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      He’s tattooed, cocky, and hot as hell. The MMA superstar everyone loves to hate. Now it’s my job to clean up his image…before it’s too late.

      I never meant to become the P.R. specialist for the biggest jerks in professional sports. Unfortunately, I built a reputation for turning douchebags into media darlings, and now I’m stuck.

      I know all about men like Jase Rawlins and have the emotional scars to prove it. I want nothing to do with him, but my boss makes an offer I can’t refuse. My dreams are finally within reach, and the more I get to know Jase, the more I wonder if I’ve gotten him all wrong. He may be bossy and infuriating, but he’s hiding a heart as massive as his ego.

      Can I trust the feelings growing between us when my career and his freedom are on the line?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

      She shoots me a hard-edged look, as if to say, ‘Hey, they’re willing to help.’ Of course they don’t mind talking to her. It’s not their livelihoods and years of work at risk. “Thanks, Gabriel.”

      Gabe cringes, his shoulders coming up to his ears. “Just Gabe, please. Gabriel was an angel. You won’t find any of them around here.”

      “Noted.”

      “You want to join in?” This brilliant question comes from Devon. He’s always the first to make nice with a pretty girl. Gabe is too focused to flirt, and me… well, frankly, I don’t bother. It’s usually unnecessary.

      She scoffs and glances down at herself, drawing all of our attention to her tight skirt. “Do I look like I’m dressed to grapple?”

      Devon’s mouth hitches higher on one side. “You look just fine, Lena, but point taken. Don’t rush off, we’ll talk to you after.”

      She nods and sits in one of the chairs, primly crossing her legs and balancing a notepad on her knee.

      “She is hot,” Devon murmurs when we’re halfway across the mats. “But you lucked out, bro, she doesn’t like you. What’d you do?”

      “Hit a girl,” I mutter. “Supposedly.”

      “Ah, right.”

      “Yeah, she thinks I’m guilty.”

      Devon thumps my shoulder. The punch is solid, but I’m used to it and it barely rocks me. “Guess it’s up to me and Gabe to scrap over her then.”

      “Go for your life.” I don’t think Lena is looking for a fighter boyfriend, and even if she is, the thought of Gabe fighting over a girl is laughable. His temper is so level, it’s a miracle he can muster enough aggression to take his opponents down in the ring. Probably the only thing that would set him off is if someone messed with his best friend, Sydney.

      Gabe ignores our exchange, hauling himself into the octagon. “It’s king of the ring.”

      Seth, who’s been pounding a bag, comes over, chest heaving. Our coach is a big dude, and like Gabe, he’s not much for small talk. “Each time someone taps out, they swap with the third person. Jase, I want you shadowboxing in the corner until you’re warm.”

      “Got it.” I get out of the others’ way and start skipping on the spot, flexing my calves, getting my blood flowing. Once the muscles are starting to burn, I raise my fists and throw a jab-cross at an invisible opponent, pivoting out of the way as I imagine them returning the blows. I stay light on my feet. Uppercut, hook, move.

      And then I’m in the zone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Lena

      The three guys have been sparring for ten minutes before their coach, a man in his late thirties or early forties and built like a freight train, sidles over and drops into the seat beside me. He watches them for a while, neither of us speaking. I sense he wants to talk, but this isn’t the kind of man you can hurry into anything, so I wait patiently, my eyes on “Dangerous” Devon Green and Jase as they circle each other. Lightning fast, Devon’s foot flies out and knocks Jase’s legs out from under him. He crashes to the ground, then rolls back to his knees, and is up again like it never happened.

      “Fast recovery,” I remark. “That was a tidy sweep.”

      The coach turns and I can feel him appraising me, but I don’t look around. “You know kickboxing?” he asks.

      Finally, I give him my attention. His face looks like it’s seen a few knocks, but he’s a good-looking guy if you like the commanding military type. His reddish hair is shorn short, his eyes a bluish green, and his jaw is square and strong. “Only the basics.”

      “Never been in a ring yourself?”

      The idea is so ludicrous, I laugh. “No, and I have no intention of changing that.”

      “But you’ll happily date fighters?” His voice drips with disdain.

      My jaw drops. So much for waiting for him to open up. It seems he’s here to question me. “Excuse me?”

      He doesn’t look away, his eyes boring into mine. “I’ve seen you with Karson Hayes. Is he your boyfriend? Did he send you here to do recon?”

      I’m so stunned, I sputter, at a loss for words. After a few seconds, I get a hold of myself. “I’m here because Jase hired me.” Even if he hadn’t been enthusiastic about it. “I used to date Karson, but we broke up.” A shiver passes over me, despite the warmth of the gym. “It wasn’t pretty.”

      “Ah.” There’s a wealth of understanding in that one word. “Don’t judge us all harshly because of Hayes. A few bad seeds don’t make all MMA fighters bad. Jase is a good guy.”

      Is he reading my mind? How can he possibly know that my past with Karson would prejudice me against Jase? But despite his insight, I’m not sure I believe him. So I settle for making a noncommittal sound and refocusing on the octagon.

      “What’s your name?” His voice is soft in my ear, like he knows he’s hit a sore spot.

      “Lena.” At the opposite end of the gym, Jase tags Devon on the chin and ducks a retaliatory strike. “And yours?”

      “Seth.”

      “Is this your gym?”

      “Yeah.” He spreads his legs wider and rests his forearms on them. The position brings him closer to my height. “Do me a favor, Lena. Bear with Jase. He may come off as all ego and hot air, but he’s a decent person and he didn’t do what Erin says he did.”

      Relief filters through me, intense and baffling. I shouldn’t care one way or the other if he’s guilty. He’s a job, that’s all. But Seth is the first person to outright proclaim his innocence, and for some reason, I’m glad that someone has. He’s certainly not doing it himself.

      Frustration chases on the heels of my relief. “Maybe he should come out and say that, then.”

      Seth shrugs. “He’s not the type. He’d rather just get on with business and wait for people to stop talking.”

      The men in the ring swap around, Devon subbing out and Gabe subbing in. Jase goes for Gabe’s legs, thudding his shin into the other guy’s thigh. Gabe responds with a straight punch, and then pulls him in to grapple. It’s easy to see how Gabe got his nickname, The Mind-Reader. He seems to anticipate each move Jase makes and responds fluidly, without hesitation. Over Gabe’s shoulder, my gaze locks with Jase’s. His eyes are hot and furious. I hear my own intake of breath, and feel Seth staring at me, but my attention is on Jase’s stunning gray eyes.

      Until it’s not.

      His ass hits the floor. Gabe sweeps his feet out from under him while he’s distracted. Devon whoops from the sideline as Jase picks himself up, red in the face, and sneaks a look over at me. His expression is so mortified, I can’t help but laugh.

      Devon cackles louder. “You hear that, brother? You took a beating because of her, and she’s laughing. That’s cold, man.”

      I cover my mouth to hide my smile, but it’s too late. The mortification fades from his face, though the flush lingers, and slowly, he sends me a crooked, sexy-as-hell grin.
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        * * *

      

      Jase

      After the tripping incident, I manage not to embarrass myself in front of Lena again. The guys have seen me hit the mat more times than I can count, but when a gorgeous girl is watching, it’s different. Maybe it’s stupid, but I want to impress her.

      When we finish, I grab a kettlebell and start a set of reps. Swings, squats, overhead raises, repeat. And repeat again. For fighting, it’s important to strengthen my body using functional movements. Back when I first started, I spent hours benching and deadlifting as much as I could without killing myself, and all I ended up with was shitty cardio and a bulky body that seized up midway through sparring.

      Yeah, maybe I’d looked like a gladiator, but it hadn’t been worth it. I’m older now, and my ability to win ranks higher in my priorities than how shredded I look on weigh-in day. I’m into my third set of reps when Lena leaves her seat in the corner and pads across the mats toward me. Her feet are bare, and they’re as white as the rest of her, with delicate toes and manicured nails. Why the hell am I noticing her feet?

      “Can we talk more?” she asks, kneeling beside me so she can rest her notepad on her thigh. Having her on her knees is not helping my concentration.

      I grunt. “I’m kinda busy.” Training is the important thing now. Beating Karson is all that matters.

      She taps her pen against the paper, impatient. “Come on, Jase. Seth told me you didn’t assault Erin, but you have to give me something to work with or you’re feeding yourself to the piranhas.”

      Of all days, Seth chooses this one to open his mouth? The fucker. Most days, trying to get anything out of him is like prying secrets from a CIA agent. “I need to train.”

      “I get that.” She shifts onto her butt and tucks her legs to the side. “And I don’t want to interfere, just give me something.”

      I finish a set of swings and move to squats again. Her eyes track my movements, and her pupils dilate when they reach my thighs and ass. Yeah, she’s into me. Maybe she doesn’t like it, but there’s no denying the fact. I bet right now she’s wondering how big my cock is, and whether it’s proportionate to the rest of me. Good news, cutie pie: it is.

      Not. Helping.

      I need to think with my brain rather than my dick. And my brain knows that whatever motherhood-and-apple-pie story Seth sold her about me, she doesn’t completely believe it. It will take more than sentimental words from a semi-retired fighter with the charm of a mountain lion to convince her of my innocence.

      “Why should I tell you anything?” I demand, feeling sweat trickle down the back of my neck and soak into my top. The whole damn thing is drenched. Typical for me, but I’m beyond grateful I’m not one of those guys who stink when they sweat. I don’t think I could handle her turning her perfect little nose up. “You’ve already made up your mind about me.”

      She sighs, and one of her hands goes to the edge of her skirt, toying with the hem. It’s unconscious—she’s not trying to tease me—but man, I want to peel it up and see what’s beneath.

      “My opinion doesn’t matter.”

      “Yeah, actually, it does.” Where did that confession come from? Her gaze snaps to mine, a gasp passing between her ruby red lips. Oh well, I’m the type to go big or go home. “It matters to me, Lena.”

      She holds my gaze for a long time, emotions warring in her eyes. I think I’ve gotten through to her, but then she shores up her defenses and says, “As if you care what I think. You’re just messing with me.”

