

Nothing happened? Bullshit. My mind raced through the possible scenarios, al of
which ended with me murdering someone in cold blood.



“Areyou hurt?’ | asked.
“No.” She kept her face buried in my chest.
| ran my hand gently over her soft hair, then realized | shouldn’t and pulled my hand

away. Chris should be holding her like this, comforting her. If that was who she really
wanted to be with. Where the hell was he?

“1s Chris okay?’

She didn’t answer right away. “I told you, nothing happened,” she said to my chest.

Maybe that was it. Maybe she had finally broken it off with Chris. God, if that were
true...

But | couldn’'t feel happy about that, not if breaking up with him hurt her this much.
No, if that was what happened, it had destroyed her. And | could never be happy
about that. Besides, | had no way of knowing what happened because she wouldn’t
fucking talk.

| sighed. | couldn’t make her talk right now; she was too upset. So | held her and she
cried softly in my arms for a while. When she’d finally calmed down, she pulled

away and sat up.

“Sorry,” she said. She wiped at her face, trying to remove the traces of tears, and | got
her atissue.

“Thanks.” She dabbed at her eyes.

“Can | get you awater or anything?’



She nodded. “Can | borrow your phone?’

“Yeah.” | grabbed her a bottle of water from the mini fridge and my phone from the
nightstand, handing them both to her.

Kenzie scrolled through my phone. “I just need to call Cade and get Alexa s number,
then I'll get out of your hair.”

Forty

MacKenzie

Damn it. | hadn’t meant to fall apart like that in front of lan. The plan was just to get
in, use his phone, and get out. He had his big fight tomorrow, and for some reason,
even after seeing him with that stupid hooker, | still wanted him to win.

But at the sight of him | completely fell apart. | couldn’t hold it in. He was so strong,
and the concern that filled his eyes was so real. | was selfish; | fell into him and let
his strong arms hold me. Protect me. It wasn't just about Chris's unwelcome
advances, it was everything, the deep loneliness that came from my past, the fact that
| knew for certain lan and | were through... It was all too much to process. | sat in his
arms, crying, and felt safe from the destruction around me. | knew if | was with Ian,
nothing like what had happened with Chris would ever happen to me again. I’d never
have to worry about someone hurting me. Because lan would protect me. He was
safe.

So | fell into his arms and weakly wept against his bare chest, allowing myself to take
the comfort he offered for a few minutes, until | was able to regan my

composure—or what was left of it.

He lent me his phone, and | called Cade and got Alexa’ s number.
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“Hello?’ she answered. She was up, working an al-nighter at the hospital.
“Alexa. It'sMacKenzie”

There was a pause. “Where are you calling from?”

“I"'min Vegas. lan lent me his phone.”

| glanced over to see lan across the small room, sitting on his bed, watching me.
Needing some privacy, | got up and went to his bathroom, shutting the door.

“1 sort of need afavor,” | said under my breath. “I need to get home, like now. Can
you loan me the money for a plane ticket? Normally | wouldn’'t ask, but | promise |
will pay you back.”

“Wait, why don’t you have your phone? Are you okay?’

“I'm fine.” | paused, taking a deep breath. “Chris and | may have had a
small...falling-out. | can’t stay here with him. | have to get out of here.”

“Oh God. I'm sorry, sweetie. Sure. I'll go online and buy you a ticket. Don’t worry
about the money. | just want to make sure you're okay. He didn’t hurt you, did he?’

“No,” | lied. Only my pride, my will, and my faith in humanity. Oh, and my boobs.
“Wejust broke up.”

“And where' s your phone?’ she asked.



Spanish inquisition, much?

“It'sin Chris's room. | kinda stormed out, and | don’t want to go back in. | thought |
would ask lan to get my stuff from him once the fight was over.”

It was mostly true. | didn’t like lying to Alexa, but the truth hurt too much. | wasn't
ready to relive those horrible moments when | was alone with Chris and he tried to
take everything away from me.

“Okay, sure,” she said. “I'll find you aflight right now and call you back soon.”

We hung up, and | sat down on the edge of the tub.

lan knocked on the door. “Kenzie?’

“Yeah,” | said.

“Everything okay?’

| got up and opened the door. No sense in hiding in his bathroom while | waited.
“Yeah,” | said. “Alexa s going to find me a flight home, then | can get out of your

hair.”

“You're going home?’ He looked upset. Dang it, why was he upset that | was
leaving? He was the one sleeping with prostitutes.

“What’ s wrong with that?’ | asked.

He ran his hand through his hair. | caught his eyes glancing down my body. “I guess |
was just hoping you would see the fight.”



| wanted to see his fight too. More than he knew. | wanted to see him finally have his
chance.

| shook my head. “I haveto go. | don’'t have anywhere to sleep.”

“You and Chris broke up.” He tilted his head to the side and gave me a sympathetic
look.

If only it were just that. If it were only that easy. | wanted to tell lan the truth, and
maybe, if he still cared about me, he would take me back. But if he knew what Chris
had done—how he'd forced himself on me—he wouldn’t let it go.

I’d seen how protective lan was with his sister, and women in general. If | told him
what Chris did, | had afeeling he would go after Chris. And that would not end well.
It would definitely wreck him physically for his fight tomorrow. Besides, eveniif | did
tell him the truth, would | ever be able to get him back? | had pushed him away so
many times, there was no way.

“We broke up.” | nodded, chewing on the inside of my cheek. That was one way of
putting it.

“Stay here with me. I'll slegp on the couch. Y ou can see the fight tomorrow, then get
aflight after.”

“Thank you, but no. I'm not putting you out like that. | want you to get your sleep. As
soon as Alexa calls back, I'll be out of here.”

lan’s phone rang. It was Alexa. “Swestie, | have some bad news,” she said. “There
are no more flights out until tomorrow morning.”

| felt my shoulders fall. “Crap.” My mind raced to find something else | could do.



“I’ll go to the desk and see if they have any rooms left for the night.”

“l already called them and tried that. Your hotel and all the ones nearby are fully
booked. There’'s abunch of conventionsin town. Can you stay with lan?’

| looked at lan, who was watching me.

“What isit?’ he asked.

| shook my head at him. “I can’'t. | won't put him out like that.”

lan jumped up and pulled the phone out of my hand. “What’s up?’ He listened while
Alexafilled him in on the situation, then said, “Y eah. She can stay here. | don’t want
her running off to some suburban motel in the middlie of the night. I'd feel better if

she stayed here.”

He handed the phone back to me. “It’'s settled.” His look said there was no talking
him out of it.

| put the phone back up to my ear. “I guess I’ m staying here.”

“Look, there's no reason you can't stay for the fight. Cade and | are arriving
tomorrow. I'll text you our flight info and you can meet us at the airport. You can
stay with us and come home after.”

| watched lan as he pulled an extra blanket and pillow out of the closet and started
setting up on the couch. He was still in just his boxers, and at the sight of his
muscular arms, legs, and back, | licked my lips. His brow furrowed as if he was
thinking about something. God, | wanted to watch his fight.

“We'll see,” | said.



