
  
    [image: Fighter’s Best Friend]
  


  
    
      FIGHTER’S BEST FRIEND

      CROWN MMA ROMANCE

    

    
      
        A. RIVERS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by A. Rivers

      Fighter’s Best Friend

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. All people, places, organizations and events within it are fictional or creative license has been used. Any resemblance to real people, places, events, and organizations is coincidental.

      Cover design by Steamy Designs

      Editing by Free Bird Editing and Paper Poppy Editorial

      Sensitivity editing by A Book A Day author services

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Serena,

        For making me so much better.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Sydney

      He’s not coming.

      I’m starving, and exhausted from a twelve-hour shift at the hospital. The mouthwatering aroma of Italian cuisine surrounds me, but I’ve held off for fifty-eight minutes, waiting for Gabe to show up. At this point, I’m pretty sure he won’t. It’s not the first time he’s become caught up in training and forgotten about me. Probably won’t be the last, either. But I’ll give him two more minutes. Maybe he’ll text or call to say he can’t make it. That’s not too much to ask, surely?

      My phone pings. Heart in my throat, I glance down, but it’s Lena. My stomach plummets. I like Lena perfectly fine. In fact, she’s one of my closest friends these days, but she isn’t Gabe. Moreover, she has a man who’s crazy about her, which only serves to remind me that I’m being stood up by the only man in my life. Again. And yeah, technically Gabe is my best friend and not my boyfriend, but we’ve known each other for most of our lives and have always been closer than many people are comfortable with. Deep down, I’m a little bit in love with him. Not that I’ll ever admit as much.

      Gabe trains out of the same MMA gym as Lena’s boyfriend, Jase, and they’re both professional fighters. But while Lena is apparently—according to her message—eating Mexican takeout and about to have mind-blowing sex, I’m sitting alone in a booth like a pathetic loser, hung up on a guy who barely manages to return my calls anymore. Is it too much to ask for a bit of respect? Or at least to be treated like my time matters? Like I matter?

      My glumness grows and becomes hotter. More angry. I’m sick of this. Sick of being alone at a restaurant after spending a day in the ER, waiting for someone who might never show. I don’t want to be achingly lonely. I dedicate far too much emotional energy to Gabe, and just-a-friend or not, I deserve more than that. There was a time when he’d do anything for me. Hell, the first time we met, he saved me from a bully who was pulling on my braids. But our relationship doesn’t go two ways anymore. It’s always me giving and him taking. How much longer until I have nothing left to give?

      I summon the waiter, Marcel, who gives me a sympathetic look. “Can I get the pumpkin ravioli to go, please?”

      “No problem, Syd.” He makes a note, then asks, “I take it Gabe is a no-show?”

      “Seems that way.”

      He pats my shoulder. “Sorry, sweetheart.”

      This isn’t the first time Marcel and I have had this talk. It’s not even the first time this month. Moretti’s is a favorite place for Gabe and me to eat, but lately I’ve been studying the checkered wallpaper and chatting with the staff more than eating.

      Scrubbing a hand over my carefully restrained hair, I close my eyes and picture the future stretching out before me, a series of evenings spent by myself, slowly becoming more bitter and disappointed by life. God, I don’t want that. I’m only twenty-six, I should be out partying and kissing dozens of frogs before I find my Mr. Right.

      I can’t let things carry on this way, but if I don’t get over my fixation with Gabe, nothing will ever change. I need to let him go and go after what I want: a person who will always be there for me. Always put me first. Never leave me waiting and wondering.

      Checking my phone, I see he’s an hour and five minutes late. As soon as my food comes, I’m out of here. I’m not even going to text to remind him he missed out. I’m tired of his stumbling apologies and complete lack of awareness of my feelings. I love him, but enough is enough.

      The restaurant door opens, and a cold breeze blows through. I glance up. There he is. All six feet three inches and 200 pounds of Gabriel Mendoza. He’s not smiling—he rarely does—but his eyes crinkle at the corners when they land on me. I don’t smile back, even though he steals my breath. It’s unfair how hot he is, with thick, dark hair, melting brown eyes and golden skin, courtesy of his Argentinian parents. Some would call his face brutal, with sharp cheekbones and a nose that’s been broken more than once, but to me, it’s fascinating.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he says, sliding into the seat opposite me. “You ready to order?”

