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Prologue
 

Our relationship started on the side of a rocky cliff. It’s been a roller coaster full of emotions, sending us through many ups and downs, twists and turns, emotionally depleting us. 
But how we grow from it is what matters. It can rip us apart or pull us together, even drown us in between. Your strength can, and normally does, determine where your relationship goes. You can’t always jump to conclusions because of the bumps. You shouldn’t take anything for granted because sometimes the most unexpected things can tear you apart while secretly mending you back into being one. A strong “one.” 
Love isn’t always easy. Sometimes it’s the hardest part. 
 



 
 
Chapter 1
 

Levi: Miss you already.
He hasn’t been gone ten minutes and he’s already melting my heart. I did great keeping my tears at bay, offering a fake smile as he walked out the door for another unknown amount of time. I didn’t want to make him feel worse by bawling into his chest, begging him not to leave. Though Lord knows I wanted to. I hadn’t realized exactly how badly I missed him until he flew in to spend the weekend with me after being gone for two weeks. The two and a half days he was here wasn’t enough time to catch up.
Levi ended up leaving a few days after Cory, his manager, offered him a coaching job in Florida. Now, he’s gone more than not, and it breaks my heart to have so much distance between us. Levi told me Cory was right to have an interest in Katie. He said that she’s very promising and with some professional training, he thinks she’ll make it far in the female division of the MMAT and possibly go pro. It makes me happy hearing the excitement in his voice and knowing that he’s helping make a dream possible for someone else. 
Does it bother me that my boyfriend who doesn’t have a great track record is spending a ton of time with a female? I’d be lying if I said no, but I’m not going to dwell on it. He tells me he loves me, and those words push me to have faith. He’s not given me a reason to doubt, so I’m going to stay positive through the ache of missing him.
“You good?” Blain pops his head around the corner of my door.
I’ve been staring at the text for…hell I don’t know how long it’s been when I look up to his loving brown eyes. “Yeah.”
He chuckles. “That didn’t sound optimistic. You sure?”
I blow out a laugh. “Yeah, it just sucks he’s always gone.”
“You knew that when you started dating him. You’ll figure out a way to make it work. I’m assuming since your phone stays glued to your ear, you talk to each other all the time?”
“As much as possible, but I still miss him.”
“What’s that saying…distance makes the heart grow fonder?”
I laugh, tossing my phone onto the bed. “Makes the mind go crazy is more like it.”
“Were you anything else before Levi?” Blain quips and I glare at him playfully. He chuckles again at my less-than-intimidating stare. “Well, I’m heading out with Jason for a bit. You need anything?” 
I shake my head. “No, I’m good.”
He winks then steps out, quietly shutting the door behind him. I fall back on my bed and instantly I’m flooded with the scent of Levi’s cologne blanketing my covers. It’s a smell I’ve loved since the first time we met—a mix between ocean and woods, reminding me he’s a perfect blend of mystery and adventure. We spent most of the two days tangled in the sheets, wrapped in each other’s arms, and trying to stay awake as long as possible to soak in all the time we could.  
I pull the covers close and inhale deeply. My throat tightens and my heart aches. I have no clue when I’ll see him again. Grabbing my phone, I look at the text one last time before my eyes fall heavy and sleep yanks me into a pleasant darkness.

Ding!
My eyes peek open and I scramble for my phone. 
Levi: I’m at the hotel.
Not even one minute later, another response.
Levi: Told you you’d be asleep within moments after I left. I have that effect after giving you hours of orgasms.
Six minutes later…
Levi: Satisfaction guaranteed. Ha! Text me when you wake up.
 