Forty-One
lan
Kenzie hung up the phone. “You better be making up the couch for me,” she said.

Her hands on her hips and bossy tone made me smile. She was so cute when she was
demanding.
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“Nope, I'm taking the couch.”
“lan, you need your sleep,” she pleaded. Her eyes begged me. Saying no to her was
nearly impossible, but there was no way she was slegping on that couch. | wasn’t

fucking raised that way.

“How the hell am | going to sleep knowing you're uncomfortable?’ | sat on the
couch, laying claim.

She glanced at the bed, then back at me. “But | don’t want to sleep in your bed. The
couch will be much more comfortable for me.”

| laughed. “Kenzie, there’ s no way you' re getting out of this. Get in bed.”

“lan, | really don’'t want to.” She looked away from me, her face pinched as if she
were worried, so | got up and went over to her.

“What’ s going on?’

She turned her head away and bit her lip, her face turning red. “| don’t want to say.”
| rolled my eyes. “Kenzie, if you won't say, then you don’t get out of it. Lay down.”
“But...” Shelooked at the bed, almost disgusted. “Is that where you slept with her?’

My mind was reeling, trying to figure out what the hell she was talking about. | sat
down on the bed. “ Slept with who?”’



“The prostitute,” she almost whispered.

“Why would you think | slept with a prostitute?’ | ran my hand across the back of my
neck.

“1 saw her at your door.” She still looked at her feet, digging her toe into the carpet.

“You mean the one from the bar?” And then it all made sense. | took her hands. “It’s
the oldest trick in the book. My opponent sent her to my room. He was trying to get
me to have sex the night before the fight. But | didn’t sleep with her.”

“Then why did you pay her?’ Her gaze darted up to mine.

| squeezed her hands. “I was paying her to go away. Do you redly think after what
I’ve been through to get here, after all the years of training, that | would throw it
away for aride with a prostitute?’

She looked down again. “I guess | thought maybe you were just lying about the
whole no-sex thing. Chris said there’ s no proof that it actually works.”

| blew out a breath. This was Kenzie at her core; she didn’t feel like she could trust
anyone. Fuck, she might not even know how to trust people. | needed her to know
that she could trust me.

“Kenzie, | would never lie to you. Never.” | nudged her chin up so that she looked at
me. “Y ou are too important. | would never hurt you.”

She nodded and let out a deep breath. “ Okay.”

“So will you please get in bed so that | can get some Seep before the fight
tomorrow?’ | asked.



“But | really don’t want to take your bed.”

“Will you at least sleep in it with me?’ | knew what it sounded like, but | was so
tired, and | just needed her to be safe and comfortable. “It’s a big bed. | promise not
to touch you.”

K enzie nodded.

| looked at the tight dress she was still wearing from earlier this evening. It hugged all
her curves, and of course it was cut low. My dick stirred and | got up.

“I’ll grab you aT-shirt.”

Forty-Two

MacKenzie

| changed into lan’s T-shirt and got in bed opposite him. “Good night,” | said.
“’Night.” He switched off the light.

| rolled onto my side, facing him. | couldn’t see him because my eyes hadn’t adjusted
to the dark yet, but just knowing he was there made me feel safe. How was it that |
couldn’t stand the thought of sharing a suite with Chris, but with lan in the same bed,
| knew it would all be okay?

lan’s silhouette Slowly came into view. He was lying on his side; | could tell from the
bulging arm muscles that outlined his form. As my eyes adjusted, | took in his finely

sculpted frame, his chest and his abs.

Oh, how | wanted him. Every piece of me wanted every bit of him. | wanted to run



my fingers over every inch of his solid chest and eight-pack abs. | wanted to run my
hot tongue down his body. | wanted to make him come apart the way he’ d done to me
on the mat in his gym. My panties got wet just remembering that day. His hot mouth
on me, hisfingers thrusting inside me.

No matter how much | wanted him, there was no way | would act on my desires. Not
now. I'd already disrupted the crap out of him the night before his big fight. There
was no way | would even try to tempt him to break his no-sex rule. Thiswould be the
one thing | could do right for him.

| took a deep breath and my eyes finally adjusted enough that lan came into focus.
Three feet away, facing me. Eyes open. We lay there, lost in each other’s eyes, just a
pillow’ s width away.

Finaly, | pulled my hand out from under the sheets and held it open between us. An
invitation. He took it and folded it in his own. Comforted, | closed my eyes. Because
aslong as| felt his strong, calloused hand around mine, | knew he was close by and |
would be safe.

We lay there that way, just holding hands, until sleep took over.

The next morning when | awoke, lan was still holding my hand, although he was
asleep. The sheets had falen away from him, and his broad chest lay bare. | was
tempted to lie there and just watch him sleep, but he had a fight to win, and | had to
figure out how to get my shoes and wallet from Chris. | needed cab fare to the airport,
and my driver’ slicense to get through security.

| went into the bathroom and changed back into my clothes from the night before.
When | came out, lan was awake, stirring in bed.
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“’Morning,” he said, smiling big as he stretched. “How’ d you sleep?’
“Great. You?

“Like a bear in winter.” He was in a good mood. It had been a while since I'd seen
him smile. It made me feel warm inside. But as soon as | started to enjoy it, his smile
faded. “What happened to your arms?’

| looked down. | hadn’t noticed, but my arms were covered in bruises. Damn.
| reached to cover them. “I don’t know. | must have done something in my sleep.”

It was the only thing | could think to say, because | knew exactly where the bruises
were from. They were from Chris. But there was no way | was going to start
something between lan and Chris the day of the fight.

lan leaped out of bed and took my arms in his hands, examining them. His face was
stern, and his jaw tightened. “You didn’'t do thisin your sleep, MacKenzie. Don't lie
to me. Why can't you just tell me what happened? Who did this to you?” The
muscles in his neck tensed.

“No. | won't tell you,” | barked. “I’m not here to be your distraction. You don’t need
to worry about me. lan, pull it together and focus on your fight. I'm not your

problem.” | headed for the door.

“Kenzie, wait.”



| pulled the door open and stepped out, stumbling on my bag, which had been placed
right outside the door. Chris must have put it there. | pulled out the handle and started
wheeling it to the elevator.

“Kenzie,” he shouted down the hall after me.

| hit the Down button on the elevator, then turned to him. “lan, a while back you
promised me that you would win this fight. I’ve got my stuff, and Alexa will make
sure | get home. Y ou make sure you don’'t break that promise you made to me. You
win your fight.” The door to the elevator opened and | stepped inside.

The truth of my words hit me as the doors closed. | was a distraction to lan. That was
al | was, and al | would ever be. Aslong as | was around, he’d be unable to see his
dream fulfilled.

| didn’t want to be the one standing between him and his dream. | cared about him
too much.

Forty-Three

lan

Kenzie was gone. | couldn’t believe she was fucking gone. As much as | wanted to
curl her body next to mine and spoon her all last night, | could tell she needed space.
It was written in the tearstains on her face.

