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      Lena

      Eight words. That’s all it takes to ruin my day.

      “LaFontaine, I have a special assignment for you.”

      I recognize the voice without looking up from my desk. It’s my prick of a boss, Adrian, and anything he’s terming a “special assignment” will inevitably be a nightmare. That’s all I get these days. The unfixable cases. The spoiled, self-entitled sports stars who screw up so badly, no one else wants them.

      God, one massive win and I become the go-to public relations girl for the biggest jerks-with-abs in Vegas. Why can’t I, just once, get a client who’s a marginalized feminist with a cause? Sighing, I raise my head and meet Adrian’s beady little eyes. This douchebag has my career in his hands, and he knows it.

      “What’s the case?”

      His thin lips curl in a self-satisfied smile. It doesn’t escape my notice that he’s yet to close the door, which makes me wonder if he’s keeping it open as an escape route.

      “Jase Rawlins.”

      Oh. Hell. No.

      “Nuh-uh,” I say. “No freaking way.”

      Jase “The Wrangler” Rawlins is one of the bad boys of MMA. I don’t even have to ask why he needs our services. Anyone who pays attention to the sports industry knows his ex-girlfriend has come forward with allegations of domestic abuse. I’ve seen photos of her bruised cheek and read the story in popular magazines. The guy is violent. But I suppose I shouldn’t expect any different from a cage fighter.

      I know the type. I’ve dated the type.

      “There’s no way I’m working with that asshole. Absolutely not. Find someone else. I’m not aiding and abetting a jackass who thinks he can get away with hitting women.”

      The door opens wider, and Jase Rawlins himself steps into my small, airy office, his gaze immediately drawn to the view out the window, which looks over the business district. I know him on sight, and I’m not even sorry he overheard my comment. He deserves all the condemnation he gets, and more. Fuck him.

      Adrian’s brows draw together, as if he didn’t expect me to argue. “Everything is organized, Lena. The papers are signed. It’s a done deal.”

      My teeth scrape together loud enough I’m surprised no one else hears them. I meet Jase’s eyes, and a jolt runs through me. They’re a strange color. Dark gray, or maybe green, it’s hard to tell, and fringed with the thickest lashes I’ve ever seen. Pretty eyes. Out of place on a man known for choking his opponents into submission. He has high, arrogant cheekbones and plush lips, although the upper one is marred by a thin scar.

      This is a face a woman could study forever—if she wasn’t too caught up in his body. Because holy shit, he has a body. Broad shoulders, tapered hips, and strong legs with muscled calves showing beneath his shorts. Unfortunately, however panty-meltingly hot he is, he’s also a brute, and I’m done with men like him. If I have anything to say about it, I’m not touching another MMA superstar—not with a ten-foot pole.

      Time to shut this shit down.

      “I’m not working with you,” I tell him, and watch for a change in his expression, but his only reaction is a quick flick of his eyes to the right, where a man in an expensive suit has followed him into my office. “This is not a happening thing.” I aim this comment at the suit, and he glowers. I don’t care. There are some jobs even I won’t take, and Adrian wants me to cross a moral line I’m not prepared to.

      “Lena,” Adrian says in a cautioning tone. “Hold on a moment.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I stare at him, wondering how far he’s prepared to push. Considering Jase Rawlins is worth seven or eight figures, I’d hazard a guess that dollar signs are flashing in Adrian’s eyes. Too bad. I don’t operate that way. Money isn’t my driver, and he knows it. So what approach will he take?
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      Jase

      Sometimes, I wish it was legal to put someone in a chokehold outside of the cage. Like this uppity image specialist, for instance. Yeah, she may look like a schoolboy’s wet dream in an ass-hugging pencil skirt and V-necked blouse, but it’s obvious from the second she opens her mouth that she’s already judged me and found me wanting. Nothing I’m not used to, but it still stings.

      Maybe it’s the fact my dick has some really great ideas about what he’d like to do with those gorgeous red lips, which are currently set in a sulky pout, or maybe it’s her instant dismissal, but I want to rile her. To ruffle up her silky feathers and find out just how mouthy she can get.

      I step forward before her boss can intervene, and raise a hand. As expected, everyone falls silent, which only seems to piss the redhead off more. Fuck, we haven’t even gotten as far as exchanging names before she’s mentally convicted me. That’s the shitty part of being in the public spotlight. Everyone thinks they know me. They believe every stupid lie anyone tells.