That was thirty minutes ago meaning I’ve slept through six five-minute reminders. I smile at the screen and hit reply.
Me: I went for a run after you left. It wore me out. ;)
Levi: You always fail miserably at lies. What are you doing?
Me: Laying in the bed.
Seconds later—an incoming video chat.
He’s in a plain white t-shirt, his black hair flat, not in his usual faux hawk. His royal blue eyes are tired, but his smile lights up my soul.
“Ahh, my sunshine,” he croons.
I bite my lip hiding my excitement, trying to hold my damn phone still as I sit up. “Hey, baby. How was your flight?”
“Good. Hotel’s empty. You’re not here.” He licks his lips giving me that lethal smile of his and unveiling the panty soaking dimples. “It should be illegal for you to be away from me.”
I giggle. “Reminder, you left me for work.”
He raises his left eyebrow. “Reminder, you can come with me,” he says pointing to the camera.
“You know I can’t. I have to work,” I say.
“I’ve told you, I’d pay your bills.”
“That makes you my pimp.”
“Oh, you’re not getting pimped out. I’m keeping that sexy ass to myself,” he says possessively.
I frown. “I miss you. This weekend went by too fast.”
“Yeah, but I’ll be back up there soon.”
“I know.” The last two weeks of waiting was torture. Does it get better? Easier? I hope so.
“I’m gonna hop off here and hit the sack. Had some hot brunette have her way with me all weekend. I’m spent,” he chuckles. “I love you, Sunshine.”
“I love you,” I tell him then blow a kiss.
The last image of him is the smile he started off with before my screen dissipates to blackness with a “Call Ended” message. It’s a depressing message, reminding me just how far away he is.
He tells me he’s just a call away, and he is, but if I need him right now, I’m on my own. I have no arms wrapping around me, none of his fabulous kisses, or his hard chest to fall into. 
 



 
 
Chapter 2
 

My week has gone by so slowly. Levi, of course, engulfs my thoughts every moment of the day. Every time I hear a noise, I get a rush of adrenaline hoping it’s him showing up to surprise me. Unfortunately, each time is just a letdown.
The highlights of my days are when I get to talk to him or get a random text just to say he’s thinking of me. I’m elated when we get to video chat. Being able to see him does sensational things to my soul. Tingles and butterflies bombard my body, inside and out, and a rush of love threatens to rupture my heart. The love I feel for him is truly ripped from a page of a fairy tale.
Thankfully, Holly has been here to keep me pretty occupied, whether it’s at the restaurant working or outside of it. She doesn’t allow me to mope and refuses to let me walk around in a zombiefied routine. She forces me to get out of my funk and try to have fun.
“Question,” she says zipping past me with a tray full of dirty dishes. 
“Yeah?”
She doesn’t immediately respond, dumping the remnants of food on the plate in the trash with a bit of frustration. Then she looks up and wipes her forehead with the back of her hand. “Tell me again why you haven’t talked me into being a stripper?”
I can’t help but choke from my laughter. “You won’t mop off the pale makeup from your face. You do that, bam! Stripper material.”
Although she’s a little on the heavier side, she’s beautiful. She has these mystical brown eyes that stun you, brown hair that does whatever she wants it to, and a smile that I swear can radiate its own sunshine. Sadly, all that beauty is hidden under a very peculiar gothic fashion. 
“I’ll put a makeover on my to-do list,” she says drying her hands off.
“I think you’d make a hot ass stripper,” I tell her. “You’d have only one problem though.”
Her brows furrow. “Like what?”
“You’d be fired for extracurricular activities with every hot man that walks in,” I snort.
She jerks her head back and presses her hand against her chest. “You mean the VIP rooms aren’t for that? Paige, I think you’ve just crushed my dreams.”
I titter at her dramatic act. “I’m confused. You did say stripper, right?”
She shakes her head giggling then purposefully saunters out to the front of the restaurant like she’s on a high profile model catwalk.
