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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s about time you get out here!” Kase shouted, bouncing on his feet and punching the air. “I thought for sure you’d pussy out.”

      I barked out a laugh as my dad and I made our way to him. “Not on your life, cocksucker.” Beside Kase and grinning wide as we approached was Tyler Rushing, Kase’s father and coach, and former heavyweight champion just like my dad. They used to compete against each other over two decades ago. Now it was mine and Kase’s turn to battle it out.

      Kase threw his head back, his laugh so loud it was heard above the music in the arena. “Figures. No worries, though. You’re about to get your ass handed to you.”

      We fist-bumped, and I slapped his shoulder. “Yeah, keep wishing that, buddy. Let me know how it works out for you.” The shit-talking was my favorite part with him; I was going to miss it.

      Kase Rushing had a similar muscular build as his father, and they could even pass for brothers since they had the same blond hair and gray eyes. The same went for my dad and me. We both had dark hair, and our eyes were green, but the only differences were that I was about an inch taller, and my eyes were more of a greenish amber. The similarities between our fathers had garnered Kase and me much attention over the years, mostly from people in the MMA world wanting us to continue with their legacies. It was a lot of pressure, but I think we’d done a pretty damn good job of it. Not only was I about to fight Kase for the UFC heavyweight title, but he was a good friend.

      Tyler and my dad caught up for a quick few minutes while Kase and I waited for the announcer to call us out to the ring. Kase smacked his fists together and continued to bounce from one foot to the other. I was already warmed up and ready to fight. The heavyweight title was mine. I won it from Jason Abernathy four years ago, and I’ve defended it ever since. I just had to keep Kase from getting it.

      “We need to get them in the ring for a reunion match,” Kase said, nodding toward our fathers. Looking over at them, they were both still in immaculate shape despite being in their mid-fifties. I had no doubt Tyler could kick Kase’s ass, just like I knew my dad could put me through a beating. But if I had to bet on either my dad or Tyler Rushing, it’d be my dad, no doubt whatsoever. He was MMA royalty, a legend, the best of the best. I’d spent the past ten years living up to the Reynolds name.

      Kase bumped me on the shoulder, his sly gaze still on his dad. “What ya think? An epic Reynolds and Rushing showdown?”

      Even though Tyler and my dad were paying us no mind, I knew they could hear us. “Nah, one of them might break a hip,” I let slip out. “They’re getting kind of old.” Tyler flipped us off, and my dad chuckled, both shaking their heads incredulously.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time for the main event of the evening!” the announcer shouted into the microphone. “Tonight, here in Las Vegas, we will watch as two legendary fighters compete for the heavyweight title. Are you ready for this!”

      The crowd went crazy, the ground trembling from the excitement. I loved the sound, craved it even. It was a high that I looked forward to at every fight.

      Kase held out his fist. “Here we go. Don’t hold back.”

      I pounded my knuckles on his. “Never.”

      Kase joined his father by the curtain, lifting his green and black hood over his head. “Coming out first,” the emcee continued, “is KASE ‘THE BADASS’ RUUUSSSHHHIIINNNGGG!”

      Kase winked back at me and pushed through the curtain as his song “Survival of the Fittest” by Mobb Deep boomed through the speakers. Tyler stopped and smiled at my dad and me. “Good luck, you two.”

      I nodded, and my dad replied, “Same to you,” before Tyler took off to walk with Kase toward the octagon while the people screamed and cheered for them.

      My dad squeezed my shoulder. “Give him one hell of a fight. It’s his last one.”

      After stretching out my arms, I rolled my neck from side to side. “Which fucking sucks. I was looking forward to the rivalry.”

      “Yeah, so was Tyler,” my dad revealed, “but Kase made a promise to their family friend. Besides, he’ll be making a whole hell of a lot more money running the club than fighting.”

      Which was true.

      Once Kase hopped into the octagon and made his rounds, the emcee announced my introduction. “And now, ladies and gentlemen, I give you the four-time heavyweight champion, CARTER ‘THE MAN OF STONE’ RRREEEYYYNNNOOOLLLDDDSSS!”