      That’s it?

      He’s over an hour late, and all I get is one half-ass “sorry”?

      No, I don’t think so. I deserve better than his casual thoughtlessness.

      “I’ve already ordered,” I tell him. “For myself. Takeout.” In case he’s unclear about how pissed I am, I add, “You’re an hour late.”

      He winces. “Yeah, sorry about that. The Ruby Knuckles fight is coming up in a few weeks and I needed to get in some extra rounds on the pads.”

      The Ruby Knuckles event is a big deal for Gabe. He’ll face off against Leo “The Lion” Delaney, another scion of boxing royalty. But the opponent isn’t what makes it so important. The Ruby Knuckles is an elite mixed martial arts elimination tournament, and it famously marked the end of Gabe’s dad’s career when he was knocked out in the last round of the finals. Gabe is determined to win where his dad—now manager—failed. He’s defeated five other fighters to get to the finals, and now he’s really feeling the pressure. I get that. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s no excuse not to take twenty seconds to send me a message.

      I cock my head. “So Seth asked you to stay later?”

      Seth Isles is his coach, and the owner of Crown MMA Gym, where he trains. It’s one of the best martial arts gyms in Las Vegas, if not the best.

      “Uh, no. He didn’t.” He scratches the back of his neck. “Dad did.”

      “Gabe.”

      He holds up a hand. “I know, I know. Seth is in charge of training. Dad is supposed to butt out and manage the other stuff, but you know how he is. I couldn’t say no. I’m here now though, and I’m hungry as fuck.”

      A sharp pain pricks my heart. I understand how hard it is to let a parent down—I feel like my life is one great big let-down to my mom—but does he actually think so little of me that it didn’t cross his mind to, say, get his dad to text me while he was busy training? And does he not see how unacceptable that is? If he respected my time and feelings at all, I’d be at home in bed. My stomach growls, cuing my anger higher.

      Oblivious to my hurt, he continues, “Give me a minute to order and we can take it back to your place.”

      I stand. “You know what? Don’t bother. I had a busy shift, I’m tired, and I just want to go home.”

      He stands, too. “We could watch a movie and blob out on the couch.”

      I shake my head. He isn’t getting it. “Gabe,” I say, heart heavy, “I just want to be alone.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabe

      Dread creeps up my spine. Sydney never wants to be alone. She lives for contact with people—both physical and emotional. It’s what makes her such a great doctor—well, that and her brilliant mind. Something is seriously wrong. Perhaps something happened at work today. She’s in an emergency room rotation, and it can’t be easy seeing some of the things she does.

      “Bad day at work?” I ask.

      “You’re an hour late,” she repeats through clenched teeth.

      Uh-oh. This isn’t good. Her attitude is directed straight at me, but I’m not sure exactly why she’s reacting this way. I mean, yeah I’m late, but I’ve been late before. I have the fight of my life coming up, and time gets away from me. Usually, if I tell her I’m sorry and offer food or to spend time with her, she doesn’t make a big deal of it. But I can tell from the stubborn set of her mouth that she’s willing to make a fuss this time.

      “You’re angry.” I state the obvious.

      “No shit, Sherlock.” She sighs and runs a hand over her tightly-bound black curls. “I just can’t do this tonight. I need some time alone.”

      “You want to be alone,” I repeat dumbly. Something feels different about this. Different and wrong. Like if I don’t say what she wants to hear, I could be in trouble. I don’t know how to handle her when she’s like this. She’s typically so easygoing and eager to hang out that I’m confused and wary of what to do or say next. Should I try to sweet talk her so she comes around? I’m not really a sweet guy, but I can give it a try.

      “What about if I buy us dessert on the way to your place?” I suggest. “That brownie you love from the cafe near your apartment?”

      She just looks at me, her dark features solemn. “They’ll be closed. So no, thank you. I’m not in the mood, anyway.”

      I wince. From Sydney, this is practically a slap in the face. She doesn’t know how to be mean, but she’s being distant and snarky, and that’s almost worse. She’s supposed to be my best friend. The person I get to see once or twice a week, and who always, always makes me feel better and brings a smile to my face. She’s the person I most look forward to seeing. Now I deflate, beginning to realize I’m not going to get my dose of Sydney today.