See what I mean? How can I keep Levi on my mind when I have a personality like hers keeping me on my toes? The rest of the day at the restaurant was steady—not too busy and not too slow, but Tonic, my bartending job, is a completely different beast. It’s Friday night, which means a crowded dance floor, full bar, and good music. Tonic is an entire contrast to the restaurant. The atmosphere is extraordinary, entertaining, and the pace is speedy. Your thoughts can’t creep in. You are constantly moving, chatting with the customers, and mixing or grabbing drinks. It can be exhausting, but at the end of the night it’s a refreshing fatigue.
“I love nights like these,” I yell over the music to Mason, my co-worker.
He’s bobbing his head to the music, his shaggy brown bangs bouncing as he empties the shaker in a glass. “Yeah,” he says sliding a lady her drink. “I’m glad Jim got a new DJ. I was sick of hearing the same shit.”
I couldn’t agree with him more. The last DJ seemed to have twenty-five songs he kept on repeat unless someone requested differently. This DJ plays from one end of the spectrum to the other and they all have excellent beats. He played one song earlier that had ZZ Top lyrics with a rap beat, and strangely, it was awesome! Everyone was digging it, including Mason and me. 
“Hey, girl,” Lacy says stepping up to the bar.
She’s a stunning girl, completely model material with a sweet personality. She’s genuine, intelligent, and super kindhearted. She’s Blain biggest crush and also his best friend’s sister. 
“Hey,” I smile at her. “How are you?”
She tucks a long strand of her blonde hair behind her ear, her hazel eyes scan the surroundings. “I’m good.”
I scrunch my face. “Something tells me you’re lying.”
“Eh.” She shrugs, “I called things off with Conner.”
“I’m sorry,” I say grabbing a shot glass and pouring tequila in it. “Here. This one’s on me. You wanna talk about it?”
Her smile is warm as she pulls the glass to her, but doesn’t pick it up, and drags her finger over the rim. “You think they’re all the same?”
“I used to think that, but I’ve been convinced otherwise by Levi,” I say tittering.
“How’d you do it? You know, cave in and give him a chance?”
The remark sets off alarms, suggesting I know exactly who she’s talking about—Blain. He’s been after her for years, but he doesn’t have a good track record just like Levi. He’s definitely been around too many blocks if you know what I mean. 
“I fought it for a long time. He was used to getting what he wanted, and I figured I would be just another number. But he was so unrelenting. I kept him at arm’s length for a long time and we became friends doing friend things together. He left and was gone for a while and I missed him so badly that I decided the pain wasn’t worth it. What was the worst that would happen? Just sex and an empty heart? I didn’t want to wonder any longer so I gave it a shot. And now look at us. After a rocky start, I know where I stand with him.”
She takes the shot and slams it back. “Yeah,” she hisses from the burning alcohol. “Maybe one day I’ll give it a try. I’ve got to go.” She throws her thumb over her shoulder. “A few girlfriends are waiting on me.”
“You’ll figure it out. Listen to your gut.”
“Thanks,” she says then leaves, zigzagging through the crowd.
I empathize with her. It wasn’t long ago I was torn with confusion. Levi had pursued me so much that he made his way into my every thought. I couldn’t go an hour without him crossing my mind. I fought against him with every ounce of strength, scared I’d be just another night of fun for him. Then there came a time when I didn’t care any longer, and I had to know. 
He was in Texas and I flew down there to surprise him. After leaving the gym where he was training and getting back to his hotel, I took a shower. That was the longest talk I’ve ever had with myself. I was so nervous and fearful that everything I was seeing from him were all illusions. Mixed signals just to get what he wanted. But after a spectacular night, my heart wasn’t broken. He wanted the same as I did.
But getting to that point played hell with my mind. I just hope she doesn’t fight it so much that she ends up torturing herself as I did.
 