      The adrenaline pumped through my veins as I listened to the loud cheers mixed with the energizing beat of my walk-out song, “California Love” by 2Pac and Dr. Dre. Born and bred in California, I had to represent my state.

      Lifting the red and black hood over my head, I walked out, the crowd wild and cheering for both my dad and me. Even though it’d been over twenty years since he competed, it was great hearing people holler for him. He’d left his mark in the MMA world, and I wanted to do the same.

      As I marched down the aisle to the octagon, women reached out to touch me, demanding my attention. It was one of the things I loved about winning; I could get anyone I wanted. A beautiful blonde with thick pink lips and a curvy ass caught my attention in the crowd. I winked at her, hoping she understood the gesture. Most women did when I showed them my favor. After the fight, the sexy blonde would be fun to play with, a chance for a much-needed release.

      Once I got down to the cage, I took off my robe and handed it to my dad. “Hurry up so I can end the fight,” Kase goaded, waving for me to enter.

      Stepping into the ring, I pounded my fists together. “I’m here, pansy-ass.”

      Smiling, the ref walked up to us, knowing it was all said for fun. It was well known that Kase and I were friends. “I see you two aren’t going to play nice.”

      Kase smacked his gloves to mine, his gray eyes twinkling playfully. “Of course not.”

      We moved away from each other and the electricity in the air spiked the second I heard the much-anticipated sound of the bell.

      Ding, ding, ding. Round one.

      I knew Kase’s fighting style; it was much like my own. We always attacked first, and today was no exception. He came at me, and I dodged his right hook, which allowed me to punch him with mine.

      Kase’s head snapped to the side, and he cackled. “Weak. Who’s the pansy-ass now?”

      He psyched me out by making me think he was going for my legs, but then he righted himself, and his fist connected with my side, the zing of the blow exploding through my ribs.

      “Fuck,” I hissed, not letting the pain distract me.

      Instead, I charged at his midsection and slammed him down to the mat. Kase was quick, so it didn’t surprise me when he rolled away from my hold. We went at each other hard, both landing blows on the other. The surge of energy in the crowd fueled my desire, my will to win. However, ending the fight wasn’t going to be easy. Kase was by far the strongest out of all the opponents I’d had over the years.

      Ding, ding, ding. Round one over.

      I marched over to my dad, and he squirted water into my mouth while wiping the sweat off my forehead. “You’re doing good, son.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “Thanks. Kase is one tough bastard.”

      “That he is,” Dad agreed.

      Ding, ding, ding. Round two.

      We fought hard in the second round, but neither got the upper hand. If it came down to points, I’d say we were even. But, all too soon, round two was over, and it was time for round three.

      “This is it, Rushing,” I taunted as I circled the cage. He mirrored me with his fists at the ready.

      Kase winked. “Round two was mine. I dominated that shit.”

      Instead of replying as he expected, I went on the offensive and lunged for his waist, knocking him back against the cage. There wasn’t much time left to take the fight, so I had to act fast now that I had the advantage. The split second of surprise was all I needed. Once I had Kase on the mat, I wrapped my legs around his chest, securing his arm between my thighs with his elbow against my hips.

      “Dammit, Reynolds,” Kase grumbled, trying his hardest to resist what I was about to do next.

      I pulled his forearm against my chest, using every ounce of my strength to straighten it. To secure the armbar, all I had left was to lean back and arch my hips. The intense pressure would make him tap out.

      A rumble of laughter escaped my lips. “You have no choice. I got you fucker.”

      Kase shook his head, his face redder than fire. “Not yet, you don’t.”

      With those words, I leaned back, his growls of pain echoing in my ear. A few seconds later, he hissed out the word fuck at least twenty times before tapping out and collapsing onto the mat the moment I released him. The crowd went insane, the lights flashing all around the arena. My dad and Tyler shook hands, posing for the cameras that snapped all around them. Kase was still on the mat, so I grabbed his hand and hauled him up.

      With a big smile on his face, Kase hugged me. “Congrats, man. You deserved it.”