Still I'd assumed, after what we' d been through together, that she would end up with
me. | let myself believe that when she held my hand last night. But she'd marched out
like she couldn’t wait to leave. She was done with me. Wasn't even going to stick
around long enough to see the fight, the fight I'd been prepping for my whole life. |
thought she knew how much it meant to me. How much she meant to me.



The fight. That was how | would get through this. Focus al my energy on the fight. It
had to be that, because after losing Kenzie, fighting was the only thing left, and it was
time to get ready.

Chriswasn’t in his room and wouldn’t respond to any of my texts, but | found Jonah
and spent the time leading up to the fight talking strategy and trying to keep myself
calm enough to not fucking puke.

Strangely enough, the closer it got to fight time, the calmer | got. It made no sense,
but this was how my nerves misbehaved before a fight. They peaked the day of the
fight, but by the time | stepped into the ring, my mind was in a state of ass-kicking
Zen.

| was alittle worried about Chris. | knew he could take care of himself, but I'd called
and texted him, left a note for him on his door, and heard nothing.

As we headed backstage before the fight, | texted Cade. | knew he was in town for
the fight, and if Chriswasn’t going to be there, | needed another coach. | might be the
only one in the ring fighting, but a large entourage on entry ramped up the
intimidation factor.

Cade messaged me right back and said he’d meet me backstage. | thanked God that
Jonah had come out with us. He would have to do the coaching for two, but if | could
get Cade to at least enter with me and sit near the cage, my team would ook
impressive.

The dressing room was almost as big as my hotel room, with a table and chairs on
one end and a little seating area. | supposed if | were the champ | would need all the

space for my huge entourage, but today | just felt lucky to be here.

Jonah helped me tape my hands, then | started my pre-game ritual. Clear my mind of



everything, and get ready to pound this guy into nothing. | hopped up and down on
the balls of my feet. It was all about finding the right place between cam and let’s
beat the shit out of someone.

“Aaah,” | yelled. Yeah, | wasready.
The door opened and Chris slipped in. My hopping instantly slowed at the sight of

him. His face was mangled. His nose ballooned out, obviously broken, and he had a
black eye.

Jonah met him near the door. “ Chris, what the fuck happened?’

Chris smiled through afat lip. “Nothing. Y ou should see the other guy. Let’s get you
ready for the fight,” he said to me.

| looked him over; something about him made me feel on edge. His eyes darted
nervously around the room, and he laughed.

“You're gonnakill this guy, lan,” he said as he moved toward me. But he was acting
wary, asif he was unsure about something.

“Chris...” | said.

His eyes shifted again. “What?’ He folded his arms, which was when | noticed the
long red scrapes on his arms. Defensive claw marks.

My face heated up as | flashed back to the fear in Kenzie's eyes last night when |
found her at my hotel door. How she wouldn't talk about any of it. And all the bruises
on her arms the next morning.
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| was afucking idiot. All the signswereright in front of my face, but | didn’t seeit.

“You,” | choked out. | advanced on him, my blood rushing through me and roaring in
my ears.

“What’ s going on?’ Jonah asked, approaching us cautiously.

Chris began backing up. “Did that little dlut tell you | forced myself on her? Because
she was acting like she wanted it, and then all of a sudden she was kicking me. That
girl is psycho.”

And | saw red.

Forty-Four

MacKenzie

At least Chris had made sure | got my stuff back. When | met Alexa and Cade at the
airport, Alexa s pity-filled face was a sight for my sore eyes.

“Sweetie,” she said, greeting me with along hug. “How are you?’

“Better now that you're here,” | said. And | did feel better than | had in awhile. | was
finaly done with Chris. And | had to admit that I’ d slept really well last night.

Her gaze fell to my hands. “Y ou brought your bag.”



| nodded. “Y ou'’ re going to loan me the money to fly home.”

I’d resolved to go home on the next flight, rather than stay for the fight. I'd been
enough of a distraction for lan already, and needed to get as far away as | could so
that he could concentrate.

She shook her head. “Nope.”

“No?You won't loan me money?’

“I won't have to. You're staying for the fight. Our room’s a double. You'll spend the
night with us, and leave with your normal ticket tomorrow.”

“Alexa, | don’'t want to stay for the fight. | just want to go home.”

What | really wanted was to run back to the casino and back into lan’s arms. But that
option was off the table.

“No, you can't go home.” Alexa put her arm around me and started pushing me
toward the taxi stand. “You deserve to see lan win this fight. You worked so hard
with him. There's no way we're letting you miss this.” She looked to Cade for
support.

He nodded. “Sorry. Alexa's the boss.” He followed us with their luggage in tow as
Alexanudged meto the first cab in the taxi line.

“Alexa, I'm bad luck for him. All | am to him is areason to lose his concentration. |
need to get out of his way so he can win this fight, and the one after that and the one
after that. He doesn’t need me there to distract him. He needs time alone to focus on
his dream.”



“Shut it,” she said. Her tone was playful, but she meant what she said. “I’'m not
having you miss this. You can trade tickets with Cade and sit by me. That way lan
won't even know you' re there. Our seats are up in nosebleed land.”

| sighed.

The cab driver got out and started loading their suitcases in back. Cade pried my bag
out of my hand, putting it in the trunk with the others, then got in on the far side. |

was being forced back to the fight whether | wanted to go or not.

Alexa gave me a shove toward the door, and | got in. She followed, and | rode back
to the casino, wedged between Alexa and Cade and somehow feeling like a prisoner.

“1f he loses the fight because I’ m there, I’ m gonna be pissed,” | said.

Alexa patted my arm. “ Sure, sure.”

Forty-Five

lan

All | saw wasred.

“You forced yourself on Kenzie,” | growled.

Chris continued his slow creep away from me toward the exit, but Jonah moved
carefully in my direction to intercept.

Chris snarled a me. “I told you, she was acting like she wanted it. | didn’t do
anything to her.” He pointed at his mangled face. “ That bitch did thisto me.”



| flew at him with hands outstretched and grabbed him by the throat, then took him
down on his back, landing on him hard. He clawed at my hands as | squeezed his
throat. His face turned bright red and his mouth flapped open as he struggled for air.
He kicked frantically at me, at my legs and anything he could reach.

| felt his blows, but they didn’t hurt. What hurt was that this guy, who had pretended
to be my friend, had forced himself on the woman | loved. | wanted blood.

Chris' sfists flew at my face and he hammered away, but | kept holding his neck. He
didn’t deserve to breathe the same air as her.

Arms came from behind and wrapped around my neck and pulled.

“lan,” Jonah shouted in my ear. “Don’t fucking do this. Whatever it is he did, it’'s not
worth going to jail, and it’ s not worth throwing away your career. Let him go.”

Jonah tugged at me, trying to pull me off Chris, but | wouldn't let go. | couldn’t. Not
after what he’ d done.

“Thislittle shit deserves to die after what he's put Kenzie through,” | growled.

“So you'll spend the rest of your life locked up away from her, just to pay back this
one guy?”’

| loosened my grip alittleas| let Jonah’swords sink in. Chris's punches were weaker
and fewer; he was about to pass out.