      Marcel arrives, and hands her a package that smells amazing. He sends me a look, and it’s not friendly. “That all, sweetheart?”

      “Yes, thanks, Marcel.” Without a word to me, she pays him and heads to the exit. I follow, both because I’m not willing to let her leave without talking this through, and because the neighborhood around her apartment isn’t the best and I need to make sure she gets home safely.

      Outside, she whirls to face me. “What are you doing?”

      Shrugging, I shove my hands in my hoodie pocket. “Walking you home.”

      “No, you’re not.” She clutches her takeout to her middle like it’s a guard between us. Man, I hate that. Since when has she needed protection from me? “I already told you—”

      “I’m just keeping you safe, Syd.”

      To my astonishment, she rolls her eyes. Usually a statement like that would have earned a soft smile.

      “I don’t need a guard.”

      She continues walking, and I fall into step beside her. She speeds up, but despite her sensible work shoes, her legs are significantly shorter than mine and there’s no way she can out-pace me. She’s determined though, so I drop back and slink along behind her like a fucking stalker because she clearly doesn’t want me next to her.

      My gaze falls onto her lush, rounded ass. Bad mistake. There isn’t much I wouldn’t do to grab fistfuls of that butt. Except hurt her. And therein lies the reason I haven’t made a move on her in many wonderfully torturous years of being friends—I would hurt her. It would just be a matter of when.

      My dick stirs in my pants. It likes Sydney’s curves a little too much. I’ve fantasized about running one hand over her lush hips while gripping her ebony hair in my other hand and kissing a path down the column of her throat. Tearing my attention from her ass, I toss a nasty scowl at a guy in a stylish jacket who looks at her for too damn long. He glances away rapidly. Wimp.

      I dog her footsteps all the way to her apartment building, giving myself permission to be fascinated by the tendril of hair that caresses the bronze skin of her shoulder.

      When we arrive, she gives me the first hint she knows or cares I’m there, calling over her shoulder, “I’m safe, you can go now.”

      Isn’t she going to invite me in? I’d been sure she’d cool off and change her mind on the way over. Sydney doesn’t have a temper, which means I was right: something is seriously wrong. I’m beginning to think I’ve screwed up. I should have tried harder not to be late. Even if I couldn’t take a break because Dad was spurring me on from the sidelines, I should have got Jase or Devon—my training buddies and the closest thing I have to brothers—to send her a text. But surely she isn’t like this just because I was running behind for dinner?

      “Syd…” I trail off when she doesn’t look around. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah? Well, so am I.” With that, she enters the building and shuts the door behind her. The click of the lock is soft but it echoes like a gunshot in the night. Like a fucking moron, I stare at the door for a good long moment before processing what it means. She’s angry at me, and I won’t be seeing any more of her tonight. Brooding over what to do next, not accustomed to being cut off like this, I backtrack to the diner and approach Marcel.

      “Gabe,” he mutters when he sees me.

      “Did something bad happen to Syd?” I demand, desperate to understand what’s going on, and furious at the thought of anything upsetting her. “Was someone rude or unpleasant to her?”

      Marcel rests his forearms on the counter and looks me in the eye. He’s one of the few people who’s not afraid to do that, because he’s known me since I was a kid. “Nothing happened,” he says. “Except that she sat there for an hour looking miserable and lonely.” He shakes his head. “You’re a good guy, but I’m sick of seeing her wait on you. A girl like that should be cherished.”

      Cherished? Yeah, she fucking should be. But not by me.

      “We’re not a couple.”

      Marcel raises a brow. “If you want it to stay that way, you’re going about things right.”
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      Sydney

      During the Uber ride home from the hospital the next day, I call Lena.

      “Girl,” I say when she answers. “You, me, wine, and internet dating. My place, in an hour. Interested?”

      She laughs. “Provided the internet dating part of that equation is for you and not me, I’m totally in.”

      I grin. “Like I’d suggest anything else. We both know Jase would tear apart any guy stupid enough to hit on you.” Something I try not to be bitter about, but deep down, I want a guy who loves me with that level of ferocity.