      Well, guess what? This girl doesn’t know a goddamn thing.

      “Calm down, cutie pie.” I love it when her eyes chill to an icy blue, silently threatening to cut my balls off. Yeah, I knew she’d hate the pet name. Considering what she thinks of me, I don’t give a crap. “Turns out, I don’t want to work with you either.” I raise a brow at Nick, my manager, and ask, “Is this really the best you could do?”

      The redhead gasps, and I want to check whether she’s crossed her arms tighter over her chest, plumping her little tits up, but I resist the urge to look.

      “We can go somewhere else,” Nick says. “I was told these guys are the best for miracles, but I’m sure we can find someone else just as good.”

      “Now, wait a minute,” the stuffed shirt interjects. I wasn’t listening when he introduced himself so I didn’t catch his name. “Lena is the best there is. You won’t find anyone else.”

      Finally, I succumb to the desire to glance at her and see how she’s taking this. I catch the tail end of an eye-roll, and it makes me soften toward her a little. She’s not drinking up the flattery the way some might.

      Lena. I try her name out. It suits her. Pretty, bordering on pretentious but not overstepping the mark.

      “Whatever puppy dog stunts Lena”—I emphasize her name now that I know it—“wants to pull, they aren’t going to do jack.” I address Nick. “I still don’t get why we’re here. Give it a couple of days; Erin will decide she doesn’t want to act on her threats, and the hubbub will die down.”

      Lena’s face twists into a sneer. “Die down?” she demands. “The only way this shit-nado is dying down is if someone gets proactive about putting out your fires, and fast. Also, have a little respect for your girlfriend.”

      “Ex-girlfriend.”

      “Whatever.” She says it like the “ex” part doesn’t matter. As if Erin and I didn’t break up more than two months ago now. “She’s not some problem that will disappear if you ignore her. Domestic violence is a serious crime, and you can’t just hand-wave it away.” Her nose crinkles like she smells something bad. “It disgusts me that you’re callous enough to think otherwise.”

      Callous? Me?

      I count to five in my head and remind myself she doesn’t know me. Her perception of me is based on what she’s seen in the news, and I have to admit, it’s damning. It also isn’t true, but I don’t bother saying that because this woman isn’t going to believe me. Stuffing my hands in my pockets, I decide the best way to deal with her is to call her bluff.

      “Okay, so you say the problem isn’t going away on its own. What did you have in mind to fix it?”

      “I… I…” She flounders, and I can’t stop the smile that tugs at my lips. She’s all bluster and no bite.

      “That’s what I thought.” I turn to leave, but her smarmy boss lays a hand on my arm. When I stare at it, he snaps it back like he’s been stung, his cheeks going pale. This guy is even worse than Lena. At least she has the balls to say what she thinks to my face. He’s the type who’ll pretend to be on my side, but all the while he’s secretly fucking terrified of me.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” he says. “Give me two minutes to speak to Lena in private and talk her around. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      Lena looks like she wants to bash him over the head with a paperweight, and I don’t blame her. He’s a condescending little shit. “Adrian—” she says.

      “My office.” He snaps his fingers, like he’s ordering a dog to heel. “Now.”

      They leave, her trailing behind, practically dragging her feet, and Nick gives a low laugh. “Good old Jase. Always charming the ladies.”

      I jerk a thumb at the door. “Can we go? I’ve had enough of this.”

      He sighs, his expression regretful. “I wish we could, but what she said is true. Whether you want to believe it or not, this situation has the potential to derail your career.”

      “How can it, when I have the championship bout so soon? I’ll blow Karson out of the water, and everything will be fine.”

      Nick ums and ahs. “That’s if you don’t get arrested before the fight.”

      “Pfft.” I shake my head. “Not gonna happen. Erin is full of hot air.”

      “She also has a taste for the spotlight, and she’ll keep spouting this bullshit as long as the cameras are rolling.” Damn, he’s right, and he must sense he has the winning hand because he powers on. “Not to mention, you promised Seth you’d take this seriously and do whatever you could not to tarnish the reputation of Crown MMA gym.”

      Ouch. Low blow. Nick knows I’d go to war for Seth if he asked. My trainer gave me everything. He had faith in me, took a chance on me, and he had no way of knowing I’d pan out to be a good investment. I was just a kid from a poor neighborhood with a mother of a chip on my shoulder and a willingness to shed blood to escape.

      “Fine,” I concede, not surprising either of us. “I’ll hear them out.”