Jonah continued. “Wouldn't it be better for her if you were out here so you could
protect her from other slimeballs like him?’

| let go and allowed Jonah to pull me off Chris. Chris coughed and grabbed his throat,



fighting to take in air while simultaneously scrambling backward to get away from
me.

“1 knew there was something going on between you two,” Chris said. His voice came
out rough. “I saw you with her in the car that morning after your doctor visit. You
kissed her. What was that about, lan?’
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Shit. He wasright; | was atotal dick. Not that it made what he did okay, but I’ d been
after his girlfriend since day one. | was no kind of friend.

“Why the fuck didn’t you say something?’ | asked. “Confront me! Punch me! Why
play like you never saw it?’

“Because if I'd confronted you, you would have still won. She still would have gone
home with you.”

“But she chose you.”

“You gtill think that?’ Chris laughed as he pulled himself back on his feet. “What a
joke. When she came to break up with me that day, | knew what she was up to. | saw
the fear in her eyes. | also saw how much she cared about you, how much she wanted
you to fight here in Vegas.” He shrugged. “All she needed was a little motivation to
stay with me. | gave her that motivation.”

His broad smile was begging me to punch him. What the hell had he done to her?

“1 may have suggested that the only way | wouldn’t pull you from the fight was if she
and | were still together.”

“No way.” | didn’'t believe him. There was no way Kenzie would do that. Stay with
someone for me?

He continued. “l suggested you might not recover from your injury soon enough.
After that, she couldn’t keep her slutty hands off me.”



My fist flew at him, but he saw it too late. His eyes widened as my knuckles made
contact with his jaw. His skull was thick, but I hit him fucking hard. He spun
backward, landing on the floor, and his eyes fluttered closed. He was breathing, but
he was out.

Good, because | couldn’t listen to one more second of his bullshit lies. There was no
way Kenzie would sell herself for anything. She was smarter than that. If he'd been
blackmailing her, she would have told me. We would have figured it out.

My knuckles hurt. Fuck. I'd taped up my hands but didn’t have my gloves on yet, and
| had hit him really fucking hard.

Jonah glanced over at Chris, then turned to me. “Y ou okay?’

| flexed my hand and moved my fingers. I'd definitely fucked up my right. Fuck. |
shook my head.

“Isit broken?’ His eyes were wide. Fighters broke bones often enough during a fight,
but going into afight with a fracture was sheer stupidity.

But | needed this fight. And | needed to win this fight. So | was about to do
something serioudly stupid. “Let’sre-tapeit.”

“Shit,” Jonah said, giving me a knowing look.

He grabbed the tape, and we fixed up my hand as best we could. It still hurt like
crazy, but | could deal with the pain. | just needed a whole new fight strategy.

“He'll expect you to come in fighting with your fists,” Jonah said, apparently already
on it. “So wear him out with kicks and your left. Make him dance around for a while.
That way, when he pulls the fight to the mat, he'll be tired. Then use all that shit



we' ve been working on for the last few weeks. Listen to me, I'll help you find your
openings. He wants the fight to be about submission. Let's make it all about his
submission.”

| nodded and started visualizing the fight and the new strategy. It might work. It had
to.

Determined, | pulled myself together. | could still win this thing. | started hopping
again, the blood already rushing through my veins.

“Yeah,” | yelled.

There was a knock on the door before it opened. A man with a headset and a
clipboard came in. “It’'s time.” He glanced down to where Chris lay on the floor.
“What' s wrong with him?’

Jonah shook his head. “He tried to force himself on awoman last night.”

The guy smirked and toed Chris, who stirred a little. Then the guy said, “Must have
been some woman.”

Jonah laughed, but the guy was right. Kenzie was some woman.

Cade found usin the hallway and joined us as we headed to the arena entrance.

Forty-Six

MacKenzie

The stadium seating was something to behold. Rows and rows of seats stacked up on
one another that stretched up and back in all directions from the single cage in the



center of the floor.

| followed Alexa down the aisle to our seats. |I'd traded my VIP ticket in the second
row with Cade so that | could sit with Alexa. It turned out that Cade didn’t even need
my ticket. He' d gotten atext from lan asking him to stand in as a coach, so my ticket
would go unused. But it was better this way. | could sit with Lexa, lan wouldn’t see
me, and thus wouldn’t get distracted.

Their tickets, however, were not as far away as she’ d promised.

“How is fifteen rows back considered nosebleed?’ | asked. We were barely outside
the VIP seating.

“Hewon’'t be able to see you from here, you'll be fine.” She waved me off. “ Sit.”

| sighed and obediently took my seat. It was good to have Alexa here. She might be
annoyingly bossy, but at least | knew it was coming from a good place.

Although we' d only gotten there a few minutes before the fight was supposed to start,
it still felt like hours until the lights finally dimmed and the stage lights came to life,
dancing around the empty cage and over the full audience.

Music blared and the announcer began. “Ladies and gentlemen, our first fight of the
night, Hayden * The Gator’ Jones versus lan Leclaire.”

Spotlights spun around the arena, and | cast my eyes over the audience. The place
was packed.

| tried to imagine what it would be like for lan when he came out after being
introduced. Would he be nervous? Would he be excited to see so many people here?
Would he even notice the people, or would he be so fixed on the fight that he had



tunnel vision?
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Gator was introduced first. He came down an aisle on the far side of the stadium,
making his way toward the cage with his entourage.

As they approached the door of the cage, lan was introduced. | searched for the
spotlight that would follow him down to the cage, finally finding it just up the aisle
from where we sat. lan was in the spotlight, wearing his fight shorts, his gloves, and a
look of determination. His muscles, normally bulging, were fully flexed. He was
pumped up and ready to kick ass.

So effing hot. | regretted having passed up the chance to lick his eight-pack abs, and
pushed away thoughts of their salty taste on my tongue as he walked within feet of
me and | had to duck back behind Alexa. He continued toward the front, followed by
Jonah and Cade.

“Where's Chris?’ | asked.

Alexa shrugged.

| searched the VIP section and the people up front near the cage, but he wasn't there.
Crap. This could not be good. Or could it?

Crap. | didn't know what it meant, but at least lan was still fighting. I'd have to wait
until later to find out what happened to Chris.

lan

The stadium seating with the cage all lit up was just asinsane as I’d imagined it. The



crowd cheered as | camein, and | ate it up. | let each roar, hoot, and whistle inflate
me and make me stronger as | made my way to the stage.

Thiswasreal. Thiswas my day. Nothing could stop me. | thought you needed to take
drugs to fedl this high, but | was wrong. I'd made it here, to the place | was supposed
to be. To the place I’d waited years for. It was finally my time.

On my way up to the cage, | searched for Kenzie. Knowing what had happened last
night, 1 wanted to see her and make sure she was okay. Her seat was in the VIP
section just feet from the cage, but it was empty. | tried to tell myself that she was
okay. She wanted to leave, and Alexa would have gotten her on the plane safely.
Hell, Alexa might have even gone with her back home since Cade had joined me up
front.

Regardless, I'd aready decided | would win this match for her. I’d promised her |
would, and the anger | felt toward Chris would be enough to make it happen. Anger
channeled correctly would help me pummel my opponent.