      I slapped my hands on his back. “Thanks.”

      As soon as I let him go, the referee held my arm in the air while the emcee joined us in the cage. “And the heavyweight title winner for the fifth time in a row is none other than your favorite fighter, CARTER ‘THE MAN OF STONE’ RRREEEYYYNNNOOOLLLDDDSSS!”

      Kase threw his arm over my shoulders as we exited the ring. “You’re the only person I’m okay with beating me. So enjoy this victory because you won’t get someone as nice as me next time.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said as we walked away from the octagon together, “I’ll be ready.”
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      After a quick shower in my private locker room, I changed into a pair of jeans and one of my dad’s black MMA pride T-shirts from back in his time. Tonight was going to be wild. A knock sounded on the door, and in walked Tyler and Kase. The whole left side of Kase’s face was red and slightly swollen. I could feel mine starting to swell, especially when I bent down to slide on my boots. The rush of blood to my head made my face pulsate and throb, but I didn’t mind the ache. Kase was a worthy opponent. It was nothing a little bit of whiskey couldn’t fix.

      Tyler slapped a hand on Kase’s shoulder, and he beamed at us. “I’m proud of you, boys.” But then he focused on Kase. “It’s not an easy feat to beat a Reynolds. I know from personal experience. The only way I was able to get the heavyweight title was because Carter’s father retired.”

      Kase waved him off. “I’ll still get plenty of fighting time at the club.” He lifted his brows at me. “You are coming to the club tonight, right? It’s my first official night as owner.”

      I held out my hand and Kase shook it. “Wouldn’t miss it. And as a reward for kicking your ass, I think I’ll stay in Vegas an extra day.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, rub it in shitdick,” Kase grumbled with a sly grin. “You’re lucky I’m such a good friend. I got you all the liquor and an abundance of women eager to do your bidding.”

      It was an important night for Kase, and I wanted to be there to celebrate with him. He and his father inherited the Labyrinth, a well-known club in Las Vegas, from a close family friend who passed away. However, a choice had to be made. The Rushings also owned Rushing’s Gym and Fitness, and when they took ownership of the Labyrinth, someone needed to take over. Tyler had decided to stay with the gym, while Kase chose to give up fighting competitively to run the club. Luckily, his decision didn’t make him have to give up fighting ultimately. The Labyrinth was like a whole other world, and was a dancing nightclub with a fighting arena in the back. It was where many MMA fighters got noticed for the first time, including Kase’s father. I’d heard Tyler say multiple times how he loved fighting at the Labyrinth more than in competitions.

      A light tap sounded on the door, and I smiled at Kase. “Ah, the fun’s getting ready to start. I need to get primed up for the main course tonight.”

      Kase bellowed out a laugh. “Yep, you’re definitely a Reynolds. I’ve heard stories of the shit our dads used to get into.”

      My dad pointed a finger at us. “Hey, I gave up that mess a long time ago when Carter’s mom came back into my life. You will, too; it’s only a matter of time.”

      Shaking his head, Kase snorted. “Nah, I’m enjoying my life the way it is.”

      Tyler placed a hand on my dad’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s get out of here. Kacey’s at the restaurant waiting for us.”

      Dad pinned me with his serious stare. “Stay out of trouble.”

      “Don’t I always?” I countered. That couldn’t be further from the truth.

      They opened the door, and the blonde I winked at as I walked down to the cage was standing outside, chewing her lip with anticipation when our eyes locked.

      Kase snickered under his breath and grinned. “Have fun. Don’t be late, though. You know what’s waiting for you.”

      Beckoning the girl inside with a wave of my hand, I focused on Kase and smirked when she happily complied. “The night is young, my friend,” I told him. As soon as Kase shut the door, the blonde-haired vixen pushed me back toward the seat in the corner, settling herself between my legs when I sat down.

      “What would you like?” she asked, her voice sultry and smooth like honey.