      But I have a bad feeling about this, and my gut doesn’t often lie to me.
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      Lena

      Have I mentioned I’m sick of Adrian’s power plays? He’s only one rung above me at our firm, but he milks it for all it’s worth. Like taking me aside for a word in private. What a douchey move. Does he think he can intimidate me into doing what he wants? If so, he’s sorely mistaken. I’m not the kind of person who responds well to threats.

      Adrian closes his office door behind us and crosses to sit at his desk, as if to emphasize the difference in our positions. While my office is nice enough, his is large and lavish, with expensive furnishings he probably bought to make himself seem more important. As big as Jase Rawlins’s ego is, Adrian could equal him. Maybe. I recall how Jase appraised me, and the way my body responded, liking his attention. Craving it. Shit, I have bad taste in men.

      “I don’t want to represent him,” I tell Adrian, as if he hasn’t already figured this out. “He’s a dirtbag.”

      “He hasn’t been charged,” Adrian reminds me, scribbling on a piece of card, as though he doesn’t care about me in the slightest. I know better. He doesn’t want to let on how critical this job is.

      I snort. “As if there’s any doubt.” These guys are always guilty of the things they’re accused of. Whether they’re held accountable in a court of law is another story. By the time I’m finished with them, they usually walk away free and clear, with all the public adoration their heart desires.

      Have I mentioned I hate my job?

      Well, not my job, per se, but the clients Adrian assigns to me. I want better people. Ones who are trying to make a difference. Good people in bad circumstances. But apparently, that’s not where my strengths lie. I’ve had this discussion with him more times than I can count.

      Finally, he looks up. “Tell you what, Lena, you dig Jase out of this hole and you can choose who you take on next. What do you say?”

      I gape, my mouth opening and closing like a goldfish before I snap it shut. He must be lying. He’d never let me do that… would he? This gig is clearly important to him. Maybe important enough to sacrifice his leverage over me.

      “Are you serious?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      I’m tempted. God, it’s all I’ve been asking for since I started here. But will Adrian keep his word? Does it even matter? We both know he can order me to work with Jase Rawlins and fire me if I refuse.

      My jaw tightens. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      “Good.” He twists his pen, and light glints off gold. “Then go back and make things better with him. I expect to hear a report later today.”

      “You’re not coming?”

      He smirks. “I trust you can handle it, but you might have some ground to make up.”

      Tell me about it.

      Departing his office, I trek down the hall. A moment later, I’m standing in front of the reprehensible Jase Rawlins, about to eat crow.

      “I’ll work with you,” I tell him.

      A slow, cocky smile splits his face, and he raises a broad shoulder, then drops it. “I’m having second thoughts.”

      “You… what?” He’s playing with me. He must be. If he didn’t want to work with me, he’d have left by now.

      His expression is pure smugness. He’s enjoying this. “I prefer my employees to be more excited to work for me.”

      “Jase…” Nick cautions.

      Jase doesn’t respond. I grit my teeth and don’t point out that I’m neither his employee, nor a prospective employee. He’s a prospective client. I’m not his subordinate in any way, shape or form, nor will I ever be. But Jase is the ticket to the job of my heart, and if he wants me to kneel and worship at his altar, so be it.

      I imbue my next words with as much sincerity as I can muster. “You’re mistaken.”

      He smiles at me like an eager kid who just pulled a prank and can’t wait to see what happens next.

      “There’s nothing I’d like better than to work with you.” I can’t bring myself to say “work for you.” I just can’t. “Will you give me a chance?”
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      Jase

      Oh, she’s hating this situation, and her sour expression makes my day. Lena thinks she’s better than me, and she’s dying inside with every word she says. I’m sure it makes me a bad person to take joy from her pain, but at this point I’ve got to get my thrills wherever I can. Everything else about today has been shitty.

      “I’ll think about it,” I reply, wondering how far I can push before she snaps. There’s fire beneath that frosty exterior, and I want a front row seat when it ignites. Nick shoots me a look. Killjoy. “Okay. Partners.” I stick my hand out, and she surprises me by taking it. I half expect her to spit on me. As we touch, my nerves zing, and a muscle spasm shoots from my hand to my shoulder. Flinching, I let her go, and scowl when she wipes her hand primly on her skirt.

      Jesus, what just happened? Is something wrong with my arm? I can’t afford to be in less than peak physical condition the week before a fight. I shake it, but everything feels fine now and when I tense the muscles one by one and wriggle my fingers, they seem to be in working order.