As | climbed up the few steps to the cage, the roar of the crowd and the heavy music
followed. But when they closed the gate, the rest of the world faded away, and it was
just me and my opponent. | was focused and | was ready.

Gator was a few inches shorter than me, which if | didn’t know better, would have
given me afalse sense of security. But his shorter stature meant his muscles weighed
more. He was stronger. This was also not his first big fight. His record was nine and
three; he knew what he was doing.

| needed to be careful. All my moves had to be instant and deliberate. And he
absolutely could not know that my right hand was totally fucked. He already knew
about my shoulder injury; knowing about my injured fist would give him everything
he needed to finish the fight in seconds.



The ref gave us his instructions, demanded a clean fight, and we touched gloves.
Gator started off with his fists going at me. Which wasn’t what | expected, but | was
aboxer, so | easily avoided all his jabs. It was clear he’d spent alot of time working
on his footwork.

Still, his moves were practiced and | was a boxer first. | could anticipate every move
before he made it. | ducked out, then faked with my right, jabbing him hard with my
|l eft.

My gaze fell on Kenzie's empty chair. She knew how much this fight meant to me.
Gator stumbled from my strike and shook it off. He came back at me. | blocked, then
came back at him with more lefts. We only went on this way for a while before he
started becoming weary of my left fist. He shook off my advances and landed a hit to
my body. | fell back, and as he pursued me, | glanced at Kenzie's empty seat again.
She had to have stayed for the fight.

Maybe she was just running late.

MacKenzie

The minute lan stepped into the cage, | knew something wasn't right. His stance was
amost normal, but | would swear he was holding his right fist closer to his body,
amost like he was guarding it.

“Does he look okay to you?’ | asked Alexa.

“Yeah, why?’

“I"'m not sure,” | said.



“Helooks like he' s pumped and ready to kick some ass, if that’s what you mean.”

| shook my head and shrugged. “Maybe it’ s nothing.”

When they started the first round, lan and Gator exchanged punches, and everything
seemed normal. lan connected several times with Gator’s face, and once in his gut.
Meanwhile, Gator kept on missing his targets. It got to the point where he started
backing up toward the wall of the cage. Gator was dazed and on the retreat. All lan
needed to do was give him one swift right, and he’d fall. But he wasn't using his right
fist.

“1 think there's something wrong with lan’s hand.”

“How can you even tell from this far away?’

“I don’'t know. He just looks like he's hurt.” My heart sank. If he was hurt this early,
he might not be able to win.

“Helooksfine,” Alexasaid. She nudged me and smiled.

| forced a smile and turned my attention back to the cage. Gator was coming out of
his haze. He shocked lan with akick to the thigh, and lan staggered.

“Shit.” My hands went up over my mouth. “Come on,” | whispered. “Please.”

lan swung around with his leg, aiming high, but Gator saw him coming, blocked him,
and came back with afoot to his side.

My fists clenched. What the hell was going on? lan was supposed to be the best on
his feet, and Gator was taking him to school.
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lan was backed into a corner and took several hard hits to the face. He leaned in,
grabbing Gator by the waist asif he was holding on for hislife.

“Kenzie,” Alexa shouted over the crowd’ s cheers. “Y ou okay?’

| nodded and clenched my fists tighter, feeling like | was going to throw up. lan had
to win thisfight; he just had to.

Forty-Seven
lan
Thiswasn’'t how the fight was supposed to go.

Fuck. | held on to Gator, but he continued to jab me in the gut, so | pulled away and
kicked his thigh.

Contact.

Fucking finally. He stumbled just enough to give me time to regain some ground, as
well as my footing. | came back at him again, but he blocked with his arm. | was
getting winded. | was also getting pissed at myself. | needed to turn things around if |
was going to win this thing, but | couldn’t find a fucking opening. | blocked more and
more of his advances until the bell finally rang, signaling the end of the first round.

| went back into the corner, and the guys cleaned me up. | alowed myself to glance
over at Kenzie's still empty seat. She had to have gone home. Damn it. | hoped she



was okay.

The second round was more of the same. | made a few good hits, but he kept me on
the run for a good bit. When the second round was over, | was starting to fucking hate
myself.

| met Jonah and Cade, who brought water and helped wipe all the blood from my
face. | was bleeding from afew different places.

Unable to stop myself, | glanced over to Kenzie's empty chair again.

Cade saw and followed my gaze. “She's up in my seat with Alexa. Row fifteen.” He
pointed over and up a little. | scanned the area he’'d indicated until, at last, | found
her. The arena was dark, but | could recognize her features in the soft light that
touched the crowd from above.

She'd stayed to watch the fight after all. It was all the fuel 1 needed. Pride rushed
through me, and adrenaline filled me.

| could amost hear her sassy pep talk. You've worked too hard to start doubting
yourself now. Y ou're here because you' re one of the best. Now start acting like it.

| shook my head. | was supposed to be here. It was time to focus. It was time to finish
this shit.

The bell rang and | came out swinging my left, then kicking. Gator blocked my fist,
but I hit him on the side hard with my foot. | kept at him, throwing light jabs with my
right, and following with quick lefts. He backed up into a corner and | held him there,
punching and kicking.

The crowd roared, and for the first time that night, | knew they were cheering for me.



It fueled me and | went at him harder, making contact several more times before he
finaly dodged his way out of the corner and grabbed me in an attempt to pull me
down.

| held on to him, and he twisted and lifted. He wanted me down on the mat so he
could get to work with hisreal skills. | was willing and ready, but made him work for
it. He grunted and yelled, pushing past his threshold of strength, and kept fucking
going. But my feet were square and | refused to budge.

“Make him your bitch,” Jonah shouted from the corner.

And | did. Gator was pushing so hard against me that when | stopped resisting and
twisted, he rolled over me, landing on his back. | jumped on top of him and started
pounding hisface. He tried to block me, but his face was red. Blood red.

He finally covered his face and managed to twist around, pulling up. We struggled on
the canvas for several minutes. | couldn’t get him in a good hold, and he was too busy
on the defense to make any headway. But then he dslipped out, landing on top of me,
and grabbed my left arm and bent it back.

Fuck. He pulled and | scrambled, pushing myself up with my legs, trying anything to
get out of hishold.

“You've got this!” Jonah shouted.

He was right. He' d shown me how to get out of this, but it was going to fucking hurt
like hell. I bit down hard on my mouth guard, pushed up against him with my legs,
swung around, then came at him full force with my right, connecting so hard the pain
was unbelievable. It shocked through my entire body and | growled, thinking | might
actually bite all the way through my mouth guard from the agony. My head was
dizzy, spinning from the shock of my throbbing fist.



Gator let go of my arm and | spun around, wrapped my legs around his body, took his
arm, and ripped it back.

He tapped out.

| let go and fell back.

Forty-Eight

lan

“C’mon, lan. Y ou need to get that hand looked at,” Cade nagged as we made our way
back to the dressing room.

“Are you my mother now? | told you, I'm not going anywhere until | see
MacKenzie.” | held a bloody rag to my eyebrow with one hand and pulled up my
phone messages with the other. I’d called and texted her, but she wasn't responding.
“Cade, find out where sheis.”