      Then she gets up and stalks off, her spine straight, shoulders stiff. Jeez, this girl really has issues, but for the first time, it occurs to me that maybe she’s prickly for a reason. Maybe someone did a number on her. Someone like me. Perhaps that’s why I rub her the wrong way. The thought makes me feel like a bastard for being hard on her.

      “Bro,” Devon calls as she slips on her shoes and makes for the door. “You gonna go after her, or what?”

      I probably should. I lower the kettlebell to the mat and follow her out the exit, catching her just outside. “Hey, wait up.”

      She doesn’t stop, although her step falters. I don’t want to grab her and cause a scene—or give her a reason to join Erin in condemning me in the court of public opinion—so I jog around and block her path.

      “Stop,” I puff, holding up a hand. “I’m not trying to mess with you.”

      She quirks her brow in an ‘are you for real’ expression.

      “Seriously. I just…” I sigh. “I get the feeling you don’t like me, and it pisses me off because you don’t even know me.” She starts to interrupt, but I gesture for her to hold off. “I’m not finished yet. I don’t want you to think I’m making excuses for myself, but my upcoming fight is a really big deal. I’ve been working toward it for years, and I need to keep my head in the game. If I let Erin mind-fuck me, then I’m a goner, and that’s what she wants. She wants me to suffer because she tried to get me back and I turned her down. That’s all this is. Revenge. I can’t let her get to me. She won’t press charges, she just wants to make me squirm.”

      Lena backs up a step, increasing the distance between us, but her eyes have softened and I think perhaps I see a glimmer of something other than dislike. “Jase.”

      I shiver. Fuck, I love my name in her mouth. I want to hear it when I’m driving into her. Unfortunately, that’s unlikely to happen, and please God don’t let her look down.

      “You’re right, I don’t know you, or Erin, but even if you’re being honest, I think you’re underestimating the problem. Have you ever heard that saying about a woman scorned?”

      I shake my head. “Doesn’t count. There was never anything serious between us.”

      “Maybe Erin sees it differently.”

      That makes me pause and think. I picked Erin up at one of Devon’s fights and knew from the outset that she wasn’t interested in my heart or personality. Despite that, it was possible I’d read her intentions wrong and she’d wanted more than a casual fling—not because of any deep feelings but because of my money and pseudo-celebrity status. Some women like being able to lay claim to the biggest, baddest fighter available. Perhaps she wanted to be the one standing by my side, basking in the glory when I kick Karson’s ass and win the championship belt.

      I shrug. “It’s possible.”

      She smiles, and it hits me like a liver punch. She’s so damn radiant when she smiles, like the sun’s shining out of her face. “I’m glad you’re open to the idea.”

      “I’m not a total fuckwit.”

      “Never said you were.”

      She thought it though; she’s crap at hiding her emotions. Slowly, so as not to scare her off, I take her by the shoulders and step closer, gazing into her eyes. Flecks of gold sparkle in their depths, and one day I plan to count them and figure out if they change depending on her mood. But not now.

      “I meant what I said in there, Lena. For some godforsaken reason, your opinion matters to me. Do you believe I hit her?”

      She sucks her lower lip into her mouth and glances down. “What I believe is irrelevant.”

      Bitter disappointment settles over me and I let her go, resisting the urge to kick the ground. I can’t risk injuring my foot at a time like this. “Fine, then. Go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      Jase

      After jumping rope for an hour and doing so many burpees, I can’t do another without face planting, I stand beneath the scorching shower in the gym’s toilet block and wash a day’s worth of sweat down the drain. My muscles tremble, and I rub the meaty parts of them, working out the lactic acid. Once I’ve soaped and rinsed off, I towel dry and spread liniment over my legs, arms, and shoulders. Smelling like menthol and aftershave—my usual scents, along with sweat and leather—I return to the gym and clap each of my brothers on the back, then collect my carbohydrate-enriched protein shake from the fridge and head to my car.

      During the drive to the salon where Erin works, I drink the protein shake. I haven’t told the others where I’m going because I don’t need a lecture, or anyone standing in my way. Erin and I are overdue for a heart to heart. Parking a few blocks from the salon, I pull my hood up and speed walk the rest of the distance. I’m on a mission, and if anyone delays me, I might not arrive in time to catch Erin. She’s not the type to work overtime.

      As I walk, I wonder where “home” is for her these days. As far as I can tell, she only ever lives by herself for as long as it takes to find a new man who has a little fame and plenty of money. The name of the salon is written in pink script on the glass door, and pushing it open to enter feels plain wrong. The sign may as well read: girl zone, keep out.

      I throw my hood back, then stuff my hands into my pockets. “I’m here to see Erin.”

      After eye-fucking me so thoroughly I need another shower, the receptionist calls out, “Erin, babe, there’s someone here for you.”

      Erin turns from where she’s trimming an elderly woman’s hair and goes as white as her bleached blonde locks, fumbling with the scissors, which clatter to the floor—thankfully without removing any of her client’s scalp.

      “J-Jase,” she stammers.

      The receptionist’s lust morphs to disdain. “This is the guy who gave you that black eye?”

      I can’t help but notice that the black eye is visible even across the room. Erin is more than capable of concealing it if she wants to, but she’s enjoying the attention.

      “Erin.” I jerk my head toward the door. “Can I talk to you outside?”

      Erin exchanges looks with several other women. One of them, who is painting a teenage girl’s nails, advises her not to go with me. Frustration roars through me, but I tamp it down. Letting my temper get the better of me has never done any good when it comes to her. For someone who enjoys poking at people’s vulnerable places, she doesn’t like it when they poke back. Her mouth firms and she thrusts her chest out like she’s about to enter a gladiatorial arena. I roll my eyes. How did I ever get past her attitude for long enough to find her attractive?

      “Two minutes,” she says, then reassures her colleagues with a quiet, “We’ll be fine, girls. We’ll stand in the window so you can see if I need help.”

      My jaw cranks impossibly tighter. She’s making me out to be a monster, when all I’m guilty of is not being enough of a sucker to take her back. She sets aside her tools and brushes hair from the front of her pink blouse in an action intended to draw my gaze to her tits, which are exposed by a plunging V-neck.

      The bruise around her eye is turning yellow-brown, and if anyone really thought about it, they’d see it’s older than she claims, but no one is inclined to question her story. I wait for her to exit before following. I’m not stupid enough to leave first and let her lock me out. She leads me outside and when she turns to face me, her fearful expression has changed into smug self-assurance. She honestly believes this is going to play out how she wants. That I’ll abide by her terms. She doesn’t know me as well as she thinks she does.

      She speaks first. “Hey, baby. You had time to think about my offer?”

      I cross my arms. “My answer’s the same as last time you asked. When are you going to quit this pathetic grab for the spotlight?”

      “Pathetic,” she spits, brown eyes blazing. “That’s what everyone will think of you when I’m done.” She sneers, and unlike with Lena, there’s nothing sexy about it. “Whether or not you win the championship, you’ll just be the chump who hits his girlfriends.” Her lips curl up. “Even better, I could stop your championship fight. You can’t compete from prison, Jase.”

      “I’m not giving in to you,” I tell her. “I’m not taking you back, or giving you money just because you’re blackmailing me.” I’ve worked too damned hard to let a bitchy ex ruin my career. I’ve come a long way from the shitty neighborhood where I grew up, and I won’t let a woman with an addiction to headlines get in the way. “Why don’t you move on to the next guy? Surely there are heaps of other stupid fuckers out there who’ll give you what you want.”

      Erin’s hands drop from her hips and she crumbles in on herself. At first I think I’ve gotten through to her, but then I spot the guy across the road with a camera. She’s playing the victim for a photographer. Fuck, just what I don’t need.

      “Know what, baby?” she asks, staring at the ground as though she’s terrified of me, though her tone gives her away. She’s loving this. Every fucking second of it. “I’ve had reporters calling me all day.” Her eyes flick up and catch mine. “Even some from E News. Maybe I’ll return their call. I’ve always wanted to be on TV.”

      “You do that, and you’re never getting anything from me.”

      She flinches, like I’ve yelled at her. She’s a piece of work, but she’s a first rate actress. “Jase,” she says softly, “I have nothing to lose.”

      She’s got me, and she knows it. She has plenty to gain and I have everything to lose. Swearing, I turn and thump my fist into the wall. A light flashes.

      Erin leaps away from me, wrapping her arms around herself. “You’ll change your mind.” She scuttles off, giving a damned good impression of a wounded puppy, and my heart sinks to the soles of my shoes. I played right into her plan, and I have a feeling I’ll be facing the consequences tomorrow.

      Hunching my shoulders, I pull the hood over my head and hurry away.
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        * * *

      

      Lena

      Despite my best efforts to persuade Adrian to hand Jase Rawlins to another member of the team—because we clearly aren’t a good fit for each other—Tuesday morning rolls around and I’m stuck with him. I’m on my second coffee of the day, a hazelnut mocha whip, when Breanna, my favorite person in the building, marches into my office and drops a tabloid on my desk.

      I greet her with a smile. “Hey, Bree.”

      At a smidge over five feet, with flawless brown skin and more curves than an hourglass, Breanna is basically my opposite, except when it comes to levels of sass. In that, we’re equal.

      “You see the news, Lee?” she asks, wasting no time with pleasantries. Smoothing out the magazine, she points to the headline. “Your latest pet project won a front page spot. I hope you have an appetite for damage control because that’s all that’s on the menu today.”

      I lean over to get a better look at the headline, which reads, “Scared into silence? Jase ‘The Wrangler’ Rawlins stalks battered ex-girlfriend outside her workplace”.

      Oh. Fuck. No.

      That idiot. That monumental, moronic, miniature-brained man. Champion fighter or not, I could kill him with my bare hands.

      “Tell me he didn’t,” I say, going straight to the damning photograph of Jase towering aggressively over the petite blonde I know to be Erin Daley. The date in the corner shows it was taken yesterday. Shit. I scramble to order my thoughts. Breanna is right; this will take an act of God to counter, and I don’t have a direct line to the man upstairs.