      “Why don’t you have a seat?” Lena asks, maintaining a solid three feet of distance between us as she heads for her desk. A sweet scent like vanilla ice cream wafts in her wake, and I can’t help dragging it into my lungs to savor. She gestures to the chair directly across from her. “Sit.”

      I sit. Nick stays where he is.

      “Good boy.”

      Great, now she’s treating me like a dog. At least dogs get pats. I doubt I can convince her to pet me. Worth a shot though. I loll my tongue out and pant.

      She is not amused. “Grow up, Rawlins.”

      “I’m plenty grown up, cutie pie.” If she can’t see that the body behind my clothes is all man, that’s her loss. Besides, I’ve got to be older than her. The creamy, unmarred skin of her forehead gives her away. Of course, my perception could be skewed because most of the faces I see have taken some hard knocks.

      She sighs and glances at the ceiling as though begging the universe for patience. “Why don’t you share your side of the story?”

      “Nuh-uh.” I shake my head. “Not gonna happen.”

      She stacks her hands one on top of the other and leans forward. “Why not?”

      Because she won’t listen. They never listen. Once a person’s mind is made up, there’s little I can do to change it, and she already believes I’m the bad guy. It’s evident in every impatient tap of her foot, and the slight narrowing of her eyes. She doesn’t want to know the truth, she just wants me to feed her a line of bullshit she can sell to the media. An excuse. But excuses are for the guilty.

      I don’t tell her any of this though. What’s the point? Instead, I shrug. “Can’t be bothered.”

      Her hands twitch, fingers curling as though she’s imagining wrapping them around my throat. The image is so ludicrous I have to laugh.

      “You think this is funny?” she asks.

      “Come on, it is a little.” This only seems to make her madder. “You should try it,” I suggest. “Take a shot at me. See how much damage you can do.” I’m goading her, but I know she won’t respond.

      Predictably, she notches up the ice factor. “I’m a professional, Mr. Rawlins, and for me to do my job, I need you to tell me the truth.”

      “Now I’m ‘mister’?”

      Cue eye-roll of epic proportions. I’m growing worried she might actually invert her eyeballs. That would be a shame. They’re pretty. Nick clears his throat, loudly and vigorously.

      I swivel to face him. “You all right, there?”

      He sighs. “Remember why you’re here, Jase.”

      Seth.

      “Fine.” Turning back to Lena, I try to be reasonable, for Seth’s sake. “I know you want to do your job, Lena, but I’m not the kind of guy to gossip or share rumors. To be honest with you, I don’t see the point in any PR stunts because Erin will find someone else to harass eventually. She’s just enjoying her five minutes of fame, and as long as I play it cool, it will die off. If I try to fight back, it will just confirm the rumors. I’d be better off training for my big fight against Karson Hayes next Friday.”

      She cringes when I say Karson Hayes’s name. Or is that my imagination? I study her, looking for a hint of discomfort but she’s cool as a cucumber at a cocktail party.

      “I’ve been trying to tell you, Jase.” Her face scrunches with something like pity. “This isn’t going to go away like you think it is.”

      “You don’t know that.” She doesn’t know Erin the way I do.

      “I’ll be the first to admit, I don’t know everything,” she begins, and when I laugh, she smiles in response. A cascade of tremors stir in my belly. Strange. I poke one of my abs but it feels firm, the same as usual.

      “But,” she continues, “this is my field of expertise. Yours is MMA; mine is public perception. I wouldn’t get in a cage and expect to have any outcome other than getting clobbered. If you try to manage this on your own, you’ll be the one taking a clobbering, if you get my meaning. Shall we each agree to stick to what we know?”

      It’s a good analogy, but unfortunately now I’m picturing elegant Lena in an octagon, wearing nothing but shorts, a sports bra, and a snarl. She’d be fierce. She’s totally underestimating her mean streak.

      “So, what you’re saying is, me ignoring this would be equivalent to you getting in the ring with Killer Karson?”

      This time, she doesn’t cringe when I mention the other fighter’s name, but something flickers behind her eyes. “Essentially, yes.”

      I whistle. “Have you seen him fight? I’ve been in the ring with him. The guy is nasty, but this time, I’m going to make him my bitch.”

      Her palms slam onto the table, side by side. “I can’t work with you if you’re going to be like this.”

      The jab strikes true. “Fine by me.”