“I"'m sure she's fine. She's with Alexa. Your hand could be broken, we need to get
that looked at.”

| stopped in front of the dressing room and gave him a pointed look. | didn't have
time for this shit. Kenzie had been through something horrible last night. She might
have lied to me about it, she might not want me to know about it, but | did. And |
wasn't going to rest until | saw her again and made damn sure that she would be

okay.

Cade sighed and pulled out his phone, sending out a quick message.

We went inside, and | got cleaned up as well as | could with bottled water and rags,



then changed into some clothes. | was still a sweaty mess when Cade heard back from
Alexathat they were in their room, but since MacK enzie had been running away alot
lately, | wasn't going to waste time with a shower and a doctor visit.
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MacKenzie
Alexalooked down at her phone again and typed in a message. | tried to get her to go

meet up with Cade after the fight, but she’d insisted on following me back to their
room, where we now sat on one of the beds.

“l told you, I'm fine,” | said. “I don’t need a babysitter. Go celebrate with the guys.”
“Come with me,” she said.

| shook my head. “Can’t | just have some alone time?’

| was glad I’ d gotten to see lan’ s fight. | was through the roof about him winning. But
I’d made my decision, | wasn’t going to be a distraction for him anymore. And as
proof that I'd made the right decision, he’d won his fight, all while thinking I'd

already left town. How much more proof did | need that | was bad luck?

The door of the room clicked as someone unlocked it from the outside, and | looked
over at Alexa.

She shrugged and got up, heading to the door. “Hi,” | heard her say.

| assumed she was talking to Cade, though | couldn’t see because the door was just
out of sight. She went out into the hallway and the door shut behind her. They talked
low just outside the room, then the lock clicked again and | heard the door open, then
shut.



Silence.

“Alexa?’ | called out, but there was no answer. | got up and headed to the door, but it
wasn't Alexawho'd entered. “lan,” | said when | saw him.

He was bruised and cut up, his left eyebrow crusted with blood. His eye was well on
its way to swelling shut, and his lip was swollen. Part of me wanted to reach out and
touch him, but I didn’t. He slowly made his way into the room, and | backed up until
| couldn’t back up any farther because there was a bed behind me.

| sat down. Why was he here? Had Alexatold him where | was? That traitor.

lan took a seat on the bed across from me. | avoided his gaze as silence thickened the
air between us.

Unable to take the silence anymore, | finally said, “Congratul ations.”

“Thanks,” he said, but he wasn’'t smiling. He held hisright hand up in the air, asiif the
simple act of resting it on his lap was painful.

“You hurt your hand.” | resisted the temptation to go to him and check his hand for
the break | was sure was there.

“Yeah, | brokeit on Chris sface.” Hisjaw clenched, and his eyes smoldered.

“You punched Chris? Why?’ | asked.

“You know why.” His voice was raspy, yet gentle.

God, | didn’t want him to know what happened. Unconsciously, | balled up my fists,
and when he saw what | was doing he moved forward, as if he was going to take my



hands. | sat on them.

“How did you figure out what happened?’

Hislipstugged up briefly in a proud smirk. “Did you see what you did to his face?’

| shook my head, then my vision blurred as | thought back to the night. “I didn’t stick
around to see what happened. | ran, just like you taught me.” | wiped atear from my

face.

He crossed over to sit next to me, but | scooted away, making sure there was a safe
distance between us.

His forehead creased. “Why didn’t you tell me?’
“Because | knew you'd do something stupid.” | sniffled and wiped at the tears again.
“1 thought you might go after Chris and get yourself hurt. | didn’t want to ruin your

fight.”

| put my head in my hands. “And it turns out, you did something stupid anyway, and
it did amost ruin your fight.”

lan

Kenzie could be so infuriating. “Don’t worry about my fights, Kenzie. And don’t you
ever sacrifice yourself for them. Nothing is ever that important. Besides, it's my fight.
If I want to do something stupid beforeit, | will.”

Damn, | was still pumped up from the fight.

Her eyes widened and she blinked. Fuck, I'd scared her.



| took a breath and tried to calm down. “I don’t understand why you think it’s your
responsibility to make sure | get to my fight. I’ ve been working on this my whole life,
and I'll keep on working on it. But there are some things that aren’t worth it. The
thought of Chris trying to force himself on you...” | shook my head and felt the rage
course through my veins. “There are no words for how angry that made me. |
couldn’t punch him hard enough. | wanted to kill him. | almost did.”

“Why? Nothing happened. He didn’t...” Shetrailed off and hugged herself.

| put my hand on her back. “He tried. And I’'m sorry. If I’d just fought harder for you,
maybe you wouldn’t have been there with him.”

She shook her head. “I wouldn’'t have stayed with you. | couldn’t. Chris would have
pulled you from the fight.”

| drove my right fist into the bed next to me without thinking. “Fuck,” | yelled as
shocks of pain spiked up my arm. | couldn’t believe she really had stayed with him
for the sake of my fight. “Why would you do that? It's not fucking worth it. This
fight was not fucking worth it.” | shook from the pain of my broken hand hitting the
mattress.

“lan,” she said, leaning forward to take my injured fist in her delicate hands. “I did it
because | knew you'd been waiting for this fight your whole life. | did it because |

wanted thisfor you.”

“But you kept all this from me,” | insisted. If you had just trusted me, if you had just
told me what he was up to, we would have been able to figure it out. Together.”

She bit her lip and looked at me, her eyes still glistening with tears.
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| brushed a tear away from her cheek. “Kenzie, you don't have to do everything by
yourself.”

MacKenzie
“But | do,” | said. “All my life, whenever I’ ve needed something, | had to take care of
it myself. Otherwise, it wouldn’'t happen. Besides, if I'd told you about Chris's plan

to pull you from the fight, you wouldn’t have let me do what needed to be done.”

“You'reright, | wouldn't have let you stay with him,” lan said. “Because it was the
wrong thing to do.”

“What do you mean, the wrong thing to do? | did it so you could fight. It was the
right call.” He was so infuriating. “I did it for you. But you know what, you don’t

have to worry about me doing things for you anymore. I’ m over it. I’ m moving on.”

| stood up, and hisarm gripped mine as| tried to pull away. He pulled me back down
on the bed.

“Kenzie, wait, that’s not what | mean. The reason | don’t want you to do these things
isthat | care about you.”

| balled up my fists again. “lan, you have to stop pulling me close like this.”
He moved closer and cupped my cheek, his eyes searching mine. “Why?’

“Because every time you do, it gets harder for me to pull away.”



“So, it'strue?’

| shook my head, not understanding what he was asking.

“Alexa, Cade, Jonah, and even Chris all think that you want to be with me. Do you?’

| shook my head. Not because | didn’t want to be with him, but admitting it would be
like admitting defeat. “1 don’t want to be a distraction. | don’t want to be a burden.”

“That is not what | asked. Kenzie, answer this. If | were someone else you couldn’t
distract, if | were alawyer or an engineer, would you want to be with me?’

| looked at my hands in my lap and nodded.