      Sitting back in the chair, I smiled as she unbuttoned my jeans. “I think you know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            EMMA

          

        

      

    

    
      For the first time in who knew how long, I could finally relax. Drawing in a thoughtful breath, I let it out slowly as I admired the Hudson River from my New York apartment balcony with a crème brûlée iced latte I’d made myself with the specialty coffee maker I bought last week. Now I could have one anytime I wanted without leaving my apartment. Resting my feet on the balcony railing, I smiled and took a sip, relishing in the sweet taste of the crunchy sugar topping.

      For the first time in four years, I was not working next week. Ever since I finished college and pursued my modeling career, it had been go, go, go. Not that I was complaining; it’d been heaven to get out and travel the world. What did sadden me at times was my lack of chances to visit California. Luckily, my parents were always thrilled to pack up and visit me in New York. If someone had told me ten years ago that my life would be like this, I wouldn’t have believed them. I loved staying busy, but I haven’t had much time for myself.

      It took a while to get a name for myself without living in my dad’s shadow. He was known as one of the UFC’s favorite fighters—a middleweight champion—and loved by everyone both in and out of the ring, especially the women. I’d seen videos of his wild days, and he still had that spirit, but my mother tamed him a bit. It was apparent he needed it. I was grateful for the opportunities he gave me, even though I was practically forced to attend college before pursuing my modeling career. It turned out it was the best thing for me. Being a model wasn’t going to last forever.

      On the brighter side, I really liked the fundamentals of weather and looked forward to the day I could utilize my skills. I still remember the day I told my parents I wanted to be a meteorologist and how pleased they were because they’d expected something different from me. Honestly, I was surprised they didn’t see it coming because all I watched when I was younger was Storm Chasers. Tornadoes always fascinated me. Sadly, I hadn’t seen one in real life.

      The wind whipped past me, and I closed my eyes, breathing in the city smells. The breeze was cool for a mid-May morning, and it reminded me of my family’s cabin in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The smell, not so much. Nothing compared to being in the forest and having the scent of pine and earth all around me.

      Opening my eyes, I smiled as a vision of my parents came to mind, along with my brother and sister. I’d left so many friends behind in California. If I was being honest with myself, I left a lot more than that. I took another sip of my latte, hoping it would distract me from thinking of that one person, but I got a flash of his emerald eyes in my mind before I forced it away.

      “Good morning, sexy,” Ava called out as she opened the glass patio door.

      Thank God for the distraction.

      The last thing I needed was to think about him. I looked back at Ava. Her hands were full of various things she tried to wrangle around so she could sit down. The giant brown bag crinkled as she peered into it. Her makeup and sleek blonde hair were perfect, but that was how she always was. She never left our apartment without being expertly manicured. We met about three years ago at a fashion shoot and moved in together after we quickly became friends. Ava was skilled at navigating her way through the bustling streets of New York, and I needed that guidance. Now I was a pro.

      “I bought you a blueberry scone from the café. Also, we forgot to check the mail yesterday.” She tossed the pile of mail onto our small, round patio table.

      My stomach growled with hunger so I snatched the paper bag from her, and pulled out the blueberry scone. “Oh my God, thank you. It’s been ages since I’ve had one.” I took a bite and chewed it slowly, loving how it burst with flavor in my mouth.

      Ava giggled. “Yeah, I figured as much. You’ve been so busy.”

      “Got that right,” I replied, hoping I didn’t spew crumbs out at her. “Not that I’m complaining, but it’ll be nice to relax for a while.”

      Nodding, Ava pinned me with her concern-filled brown eyes. “Just don’t burn yourself out, okay?”

      Burn out? I’d never thought about it that way. The words felt like there was some truth in them, that it clarified the feelings in my stomach. Maybe I am burnt out. It’d gotten to the point where I cringed every time I got a phone call from a number I didn’t recognize.

      As I finished off my scone, I turned to her and smiled. “I have next week off. I’ll recoup, I promise.”

      Ava nodded. “You better.” She reached for the bag of scones and breathed them in, sighing with contentment. “I’m going to sneak these bad boys onto the plane, since I won’t be getting them for a while.”

      Glancing down at my phone, I couldn’t remember when she had to leave. “Don’t you need to get to the airport soon?”