Levi: You home yet?
It’s the same text I get every night I work the bar. I can narrow it down to the minute he sends it. Even miles away, he still makes sure I’m okay.
Me: Just walked in the door.
My phone makes the distinct ring for video chat and I’m laughing when I answer. “Impatient, are you?”
“I was hoping to see you undress,” he says. “You’re fucking sexy as hell.”
I know I’m blushing. 
“Paperweight!” I hear Adam yell somewhere in the background.
I narrow my eyes, tilting my head toward the camera. “Now that would have been interesting if I was stripping down.”
Levi huffs then walks down what appears to be a hallway and shuts a door. “He can’t see shit now. I’m alone. So, you gonna get naked for me?”
“Levi!” I squeal. 
“I wish you’d scream my name.”
“Have you been drinking?” I snort.
He shakes his head. “No. What’s wrong with wanting to see my girl’s banging fucking body?”
“You know where I am. I’ll just lay under the covers naked and waiting,” I tease.
“You’re wicked. You know that?” He moves his camera to his shorts and rubs against the bulge. “I’m sick of imagining you while I take a shower. Look what you do to me.”
I drag my teeth over my bottom lip. “Save that for when you see me. Then you can show me just how badly you’ve wanted me.”
“I’ll be a damn two-second bomb. I’ll fucking explode with you just touching me.”
I laugh.
“It’s no laughing matter, Paige,” he tries sounding serious but his voice cracks from his chuckle. “This can potentially be life-threatening.”
“Top news,” I drag my hand in the air. “Man dies from lack of blood in brain due to oversized hard-on.”
“You’re damn right it’s oversized,” he boasts.
I roll my eyes. “How was your day?” 
“Ugh,” he groans, plopping on the side of the bed. “Good. Katie is catching on. Listens well. She’s gonna be brutal.”
“That’s good,” I say.
“She’s come from a broken home and turned to fighting as a way to get out her frustrations. I think she said she was eleven when she discovered martial arts. Now, she just has to get things precise. Cory said something about getting her on a fight card.”
“Oh I bet she’s excited.”
“She’s tense about it. It’ll be her first real fight, so I guess I get it.”
“Were you not nervous for your first?”
“Hell no,” he bellows. “Bryan Kimble or some shit. It was a fun fight. Traded punches for two minutes or so before he met my right hook. Dude was out.”
“And you weren’t nervous at all?”
“I don’t get nervous,” he states.
“I beg to differ,” I tell him. “I can recall a certain someone nervous as hell the first time he kissed me.”
“You’re a different story. I’m not in the ring ready to beat the shit out of you either.” 
“You’ve had me in the ring a time or two,” I remind him.
“Not to beat the shit out of you. You wouldn’t let me get close to you. It was my only way to have skin-to-skin contact.” His cheeks swell up as he puffs out air. “We’ve got to stop this conversation before I’m on the next flight. How was your day?”
I giggle. “Good. Lacy came into the bar tonight. I may be wrong, but I think she’s thinking about giving Blain a chance. She asked me how I got over it and gave in to you.”
“Did you tell her it was because you couldn’t resist my sexy ass any longer and you needed to have a taste of Levi?”
“You’re so full of yourself.”
“I’d rather you be full of me,” he laughs.
“You’re a perv!”
“I can’t help it. I need my sunshine.”
“When will you be back?” I ask.
He clears his throat and his posture changes looking behind the camera. “Hopefully next weekend. Listen, I have to go. We’ll talk in a bit.”
“Oh, okay,” I say slowly, a bit confused. 
He looks back to the camera. “I love you, Sunshine.”
“I—” but before I can finish he hangs up.
What in the world was that? Adam must’ve popped into his bedroom. I brush it off and head to the shower to wash the day away.
My hair and face have been washed and rinsed when a dirty thought crosses my mind. I reach out of the hot water, dry my hands off, and grab my phone.
Me: Naked and in the shower. Enjoy the thought.
My phone finally chirps after I’ve finished washing my body and am out drying myself off.
Levi: Fucking love it tease!
I beam at the screen knowing I’m driving him insane. I want to be on his mind just as much as he is on mine. I enjoy the thought of knowing he misses me. I thoroughly enjoy the fact that it will be me on his mind when he’s in the shower tonight.