      “That’s one of three mags I’ve seen today with different takes on the same theme,” Breanna tells me, sliding into the chair opposite and giving me time to read. It seems Jase took it upon himself to pay a visit to Erin at her work yesterday after I returned to the office. The article says he was overheard speaking to her with a raised voice and threatening her if she didn’t keep silent.

      I finish reading, flip it shut, close my eyes, and groan. “This is bad.”

      “Worse than any frat boy crap your usual clients pull,” Breanna agrees. “What are you going to do?”

      Straightening, I tug a hand through my hair, grateful I decided to wear it loose. “I don’t know. Give me ten minutes, I need to think on it.”

      She eyes me dubiously. “Don’t take too long. You need to start putting out those fires.”

      “I know.” I’ve been trying to put out fires ever since Jase Rawlins sauntered into my life, and it seems like I’m only adding fuel to the flames. Was it my conversation with him that prompted him to confront his ex? God, I hope not. “On second thought, sitting around here isn’t going to fix anything.” Standing, I shove my chair back and grab my purse. “I’m going to track him down and demand to know what the hell he was thinking.”

      “Atta girl.” She slaps my butt as I pass her on the way out. “You tell that big alpha fighter how it is, Lee.”

      “Oh, I plan to.”

      Jase Rawlins doesn’t know what’s about to hit him. Fuming, I make my way through the office and give the stink-eye to the cute security guard when he tries to flirt with me, then stomp all the way to my car. It’s a good thing I’ve been wearing heels since the same age I developed boobs, otherwise I’d have broken an ankle by now. The drive to Crown MMA Gym only worsens my mood because I hit traffic the moment I leave the parking building and it doesn’t let up the whole way, giving me plenty of time to stew.

      Pausing, I reapply my lipstick and smooth my hair, which, thanks to my nervous habit of messing with it, is no longer sleek and professional. Satisfied I don’t look as frazzled as I feel, I snatch the magazine from the passenger seat and stalk across the asphalt. Someone whistles, and I snap around, my gaze landing on a guy who’s leaning out of a car window. I flip him the bird.

      “Aw, don’t be like that,” he calls, but I step inside and slam the door.

      A dozen men swivel to face me, possibly curious who has the audacity to interrupt their workout. Most of them resume training a few seconds later, but Jase’s eyes widen and he falls back a step. Gabe is holding pads for him, and he gives me a slight nod. I start forward, only remembering to remove my shoes at the last moment. When I try to tug them off, the buckle-up pumps don’t cooperate, and I have to sit, my skirt riding up my thighs. Both Jase and Gabe watch the show without offering to help. Jackasses. Finally free of the shoes, and unfortunately several inches shorter, I cross to them and slam the magazine against Jase’s chest.

      “Want to tell me what the hell you were thinking?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      Jase

      All the frustration I’ve worked off over the past two hours comes flooding back at the sight of Lena—furious expression, sassy walk, and all. Her cheeks are flushed with anger and her eyes may as well be shooting laser beams straight at me. Her lips move, but I don’t hear the words. My blood has redirected from my big head to my generously proportioned smaller one. Fuck, she’s hot when she’s mad.

      She thumps me in the chest, and I scarcely notice. Her fists are tiny. She could probably punch me in the nose and not even crack the bone. Her eyes narrow, and she gets up in my face—a hard ask when she’s several inches shorter than me.

      “Do you think this is funny?” she asks, jabbing me in the chest with her free hand. I glance down and see she’s holding a magazine. With a sinking sensation, I take it from her and hold it up so I can see the cover. It’s a photograph from yesterday, of me standing over Erin like a brute. The headline screams at me, and I show Gabe, then shove the magazine into Lena’s hands, sick to my stomach. I won’t read it. I already know it’s full of vitriolic bullshit, and I don’t even blame the reporter for spouting it. I handed the media a gold mine by going after Erin. I’ve made her the poster child for standing up in the face of domestic abuse, with me cast in the role of monster.

      Jesus. Fuck.

      Lena was right all along. This is serious.

      “There are others,” she says, in case I’m holding out any hope that the story has been picked up by a lone tabloid. Closing my eyes, I mutter a stream of curses, growing more creative with each one.

      “Hey, brother.” Gabe claps me on the shoulder, which nearly knocks me over since his forearms are covered by heavy kick pads. “You can get past this.” He turns to Lena. “You can fix this, right? That’s what he hired you for?”

      Lena releases a long, slow breath. I can sense her hesitation, and it fuels a desperation deep within me. I worked fucking hard to get to where I am. It’s not possible that a selfish girl with a taste for the spotlight could take it away so easily, is it?

      “Please.” I grab her free hand between both of mine even though she has a perfect manicure and my gloves are soaked with sweat and completely disgusting. “You’ve gotta try.”

      She stares at me, some of her hostility fading, and nibbles on her lower lip. Finally, an excruciatingly long moment later, she says, “You just made my job so much more difficult. I hope you understand that.”

      “I do.”

      “Trust me, Lena,” Gabe adds. “He may come across as a douche, but he’s not a stupid one. He knows he fucked up.” He shucks his pads and stands shoulder to shoulder with me, the both of us facing her down. This doesn’t seem to intimidate her as it might others. It fires her up. She flicks her sexy red hair over her shoulder and gives us a single, firm nod.

      “Well, okay then. Glad we know where we stand.” There’s a brief moment when I think she’s going to move on without rubbing salt in the wound. Then the moment passes. “For the record, I’ve met mushrooms with more forethought than you.”

      Should have known she wouldn’t let me off so easily. I suppose if she wants to compare me to fungi, at least it’s a tasty one.

      “If we’re going to do this, you need to be a whole lot more open with me. I want no-holds-barred access to your life, Jase. I ask a question, you answer it immediately and truthfully. I make a suggestion, you do everything within your power to make it happen. If you want to climb out of this hole you’ve dug, I need your complete and total commitment. Think you can manage that, fighter boy?”

      “That’s fighter man to you.” I can’t resist needling her, and her face screws up the way I knew it would. “But yeah, I’ll do what you say and I’ll accept any help I can get.”

      “Good.” Her lips purse, and she seems to have run out of steam. I can see her mentally switching from bulldozer mode to thinking mode, calculating our next steps, figuring out how to get ahead of this, and for the first time, I feel like maybe she’s on my side. Maybe she’s actually invested in me.

      The next question out of her mouth is one I don’t see coming. “Is there any truth to Erin’s story?”

      “No,” Gabe and I answer at the same time.

      “Okay,” she nods, accepting our reply at face value, and I can still see the information running through her mind and being processed. She has a shit poker face, but that’s beside the point. This woman is actually listening to what I have to say and taking it on board. Is she for real?

      Her belief in me—if that’s what it is—feels good. Like, unreasonably good. I want to grab her around the waist and twirl her in the air, or take her face between my palms and kiss her irresistible ruby lips. When another ten seconds pass without her saying anything snarky, I’m halfway tempted to strip her clothes off and bang her on the floor, audience be damned.

      Finally, she comes to a decision. “There are some things I need to take care of. I’ll be in touch with you later.”

      Her hand is still in my grasp, and I squeeze it. “Thanks.” My voice is raspy with emotion, and I cough to clear it. Goddamn it, I am not a pussy.

      She studies me, and I’m not sure what she sees, but she seems to like it. “You’re welcome, fighter man.”

      My lips quirk up. “You know what I think?”

      She tugs her hand away and places it on her hip. “Do I want to know?”

      Ah, there’s my mouthy girl. “I think you like me.” She starts to scowl, but I barrel on. “I think you care what happens to me.”

      “Do not,” she says, a deep blush traveling down to the neckline of her shirt. With a complexion like that, I bet her entire body blushes, and I want to tear her blouse in half to find out. “I care about keeping my career on track.”

      “Uh-huh.” I give her a cocky grin that I know will rile her more. “You tell yourself that, cutie pie.”

      She huffs. “You’re insufferable.” Then she whirls around and marches away, the curve of her butt bouncing with each step.

      When she’s gone, Gabe whistles under his breath. “Man, she’s something.”

      I punch him in the gut, hard enough to sting but not hurt. “Eyes to yourself. She’s not here for your viewing pleasure.”

      He guffaws. “That doesn’t stop you.”

      “I don’t need you pointing out my hypocrisy.” I stretch my legs and shake them, refusing to analyze why the thought of anyone else checking Lena out makes me want to wrap my arm around the asshole’s throat—friend or not. “Let’s get back to training.”
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        * * *

      

      Lena

      I find Erin Daley at the salon where she works—incidentally, the same place Jase tracked her down to yesterday. After my conversation with him and Gabe, I’m fired up and determined to get to the bottom of this. I’m not certain I believe what he said about being entirely innocent, but I’ll admit he was convincing, and I want to know, once and for all, what actually went down between him and his ex. I need to hear her side of the story and weigh it against his. Once I’ve deduced the truth—which I don’t doubt I’ll be able to do—I can decide on our next steps. Guilty or not, it’s my job to help Jase, but I’ll need to tread more carefully if I discover there’s any truth to the accusations against him.

      Entering through a glass door painted with pink script, I pause and look around. The salon is nice, probably out of my budget, with high ceilings and shiny surfaces for all the beautiful customers to admire themselves in. An array of expensive hair and skin products occupies the shelves beside the receptionist’s desk, and I scan the labels, wishing I could afford to take a few bottles home with me.

      “Can I help you?” the receptionist asks politely.

      “I’m looking for Erin,” I say, scanning the room, my gaze landing on Jase’s ex as she paints dye onto a young woman’s hair.

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No.” I turn back to the receptionist. She’s pretty, wearing a pale pink blouse, emblazoned with the logo of the salon. “I was hoping for a private moment with her. It’ll only take a couple of minutes.”

      She lifts an appointment book onto the desk and runs a fingernail down the page. “Sorry, hon, she’s booked full today.”

      Leaning closer, I drop my voice, hoping I sound like a gossipy airhead rather than the astute professional I generally prefer to be perceived as. “It’s about her ex, the MMA fighter? I’m hoping to get a few words.”

      “Oh,” she replies, a wealth of understanding in her tone. Even though I haven’t technically lied, she’s mistaken me for a reporter and I’m happy for her to continue under that impression. “In that case, if you wait for five minutes she’ll be finished with her client and take a short break.”