      “Yep,” she answered, reaching in the bag to grab a scone. She took a huge bite and moaned. “I can’t believe that I’m going to be in Paris for two weeks in less than twenty-four hours.” I watched in fascination as she finished the rest of the fruity triangular bread in three bites.

      “You’ll love it there,” I claimed. “My mom took my sister and me five years ago. It was a girls’ trip.” We visited the Eiffel Tower, went to all the museums we could find, and ate at every quaint little café. Of course, shopping was a big thing too, but it wasn’t the highlight of the vacation. My favorite part was being able to be with my mom and sister.

      Ava stood and brushed off the crumbs from her pants. “All right, I need to finish packing. I have no doubt my suitcase will be over the weight limit.”

      Laughing, I shook my head. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Ha-ha,” Ava teased, picking up the paper bag. “I was going to leave you another scone, but I might have to rethink that now.”

      Oh, Ava, I love her to death. Once I finished my scone and latte, I picked up the pile of mail Ava tossed onto the patio table. Most of it was junk, mainly ads and coupons for the various businesses around town. However, a thick white envelope caught my attention when I sifted to the bottom. It was the size of a greeting card and on the front was my name and nothing else. No postmark or return address. Whoever sent it had to have just dropped it off in the mailbox.

      Sticking it on top of the other mail, I carried it inside along with my phone and my empty glass. I set my dirty glass in the sink before grabbing the mysterious card and turning it around so I could slip my finger underneath the flap to break the seal. The envelope ripped, revealing a black card inside, but I couldn’t see anything else on it yet. I walked into the living room and flopped down on the couch, before sliding the card out of the envelope. That was when I saw the jagged, crimson-colored writing inside. Chills pierced my skin like tiny knives all over my body as I read the words. Fear gripped me; it took over my body in one fell swoop.

      I’d never felt fear like that before.

      “Emma? Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Ava uttered, her voice filled with worry.

      Jerking my head up, I closed the card, my chest clenching tight around my lungs to the point I could barely breathe. I handed it to Ava. “I have to go home,” I rasped out.

      Ava opened the note and read what was inside, her eyes widening in outright terror. “Holy shit, Em. What does this mean?”

      My gut contorted and twisted with despair. “I don’t know. That’s why I have to go home.”

      The people who will know how to help me are there.
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            EMMA

          

        

      

    

    
      After quickly packing up my things, I headed to the airport with Ava. I didn’t care if I had to wait for hours for a flight to California; I had to get away from my apartment. Thankfully, I was able to find one, and was in the terminal, waiting with a crowd of people to board the plane to Los Angeles. It relieved me to know that Ava would be gone for the next two weeks, away from the possibility of danger. Whoever left the note had been in our apartment building, which meant they were close.

      It could be nothing, but it was wise to be careful after what I read. I shifted my gaze to my purse, where I could see the corner of the white envelope taunting me. I reached for it and opened it up, slowly sliding the black card out of the envelope while my heart raced, only to stop with a gasp when my phone rang.

      Reagan’s name popped up on the screen.

      “Hey, sis,” I answered, trying to keep the overwhelming sense of fear out of my tone.

      “Hey, I was asleep when you called. I don’t run on New York time here.” She yawned and then snickered. With everything that happened, I didn’t stop to think that she was three hours behind me. Although, it was good to hear her voice. I missed her.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “It’s just I wanted you to know I’m headed your way. Can I stay with you and Peyton?”

      Reagan gasped. “You’re coming home? Oh my God, does Mom and Dad know?”

      “No,” I blurted out, wishing I hadn’t sounded so desperate. “I want to see you and Ethan first.”

      “What’s wrong? I can hear it in your voice. And don’t lie to me, Emma.”

      I gulped down a steadying breath. “I don’t know yet. You haven’t got a strange letter in the mail by any chance, have you?

      “No,” Reagan drawled out slowly. “What exactly would be in this letter?”

      Glancing down at the black card, a rock formed in my stomach. “Something bad, Reagan,” I whispered, keeping my voice low so the other people around couldn’t hear. “I think it has to do with what happened to our parents a long time ago.”