      “He absolutely would.” She sighs dreamily, and I wonder what it says about me that I also envy the fact that everything Jase says and does turns her on. I want a man to press all of my buttons like that—a man who isn’t Gabriel Mendoza. “Need me to bring anything?”

      I take a moment to reply, mentally running through the contents of my pantry. “Do you have any fancy cheese? I feel like it’s a wine and cheese type of night.”

      “If I don’t, I’ll get some from a deli on the way over. See you soon.” She hangs up, and shortly after, the Uber arrives at my apartment building. I take the stairs to the fourth floor—my exercise for the day—and let myself in. My apartment is modest, with one bedroom, a cramped bathroom, and an open concept area that serves as kitchen, dining and living room combined, but it’s the best I can afford considering my hefty student debt. Gabe has offered to pay off my loans a time or two, but I can’t let him do that. It would tip the balance of power between us. We’ve always been equals in our friendship, and I don’t want that to change. Besides, I’m content where I am. My place is warm and cozy. I’ve done my best to make it homey over the years, and all that’s missing is a person to snuggle on the sofa with me at the end of a long shift.

      I change into pajamas, then let my hair down, and sit while I rub my sore feet. Standing all day really takes a toll on them. Once they’re feeling marginally better, I head for the kitchen and put a pizza in the oven. Some days I’m a health nut—it’s hard not to be when, as a surgical resident, I see what happens to people with unhealthy lifestyles every day—but right now, I need comfort food.

      By the time Lena arrives, I’ve eaten a couple of slices of pizza, poured us both glasses of wine, and connected my laptop to the television screen, so we have a clear view of the Match-Me homepage. I’ve created an account, and now it’s just waiting for me to input information into my profile. Hearing a knock, I go to the door to let her in.

      “Hey, Lee.” She’s carrying a cheese board to go with the deli bag tucked beneath her arm.

      “Hi, Syd.” She leans over the board and kisses my cheek. I kiss hers in response.

      “I have us all set up in the living room,” I say. “Let me take that.”

      She holds the board out of reach. “Oh, no you don’t. You make a start on the wine and I’ll just be a moment.”

      “If you insist.” Winking, I go to the sofa and sip wine until she joins me and places the cheeses and a selection of crackers on the coffee table.

      “Match-Me,” she says, looking up at the screen. “Good choice. Not too stuffy, not too sleazy.” She nibbles on a piece of cheese with some kind of seeds or spice in it. “So, you’re actually doing this?”

      “Did you think I wasn’t serious?” That’s kind of insulting. “I want a partner. Like what you have with Jase.”

      She shrugs. “I thought Gabe would get his head out of his ass and officially ask you out. It’s obvious he cares for you.”

      Stuffing a piece of cheese in my mouth, I make an effort not to say the first sarcastic thing that comes to mind. “Someone who cared about me wouldn’t let me sit alone at a diner for an hour without so much as a text.”

      She winces. “He’s easily distracted. They all are. You know that. But especially with the Ruby Knuckles final happening soon.”

      “I know,” I agree, loading up a cracker with camembert. “MMA comes first, and it always will until he’s proved whatever it is that he thinks he needs to. God knows how long that will take—if he ever gets there. After the Ruby Knuckles, it’ll be something else. Tomas has big dreams for him, which is why I’ve decided to stop waiting.”

      “Fair enough.” She winds an arm around my waist and hugs me. “You deserve to be happy, and you shouldn’t accept anything less than what you want. So, let’s put your best foot forward.” Letting me go, she turns her attention to the empty profile. “Describe yourself,” she murmurs. “Hmm. Too easy.” She taps away on the keyboard. “Super smart surgeon-in-training with curves for days and the best laugh ever.”

      I swat at her. “You can’t put that!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…” I gesture uselessly, then laugh. “It sounds conceited.”

      “True.” With a few keystrokes, she amends the description. “How’s that?”

      “Better,” I allow.

      She moves on to the next section. I’m glad she’s taken control. I knew she would, which is one of the reasons I invited her over. With Lena here, I won’t wimp out.

      “What traits do you find attractive in a man?” she asks.

      “Physically, or personality-wise?”

      “Both.”