      “That’s perfect. I’m happy to wait.” I smile like she’s made my day. “Thank you for being so understanding.”

      “No problem. I’m just glad that asshole is paying for what he did.” She props her elbow on the desk and rests her chin in it, her face only inches from mine. “Did you know he came here yesterday? I mean, the nerve.” She tuts. “It’s always the hot ones who turn out bad.”

      I laugh, and this time it isn’t the slightest bit fake. “Trust me, I know.” We exchange a conspiratorial look, one hard-done-by single woman to another. “I wish the looks made up for the personalities.”

      Although with Karson, it had been more than his personality that led me to end things so swiftly and decisively. The fucker had thought he could punch me and I’d stay with him. I was smart enough not to fight back at the time—the guy is a pro—but sometimes I regret that I didn’t key his car or smash a window in his ridiculous mansion of a home.

      “Hey, some are just boring,” she says, drawing me out of my thoughts. “And a boring hot guy isn’t so bad.”

      I nod in agreement, straighten and gesture to the sofa just inside the door. “I’ll just wait over here.”

      “Go right ahead, hon.”

      Ten minutes pass before Erin joins me. I flip through one of the magazines on the coffee table and listen to the chatter in the salon. When she reaches me, I ask if there’s somewhere private we can talk. She smiles, looking far more pleased with herself than I expect, and leads me out the back to a staff kitchenette.

      The bright indoor lighting emphasizes the ugly mottled skin around her eye and the puffiness in one corner where it’s swollen partially shut. It occurs to me that for a woman with a lot of makeup on—lipstick, brow pencil, eyeliner, mascara—she doesn’t have any over the bruise. I wonder if that’s because it hurts to apply makeup there, or whether she enjoys the attention it attracts. If Jase is to be believed, it’s the latter, but my natural inclination is to assume the former. After all, I know better than anyone how much a man’s fist can hurt.

      “You wanted to talk to me about Jase?” she asks, and there’s a glint in her eye I don’t like. It’s greedy. Excited. “Where are you from?”

      “Actually,” I say, “I work for Bolton & Symes Public Relations. My name is Lena. I’ve already heard Jase’s side of the story, and I’d like to hear yours.”

      Her expression sours, her lips flattening and her eyes narrowing. “You work for Jase.”

      “No, I work for Mr. Bolton and Ms. Symes,” I correct, sitting on a chair and indicating she should take the one beside me. “Why don’t you tell me what went down, Erin?”

      “I thought you were a reporter,” she says, not moving. She doesn’t want to join me, and it rubs me the wrong way that she was so willing to speak to a journalist but doesn’t want anything to do with me. Perhaps she thinks I’m trying to sweep her problem under the carpet.

      “I’m not. But I am someone who’d really like to hear what you have to say. Why don’t you sit and start at the beginning?” I wave a hand at the seat. “I promise, I’m not here to harass you. Just to learn the truth.”

      Reluctantly, she sinks into it, giving me the side-eye as though I’ve tricked her, and crosses her legs, her miniskirt riding up.

      “Jase hit me,” she says with a shrug of one shoulder, studying the lining of the chair. “What else is there to say?”

      I take my notebook and pen from my purse. “Was it just once, or was it a pattern?”

      She shrugs again. “Just once.” Looking up, she catches my eye. “It was terrifying.”

      I make a note of her answer. “Did he often lose his temper with you?”

      “Oh yes, all the time.” She’s warming to the questions now, a smile flitting at the corner of her lips.

      “And when he did, what would happen?”

      “He’d yell, swear, sometimes throw things.” She licks her lips like she has a particularly scandalous tidbit to share and leans toward me. “Once, he punched a hole in a wall.”

      I picture the massive, leanly muscled guy from the gym smashing a wall in a fit of rage and shiver. It’s a frightening image. But it also doesn’t gel with what I’ve seen of him. He’s cocky and mouthy, but though he’s certainly pouted plenty, he hasn’t laid a finger on me in any way that’s given me a legitimate reason for concern.

      “That must have scared you,” I say, to keep her talking.

      Her eyes widen, then she winces, and I feel a pang of sympathy. “You have no idea.”

      I duck my head closer to hers, inviting her confidence. I get the impression she’s a born storyteller, and loves having an audience. “Why did you stay with him?”

      “Well… I…” She flounders, and I push away the urge to help her. I can’t baby this woman if I want to get to the bottom of things. “I guess…” She gives an awkward laugh. “He’s so fucking hot, you know? And he’s not always a bad guy. Sometimes he was nice to me.”

      He’s hot? That’s her first response?

      This is Vegas. There are thousands of hot guys out there if that’s all that matters to her. Her answer doesn’t ring true, and I want to poke it and see how she unravels.

      “What happened the day he hit you?”

      “We were dancing at a club. Flashlight—you might have heard of it.” Her voice is strong and sure now; she’s back on familiar ground. How many times has she told this exact same story? The words sound rehearsed, like they’ve been repeated over and over. I suppose she would have told whichever news outlet she originally spoke to, and probably her friends and colleagues, too. Still, something about her seems too… polished. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was bragging by name-dropping the hottest new club in town, which is next to impossible to get into.

      “I’ve heard of it,” I confirm.

      Her face drops in disappointment, and I wonder if she was hoping I’d be more impressed by her glamorous lifestyle. “It’s like, the place to be,” she continues. “I was so freaking excited when he asked me to go with him. We had a few shots, and he went to the bathroom.” At this point, it occurs to me that Jase told me he doesn’t drink during fight camps, and I’m inclined to believe him. I wonder if it’s a slip of the tongue, or if Erin just lied. I don’t interrupt though, I want to see where she’s going with this.

      “I was dancing by myself and this other guy started hitting on me. I didn’t lead him on,” she says, tossing her perfect blonde hair in such a way that makes me think that’s exactly what she did. “But when Jase got back, he went totally nuts. Like, more angry than I’d ever seen him before.” Her lips twist in a smirk. “I guess he didn’t like seeing someone else’s hands on me. So he shoved the guy away, and it was such an alpha move”—at this point, she sighs dreamily—“so hot, and I just wanted to jump him, so we took a taxi home but he was in a crappy mood and when we were alone, he hit me and told me never to flirt with anyone else again. Then he got drunk, and he’s a mean drunk, so I packed a bag and snuck out.”

      My brows shoot up. “You were living with him?”

      This was a fact no one had mentioned.

      “Ah, no.” She colors, and drops her eyes. “I just left a few things there. Changes of clothes, you know.”

      “Stuff that you were worried enough about to go and collect when your boyfriend with an anger problem had just hit you?”

      As someone who’s been in that situation, I can attest that my personal belongings were the last thing on my mind. I just wanted to get somewhere safe and be held by someone who cared about me. I know that everyone reacts to situations differently, but this whole conversation seems off to me.

      Erin is flustered now. The flush has spread over her entire face and her movements have become jerky. She shakes her head. “He was starting to calm down. I wasn’t in any danger—”

      “But you said he was a mean drunk,” I point out.

      Like someone slipping on a mask, Erin’s expression changes. Her lips curl, her eyes become icy, and her hands still. The effect is like being doused with cold water. Forget innocent victim, the person in front of me is a straight-up mean girl.

      “I don’t know what you’re insinuating, but I’ve had enough of this conversation. I’m going to tell anyone who’ll listen what he did, and I’ll probably have him arrested. Nothing you do or say will stop me.” She stands, her back ramrod straight. “If Jase wants to talk to me, he can come here himself rather than sending his little messenger.” Her sneer could have been taken directly from my high school nightmares. “I don’t have to justify myself to you. You can see yourself to the door.”

      My temper flares and I get to my feet. “What’s your play? You want him to come here so someone can take his picture and slam him all through the tabloids again? Because it won’t work. I’m going to keep him far, far away from you.” If it’s the last goddamn thing I do.

      She looks up at me because I’m taller than her, which is the only satisfactory thing about this situation. “As if you could.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She steps closer, her hands on her hips, not the slightest bit intimidated by my height. “Jase is mine, bitch. You’re just some girl on his payroll, so don’t go thinking you actually mean anything to him. Desperation is not a pretty look on you.”

      All snappy comebacks desert me, and I gape at her. Is she for real?

      “I don’t want him,” I tell her. “And even if I did, why the hell would you after what you’ve supposedly been through?”

      She cocks her head. “I forgive him. That’s what love is about.”

      “You forgive him, but you’re planning to have him arrested?” This woman is deluded. Completely fucking nuts. And I’m beginning to think I got Jase all wrong. However it might appear, I’m not so sure Erin is the victim in this bizarre scenario.

      “He needs a push.” She bares her teeth. “Now get your skanky ginger ass out of my salon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

        

      

    

    
      Jase

      I meet Lena for dinner at a salad bar. She’s waiting at a table, sipping from a glass of water when I arrive. Her lips leave a scarlet ring on the rim of the glass and I can’t help but think they’d leave a similar mark on my cock. She’s in the same outfit she wore earlier, whereas I’ve showered and changed into jeans and a t-shirt—the type that’s tight over my shoulders and abs. This isn’t a date, but damned if it doesn’t feel like one. I can’t even remember the last time I sat down for a meal with a woman who wasn’t dating one of my brothers. Well, except Sydney, Gabe’s best friend, who’s a hell of a girl and an honorary member of the team. We all know if any of us so much as looked at Sydney sideways, Gabe would rip our throats out.

      Lena, on the other hand, I can look at as much as I please. And fuck yeah, I look. My eyes practically feast on her. She’s crazy sexy, and it’s been a couple of months since I was with a girl so I’m suffering the effects of the attraction because of my self-induced dry spell. I don’t have many superstitions, but having a woman in my bed during a training camp is bad mojo, and that’s a fact. Tried and tested.

      “Stop eye-fucking me and sit down,” she says, with no heat behind the words. “I’m starving. I want to eat.”

      Sliding into the chair opposite, I give her a slow, lazy grin. “I like a girl with an appetite.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Do you flirt every time you breathe?”