“Then stop this bullshit.”

| looked up at him, shocked at histone.

His brow furrowed. “I've said it before. Being without you is the worst distraction
ever. | amost lost the fight today when | didn’'t see you in the audience. | couldn’t
stop searching for you, | couldn’t focus until | knew where you were and that you
were okay.”

He dlid his hand around my neck and pulled our foreheads together. “1f Cade hadn’t
told me where you were, if he hadn’t pointed you out, | would have spent the entire
fight looking for you.”

| took a deep breath as | absorbed what he was telling me. Had he really spent the
first half of the fight looking for me?

His voice softened. “| broke my hand on Chris's face. | did that for you. And if we'd



been together, it never would have happened. Because when you’' re with me, | won't
let anything happen to you.” His thumb lightly brushed the back of my neck, sending
waves of heat through me. “I’ll never let anyone hurt you.”

| made a small murmuring sound. His words were the ones |I'd longed for my entire
life. I'd always had to be strong, to weather every up and down aone, but by the
solemn way lan’s eyes had latched onto mine and refused to let go, | knew he meant
every word. He was here for the long haul, if I'd have him.

The thought was dizzying. I’ d never had aforever person.

| could have just sat there looking into his eyes al night, but his lips were only inches
from mine. With that realization, a need grew inside me. | had to taste him. | needed
to kiss his lips and let him know that | was his. Slipping my arms around his neck, |
closed the distance between us, gently kissing his bottom lip.

He grunted, and | pulled away.

“Did | hurt you?’ | asked.

His mouth tugged up in a playful smirk. “Sweetheart, | hurt all over. But don't ever
stop kissing me. It’sworth the pain.”

His swollen eye grabbed my attention again. | brushed it lightly and then kissed his
eyebrow and his swollen cheek. | wanted to kiss away all the hurt.

| pulled away and took hisinjured hand. “lan, we need to—"
He didn’t let me finish, instead he pulled me into his arms and kissed me hard. |

tasted metal and salt in his mouth; he tasted like a fighter. Brutal and powerful and
strong. | wanted more. Even with hisinjured hand, he pulled me onto his lap so that |



was straddling him.

“We need to take care of some unfinished business,” he grunted as he pressed my
center into him. He was aready hard, and my body ached for his.

“lan,” | moaned. My body heated up, and | struggled to resist the urge to give in to
him. | wanted this more than | wanted my next breath.

“Yes,” he whispered as he trailed kisses down my neck.

“What about Cade and Alexa?’ | asked, breathless.

“They knew | came here to make you mine. They won't be back for an hour.”

With that information, my heart rate sped up. He was making me hisin every sense of
the word. It was everything | wanted.

At aloss for words, | struggled to pull off my shirt, and lan helped me as much as he
could with one hand. Once the shirt was on the floor, his eyes drank in my bare skin
with a hungry look.

“Kenzie,” he growled, his gaze falling to my white lace bra. His eyes collided with
mine, and seeing that | had no further protests, his fingers found the clasp and he

unhooked it. He leaned back to look at me. “ So fucking beautiful.”

“Touch me,” | whispered, and he palmed my breasts gently with both hands.
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“Fuck,” he said and jerked hisright hand away.
| took hisright hand gently in my own. “We need to get you to the doctor.”

He wrapped his left hand around my waist and lifted me off his lap, placing me on
my back on the bed. Then he planted himself between my legs and brushed his lips
against one nipple, sucking on it. | arched my back, needing him to suck harder. He
pulled away, teasing, his teeth gently grazing the peak.

“Please,” | begged.

“Y ou want to go to the doctor?’ he asked.

“1f you need to.” | panted and pressed myself against him.

“Help me get my shirt off.”

| did. His body was so amazing. | ran my hands over his chest, his abs, his back. God,
he was so damn perfect. Every muscle in him was flexed, and his skin was so smooth.
And his scent. | already knew | loved his scent, but after a fight, the flesh and sweat
smell was all man. | wanted, no, needed him to take me right there.

Next | helped him out of his shorts. | thought | was prepared for the size of his cock,
but as it sprang free of his boxers, | let out alittle gasp and looked at him, my mouth

hanging open. He was perfect. Huge and straight, and the tip glistening with
moisture.



“Babe,” he said in a low voice. “Don’'t look at me like that unless you want me to
come right the fuck now.”

His words were a command. | felt myself get wet, and my nipples, exposed to the air,
hardened.

“What do you want?’ | asked.

“Kenzie, | think you know what | want. | want you.” He took his hard cock in one
hand and started stroking it. “Are you ready?”’

| was so wet, | needed him inside me. | nodded.

“Show me.” He pulled me up on top of him and | straddled him. Grabbing his cock,
he rubbed the tip over my wet opening and groaned. “ Goddamn, you are perfect.”

He held me by the waist and pulled me down on top of him as he pushed himself
inside me, one slow inch at atime. “Tell meif thisis too much. | can go slow, | can
be whatever you need,” he whispered, his eyes on mine and his cock pushing inside
me.

My heart jumped into my throat and | felt filled with so much emotion, | amost
couldn't hold it all in.

“More, lan. | want everything.”
My heart was wide open, and | was choosing to be in the moment and accept all the
love | could fedl radiating from his every touch. It was terrifying, yet amazing at the

same time.

He pressed forward, his eyes never straying from mine as he filled me. | felt him deep



inside me, filling every empty place so completely.

| gasped at the sensations and pushed my hands against his hard abs, lifting and
lowering myself over him.

“Fuck, you fedl incredible,” he said on a groan.

| sank all the way down until | felt him in a place I’d never felt anyone, and then
clenched around him.

“Easy, baby. You'll finish me.” He held us there unmoving for a moment, giving me
time to acclimate to his size as he got himself under control. “Now, go slow.”

| eased up and back down, slowly at first, but the urgency quickly built. | needed it
harder and faster, and it was all so good. | cried out as | let go. lan gripped my thighs
and pumped harder, and | felt him swell inside me.

“lan...” | moaned, my inner walls trembling. | was getting close and wouldn’t be able
to hold out much longer, even though | never wanted this to end. Leaning down over
him, | lowered my mouth to his. lan claimed my mouth in a hungry kiss, his tongue
dancing with mine in a deep, intimate way.

“Come for me, angel. | want to feel you let go.” lan’s left hand moved to my hip and
he pushed his hips up, meeting my pace thrust for thrust until we were moving in
tandem asif we' d spent alifetime doing this together.

| closed my eyes and blocked out all the years of little voices in my head telling me
that | was unlovable and not worthy of someone sticking around. | rode him hard and
wild, finally feeling free, until I came with a shout, repeating his name over and over

again.



When | finally came down from my lust-filled haze, lan was watching me with a
small smile on hisface. “Damn, that was sexy.”

| picked up my rhythm again, wanting to make him lose all control like | had just
done. It didn't take long. Using my inner muscles, | squeezed him again, and he
sucked in a breath and held it.

“Fuck,” he roared.

Seconds later, his cock jerked inside me and he grunted my name. His release was
long and hard, and he held on to me the entire time.