      “Erm…” I turn the question over in my mind. It’s not something I’ve considered much before. I don’t really have a type, I just feel a spark around some men and not others. “I’m not fussy,” I say. “But he needs to take care of himself. I don’t care if he’s in amazing shape, but I’m not dealing with someone else’s poor lifestyle choices down the road.”

      “Fair call.” She adds a note in the box. “What else?”

      Closing my eyes, I try to picture each of the men I’ve crushed on over the years, but Gabe is the only one who keeps popping into my head, eclipsing them all. “I guess I prefer tall guys. And ones who aren’t put off by intelligent, ambitious women.”

      “Rock solid ego,” Lena mutters. “Preferably six feet plus.”

      I’m on a roll now. “He needs to be kind and supportive.”

      “Profession?”

      I shrug. “Don’t care as long as it’s legal and he covers his own bills. I’m not being someone’s sugar mama. I have enough debt of my own.”

      “No freeloaders,” she says while she types, then sits back. “Okay, I think we’ve got enough to start with.” She turns, wearing a grin. “Time to start searching for the future Mr. Sydney Coleman.”
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      Gabe

      More than thirty-six hours have passed since our dinner that went nowhere, and I still haven’t heard from Sydney. It’s weirding me out. Perhaps it makes me needy, but I’m used to hearing from her every few hours, even if I’m too busy to respond. And yeah, I know that makes me sound like an asshole. The thing is, she’s my rock. The one consistently good thing in my life. And just seeing her name light up my phone is enough to improve my mood.

      Surely she should have cooled down by now and reached out to schedule another get-together. That’s what she does. She’s a connector. She needs people around, especially ones she’s comfortable with. Ones like me. What does it mean that I haven’t heard so much as a whisper?

      All I know is, it can’t be good. She’s never shut me out like this before.

      I’ve already tried calling three times since Sunday, and she never picks up. How many calls will it take before I enter crazy stalker territory? Because I have to say, it doesn’t feel good. During a break in training, I try again, and leave a voicemail.

      “Hey, Syd. It’s me. I miss you. Call me.”

      God, I’m pathetic. If a girl left a message like that on my phone, I’d delete it and never call her back. But this isn’t any old girl. It’s Sydney. My best friend. My one fucking constant. So I do what any good best friend does, and send her a text.

      Gabe: Want to hang out tonight?

      Okay, I feel lame as soon as I send it, but a guy’s gotta do what a guy’s gotta do.

      “Bro, are you waiting for a call from your dad or something?” Devon, my training buddy, asks as he drops into a seat beside me.

      “Sydney,” I grunt, shutting the phone off so he can’t see that this isn’t the first text I’ve sent without a reply. He may be one of my best friends, but he’d be merciless if he knew how desperate I am for a response. Sydney gets me out of my head. Devon and Jase, much as they mean well, only push me deeper into it, because MMA consumes their thoughts as well as mine. It’s our shared addiction. I need Sydney to bring everything back into perspective.

      My phone buzzes and I jump, scrambling to open it. Devon’s eyes widen. I scan the text.

      Sydney: I have plans.

      That’s it. No details. No offer of a rain check. Just those three words.

      “Ouch.” Devon winces. “Sorry, man.” Ignoring him, I type back, I’ll make time whenever suits you. As long as it’s not during training.

      “Hey, Jase, come over here!” Devon waves our other training buddy over, and I scowl at him in warning. I can already see he’s planning something, and I won’t like it. “You know anything about what Sydney is up to tonight that she’d blow off Gabe for?”

      Jase shrugs one tattooed shoulder as he crosses to us. “Beats me, but I think Lena is going over to her place after work.”

      Lena LaFontaine is Jase’s girlfriend. The newest member of our circle. A possibility occurs to me: is Sydney replacing me with a girl best friend? Lots of people say our friendship is unconventional, but she’s never seemed to mind that before. Perhaps with Lena around, things have changed.

      The phone buzzes.

      Sydney: Maybe in a couple days.

      Frustrated, I drop it and run a hand through my hair. Hardly anything riles me, but she’s always been the key to unlocking my hotter emotions, and right now I want to hunt her down, shake her, and demand to know what’s going on.