      “Only with you, cutie pie.” I don’t need to check the menu because this place is one of my regulars. I eat free here three times a week, and in return I wear their logo and talk them up on social media. I gesture around the room. “What do you think? Surprised a meathead like me would choose a salad bar?”

      “Not at all.” She takes another drink, leaving more of her lipstick on the glass. “I know how well MMA fighters need to eat. My ex was one.”

      Huh. That takes the wind out of my sails. She looks at me like she expects me to ask about the ex, but frankly, I don’t want to know. The thought of her being with another guy leaves a bad taste in my mouth.

      “Speaking of exes.” She sets the glass down and wipes her lipstick off with a napkin. “I talked to yours.”

      A lump forms in my throat, my mouth goes dry and I grab her glass and gulp the water, desperately wanting to know how her conversation with Erin went while also dreading the answer with every fiber of my being.

      Her forehead furrows with annoyance, and her nose crinkles. “Get your own.”

      It feels strangely intimate sharing her drink. I have no regrets. “Yours tastes better. Is your lipstick flavored?”

      She crosses her arms and glares at me. “It’s cherry. Now can I have my water back?”

      I shove it over to her, and under her careful watch, pour from the table pitcher into an empty glass. “You were saying?”

      She huffs, and it’s so cute I want to eat her up. God, I like it when she’s flustered, and I like it even more when she gives me lip. Is anything about Lena not appealing?

      “As I was saying, I had a chat with Erin.” Her cheeks flame, and I wish I could see what’s running through her mind. “She’s a piece of work. What did you ever see in her?” I start to reply, but she holds a hand up. “Wait, I don’t want to know. I can probably guess.”

      There’s that snarkiness again. I wonder what she and Erin discussed. Did they talk about me? Whatever it is, it seems to have ruffled her feathers. I want to ask if she’s jealous, because if she were anyone else, I’d think she resented Erin, one female to another, but I don’t dare raise the question. At least, not yet.

      “And?” I prompt.

      “And,” she continues dutifully, “I may have misjudged you. I’m sorry for that.”

      “You… what?” She’s apologizing to me? “Is there a hidden camera somewhere? Are you punking me, Lena?”

      She scowls. “No. I’m trying to behave like an adult. I seem to revert to teenage levels of maturity around you, but I want to do better. I made a mistake, and I’m not afraid to admit it. You’re not the loser I thought you were.”

      Her admission is music to my ears. I wish I’d recorded it, to replay again and again. I never expected her to be so honest with me. If I’m being real, I thought she was too snooty for that, but perhaps she’s not the only one of us guilty of misjudging the other.

      “Thank you,” I reply, letting her hear my sincerity. There’s a time for being a dick and now isn’t it. “That means more to me than you know.”

      “Yeah, well.” She shrugs self-consciously. “No one is perfect.”

      Her lips press together, and fuck, I want to kiss them. The table is narrow, and if I lean across it, I could easily touch my mouth to hers. But if I did, it wouldn’t be enough. I’d want to haul her onto my lap and grind myself into her ass. Would she ride me? Let her tongue tangle with mine and kiss me back with all that pent up fire inside her?

      “Jase.” Her voice is low and cautious. “Stop looking at me like you’re hungry, and I’m dinner.”

      “I am hungry,” I confess. “And not just for dinner. You look better than anything on the menu.”

      She wets her lips, and a breath escapes between them. Her eyes are dark, the blue just a pale ring around her enlarged pupils. Reaching over, I touch her hand, but she snatches it away. A shiver runs through her body, and I harden, imagining how hot it would feel to be inside her.

      “You want me, too,” I murmur, watching her try to pull herself together.

      Her voice is raspy when she says, “We need to focus on work.”

      Sitting back, I let her change the topic, noticing she hasn’t told me I’m wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      Lena

      I didn’t realize it was possible to get so turned on just from hearing a growly alpha male make crude comments across the table in a salad bar. The fact there are people all around us—including children—barely registers. All I know is that he wants me, and I want him, and my single-minded vagina is throbbing between my thighs, begging for attention. Squeezing my legs together, I try to stop my thoughts from veering into the dangerous territory of wondering how Jase’s stubble would feel against my skin.

      Ugh, it must be morally wrong for me to be this horny in public. I’m already wet and ready for him, and all he’s done is touch my hand. I’m not even sure I like the guy, even if he’s not the violent asshole I initially believed.

      “Lena?” His cocky grin widens, showing his teeth. He knows exactly what he’s doing to me, the dick.

      “Work,” I say out loud. “Questions.” Yes, that’s it. “Will you answer more of my questions now?”

      He sighs, and runs a hand over his damp hair. “There are things I’d rather do, but shoot.”

      Resorting to my notepad, I’m about to read the first item when a waitress comes to take our order. I choose a chicken salad tortilla, but Jase orders three separate meals without checking the menu.

      “You come here often?” I ask when the waitress leaves.

      “Yeah, they sponsor me, so I get free meals.”

      “Sweet deal.”

      He nods to my list. “What do you wanna know?”

      A flock of pigeons take up residence in my belly. Now that I know Jase more, asking these questions feels personal. “You must earn a reasonable amount.” I looked up his net worth earlier. Even if the estimate I found is a little off, it’s impressive. “What do you do with your money?”

      The question seems to bore him. He takes a drink from my glass again, even though his own is full. “I bought a house. I pay the bills and the mortgage. I see a physio and a massage therapist every week.”

      Nothing surprising there. “You mentioned yesterday that you contribute to charity.”

      “Yeah.” He clams up. “Not much to say as far as that goes.”

      “Really?” I cock my head. “Are we back to one-word answers and evasion?”

      He sighs, and rolls his neck from side to side. Finally, he speaks. “Most of my money goes to King’s Sports Grants. I’m one of their major donors.”

      Because I’m a sadistic bitch who enjoys his discomfort, I ask, “Is there a particular reason for that?”

      His neck cracks, and he rubs it, but his slate gray eyes catch on mine. There’s something dark and unfathomable in their depths, and I can’t look away. “If not for those grants, I’d probably be in jail by now.”

      Oh. This man gets more fascinating with every tidbit I tease out of him. “Why?”

      He shrugs those massive shoulders, and glances behind me. A moment later, the waitress deposits a number of bowls in front of us. Each of Jase’s meals is twice the size of mine, but I’m not surprised he can tuck away food like no one’s business. He must burn through thousands of calories each day, and maintaining that muscle mass can’t be easy. He grabs a fork and shovels lean beef and quinoa into his mouth while I wait patiently for him to answer.

      “I grew up dirt poor,” he mutters, looking like he’d rather be having any other conversation. He’s much more confident when he’s on the offensive, especially if that involves suggestive comments and glances hot enough to burn. “Went through the foster system. Never stayed anywhere long, but one of my foster fathers ran an MMA gym, and I picked it up easy. Got one of those grants so I could carry on after I moved. At my second fight, I met Seth, who runs Crown MMA. He was a big name at the time, and he took me under his wing. When I aged out of the system, I lived with him until I could afford my own place.” He looks up and stares at me, as though daring me to look away. I don’t. “There you have it. The sad story of Jase Rawlins.”

      “Not so sad,” I say, taking a bite of chicken. “It’s a rags to riches success story. America’s favorite.” When his eyes narrow, I add, “I’m sorry for how you grew up, though. That can’t have been easy. For some reason, I pictured you as a spoiled rich kid.”

      This time, he laughs, and breaks away from our stare-down. “You probably saw me that way because it suited you.”

      I can’t disagree, and for a while, we eat in companionable silence. When he finishes his beef salad, he takes a break before moving onto the next bowl.

      “So what about you? What’s your story, Lena?”

      The way he says my name like a caress drives me crazy, and I resist the urge to shiver. “We’re not talking about me.”

      He grins. “Maybe we should be. It’s only fair that you spill all your secrets if you want to know mine.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not an interesting story. The opposite of yours, actually. Grew up rich, refused to settle down with a nice boy like my parents wanted, paid my own way through college, and now I live in a tiny apartment I can hardly afford because I’m drowning in student debt.”

      “Huh.” His brows draw together. This clearly isn’t the story he expected, either. “But you look so”—he waves a hand at me—“put together.”

      A laugh-snort escapes me, and I bury my face in my hands. “Oh, my God.” I can’t believe I just made that sound in front of him. I might actually die of humiliation. “I only look put together.” I keep my face in my hands. “It’s my job to appear that way.”

      “So others trust you to make them look good, too?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Lena.” He touches my chin with a slight but firm pressure. “Look at me.”

      I raise my head and find him watching me intently, hunched forward so his gorgeous eyes aren’t far from mine. “Yeah?”

      “Your laugh is fucking cute.”

      I laugh-snort again—a nervous reaction—then groan. “It is not.”

      “Is too.”

      Straightening, I try to preserve what’s left of my dignity. “We should stop arguing like kindergartners over something that doesn’t matter.”

      His gaze pins me to the spot, and I’m unable to move. Hardly able to breathe. “I know you’re not a kindergartner, Lena.”

      Why does he keep saying my name? Does he know how crazy it drives me?

      Danger zone. Get back to business.

      Shaking off the effect of his statement, I raise my glass, only remembering when it touches my lips and his pupils dilate that he’s just been drinking from it himself. Forget danger zone, I’m heading into the territory of screwed beyond redemption.

      “So…” I say slowly, gathering my wits from a puddle on the floor. “What else do you do with your spare time? Is there anything I need to worry about coming out of the woodwork?”

      Jase draws back and continues eating his second salad. I’d think he was ignoring me, except his brow is furrowed in thought. “You shouldn’t have anything to worry about.” He polishes off the salad in a few massive mouthfuls and moves to the third, which looks like a mound of seasoned potatoes. “I used to be a party boy, can’t deny that, but I didn’t get to where I am by being that guy. I rarely drink anymore, don’t do drugs, and don’t fuck around indiscriminately. Haven’t done that for a couple years.”

      My mind catches on that last part. “I thought all MMA fighters fucked around. Isn’t that part of the code, or something? All those hot girls throwing themselves at you must be hard to resist.”