 
 
Chapter 3
 

This fucking hotel room is empty. This king-sized bed even more vacant. Being away from Paige for so long is starting to piss me off. I know I agreed to do this, but fuck…
I push out of the bed and head to the kitchen to grab something to drink. The hotel room is laid out more like a small apartment, which I like ‘cause I’d end up knocking walls down from claustrophobia. The kitchen is small with your standard black and stainless steel appliances with a fridge best fit for a college dorm. But it works for just me. What tickles my fancy best about this pad is the cream-colored sectional that’s perfectly placed in front of a fifty-five-inch TV with a huge, cool looking circle-shaped light hanging directly above the black coffee table. That’s right…a fucking man’s room. There aren’t any dainty flowers or dumb decorations. Plain and simple, just the way I like it.
Most of my days are becoming repetitive. I wake up, eat, hit the gym earlier than Katie to get my frustrations out, train her, and then return here. Every once in a while, Adam joins, but he’s busy chasing tail around the town. Pompano Beach is seriously flooded with beautiful bodies. Eh, hush. There’s nothing wrong with looking. Women are beautiful creatures. Doesn’t mean I’m out and about acting on anything.
After making my morning peanut butter and banana with whey protein smoothie, I grab my gym bag and head out the door. I know it’s early and I know she’s sleeping, but I always try to give Paige a smile for when she wakes up.
Me: Have you changed your mind about traveling with me yet? :)
It’s simple, but she’ll get the gist. She brings out an affectionate side of me that I never really knew I had. A year ago, I wouldn’t have given a damn about making a woman smile outside of fucking her. I sure as hell wouldn’t offer to pay bills if she traveled with me. And fuck going without a piece of ass for longer than three days. But Paige…she does something to me. There’s a sensation inside that drives me to want to better myself, and I don’t care about being with anyone else. I see her in my future and that’s where I want to keep her. 
Michael, the owner of the gym, has given me a key so I can get in before it opens. Stepping into the stagnant air, I can smell the sweat, blood, and hard work that’s been put into this place. It’s an aroma that incites determination and excitement in my blood. Instantly, the urge to release my frustrations floods me. 
I begin warming up with three rounds of two minutes jumping rope. It raises my heart rate, gets my blood pumping, stimulates my organs, and wakes my entire existence up. Not to mention, I gain stamina from it, which Paige never complains about. 
I’m on the heavy bag running through maneuvers when I hear the distinctive squeak of the front door. I don’t have to look up to know it’s Katie. She comes strolling in about this time every morning. 
“Morning,” she says dropping her hot pink gym bag on the floor against the wall. 
This morning she has her black hair braided to the sides, black pants on, and a neon blue shirt that matches her shoes. Ever since the first day, this girl has always dressed brightly. 
I stop, placing my hands on my hips to center myself and better fill my lungs with much-needed air. “Morning.”
She flashes a “fuck the morning” smile and begins readying herself for the day. Sitting on the bench, she starts wrapping her hands as I get back to finish my small workout, focusing on each strike. They need to be precise and sharp. Damaging and quick. My kicks need to be accurate and cause the most destruction. I don’t have Harvey, my coach, every day while I train her, so I rely heavily on my years of experience. I also can’t escape the ghostly orders he’s barked over the years out of my memory.
He and Perry, my Muay Thai and Jiu Jitsu coach, come every other week to focus directly on me. I still have a championship fight I need to keep in shape for.
Katie steps up to the jump ropes lying on the floor and points. “Ropes?”
I stop mid-swing and turn to her, tilting my head. “How long have we been doing this and you still ask daily?”
She shrugs her shoulders, giggling. “Maybe one day you’ll be spontaneous.”
I sigh. If she only knew how spontaneous I am. Paige knows how impulsive I can be. I’d take her on the hood of a car in the rain if she’d let me.
I shake the thought and nod toward the ropes. “Get to it,” I order.

Today, I pushed Katie hard with an intense workout. Bench dips, bench presses, overhead presses, planks, sit-ups with the medicine ball, squats, and ended it with her on the treadmill for fifteen minutes. 
Hey, she wants to go pro, she needs to transform her body and mind. It’s grueling to condition your body. It’s a punishing demand, but one with a reward at the end. She’ll find out that once she gets the maneuvers and builds her stamina, she won’t have to work as hard. Don’t get me wrong, hard work is always needed to stay in shape. The more you train, the more you improve.
Don’t think she’s alone in this regimen. I’m normally right beside her keeping her motivated while I benefit from the workout myself.
“You’re evil,” she says breathlessly, wiping the sweat from her forehead.
We’re both drenched. I laugh. “Come on. Is that the best insult you can give me?
Narrowing her eyes, she fights back a smile. “You’re an ass.”
“Dig deeper than that, sweetheart. My grandma can shit-talk better.” 
 