      Finally, I look up at Jase. From here, he towers over me, but if I stood, I’d be a couple inches taller than him. “Has Lena said what they’ve been doing together?”

      There’s a gleam in his eye. One I don’t like.

      “She’s experimenting with online dating. They set up an account for her yesterday and I think they’re getting together tonight to look over the candidates.”

      I shoot to my feet. “What. The. Fuck.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I look down at him. “You’d better be fucking kidding me.”

      He grins, his expression sly. “Can’t say I am.”

      I mutter every Spanish curse word in my vocabulary, knowing Jase and Devon won’t understand a word of it. Hell. She’s blowing me off to browse for men online like she’s picking a date from a shopping catalog? Talk about insulting. Not to mention, why does she think she needs to go fishing for men online? She’s beautiful, and damned smart. With her killer figure and flawless complexion, she could have any guy she wanted, any time she wanted him. Do you know what kind of men approach women online? Predators, that’s who.

      “She can’t do that,” I snap, knowing I sound crazy but unable to switch it off. She’s had this effect on me since I was twenty years old and barged into her dorm room while she was getting it on with some French douche from her anatomy class. I’d never been attracted to her before then, but ever since, images of her curvy, perfect body have tormented me. She’s the full package. And even though I can’t have her and I’ve always intended to step aside when she meets the right guy, I know that any bottom-feeder who thinks a dick pic is the key to her heart won’t be worthy of her.

      “Does she know how many dangerous men are online?” I ask, stomping past Jase to unleash an almighty kick on one of the heavy bags. “They’ll look at her and see easy pickings. Hell no, this is not okay.”

      I’ll find a way to stop her. I have to. For her own safety, not because I’m a jealous asshole.

      Devon chortles. “Good luck breaking the news to her. Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but women don’t like being told what to do. Sydney has a mind of her own.”

      “Don’t care.” I kick the bag again, and the thud is deeply satisfying. Especially when I can imagine I’m striking a faceless bastard who wants to get his hands on my Sydney. “She’s not doing it.”

      My friends exchange a look, but I ignore them. They don’t know Sydney the way I do. I can talk her out of this. I can talk her out of anything.

      Right?
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      Sydney

      “What about this guy?” Lena opens a message from a guy named Jordan that says, Hey beautiful, want to get coffee?

      It isn’t witty, but it’s also far less vulgar than some of the others I’ve received. The number of men who send lewd comments under the guise of jokes is outrageous. At least the ones who send dick pics are upfront about what they want and give me the chance to check out their goods, so to speak.

      “Show me more,” I say, and she clicks on his profile. His photo fills the screen. Jordan is a handsome black man with a great smile and an adorable golden retriever. “Ooh, nice. He passes the first test.”

      “He enjoys comedy shows, basketball, and long walks in the park with his best friend, Frankie,” Lena says in her television presenter voice. “That’s sweet. Do we like him?”

      I study the short lines of text, wishing there was some way I could cut through the image he’s projecting and get right down to what he’s actually like. But if that ability existed, far fewer people would be divorced.

      “He sounds nice.” Even to my own ears, I sound hesitant. “Yeah,” I add more confidently. “We like him.”

      “Fantastic.” Lena navigates back to the messages and types in, Tomorrow?

      I’m so glad she’s doing the hard work because I’d chicken out before hitting send whereas she doesn’t waver for a moment. I suppose it’s easier to be that way when it’s not her romantic life on the line. Two minutes later, I have a coffee date scheduled during my lunch hour tomorrow.

      “Thanks, babe.” I high-five Lena, then return my attention to the next guy in my inbox. Even without clicking into the conversation, I can see the head of a penis staring at me. “Hard pass.”

      Lena laughs. “Ruthless. Was it the bush?”

      “Nah, I don’t mind a little hair, but common decency is a strict requirement.”

      She moves on to the next guy. “How about Dean? He wants to know if you’re interested in getting drinks this week?”

      Frowning, I purse my lips. “Is ‘drinks’ code for sex? I’m so out of touch with the dating scene.”

      Lena winks. “Not if you say no. Is that a yes to Dean?”

      I gesture at the screen. “Gimme.”

      Dean is average height, white, and built like a tank. His profile displays a number of photos of him flexing his biceps.

      “Nope,” I say. “Too self-centered.”