      His gaze flickers up and locks on mine as he chews. When he’s finished, he swipes my water and drinks, his throat pulsing. “Didn’t say I always resist, but I don’t jump into bed with just anyone.”

      I have a feeling I won’t like hearing what comes next, but I need to know anyway. “Elaborate.”

      “I have a few girls I hook up with when I’m not in fight camp.” He shrugs. “They use me, I use them, and we all leave happy.”

      For some insane reason, the thought of these anonymous girls being with Jase makes me want to hunt them down and scratch their eyes out. He must read something in my expression because one side of his mouth hitches up.

      “Pull your claws in, kitty. I don’t have sex during fight camp, so I haven’t been with anyone for a couple of months.”

      I gape. A couple of months? For a guy like him, that’s an eternity. I expected him to have a different woman in his bed every weekend. Jesus, he must be wound tight. I bet all it would take is a few well-placed touches to make him desperate… and the thought of having this big man under my power is seductive as hell.

      Not appropriate. He’s a client, and a fighter. He’s not for you. Keep your hands to yourself.

      “Why?”

      “Superstition. Most sportsmen have their share of idiosyncrasies. Surely you know that.”

      “Yeah, but the spoiled football players I usually deal with wouldn’t go a week without a woman. If they could score two or three at once, they’d yell it from the rooftops.”

      “Football players.” He pulls a face. “That’s who you usually work with?”

      “Football players, hockey players, and the odd basketball player.” None of them remotely as unsettling as Jase.

      He grins. “I bet they don’t have a clue what to do with a girl like you.”

      I smile back. “They like to think they could try.”

      Jase reaches over and envelops my hand with his, his thumb drawing swirls on my palm. “If I had the chance, I’d know what to do with you.”

      I gulp. I don’t doubt it for a moment, but I shouldn’t encourage him, either. Even if he’s a decent guy for the most part, he’s still capable of violence, and what’s more, the company has a policy against fraternizing with clients. Considering it’s our job to protect their image, engaging in intimate activities with them is out of the question.

      “So.” My voice comes out as a squeak, and I cough to clear it. “What do you do when you’re not training?”

      Reading my cue to back off, he resumes eating. “I watch fight videos with my brothers for research, and coach the kids at my old community center.”

      “I didn’t know you had brothers.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I call the guys at the gym. They’re the closest thing to a family I’ve ever had.”

      My heart melts a little at that. “Sweet.”

      “Sweet is the last thing I am, cutie pie.”

      Somehow, I think that’s a lie. “You coach at a kids’ program?”

      “Yep.” I’ve barely finished my meal while he’s just demolished the potatoes. “I set it up at the community center in my old neighborhood. Just to give the kids an outlet for their anger, and someplace to go for a while where they don’t have to worry about anything other than giving me their full attention, you know. There’s no financial or racial divide in my group. It’s a safe space for them.”

      Much as the idea of an MMA class being a “safe place” is bizarre, I can see it. I bet the kids adore him. And this is exactly the sort of thing I can use to dig him out from beneath the steaming heap of dung Erin piled on him.

      “That sounds wonderful. They’re lucky to have you.” I can’t believe how much I totally misjudged this guy. I suppose he was right, I wanted him to be a loser so I could write him off. “When’s your next class? I’d like to come.”

      He scowls, forking the last piece of potato a little too violently. “I guess you want to take photos of me with the kids and get them to say how great I am, or some shit like that.”

      Gritting my teeth so I don’t cuss him out for referring to my job as “some shit like that,” I say, “Yes, that’s about the sum of it. So, when is it happening?”

      “Tomorrow. Five-thirty. At the Alderton Community Center.” He shoves away his final plate. “But I don’t want you exploiting those kids. They’re vulnerable, and they come to the center for an escape.”

      I hold up my hands. “I won’t exploit them. Promise. You can okay anything I write ahead of time, and you have veto rights.”

      His shoulders heave as he exhales. “Okay, then. Sounds like we’ll be seeing each other again tomorrow.”

      My stomach fills with butterflies at the prospect, and I try to ignore them. The waitress returns with our bill and hands it to Jase. I grab my purse, but he signs something and sends her away.

      “What was that about?” I ask.

      “Taking care of dinner,” he says. “You’re my plus one, so you’re covered under my sponsorship.”

      Nuh-uh. I wave my purse at him. “You’re my client, not my date. I pay my own way.”

      “Not today, cutie pie.”

      “But—”

      He stands, and the squeal of chair legs on the floor cuts me off. “Just give me this, Lena. You can pay next time.”

      “There’s not going to be a next time,” I mutter, hoping to God his paying for my dinner doesn’t have anything to do with my confession about being broke. I’m no one’s charity project.

      “You tell yourself that.” His hand lands in the small of my back as he guides me outside. “Where are you parked?”

      I gesture up the street. “Over that way.”

      “I’ll walk you.”

      “Not necessary.”

      He grabs me by the shoulders and spins me to face him. My brain ceases to function. I can’t process even the most basic thought with his hands on me like that.

      “Babe, when a man wants to see you safely to your car, you let him. Unless he’s a creep, which I fucking hope I’m not.” His face dips closer to mine, and he’s trying to catch my eyes but I’m having a hard time looking anywhere other than his lips. “I want to show you how much I appreciate you believing in me, so can’t you just let me get you dinner and walk you to your ride?”

      He appreciates me? Well, you know what? I appreciate him, too. I appreciate the breadth of his shoulders, and the sexy edge of his jaw, and most of all, the way he smells so wonderfully delicious. With his hands on me, and his face so near to mine, it takes very little for me to close the distance between us and press my lips to his. I’ve had a lot of bad ideas in my life, and this has to be the worst. He’s so wrong for me, and kissing him could jeopardize my job, but with him so intoxicatingly close, I can’t bring myself to care.

      His entire body stiffens. I flick my tongue out. Mm, he tastes as good as he smells. A low rumble works its way up his chest, and then he’s grabbing me tightly, his hands dropping to my ass and hauling me into his body, where a very impressive ridge grinds into the V at the top of my legs. I want him closer, so I go onto my toes, letting him take most of my weight, kissing him with everything I have. It’s rough and wild and out of control. I can definitely believe this is a man who hasn’t been with anyone in months. His lips clash, teeth gnash, and then he’s trailing open-mouthed kisses down my neck, stopping to nip at the juncture of my neck and shoulder. I gasp, and sigh, and clutch him.

      “Fuck,” he swears. “Lena, cutie pie, you feel so fucking good.”

      I rock into him, loving his ragged breaths, and the groan that rips from deep in his throat. He’s big, and hot, and demanding, his hands journeying up my body and touching, squeezing, plumping my breasts, fisting in my hair and pulling my head back so he can latch onto my neck. His stubble is rough against my skin, and his teeth graze over the pulse that’s throbbing furiously. Moaning, I try to yank him closer, impossibly closer.

      Then a wolf-whistle pierces the air.

      My befuddled mind can hardly comprehend it, but Jase shifts, shielding me from onlookers with his body. After a moment, he draws back, still panting, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. It’s swollen from my kisses, and I imagine mine looks much the same.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” he growls. “It’s unfair.”

      Seems perfectly fair to me. He’s distracting me just by existing. Turnabout is fair play.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” he says. “I’m gonna walk you to your car, then you’re going to sit your hot little ass in the driver’s seat and go home. Understood?”

      I nod, because he’s right. That’s what needs to happen, for both our sakes. Then, once I’m home, my vibrator is going up to its maximum setting, and I’ll lie back and pretend we didn’t do the sensible thing.

      “I’m totally with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Nine


          

        

      

    

    
      Jase

      My balls have never been so fucking blue in my life. My cock is hard for the entire drive home, and I have to unzip my jeans to give it a little breathing space. It’s only when I’m finally alone in my bedroom that I take it in my hand and stroke. I imagine Lena’s fingers wrapped around me, pumping up and down, ticking the bottom of the shaft. Pre-cum oozes from the tip and I smooth it over the head, picturing Lena dropping to her knees and taking me in her mouth. It’s a tight fit, because I’m big, and despite her fiery attitude, she’s a delicate woman.

      “Fuck.” My balls draw up tight as she swallows around me, and my hips jerk, fucking her face. I squeeze my eyes shut, back against the wall, jaw clenched. “Fuck. Lena. Baby.”

      I come hard, shuddering with the force of it, spilling all over my goddamn legs. I milk every last drop and flop back, breathing heavily. Minutes later, when my legs are no longer jelly, I clean myself up in the shower. But as I’m soaping, the image of taking Lena against the wall fills my mind, and though I’m raw and sensitive as fuck, I jerk off again, wishing it was her little pussy wrapped around me rather than my own coarse hand.

      I remind myself of the rules. No sex before a big fight. But shit, I’d like to make an exception for her. If that dickhead hadn’t wolf-whistled at us tonight, I might have dragged her into the nearest alley. And while I’d have had no problem screwing her anywhere I could, I have a feeling she wouldn’t appreciate alley sex. She’s classier than that. Even if she’s broke.

      And shit, I wasn’t expecting that either.

      We both misjudged each other, and though we may have started out on the wrong foot, I’m going to fix it.
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        * * *

      

      For the first time I can remember, I’m impatient to leave the gym. I’ll be seeing Lena tonight at the community center, and it’s all I can think of. I’m excited the same way I was about losing my virginity, with a kind of schoolboy eagerness that’s fucking embarrassing.

      Fortunately, none of the guys seem to have noticed. Today is the last hard sparring session before the fight, giving me a week and a half to recover and be in top shape. In accordance with tradition, I have to face off against my brothers for one long, torturous round. Every minute, they swap out, so I’m constantly facing someone fresh while growing wearier, but I keep my hands up, stay light on my feet, and drag them to the ground at the first chance I get.

      The ground is my turf. Where I’m most comfortable. And they all know it. None of them are stupid enough to give me the opportunity to take them down easily, except Devon, who’s completely nuts and has a death wish. It doesn’t seem to matter whether he’s winning, losing, or getting his face smashed—whatever the case, he grins like a freaking maniac.