      “You mean that crazy shit about how dad and the others had to fight at the Dark Side?”

      The whole thing had been pretty hush-hush except for the news articles we found on the internet. It was apparent our parents didn’t want us to know all the details. They talked about some of it, but I’d always had a feeling it was way worse than what they’d let on.

      “Yes,” I confessed. “I think there’s more to the story.”

      Reagan blew out a frustrated breath. “It’s possible. Are you going to ask them?”

      “Not yet. I want to talk to the guys and see what they say. They might know more than we do.” Which was a possibility, considering our father was uber protective of us.

      The line went silent for a few seconds, but Reagan’s voice soon returned. “Do I need to be concerned? Because right now, I’m getting some weird vibes about this.”

      “I wish I knew,” I answered honestly. “People always say your first instinct is usually the correct one.”

      “And yours was …?”

      “That something bad is about to happen.” The terror I felt earlier still resided in my stomach, like the feeling you’d get walking through a haunted cemetery at night, only worse. “It’s like an ominous cloud is slowly creeping over me,” I added.

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re coming home. When will you be here? I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

      I snuck a peek at my smartwatch. “My flight leaves in two hours. I’ll be there around seven your time.”

      Excitement made its way back into her voice. “Perfect. We’ll head over to Ethan’s when you get here.”

      We said our goodbyes and I slid my phone back into my purse but kept the note in my other hand. I didn’t want to reread it, but I thought there might be a clue somewhere. So, opening the black card slowly, I read the words, and they filled me with as much foreboding as they did the first time I laid eyes on them.

      Emma,

      The time for retribution has come. The sins of your family have gone unanswered for far too long. Everything was taken from me, and now it’s my time to take back what I lost. I won’t stop until I get what I want.

      ~ You know who I am. And if you don’t, you soon will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dude, I don’t see how you can walk right now.” Kase sat down across from me and shook his head, his grin wider than the Cheshire cat. He had to be at the club later, so he was dressed in a Labyrinth T-shirt and jeans with his blond hair perfectly gelled. “Seriously,” he said, pointing down at my groin. “I’m surprised your balls aren’t shriveled up like raisins. How many women did you fuck last night?”

      My brain was still foggy from all the alcohol. I tried to picture the women in my mind, but they all blurred together. I remembered two blondes, a brunette, and maybe a redhead? Or was it two brunettes? Shaking my head, I realized it was best not to remember. Hell, I was twenty-eight years old and enjoying life. That’s all that mattered.

      “Not sure. I think I lost count.”

      Kase hooted a laugh. “Lucky bastard. I was too busy running the club.”

      Carrying a tray with our drinks, Quinn climbed up the last two steps and made her way over to us. She was Kase’s younger sister by two years, making her twenty-five. Her long blonde hair was the same color as Kase and their father’s, but she had her mother’s sea green eyes and beautiful face.

      “I think last night went amazing, Kase,” Quinn said, setting down our beers and a whiskey bottle with two shot glasses. She smirked at me and then focused back on her brother. “And I’m talking about the club, not the fight.” She patted Kase on the shoulder. “You lost that one, brother. Big time.”

      Rolling his eyes, Kase took a giant gulp of his beer. “Rub it in, why don’t you?”

      Quinn snorted with laughter and slid the tray underneath the table before sitting down with us. “Someone has to give you a hard time.”

      “Hey, what did I miss?” Thea called out as she climbed up the spiral staircase, carrying plates with our stuffed mushrooms and crab dip. “I heard laughing.”

      Hurrying over, she set the food down on the table and sat beside Kase, pushing her chocolate-colored hair behind her ears with her delicate fingers. Kase snuck a glance at her, and I noticed the spark of wanting in his eyes. He'd been exceptionally protective of her in all the years I’d known him. Thea Bennett was a gorgeous woman, her eyes strikingly exotic. They were a bright blue with a golden ring around the pupils. Kase noticed my smirk and glared at me as he took another swig of his beer, obviously not wanting me to say anything. I didn’t believe his excuse of not getting any pussy last night due to being too busy with the club. His focus was on someone else.