      My phone buzzes on the cushion beside us and I reach for it, checking the caller ID. It’s Gabe. I reject the call. My anger from the weekend has faded, but I’m still not ready to talk to him.

      “You know, you should probably get that,” Lena says, reading the name over my shoulder. “He’s just going to keep calling. Jase says he’s a nightmare at the gym, and if you keep putting him off, he’ll get all broody and sulky.”

      “Gabe?” I snort. “Could he get any broodier?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean. Men are so damn annoying when they’re pouty.”

      “True, that.” The phone rings again, and I almost answer. Then I remember how it felt to sit by myself at the diner, lonely and pitiful. “Screw him. If he wants to see me, he can turn up next time we make plans.”

      “Fair call.”

      Dismissing the phone, I take over the computer controls and find a guy who looks promising. “Nathan,” I say to myself. “You just scored yourself a date.”

      My phone vibrates with a text. I’d happily delete it straight away—although I’d feel guilty for it later—but Lena reads it aloud before I have the chance.

      “Gabe wants to know if he can come over.”

      “Tell him I’m busy with you.”

      She props her hands on her hips. “You know, I’m all for this independence and dating thing, but avoidance isn’t my style. If you want to blow him off, you can do it yourself.”

      “Fine.” Taking the phone, I do just that. Then I shut it off and do my best to put my hot MMA-fighting best friend to the back of my mind.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure it’s not too much?” I ask Hayley, one of the nurses I work with, as I adjust the belt around my waist. I’ve ditched my scrubs for a purple dress with a flirty skirt that hits mid-thigh, because no one thinks scrubs are sexy—at least, not on women.

      Hayley puts her hands on my shoulders and directs me to the mirror. “Syd, you look gorgeous. The guy is going to eat his tongue when he sees you.”

      I wince. “That sounds painful.”

      Laughing, she releases me. “Not literally. Although I’m sure you’d know how to help him if he did.” She hands me a tube of lipstick and I check the color. It’s deep maroon, not a choice I’d typically make, but I swipe it over my lips and can’t help but be impressed by the effect.

      “Gorgeous,” she repeats. “Now go find your date, and get lucky on behalf of all of us who work too many hours to have a life.”

      With a parting smile, I leave the changing room and head for the cafeteria, where I’m meeting Jordan for lunch. Unfortunately, I need to be nearby during my break in case any emergencies arise, but hopefully he’ll understand, and the cafeteria food really isn’t that bad. Scanning the room, I spot him in a far corner, seated at one of the tables that’s often abandoned. He looks just like he did in his photographs. Hot. Really hot.

      Then why aren’t I more excited to see him?

      He looks up and gives me the blinding smile I recognize from the internet.

      Do I flutter? No. No, I do not.

      Something is terribly wrong with me. This is a prime specimen of a man I’m approaching, and all I can think is that it feels like I’m sneaking around behind Gabe’s back. It’s ridiculous, considering we aren’t dating and never have. Heck, the most action I’ve received from him was the time he got sloppy drunk at his twenty-first birthday and slipped as he tried to kiss my cheek, landing on my chin just south of my mouth instead. He’s never even tried to cop a feel. Both Jase and Devon have done that much at least. Gabe Mendoza is very bad for my ego, and worse for my peace of mind. But I won’t let him ruin this date.

      Plastering a smile across my face, I sit opposite Jordan. “Hi, I’m Sydney. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      “Back at you, Sydney.” He flashes his pearly whites. “So, you’re a doctor?”

      “A surgical resident,” I correct. “Sorry about the venue. I couldn’t get away from work today.”

      “No problem.” His deep brown eyes warm as they scan my face. “I’d rather eat here than wait another day to see you.”

      Aww, now that’s sweet. Exactly the sort of thing that should melt my heart. But no melting occurs because the thing is, this guy isn’t Gabe—who is apparently the only person I want to hear those words from. Damn it.

      “Thank you. Have you eaten?”

      “No, I thought I’d wait until you arrived and order us both a sandwich, if that works for you.”

      “That sounds great.” It saves me from ordering a salad and fighting off hunger pangs later. “I’ll have chicken on rye, please.”

      “Coming right up.”