She shakes her head and waves me off, walking to her gym bag. “Jackass.”
I fall back on the mat, spreading my arms to the side like I’ve been shot. “Oh shit. Fuck, that hurt like hell!” I yell out.
Water splashes me in the face as she squirts me with her bottle. I twist, grabbing her ankle and yank her flat on her ass. She cries out while I position myself and mount her.
“Why’d you put yourself in a dangerous position?” I gruff. “Now look at you. You’re in a shitty spot.”
Her amber eyes widen then glaze over. She swallows hard composing herself then tilts her head. “We were playing, asshat. I’m sure I wouldn’t squirt an opponent in the face with water in a real fight.”
“You always look for a way out whether playing or not,” I tell her letting go of her hands. “It keeps you perceptive to anything that could happen.”
I leap to my feet and offer her a hand up. She pulls herself up then tries throwing a punch, but I catch her wrist, stopping her mid-swing and smile wickedly. “Testing my advice?”
“Nope,” she chirps. “Just felt like knocking your head off your shoulders.”
I chuckle and release her hand. “You’ll have to do better than that.”
“I’ll get you one day.”
“Love that you dream big, sweetheart. Never set a ceiling on what you try to accomplish.”
And let me clear one thing up. If I’m calling you sweetheart, please know it’s not my word of endearment. No offense to those who use it that way, but for me, it’s my sarcastic euphemism for dipshit. 
“One day I’ll have you in a position that’ll cause you to tap out.” 
Do you know she said this with a straight face? She makes me laugh a lot.
“I’ve never had a woman make me want to tap out in any position.” I wink, then turn heading toward the locker room. 
She chooses not to respond. Tell me how she could. No words are filtering through her mind and that, my friends, proves just how much emotions still rule her thinking.
I toss my shirt on and grab my bag. I won’t shower here since my hotel is just down the street and I prefer to have all my necessities within arm’s reach. Plus, the gym is about to open up and I’m not feeling very sociable today.
Katie is waiting by the door with her white towel around her neck, her bag over her shoulder and her cell phone in her hand. “What are you getting into today?”
I shrug. “Hell if I know.”
“Wanna go get lunch?” she asks, a little bashful.
I grin. My ego still inflates knowing I’m irresistible. There’s nothing wrong with it. Look at me. Who wouldn’t want to try, but my heart is set on one thing and she’s not here.
“Thanks, but I’m gonna pass. I have some errands to run,” I lie.
She smiles trying to hide the disappointment that just flashed across her face. “Oh. Okay, well, I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” 
Her gaze lingers. I don’t know if she’s silently begging me or stabbing me, but either way, she goes on and pushes out the door.
Let me tell you, for a man who has always looked at beautiful bodies, retraining my brain wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. Every man, every woman, has what I call peripheral vision. It’s when you look at the opposite sex, but as you grow closer to the one you love, this vision decreases and lessens your field of view. But it doesn’t mean it stops.
And as Katie walks to her car in tight ass black yoga pants, I turn and head toward my car in the opposite direction. See…I’m able to control some of my actions. 
 