      That’s why he’s the brother I’m most wary of. Gabe is technically proficient and cold as hell, but he’s always in control of himself, whereas Devon is a loose cannon. Half the time, none of us have any clue what he’s about to do, which makes his fights the most fun to watch. He’s whacked in the head, in the best possible way.

      Finally, Seth calls an end to the torment and my leaden legs carry me from the cage. I lower myself to the floor and catch my breath, then go through my stretching routine. As I remove my gloves, I sit through a classic Seth-style pep talk—which basically involves a grunt and a pat on the back—then I limp to the shower.

      “Bro, how come you’re so fired up to get out of here?” Devon asks from the adjacent stall. “Got a hot date?”

      “Got class at the center tonight,” I reply, running a wet cloth over my face, neck and shoulders. “Don’t want to be late for the kids.”

      “You sure it’s got nothing to do with a certain redhead?”

      “Not a thing.”

      “Seriously, man?” He makes a sound of disappointment. “Thought you had more game than that.”

      “It’s nearly fight week.”

      He sighs. “You and your stupid rule.”

      Tell me about it.

      I finish showering, towel dry, slip on a clean set of MMA shorts and a T-shirt, grab my gloves, and head for the center. Several of the kids are already there when I arrive, and I high-five each of them in turn. There are no outcasts in my class. The kids are a rag-tag collection, aged from four to seventeen, and belong to both genders. They’re white, black, Hispanic, Asian, and everything in between. They listen to me pretty well, as I knew they would, because not many people give these kids opportunities.

      After ordering them to skip for five minutes and delegating responsibility to one of the older girls to lead them through a warm-up routine, I sort them into partners and remind them how to throw a jab and a cross, then get them practicing on pads. Their equipment is the best. I bought it when I first started taking lessons here and realized there was no way they could afford their own, and nor could the center. They treat the gear like it’s precious, which is sweet, but also really fucking sad because few of these kids own anything of value themselves. That’s part of why I started contributing to the grant. To help kids with promise but no cash make something of themselves.

      I’m correcting little Carlos’s form when I feel eyes on my back and know she’s here. Lena. Even though I haven’t seen her, the weight of her gaze is like a caress. I can sense it on my body, and I want to go to her and shove her against the wall and pick up where we left off yesterday.

      Cool it, man.

      I’m here for these kids, and she’s here for a job. Hauling in a deep breath, I try to tune her out, knowing we’ll talk later.
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        * * *

      

      Lena

      Watching Jase interact with the twenty or so children in his class shouldn’t get to me, but it does. They clearly adore him, and he’s heart-wrenchingly patient with them, not concerned about repeating instructions a second—or even third—time. The older boys vie for his approval, while the two teenage girls both have hearts in their eyes. I don’t blame them. Seeing him in action is softening my heart in a way I can’t afford. It seems that Jase Rawlins is one of the decent guys. After exchanging a few words with the man who runs the center and assuring him of my good intentions, I snap photographs of Jase with the kids, making sure not to capture their faces because I promised him I’d keep their identities private.

      Jase holds pads for a tiny girl who can’t be more than four, and beams at her in encouragement when she hits them. Snap. That’s the money shot. All I can see of the girl is a dark ponytail, but it’s Jase’s expression that really sells it. Zooming in on his face, I take another, and something melts deep inside me. He’s making this so easy. If only he’d told me everything up front, we could have skipped a day or two of being at odds with each other. But I suppose I can understand why he clammed up. What reason did he have to trust me? Especially when I’d made my opinion of him clear from the get-go.

      I’m on his side now though, and this story is writing itself in my head. I take my phone into the ladies’ restroom and call one of my contacts at Sports Daily, a magazine-style website.

      “Hi, Aiden,” I say when he picks up.

      “Hey, Lee. What’s going on?”

      “I need a favor, but it’ll be worth your while.”

      He laughs, the sound rich and deep. Girls go nuts over Aiden, and I get the attraction, but I’ve never seen him that way myself. “Anything that comes from the golden girl of sports PR is going to be worth my while. What are we talking about here?”

      “I want a premium feature. Not for tomorrow, but perhaps the next day. As soon as you can fit me in.”

      He whistles, and I hear him shuffling papers in the background. “Which bad boy are we going to be spotlighting?”

      I love the way he assumes I’ve got the goods, but not his assumption that it’s a bad boy. I know I’ve become the girl with the magic touch as far as spoiled players go, but there are other things I’d much rather be known as.

      “Jase Rawlins,” I tell him.

      “Oh, nice.” The cogs are whirring in his brain. He knows anything with Jase will be controversial right now, and controversy sells. “Keep talking.”

      “I’m working on a piece. It isn’t finished yet, but I can have it to you tomorrow. It comes with man candy action shots, and the real winner—one of him coaching disadvantaged kids.”

      Aiden thinks for a moment. “I like it. Get it to me by twelve tomorrow, and the spot is yours. Provided, of course, that you come up with the publicity gold I think you will.”

      “Have I ever let you down, Aids?”

      “Don’t get cocky, Lee, there’s a first time for everything.”

      “Kisses, bye.” I hang up before he has a chance to ask me on a date, as he invariably does. He’s a nice guy, but he just doesn’t do it for me. And honestly, I don’t think I’m his type either, which is probably why he persists in asking. He knows I’ll always say no.

      Heading back to the main room, I pocket my phone and claim a chair in the corner, far enough away from anyone else that no one talks to me. I grab my notebook and start bullet-pointing ideas for the article. Every now and then, I glance up to check the action, and to get my fill of Jase. A smile is permanently stamped on his face, and he’s glistening with a sheen of sweat. I can’t get enough of the way his muscles move as he demonstrates kicks, punches, and rolls. They’re bulging and lean and fucking glorious.

      When the class finishes, he waits for the kids to leave, speaking to a few of them as they pack up, then he makes his way to me, wearing a heart-stoppingly sexy grin. I flutter on the inside.

      “So?” he asks, flopping into the chair beside me. “What do you think?”

      “This is amazing,” I reply honestly. “I can’t believe you do this.”

      He slants a look at me. “Because I’m just a dumb jock?”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “I’m a bit judgey sometimes, sorry. If you’d had the same experiences I’ve had, you’d probably be the same.”

      He straightens, suddenly alert, his eyes narrow. His intensity sends a shiver down my spine. “Like what?”

      “Nothing. Don’t worry, that’s not the point.” I wave my notepad at him. “This is pure awesomeness and I’ve got a contact who can get you a feature on Sports Daily in two days’ time.”

      The grin is back. “Seriously?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “And I get to check what you write first?” he confirms.

      “Nothing goes in that you’re not comfortable with.”

      He holds up a palm and I high five it, not worrying for once about how sweaty he is. “Thanks, Lena.”

      “No problem.” I lean forward. “Seriously, it’s so great what you’re doing here. How did you get started?”

      He glances over at the center manager. “We’re getting the eyeball. Why don’t you come to my office so the next group can use the room?”

      I get to my feet and follow him into the hall, my eyes dropping to his firm butt as we walk. “You have an office?”

      “Nah, they just let me use it while I’m here.” He holds open a door and waits for me to enter. I feel his gaze on my ass as I pass by and wonder if this is payback for ogling him. “Have a seat.”

      “There’s only one,” I point out.

      He paces inside and closes the door. The snick of the latch gives me all kinds of crazy ideas about what I’d like to do to him now that we finally have privacy. Not that I should. Nothing has changed from yesterday. He’s still my client, and I need to keep a professional distance. But if I’m completely truthful with myself, seeing him with those kids eased my mind with regards to my other concern—the one about him being violent. Anyone who can be so gentle with a four-year-old girl is surely not a vicious person, regardless of his line of work.

      “If I sit now, I’ll seize up,” he says. “Need to keep moving for a while.”

      Folding myself into the chair behind a pockmarked desk, I watch him wear a path on the floor, back and forth. “So, tell me the story.”

      Still pacing, he catches my eye, then breaks off the contact as he turns. “Like I told you yesterday, I grew up in foster care and moved around a lot, especially as a teenager. Fifteen-year-old boys with a chip on their shoulder aren’t at the top of foster parents’ wish lists.”

      He spins on his heel, his gaze burning into mine, and prickles of lust shoot south at the same time as my heart aches for him. How must it have felt to be cast aside? To know nobody wanted you? Even if my parents have never been what you might call traditionally loving, I never doubted they wanted me. I don’t say anything, letting him continue at his own speed.

      “The MMA gym one of my foster fathers ran was the first place I belonged. I had a lot of anger, and I worked it out on those mats. The guys were really accepting. I can’t have been easy to get along with, but they made room for me. Even when I had to move on, I kept going back. Then, when I moved again, I found a new MMA gym.”

      “It sounds like MMA is important to you,” I say softly.

      He nods, coming over to me and drawing me to my feet. “It’s my religion. The thing that gives me direction, purpose, and a sense of things being all right. That’s why I started doing this. I wanted to give these kids that same experience.” He swallows, the cords of his throat moving, and those gray eyes of his are hot but full of pain at the same time. “If I can do that for even one of them, then I’ve succeeded.”

      I can’t believe this guy is the same one who sat opposite me in my office three days ago, giving me lip. I was blind not to see the depth he has. And while my heart thumps erratically, yearning to remove the shadows of his past, my body craves him. I want to take him in my arms and soothe his wounded soul. I want to kiss him, to smooth my hands over the planes and dips of his muscles and tug him closer. But most of all, I want him to fill the empty, throbbing part of me that wakes up every time he’s around.

      You can’t, Lena.

      Jase’s hands land on my shoulders, and he brushes my hair back, his thumbs sliding over the sensitized skin of my neck. He’s studying me like I’m a math problem he needs to solve, and then slowly, agonizingly, his lips claim mine and lay waste to my good intentions.
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      Jase

      The way Lena looks at me like she’s seeing something beautiful is too damn much. I can’t take it. I have to kiss her, and once I’ve stolen a taste, I want more. My tongue plunges deeper into her mouth and I haul her fully into my arms. She slings a leg over one of my hips, and I grab fistfuls of her butt as she wraps those legs around my waist, her skirt riding up to reveal thighs that are milky against the tan of my arms.