      “You didn’t miss much,” I assured Thea, scooping up some crab dip on a pita chip. I tossed it in my mouth and glanced around at the restaurant. We were in the private loft at K & B’s Bistro, owned by Kacey and Bree, who were the mothers of Kase and Quinn, and Thea respectively. It was my last night in Vegas, so I had to end it with a fabulous meal. K & B’s Bistro was the hottest spot in all of Nevada.

      “Are you two excited about owning all of this one day?” I asked Quinn and Thea.

      Quinn beamed as she peered around the restaurant. “More than excited.”

      Thea picked up a mushroom and set it on her plate. “It’s crazy how it all worked out.” She smiled over at Quinn. “Our mothers are best friends, and here we are the same. Hopefully, we can continue the tradition.”

      Quinn nodded. “Definitely.” She ate a mushroom and then focused on me; her eyes narrowed in curiosity. “How are the guys in Cali? It’s been forever since I’ve seen them. I miss how our parents used to get us all together when we were younger.” A hint of sadness passed across her face when she shrugged. “I mean, I still catch up with the girls on social media, but it’s not the same as seeing them.”

      “The guys are good,” I answered, scooping up another pita chip full of crab dip.

      Kase chuckled. “You’re damn right they are. I have to say, we all turned out just fine, maybe even more successful than our parents were at our age.”

      Quinn agreed with a nod. “Yeah, you have Carter’s sister, Aleah,” she said, pointing at me, “who took over her mother’s position at Physique magazine. Then, you have Reagan, Ethan, and Ripp Jameson who all fight for the UFC.”

      “It’s awesome Reagan wanted to compete,” Thea added, her voice full of awe.

      There was one Jameson they had yet to mention, and I didn’t want to hear her name. Reagan and Ethan were her siblings, with Ethan being her twin brother. I’d tried my best to forget about her to no avail; I doubted I’d ever be able to.

      “Oh,” Quinn blurted, waving a hand excitedly in the air at Thea and Kase, “Brooks is about to be part of some special FBI group. I don’t think you guys knew about that.”

      Kase’s eyes doubled in size when he glowered at me. “What the fuck, man? You failed to tell me this.”

      I held up my hands. “Don’t blame me.”

      He shot his attention back to Quinn. “How did you find out?”

      Quinn snickered. “Unlike you boys,” she said, flourishing a hand between me and Kase, “who only talk once in a blue moon, I actually keep in touch with my friends.”

      “Well, damn,” Kase replied, sitting back in his seat. “Guess we shouldn’t be too surprised. His mother was an undercover detective.” Brooks and Ripp Jameson were twins, the sons of Camden Jameson, a cutthroat fighter with a dark past. He had a scar down his face to prove it.

      After taking a sip of her water, Quinn patted Kase on the arm. “Not all of us wanted the fighter life, brother. Although, I do have to hand it to Reagan and our cousin Kali. They’re killing it in the ring.”

      Out of all the females in our inner circle of friends, only two decided to fight: Reagan Jameson and Kali Andrews. Kali’s father, Kyle Andrews, a former heavyweight champion, was my dad’s worst enemy almost three decades ago. It took a couple of years, but my parents forgave him for the shit he did to them. To this day, I still didn’t know all the details.

      “The girls are definitely dominating right now,” I affirmed. “Reagan won the featherweight title.”

      Kase held up his beer. “And Kali has the bantamweight title.” We toasted on their behalf and downed our drinks.

      Thea rolled her shoulder at the mention of Kali. “Remind me never to spar with Kali ever again. My arm still hurts.”

      Quinn pursed her lips at her. “I warned you. You never listen.”

      Thea’s father, Cole Bennett, was a damn good fighter, only he never won the light heavyweight title; that one belonged to Paxton Emerson for the longest time.

      Kase slid his empty beer bottle to the center of the table, and it clanged against the bottle of whiskey. “You know who I want to get in the ring with?”

      I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that. “Who?”

      Kase’s eyes lit up. “Braden Emerson. He’s a fucking beast.”