 
Chapter 4
 

Paige has to work tonight and I’m damn well determined to catch her before she goes in. I’m in need of hearing my girl’s voice. Instead of calling, I swipe over her name and head straight for the video chat.
It rings twice before she answers and instantly I’m pleased at the sight. She’s dressed for work in her black t-shirt, her hair up in a ponytail, and her skin glowing without all the makeup other women tend to pile on. Her natural is much more beautiful than others’ fake.
“Hey, baby,” she says, beaming from ear to ear.
She’s a sigh of relief. “Sunshine,” I sing to her. “Damn I’m glad to see you.”
Her happy green eyes fill with concern and she sits on the side of her bed. “What’s wrong?”
“Well, I have this hard-on and I was wondering—”
“Oh, shut up,” she chirps playfully.
I laugh at her sweet innocence. “Nothing’s wrong other than you’re hours away. How has your day been?”
“The restaurant was slow, but Holly, of course, kept my mind busy. I came home and took a nap, and now I’m about to head to Tonic. I live such an exciting life.”
“You could.”
“I do. Levi Stiles is my boyfriend and believe me there’s never a dull moment with him.”
I arch a brow. “That still sounds enticing.”
She bites her bottom lip and I drop my head back on the recliner. “You’re killing me and not helping my hard-on. You’re only adding fire to it.”
She licks her lips then decides to change the subject. “How was your day? Did you have a long day training?”
I inhale. “It was a good four hours. I tend to lose a sense of time when I’m in the zone.”
“How’s Katie doing?”
“She’s catching on. She’s sharp and takes in everything I have to say.”
She’s hesitant, but finally replies. “Good. So, when will I get to see you again?”
“Anytime you video chat me.” 
Shit. From her expression that wasn’t funny and didn’t brighten her mood as I thought it would. “I’m not sure. Harvey said he’ll be late getting in this week and Perry isn’t coming. I’ll find out more later. You know this would all be easier if you would—”
“Just let you pay my bills and follow you around like a lost puppy,” she interrupts, mocking my words. “I won’t do it.”
“Would you like to make a wager on this? You know I’m not letting go of the idea, so I’ll pursue it until you give in. And you know one day you will because you’ll miss me so badly that you’ll beg for me…more than what you already do.”
She gasps. “I do not beg for you.”
“Not what your mouth said last weekend. If I recall right, you screamed my name.”
She groans out of amusement. “What are you doing tonight?” She completely dismisses my statement. 
I smirk. “Hopefully phone sex with this amazing brunette. We can get started now. What kind of panties are you wearing?” She fell into that trap with her own words. Can’t pass up the opportunity.
“None.”
Instantly, my cock jumps to her answer. “Show me,” I say cynically.
“Hmmm…how can I show you something that isn’t there?”
“Unzip your pants and show me what isn’t there.” I’ve been trying for weeks to get her to let me love on her over the phone, but she’s so fucking bashful that she won’t budge.
She uncomfortably giggles and then I drop the camera to my cock that is resting against my stomach. “See what you do to me? Show me, Paige.”
Her eyes are frantically darting around searching for a way out. But there’s another side of her. She’s completely conflicted because she does want this but is too self-conscious to try.
“I can’t. I—I…” she stutters.
“Yes you can. Just pretend I’m there.” I position the phone on the table in front of me and lean back giving her the full image of me. My face, my chest, my hand gliding over my dick.
Her cheeks are on fire as she bites that pouty bottom lip of hers. “Can you just do it?”
“I ‘just do it’ every day to a fucking idea of you. I want your image, right here in front of me showing that it’s me driving you crazy.”
“Levi…” she whines.
“Moan for me, Paige. Like you do when I’m buried deep inside of you.” I grip my dick harder and begin stroking faster. 
She’s silent, but watching me, her eyes lusty slits. 
“Tell me how much you want this,” I say.
She clears her throat. “I do want it, but I also want you here. This…it’s only a tease.”
“Mmmm…think about how great it will be after we’ve teased each other for days.”
“Levi,” she pants. “I have to go to work.”
I see in her eyes she’s too uncomfortable, and that’s the last thing I want. I smile picking my phone back up and bringing it back to my face. Am I happy? Fuck no. I’m irritated as hell that my girl is miles away and all I want is to dip inside her, fucking taste her…all the shit I can’t do here.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “I just, um, I have to go to work,” she repeats.
“I’ll finish with the image of you, but just know I’ll have you stripped naked, buried inside of you as you’re screaming my name soon.”
“Wow. Aren’t you a romantic? You sure know how to keep me excited for you.”
Sarcastic shit. She’s just mad at herself and taking it out on me. If she’d try it, she might be less bitchy. 
“I’ll text you when I get off, okay?”
“That’s fine.” 
“I love you, Levi.”
“Love you, Sunshine,” I say before hanging up.
I may have blue balls with the hardest dick and pissed I can’t have her, but I can’t take it out on her. I agreed to this job.
I throw myself back into the recliner and stare at the ceiling. I’m so fucking torn. I want Paige and absolutely despise being away from her, but I had my goals set years before I met her. My sights have been set and I’m determined to get where I want. Exactly how I’m going to balance all this will be a journey.
Rubbing one out…again…doesn’t seem so enticing any longer. I need to get out for a bit. Get some fresh air. I grab my phone and call Adam.
“What’s up, man?” he answers. 
“Nothing. Dude these walls are starting to close in. What are you doing tonight?” 
“There’s a club down the street. Wanna go?” 
I rake my hand over my face and sit up. “Yeah. What time?”
“Get ready, fucker, and let’s roll.”
I check my watch. “At a quarter to eight?”
“Figured we grab some food first,” he says.
“I’m ready whenever you are.”
“Hell, yeah! Open your door.”
“Do what?” I chuckle confused. 
There’s a knock on the door.
“Okay, now will you open the door?” Adam laughs.
I pull open the door and Adam is standing in jeans, a red shirt, and holding the phone with a shit eating grin. “I was already on my way up here. And how the fuck this thing kept signal in the elevator is a miracle,” he says pointing to his phone. “You aren’t ready yet?” 
“How was I supposed to know you’d be here in seconds? Damn, you’re better than room service. Give me a minute.”
He steps in and makes himself at home, sitting down on the couch as I make my way to the bedroom. I don’t play dress up often. I rely heavily on gym shorts or jogging pants, but since it’s a club, I’ll throw on some pants and a decent shirt.
Oh, come on, ladies. I hear your accusations. No. I’m not going to go find another woman or a random hookup. I just need a change of scenery and to get the fuck out of this hotel room. There’s no right or wrong place…except for a strip club. You won’t catch me in one. What a fucking waste of money. “Oh but it’s a club, Levi.” Yeah, and what’s wrong with it? Tell me what the difference is between me going to one and Paige working at one? Give me a valid point and I’ll toss it out the window. I’m true to my girl.