As our breathing calmed down, he pulled me down to lie next to him, and he looked
longingly into my eyes, not saying aword.

| met his loving gaze, and knew this was where | belonged. Why had | spent so long
trying to stay away from something so right?

The answer hit me suddenly and made me sad. | wasn’t used to people wanting me,
and wanting to do things for me.

My vision blurred. | was tearing up, and for the first timein along time, | didn’t ball
up my fists. | let the tears spill.

lan pulled me to his chest and held me. “What’s wrong?’ he asked, fear and concern
clouding his features.

| shook my head. “I just don’t think I’ ve ever been wanted like this before.”

“l don’t just want you, Kenzie. | love you.”



Nodding, | wiped the tears from my face. “I love you,” | whispered back, the words
tasting foreign on my tongue, and yet so incredibly perfect.

Epilogue
lan

Hearing those three words from Kenzie was like winning the championship in
multiple weight classes. It felt fucking incredible, and even more so because | had to
work for her love. Despite her tough exterior, Kenzie was still just a scared little girl,
afraid to get too attached to anyone who might up and leave her. | hated that part of
her past, but | vowed that | would make her feel loved every single day going
forward.
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| couldn’t wait to get her home because that was where she belonged. With me.

“lan, | told you, | don't need to live here,” she sang as she followed me into my
condo.

“It's either here with me.” | grabbed her around the waist and pulled her close,
kissing her soft lips. “Or you can move into my sister’s.” | kissed her again. Sophia
was home from treatment and back on track. Thank God.

Kenzie pulled away and looked at me sideways. “Y ou don’t get to decide everything
for me. I'm still in charge of me.”

There was defiance in her eyes. | loved this sassy side of her, always rising to
challenge me. It made me want to take her over my knee and spank her bare ass, not
that | ever would. She would always secretly be the one in charge. Always had been.

“Fine, I'll get you your own place,” | grumbled. | wouldn’'t have her living in that
rundown apartment she had now. It wasn't safe.

She shook her head. “lan, | can't just let you put me up somewhere. | have to be self-
sufficient. | need to find another job. | can take care of myself.”

After Vegas, Kenzie and | severed ties with Chris, that douche-rocket. It was easy
enough for me to move to another MMA gym a few miles away. | aready knew a
bunch of the guys who trained there. Jonah even followed. But Kenzie was out of a
job and refused to let me help her.



“But you don’'t have to.” | felt my jaw clench and lowered my voice. “We' ve been
over this. If you want me to sleep at night, | need to know you’ re safe.”

“Fine, I'll stay here with you at night, but | keep my place.” She looked up at me with
pouty eyes.

| chuckled. “Fine. Keep your apartment. But I’ve got half a dresser that’s empty and
waiting for your panties. And over half an empty closet screaming for your sexy
dresses.” | drew aline with my finger up her side, tracing the outer edge of her breast.
It made her nipples perk up.

Her eyes locked on mine, her mouth in a playful smirk, and my dick instantly
hardened.

“lan. |—" She gasped as | pressed into her. Her eyes drifted closed and she curled
into me. “I know this isimportant to you,” she continued. “I want to be with you, but
| need to take it low. | need you to be patient. This is all very new to me. Feeling
loved. Giving love so fredly.”

“1 know, babe, and we'll go as slow as you need,” | said. “ Take as long as you want.
I’m not going anywhere. Well, actualy | am.”

| picked her up, hiked up her dress, and wrapped her legs around my waist. She
smiled at me.

Fuck, | loved her smile.
“I’m going to take you to bed,” | said and carried her into my bedroom. This was

where I’d wanted her all along. Not in the backseat of a car or on the floor of my
gym, but right here with me. Where she belonged.



Her arms clung to my neck and she kissed me, moving her lips gently over mine. It
had only been afew days since the fight and my face was still cut up and bruised, but
| met her kisses with my own, opening her lips and brushing my tongue against hers.
Her breathing intensified, and she grappled with the hem of my T-shirt, tugging at it.

| reluctantly set her down on the bed and helped her take off my shirt. Her gaze

moved over my body in a hungry way that | loved. She could devour me with just a
look. She undid my pants, pulling them down, and looked up at me with gquestioning

eyes.

“What?' | asked.

“1"d push you down on the bed at this point and jump you, but | don’'t want you to
hurt your hand.” She bit her lip and smiled innocently.

“Where do you want me?’ | growled.

“Lie back on the bed, please.”

| did as she asked and she followed me, crawling up the bed and taking me in her
mouth. Her eyes locked on mine as she sucked and licked my cock, taking it in like a
champ, stroking the base with her hands. | brushed her hair out of her face, and
resisted the urge to tangle my fists up in her hair as she brought me close to the edge.
Goddamn, that felt good.

“Kenzie,” | growled.

She pulled away.

“1 have to take care of you, babe. | need you to come for me.” | moved to undo her



dress.

“Careful,” she warned. “Your hand is still healing.” She pulled my splinted hand
away and unzipped her dress, slipping out of it, then joined me on the bed.

“Down,” she said and pushed me back so | was lying down once again.

| chuckled and let her mount me. Her legs straddled me and her warm eyes locked on
mine. | slipped my arm around her waist and positioned her over my throbbing cock,
then brushed against her opening.

She gasped and arched her back. | loved watching her get off. Her eyes opened and
locked back onto mine. “lan,” she gasped and leaned down, kissing me gently with
soft lips. As she kissed me, she brushed her wet folds over my rock-hard cock, then
eased herself down onto me.

“Kenzie,” | moaned. | pushed up into her as she grabbed my body, pulling me deeper
inside her. She was hot, wet, and tight. She moved slowly at first, but when she
clenched her inner muscles, | amost came for her right then. “Easy,” | reminded her.

She smiled coyly but slowed down enough for me to get my shit together, then
worked faster. As she rode me, her beautiful tits bounced above me and | cupped
them in my hands, pinching her nipples with my fingers. Her walls started to spasm
almost immediately.

“lan,” she cried as she came. Her walls tightened around me as she pumped up and
down. | met her thrusts, and seeing her come apart, | was so turned on that | came
with her. We clung to each other as our heartbeats raced together.
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When we came down, she lay down next to me, curling up next to me, and looked up
at me with her beautiful sleepy eyes and smiled lazily.

“Move in with me.” | couldn't help myself, prodding one last time, forgetting my
promise to go slow with her.

She smiled and paused only for a moment. “Okay.”

“Really?’ | said. “You're not just saying that because | rocked your world in bed, are
you?’

She chuckled and playfully punched my arm. “Is that a bad reason to want to move in
with you?’ She paused. “Ever since the night we met, I've known | wanted to be a
part of your life. Even on the days it was torture to be near you in the gym, so close
yet so far away from having you. The harder | fought against it, the stronger my need
to be with you grew. I’ve come to realize there redlly is no fighting it. So yes, | want
to move in with you. Because I'm done fighting this. I’'m ready to admit to myself
that wherever you are, that’s home.”

Kenzie was finally where she belonged, and | couldn’t be any fucking happier. Even
if | never got to fight another fight in my life.