      “No shit,” I laughed. “I thought for sure he broke my jaw the other day.” Braden was my cousin and had the strength of his father and the fire of my aunt Gabriella. I rubbed my chin where Braden pummeled me the last time we fought.

      Quinn waved a hand in the air. “Oh, oh, oh, what about Peyton? Isn’t she filming another movie? I liked the romantic comedy she was in last year.”

      “She is,” I replied. “In Charleston, South Carolina, actually. My aunt went with her.” Peyton was the spitting image of my aunt and a Hollywood starlet now. I thought for sure she’d want to be a fighter when we were younger, and I knew Gabby wanted her to, but Peyton had other aspirations. She was known far and wide, just like …

      “Emma,” Quinn called out. And there it was, the name I didn’t want to hear. Quinn clutched a hand over her heart. “Talk about beautiful. She’s in every magazine on the shelf.”

      Visions of Emma’s face flashed through my mind. Dammit! Why do I keep thinking about her? Emma Jameson. I’d tried to fuck around to get her out of my system, but my mind always drifted to her.

      “Reynolds, you okay?” Kase asked, snapping his fingers in my face.

      Laughing, I smacked his hand away. “Yeah, I’m fine. Tell me about Hunter. Isn’t he going to start competing?” We needed to get off the topic of Emma.

      Kase’s smile flattened. “Not sure. He gets a lot of shit because of who his dad is. It kind of gives him a bad rap.”

      I could see that. I may not know what Hunter’s dad did to my parents, but I did know that his father cheated his way to the top, even drugged someone so they’d fail the drug test before their fight. People don’t forget.

      With his grin lifting, Kase tapped the table. “I do know something you don’t, Reynolds.”

      “Oh yeah, what’s that?” I countered.

      He leaned over on his elbows. “Ripp’s going to have to fight hard to keep that light heavyweight title.”

      Thea gasped excitedly. “That’s right! Andon just moved up from middleweight to light heavyweight.” Andon was her older brother and a force to be reckoned with.

      “Good for him,” I said. “Guess we were all a little too busy last night to talk about fighting.”

      Kase snorted under his breath while Quinn shook her head, her green eyes piercing through her brother and me. “Keep the sordid details to yourself, please,” she added quickly.

      Kase and I cackled at the disgusted expression on her face. “Getting back to Andon,” I announced, “it’ll make Ethan happy to know he doesn’t have to fight any of his friends for the title.”

      “You mean, like us?” Kase asked, winking slyly. “Although, it was fun smashing your face in a few times.”

      Gasping, Quinn looked down at her watch. “All right, Thea, we gotta get back downstairs before our mothers fire us.”

      Thea stood and sighed. “We have been gone a long time.”

      Quinn grabbed her glass of water. “I think I’m going to plan a girls’ trip soon, get back together with the crew if we can all get away.” Her smile expanded. “What would be even better is to have all of us get together.” She stared at Kase and me, and all I could do was nod.

      “Maybe,” I replied.

      Our parents stopped planning trips about eight years ago when we started getting older and having our own lives. Out of all the vacations I’d gone on with everyone, there was one that always came to mind. It was in Oak Island, North Carolina, at my family’s beach house. Something happened there I’d never forget.

      Forcing it from my mind, I stood and hugged Quinn and Thea. They walked away, leaving me alone with Kase. “What are you going to do when you get back to California?” he wondered. “Your title is safe for a while, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      Sitting back down, I smiled. “Not exactly sure yet.”

      Kase poured two shots of whiskey and slid one to me. “The sky is the limit, my friend. Feel free to come to Vegas anytime you want. I’ll hook you up like I did last night.”

      “I might have to take you up on that.”

      The night was a blur of alcohol and sex. At the time, I enjoyed every minute of it, but every time someone mentioned Emma’s name, it took me forever to get her out of my mind. It’s a good thing I have an endless supply of whiskey to make me forget for the night.

      Grabbing my whiskey, I brought the glass to my lips and let the amber liquid glide down my throat. The burn felt good, and I needed more … a lot more.
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