      She groans, and fuck, I want to hear her make that noise in another setting. One with a bed and significantly fewer clothes. “You. Are. Impossible.”
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      Lena

      I underestimated Jase Rawlins when he came through my door this morning. I knew he was violent, and within a few seconds, I knew his ego could fill a room, but I ranked him lower on the annoyance scale than the dickheads I usually work with. Now I see I was wrong. Not only is he dangerous, he’s also a first class pain in my ass.

      Is he hamming it up in front of his manager because he doesn’t want to admit he’s worried, or is he actually this much of a jerk? If I get him alone, maybe he’ll tone it down. It’s worth a try.

      “Why don’t you and I talk in a private meeting room?” I suggest.

      It’s instantly obvious I’ve miscalculated. Jase looks me up and down, eyes blazing hot, and I fidget beneath his scrutiny. It’s like the guy has x-ray vision and can see under my clothes. He practically smolders.

      Off limits, I remind myself. He’s a bully and a client. It doesn’t get much more wrong for me than that.

      His lips hitch up. “If you think being alone together will make us productive, then I’m down for that.”

      Regret filters through me, but I can’t back out, so I nod, select a pen and notebook from my desk, and mask my jitters as I take him to the nearest interview room, leaving his manager behind. It’s smaller than my office, and has no windows, only a round table and two chairs. When I sit, my back is to one wall and when Jase slides into the chair opposite, the door can barely close past his shoulder.

      He’s watching me curiously, as though I’m an exhibit at a science museum, and his fingers drum on the table. They’re sturdy, to match his massive palms. Good for punching people—or choking them, I suppose. As I watch him, his lips part and his pupils expand, swallowing the light. This close, I can tell his irises are more gray than green, the color of slate.

      He chuckles, the sound dark and lazy. “Are we going to start, or do you just plan to stare at me?”

      My cheeks flame. This morning may be the least professional I’ve behaved in my life. Something about him provokes me. Perhaps it’s his attitude. Perhaps it’s the similarities to my ex. Whatever the case, I need to tread carefully so I open my notebook to the front page, where I keep my standard list of questions, and dive right in.

      “What do you do with your spare time?”

      “Eat and sleep.”

      I record his unhelpful answer and skip to the next question. “Do you drink or do drugs often?”

      “No.”

      If I didn’t know how disciplined fighters need to be during a training camp, I’d be dubious. Jase Rawlins looks like the type to party hard. “Is there anything in particular I should know that you haven’t told me?”

      He shrugs. We both know the answer to that. He hasn’t told me a goddamn thing.

      I swallow my irritation. “Are there any other women likely to be pissed off with you?”

      “No.” He stifles a yawn, as though I’m boring him. “Are we nearly done?”

      I glance at my notepad. There are another twenty questions to go, and if he continues in the same vein, I’m going to get very little useful information out of him. Still, something is better than nothing.

      “No.” I circle the previous question, deciding to do my own research on the matter. If he’s hit one woman, chances are he’s hit another. “Do you donate to charity?”

      “Yes.”

      Color me surprised. “To which organizations?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      How am I supposed to figure out what makes him tick if he blows off every question I ask? “Humor me.”

      He leans forward, and finally I seem to have captured his attention. “The two main ones are Albright Literacy Foundation and King’s Sports Grants.”

      Interesting choices. Not the cookie cutter variety. Also, literacy? This guy? I don’t see it. King’s Sports Grants makes more sense. They give scholarships to kids from low socioeconomic backgrounds to give them a chance to train with the best.

      “Do you mentor any kids in the program?”

      “Nah.” He holds his hands up, palms facing me. “I’m strictly a hands-off guy.”

      Of course he is. My upper lip curls. I shouldn’t have expected anything different. Still, he must have some redeeming qualities. Everyone does. “Do you volunteer your time anywhere?”

      “No.”

      “Have any pets?”

      “Nope.”

      Snapping the notebook shut, I slam it on the table. “Mr. Rawlins, I can’t help you if you won’t let me.”

      “Call me Jase.”

      “No, thank you.” That suggests a level of familiarity I’m not comfortable with.

      He scans me, and I feel every hair that isn’t in place but resist the urge to smooth them down. “Do you volunteer, Lena?”

      I shift in the chair, uncomfortable with the way he’s looking at me. “This isn’t about me.”

      “There.” He sits back, smiling smugly. “See? You hate being interrogated too. It’s an invasion of privacy.”