      Fuck, she’s sexy. My arms are full of warm, willing Lena. She’s attacking my mouth with the same vigor I did hers a moment ago, and I can’t think of anything better. I dig my fingers into the flesh of her ass and she moans, the vibrations tickling my lips.

      Warning sirens are blaring in my head. I have a fight in less than two weeks, and my rule is never to fuck around at a time like this. The trouble is, whatever I’m doing with Lena—which feels damn good, by the way—isn’t just fucking around. It’s something real. Tonight she’s made me feel good about myself in a way no other woman has, and it’s got nothing to do with the number of belts I’ve won, or the size of my dick. She honest-to-God cares about Jase Rawlins—the man, rather than the champion.

      Her tongue tangles with mine and she grips my shirt and jerks it, a growl of frustration coming from the back of her throat. Despite myself, I laugh. She sounds like a grumpy kitten, and it’s the cutest thing I’ve ever heard.

      She swats me. Her lips are pouty, her lipstick smeared, eyes slumberous. “Don’t laugh at me, Rawlins.”

      Reluctantly, I ease back and lower her to the ground. She slides down my body, and the friction has me hard enough to hammer nails. When I gasp, her eyes light up. She rubs herself over me again, and I grit my teeth, breath hissing between them.

      “Lena,” I pant. “Slow down.”

      Her palms rest flat on my chest, over my heart, and hell if I don’t love the sensation. “Don’t wanna.”

      “Look.” I step back, creating a few inches of space. “There’s clearly something going on between us, but if we’re going to do anything about it, our first time shouldn’t be in a crappy office with people down the hall.” Though if she keeps looking at me like that, it just might be.

      Lena licks her lips. “Fair point,” she says, and although she’s agreeing with me, my dick droops in disappointment. “Why don’t we take this to my place?”

      And it perks right up again, the horny fucker. “You mean it?”

      Those pouty lips fashion themselves into a smile. “Yeah, I do. I shouldn’t, but I can’t seem to help myself when it comes to you.”

      Hell, I’m not a saint, and I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth. Screw the rules. I drop my shoulder and toss her over it. “Where’d you park?”

      Squealing, she thumps my back. “Put me down!”

      “Not gonna happen.”

      I pick up her purse and carry her fireman-style through the center and out to the parking lot. I took an Uber earlier because I don’t like to show up in my expensive ride and flaunt my wealth in everyone’s faces. I spot her ridiculous car and head toward it. Gently, I lower her onto the hood and stand between her knees, cupping her face to kiss her. She nips my lip, and I laugh.

      “Guess I deserved that.”

      “More than that, asshole.” But there’s no heat in her words.

      “Give me your keys.”

      Her lips form a mutinous line. “It’s my car, so I’ll drive.”

      I’ll admit, I’m not above slipping my hand up her skirt to cup her pussy, which has soaked her underwear and radiates heat. I touch her lightly. Teasingly. Her eyes darken.

      “Are you prepared to break land speed records to get there?” I ask.

      She digs into her purse and hands me her keys. I unlock the driver’s door and she primly tugs her skirt down and stalks around to the passenger side, shooting me glares. If I hadn’t had my hand on her just seconds ago, I’d think she wanted to do me damage, but her body doesn’t lie. She craves me, just as I crave her.

      True to my word, I follow her directions and arrive at her apartment building in record time. I park in the basement and she leads me to an elevator, then presses the button for the third floor. While the elevator travels upward, I wrap my arms around her from behind, drawing her into the shelter of my body. Her ass curves into my eager cock, and I pepper kisses along the length of her neck. She sighs, and relaxes into me, her eyes fluttering closed.

      Fuck, she’s beautiful. And so freaking trusting. From here, there are so many ways I could hurt her, but she’s totally at ease in my arms, and something deep in my chest squeezes. I vow, from this minute on, that I won’t let anyone do wrong to this woman. I may have only known her for a few days, but somehow she’s wormed her way into my soul. She’s mine to protect. Mine to possess. And, if I have my way, mine to fuck. Only mine.

      Finally, the elevator doors open, and I release Lena for long enough to drape my arm around her shoulders while she takes me to her apartment. She stops outside number 311 and pauses, key in the lock, then turns to look up at me.

      “It’s nothing fancy,” she says, her expression uncharacteristically shy.

      “Don’t care.” Mostly, I’m just charmed she invited me back to her place rather than trying to wrangle an invitation to mine. Her fingers fumble with the key, then she pushes the door open and enters, waiting for me to follow.

      The apartment is small and well-kept. The door opens onto a living area with a couch at one end, a small coffee table in front, and a two-person dining table to the side. Behind the table is a kitchenette, and near the couch is a closed door that I assume leads to either her bedroom or the bathroom. She doesn’t own much—the place has a spartan feel about it—but there are potted plants on the table and kitchen counter. She catches me looking at them.

      “They’re succulents.” Her lips twist wryly. “The only thing I can keep alive.”

      “Except yourself,” I offer.

      She laughs. “True. But like I said, nothing fancy.”

      She seems to need reassurance, so I pull her against my side, bury my face in her hair, and murmur, “It’s cute, just like you.”
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      Lena

      At this point, my courage is fading fast. I haven’t had a man in my apartment in ages. Especially not one like Jase, who could buy and sell it without even blinking, while I barely manage to make rent some weeks. I never brought Karson here. He always insisted on me visiting his place because it’s literally a mansion—his favorite things are living in luxury, and showing off. But Jase doesn’t seem to mind. His lips touch my forehead, and the gesture is so damn sweet I almost tear up.

      “My bedroom is through here.” Taking his hand, I tug him toward the door beside the sofa before I have time for second thoughts. The walls are painted cream, the bedspread is pale blue—the same color as my eyes—and I only have one set of drawers and a closet, which is packed full of the outfits and the jewelry I took when I left home.

      A connecting door leads to the attached bathroom, where I store my makeup and cosmetics, but Jase doesn’t need to see that, so I close it before he has time to peek. A pair of large, strong hands land on my shoulders, and his thumbs knead the tension from between my shoulder blades.

      I moan. “Oh, my God. That’s so good.” I lean into his ministrations. “Don’t stop.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” His voice is husky and low, and reminds me of exactly why I invited him back here. I want this man to break my dry spell. I want the impressive erection I felt earlier sliding inside me. The sooner, the better. Before I start questioning my choices.

      His clever thumbs continue working the tension from my back and shoulders, relaxing me bit by bit. He digs into a particularly tight knot and I whimper. He stiffens against me, his hands slipping, then recovers and dips his mouth near my ear.

      “You make the hottest sounds.”

      If I didn’t love the way he’s touching me, I’d be mortified. Instead I push closer and brush my ass into the front of his shorts, feeling once again how much he wants me.

      “If you take off your shirt, I can make you feel even better,” he murmurs, his voice silky and so tempting it should be illegal.

      Grabbing the hem of my blouse, I yank it over my head, then with a flick of my fingers, I dispose of my bra and present my bare back to him. Somehow, the fact I can’t see him only makes it more erotic when I hear his quick intake of breath and feel the quiver of his fingers before he resumes the massage. His scent wafts over me. Deep heat and earthiness that’s so masculine I can’t stand it. Turning, I burrow my face into his chest, inhaling the wonderful manliness of him.

      Instantly, his hands go to my tits, curving around them. Shivering, I rock into his lower body, and at the same time, whip his shirt up so I can taste the skin of his chest. He releases me and wrestles the shirt off, then gathers my breasts in his palms and drops his head to lick them. The tip of his tongue flicks my nipple, then the flat of it glides over, soothing.

      “Oh. God.” My knees quake. Clutching his head, I keep him there, forgetting my mission to explore his own naked chest, but that doesn’t stop me from appreciating as much as I can see of it. Dark hair dusts him, enough to be noticeable, but not enough to be considered a pelt. The tattoos I’ve previously admired extend from his arms across his pecs, leaving a narrow strip of virgin skin down the center. In the future, I fully intend to trace the edge of his ink with my mouth. I’ll never get enough of him. He’s addictive as a double-whip mocha with hazelnut syrup.

      His rough hands smooth down my stomach and into the waistband of my skirt, pushing it down. I slip it off, and then I’m standing in front of him in heels, the lacy scrap of my panties, and nothing else. He eyes me greedily, exactly like a virile alpha male who’s denied himself pleasure for far too long. Which, you know, he is.

      “Holy fuck,” he mutters, his attention snagged on my underwear. “I can’t wait to tear that off and make you scream.” He shakes his head. “You call those panties? That’s a fucking wet dream right there.”

      “It’s wet all right,” I reply, without thinking the words through.

      His slate eyes shoot to mine, and darken impossibly further. “You want me, baby?”

      I nod, biting my lip to keep from sharing the details of yesterday’s vibrator session with him. “Are you hard for me?”

      It’s a rhetorical question. The evidence is irrefutable, his shorts tented dramatically, but if I have to acknowledge my state, I want him to, too.

      “So goddamned hard,” he admits, stroking himself through the fabric of his shorts.

      I swallow, my mouth dry. “Get naked. Now.”

      He strips off, and I drool a little. His thighs are bulky and strong, and his cock—wow. It’s thick, really freaking long, and surprisingly well-groomed.

      He takes that cock in his hand and strokes it lazily, watching me watch him. “Like what you see?”

      “I’d like it more if I was touching it.” Grabbing his forearm, I ease him away and smooth my fingers over the head, smearing precum down his length. He’s as turned on as I am, and more than anything, I want to hear him gasp and groan and lose all of his iron willpower. As I wrap my hand around him, his entire body goes rigid, and beads of sweat roll over the ridges of his abdomen. He thrusts forward, demanding more, and I squat and lick him.

      “Fuck, baby.” He grabs fistfuls of my hair and jerks me forward so I take him fully into my mouth. “More.”

      I go to town on him, playing out many of the fantasies I’ve had since our first kiss, loving the way he strains and sighs and talks dirty to me. His fingers plunge into my hair, and then he’s guiding me up and down the way he likes. But you know what? I want to be in control. I pull myself off him with a pop, and his hips jerk closer, seeking me out again.
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