      As Jordan gets our food, my phone buzzes, and I take the opportunity to check it while he’s gone. Something tells me it’s Gabe. After constantly being difficult to get in touch with, all of a sudden he’s blowing up my phone. Typical, right? Despite my best intentions, I open the message.

      Gabe: Make sure he isn’t a serial killer.

      That’s it. Nothing else. No opening, no explanation about who he’s referring to—although I know anyway. Someone told him about my date today. Lena wouldn’t have broken my confidence, but she might have mentioned it to Jase, who would have gladly rubbed Gabe’s nose in the fact he knew something his friend didn’t. I roll my eyes, but secretly, it is kind of nice to know he’s concerned about me.

      When Jordan returns, I ask outright, “Are you a serial killer?”

      He blinks at me, stunned, then laughs. “No, of course not. Are you?”

      A reluctant smile lifts my lips. “No. Sorry, my friend told me to ask.”

      He offers me a chicken sandwich and picks up his own, which appears to be beef. “Don’t worry about it.” He takes a bite, chews, and then wipes his mouth on a napkin. “Let me guess: it’s been a while since you did this.”

      Cheeks burning, I nod. “Guilty as charged. If I say anything strange, assume that’s why.”

      He grins, and it really is a nice smile, it just doesn’t do anything for me. “I was in your shoes a couple of months ago. I recently got out of a three-year relationship and didn’t remember how to do this anymore. It’ll come back to you.”

      “Thanks, you’re nice.” And I feel nothing for him. For a while, we talk, and he tells me all about his dog—the wonderfully goofy Frankie—and shows me several pictures of the two of them in different poses. Jordan is cute, and easy to talk to, but by the time we part ways, I know there won’t be a second date and I suspect he does too.

      He kisses my cheek. “Nice meeting you, Sydney. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      “Same here, Jordan. Hug Frankie for me.”

      I return to work, disappointed but not dispirited. Jordan may not have given me butterflies, but there’s nothing to say the next guy won’t. I just hope he can make me feel as much as my best friend does.
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        * * *

      

      Gabe

      It’s the day after Sydney’s lunch date with some asshole she met online—which I had to find out about third-hand—and although she replied to my text to tell me she’d survived unharmed, she didn’t respond when I asked how it had gone. Now I have no fucking idea how she is—other than alive—and it’s driving me nuts. That’s why, as soon as training ends, I race through the shower with the intention of heading to her place. But the moment I’m out, Dad steps in front of me.

      The corners of his eyes crinkle and he breaks out in a grin. “You looked good out there today, mijo. You keep that up and you’ll be in good shape for Leo.”

      “Thanks. But I need to get through the fight next week first.”

      “Psh.” He waves a hand dismissively. “Like you need to worry about that. So, how about you come by our place and talk tactics?”

      Ugh. Can’t I catch a break?

      “Sorry, Dad. Not tonight. I have plans with Sydney.”

      I don’t like lying to him, but I console myself with the fact that I am actually planning to go over there, even if I don’t “have plans” with her per se.

      He pulls a face. “Does it have to be tonight? The big fight will arrive before you know it.”

      God, this is hard. It’s not often I deny Dad anything. He’s my hero. I grew up watching from the front row while he faced off against some of the MMA and boxing greats. I was also there the night he lost everything and I saw how hard he took it, so I know how badly he wants me to succeed. But there’s still plenty of time to get our tactics sorted, and I’m not going to be able to think straight until I assure myself that Sydney and I are okay.

      “Yeah, it does. Rain check?”

      His lips press together and he’s clearly not pleased, but he nods. “Next week.”

      “Done. Adios, Papa. Catch you later.”

      “Bye, son.”

      I sling my bag over my shoulder and leave before he can call me back. My motorbike is parked outside and I drive it to her apartment and let myself into the building with the key she had made for me. After the incident when I walked in on her having sex, I always knock at her apartment rather than making myself at home, just to be safe.

      The door swings open and Sydney stands in the doorway, fastening a necklace. It’s silver, with a cute charm on the end, and falls just to the top of her fabulous tits.

      “Gabe?” She seems confused by my presence. “What are you doing here?”

      Brushing past her, I make myself at home on her sofa. “I came to talk.”
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