      “It’s my job.” And he’s clearly not going to make it any easier. Time to try another tactic. “Do you mind if I shadow you for the rest of the day?”
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      Jase

      “Shadow me?” I ask in disbelief. “As in, follow me around? Go everywhere I go?”

      Lena nods, tilting her head, a cascade of dark red hair spilling over her shoulders. It’s beautiful, like liquid magma. I want to glide my fingers through the silky length, wrap it around my hands and pull it so her throat is bared to me. I admit to being fascinated by necks. They’re the human body’s most vulnerable point, with the jugular vein running just beneath the surface of the skin. Touching someone’s neck is powerful. It can bring pain, or pleasure. I should know. After all, I’m famous for choking people into submission. But when women are in my bed, pain is the last thing they experience.

      “That’s the general idea, yeah,” she says, unaware of the dirty thoughts swirling through my mind. “If you won’t talk to me, it’s the best way for me to get a feel for who you are.”

      I snort. “What do you care who I am?”

      “I care because I’m paid to.”

      Ouch. Kitten has claws.

      I can’t see how her shadowing me is going to help, and having her nearby will distract me from training, but I consider the idea anyway. She probably thinks I live it up, snort coke out of groupies’ navels and have orgies in my backyard. If she sees how boring I am, perhaps she’ll leave me alone and do whatever it is she needs to tick off her bullshit boxes.

      Really, there isn’t much to know about me. I train, eat, sleep, and hang with my brothers. When I need to let loose, I call one of my casual hook-ups for a quick fuck. The girls I spend time with know the drill. Fighting comes first. We can be friends, but we’re not ever going to be more. That suits them nicely, too. Who’d want to be the girlfriend of a professional MMA fighter? We’re never around, have no time for anyone, and women throw themselves at us whenever we go out in public.

      “Fine,” I agree, and her brows hike up. “You can follow me back to the gym.” As soon as she gets a load of the grungy, über-masculine place where I train, she’ll want out. And if she doesn’t, at least she’ll provide some entertainment for the guys.

      She stands. “Thanks.”

      I stand too, and the top of her head only reaches my chin. “You won’t be thanking me soon. You’re gonna be bored out of your mind.”

      For the first time today, she gives me a genuine smile. “Don’t talk like you know me, fighter boy. I might surprise you.”

      “I hope you do.” But I doubt it. “I’m parked out front. Is your ride nearby?”

      She shakes her head. “I shouldn’t be surprised you managed to get a prime park. Someone probably cleared it especially for you. Perks of the job, huh?”

      Palms on the table, I lean forward. “I’m just that scary. All it takes is one look and everyone gets out of my way.”

      Her lips twitch. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I amused her.

      “I’m in a building nearby,” she says. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “You have the address?”

      “Google. Duh.”

      Here I was thinking she’d looked me up. As if. She can’t make her disdain any clearer. I gesture for her to precede me into the hall, then glance at her ass as she walks two steps ahead of me. It’s heart-shaped and perky. Exactly the kind of ass I like. If only it didn’t come attached to such a smart-mouthed package.
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      The parking lot at the gym is nearly empty this time of day, and though I hear music and thuds inside, no one else is around out here. Nick has left, having better things to do than babysit me, and I lean on the hood of my Camaro, ankles crossed, arms folded over my chest to combat the chill in the air.

      Finally, a tiny electric Nissan pulls onto the asphalt and crawls to a halt beside me. Pushing off from the Camaro, I pace a circle around the Nissan while Lena messes with something in the glove compartment. Her car is shiny, as if it’s just been washed, and it’s well-kept. A sticker on the front windshield shows it was serviced this month, and when I peer through the window, the interior is immaculate too.

      Is this girl human? My Camaro smells like used gym gear and has protein bar wrappers stuffed under the seats. That’s how it should be. Lena’s Nissan has no personality.

      “Took you long enough,” I say when she thrusts the door open and slides out, her heeled shoes clacking on the asphalt.

      She swings a bag over her shoulder, nearly taking me out, and starts toward the gym entrance. “Not everyone gets special treatment. It took me fifteen minutes to get to my car.”

      “Hold up.” I jog to catch her—she moves surprisingly fast in those shoes. When I touch her arm, she flinches and I drop my hand instantly. What’s with that? I didn’t take her for the jumpy type. Sassy and feisty, yes. Nervy, no. “Before you go in, we need to lay some ground rules.”

      She cocks her head and tries to smirk, but I can tell my touch has shaken her. “Go ahead. Lay down the law.”

      She’s fishing for a reaction and I want to bite, but I resist. The less she gets from me, the sooner she’ll be gone. Besides, I’m intrigued by her strange reaction. “Don’t ask any questions. Don’t distract the other guys. Their training time is precious. Keep off the mats, I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “So I should sit in the corner and not talk to anyone?” She wishes she could hit me. I can read the blood lust in her eyes and pray none of my brothers see fit to hand her a pair of gloves.

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      “I’ll do my best not to mess up your training.” She speaks through gritted teeth. “But I reserve the right to talk to people before they begin and after they’re done.”

      “Fair.” Probably as much as I can ask for. “Just so you know, it’s nothing fancy.”

      “Jase.” She meets my eyes. Holds the contact. Her earlier hesitation is gone. “I have been in a martial arts gym before. This isn’t new to me.”

      “Oh, right. Go on, then.”

      When we enter, our eyes take a moment to adjust because the gym only has a few windows, located high enough on the walls that no one can break in. At least, not without some serious forethought. With the exception of a strip of concrete immediately inside the door, the entire floor is covered by alternating gray and black mats nearly an inch thick. At the far end is the octagon we practice in, and heavy black bags line the wall opposite the entry—some reaching the ground, some only for boxing, and a couple of speed bags for stamina and endurance.

      I breathe in the scent of leather, liniment and sweat. It’s so familiar to me. So welcoming. This place is home. Much more so than the fancy house I sleep in every night.

      How does my favorite place look through Lena’s eyes? Does she understand the pain and hard work that happens here? Does she appreciate the motivational quotes and words of wisdom scrawled on the walls by the fighters who train here, and the ones who came before us?

      “All of these places smell the same,” she remarks, dropping her bag and bending to remove those sexy shoes.

      I kick off my sneakers and pad onto the mats. “Been in a few, have you?” I struggle to picture it.

      “Enough.”

      It’s a non-answer. I don’t like that, but given how forthcoming I’ve been, I can’t blame her. “Sit on one of those chairs over there.” I wave my hand at them. “Hope you brought something to do.”

      “I’ll keep myself occupied.”

      Grabbing my wraps from where they’re airing out, I watch my brothers Gabe Mendoza and Devon Green sparring in the octagon as Seth stands below and shouts instructions. As usual, Devon is going a million miles an hour with a seemingly endless tank of gas, and Gabe is quietly countering and letting him wear himself out. A timer beeps and they slap each other on the back and leap out for a drink break.

      I see the exact moment Devon looks up and spots Lena. A grin spreads over his face and he changes direction, his water bottle forgotten. He slings a towel around his neck, wipes the sweat off his face, then heads right for us.

      “Hey, Jase,” he calls. “Who’s your friend?”

      “I’m Lena,” she says, before I have a chance to tell him to butt out. “Jase’s new public relations rep.”

      Devon gives me a shit-eating grin. “Oh, really?” He offers her a hand. “I’m—”

      “Devon Green,” she interrupts, shaking his hand but looking unimpressed.

      “Are you an MMA fan?” he asks, not deterred by the arctic chill she’s sending his way.

      “No.”

      “Then how—?”

      “It’s my job to know who’s who in sports, Mr. Green.”

      Devon hoots with laughter. “Mr. Green!” He looks like she’s made his day. “Can you believe that? I’ve never been called mister in my life.” He yells to Gabe, “Get over here, asshole. Meet Jase’s new PR woman.” He turns his most charming smile on her, all flashing white teeth against mahogany skin. “Are you here to watch?”

      She shifts in a way that makes me think she’s uncomfortable and glances over his shoulder at Gabe, who’s approaching with his usual expression. That is to say, stoic and difficult to read. “Yeah, that’s the plan. I didn’t mean to interrupt your session.”

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her, wrapping my hands with deft movements. “This isn’t on you, it’s on these nosy fuckers.”

      “Hey,” Gabe grunts, watching her with those weirdly intense eyes of his. He’s the brother of my soul, but if I didn’t love the guy so much, he’d come across as a bit of a creeper. “You’re the one who’s going to fix this thing with Erin?”

      Lena lifts her chin. “I’m going to try.”

      “Good.” Gabe sticks his fist out and—to my complete astonishment—she bumps it. “That’s all we can ask for. You need anything, sing out, okay? Dev and I will help in any way we can.”
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