We grabbed a bite to eat at a little pizza place down the street then came to the club. Club Pulse. I’ve been to many clubs in my life, but I have to say this is one of the hypest places I’ve been so far. Neon strobes batter the place, bouncing from floor to ceiling and over everything in between. There are two floors with the bottom one serving as the dance floor with two bars on either side and the DJ’s booth at the back facing the crowd. Dancing bodies grind on the dance floor as the DJ keeps the music pumping. LEDs flicker with the bass and a large LED TV behind him displays some wicked illusions.
The upstairs seems to be much less busy with tables lining the railing. I’m quite sure I’ll claim a table in no time.
 
Adam’s first stop is the bar. He orders a beer as I order my usual—water. I get the same expression from every bartender. Their eyebrows always jump as they look me over. Confusion slowly sets in and like they’re puppets on strings, they hesitantly grab a cup and put water in it.
The bartender I just confused looks like a dweeb with his hair slicked back and his green shirt three sizes too small for him. If he gives me the once over like that again, I’m liable to knock that crooked ass nose straight.
I nudge Adam, grabbing his attention, and nod toward the second floor. I’d rather sit back and watch than to be standing in the middle of the mass of people. He nods, silently agreeing he’ll follow me, and I push my way through the crowd.
Although still loud, the second floor isn’t nearly as deafening nor is it as congested. I find a table next to the railing overlooking the dance floor and lay my claim.
Adam places his beer on the table and throws his hands up showcasing the place. “You like?” he yells.
“Yeah.”
Excitement spreads over his face as he leans over the table and slaps my shoulder. “Good. I’m glad to see your mopey ass out of that hotel room.”
I smirk at his point. I haven’t done a damn thing since taking the job and coming down here. But something about tonight…I just had to get out.
Adam reacts to a wave of giggles that seems to have just crashed against his ears. He perks up, looking beyond my shoulder. A wolfish smile slides across his lips and he grabs his beer, nods at me, and strolls away from the table.
I’ve known him long enough to know there’s a hot ass chick who’s caught his attention. There’s no need to turn around and check. I just know.
I pull my phone from my pocket to see if Paige has been able to text me, but no notification is present. It’s a hopeless habit. Normally, she isn’t able to get a break until closer to closing time. I’ve watched her many times work behind the bar. She’s quick, expertly grabbing the exact bottles needed from her speed rail without even having to look. Her multitasking skills shine the brightest while she makes two drinks at the same time. I’d have a mess. And this is why I don’t shake drinks for a living.
Adam returns with a blonde in tow and pulls her into his lap. She tosses her long, straight hair over her shoulder and smiles at me. It’s too dim to see the rest of her qualities, but from what I can see, she’s pretty and not in slut fashion.
Suddenly, the stool beside me slides out and a smoking hot brunette in a tan low-cut shirt showing off her mound of cleavage parks her ass beside me.
“This is Carli,” Adam says looking at the woman on his lap. “And that’s Khloe.” He tips his head to the woman beside me. “Ladies, this is Levi.”
I offer a cocky smile and lean back in my chair. Carli releases her attention from me and focuses on Adam, chatting about whatever. I can’t hear.
I think you need to hold onto something. Seriously, you need to brace yourself. You have the ledge? Good. I’m uncomfortable. Yes, you heard me right. The last time I was at a club, I was out to get my dick wet. Now, I’m just here to have fun and with a woman beside me, I have no fucking idea what to say or do.
“Omigod, are you drinking water?” Khloe’s eyes bulge at my cup.
I lick my lips turning to her. “I’m not too keen on drinking. Like to keep my wits about me.”
Her full lips slowly spread. “Oh, that’s kinda a turn on. Most guys stumble around drunk and you’re here sober. So like there’s no regrets in the morning, right?”
Let me take a second to describe the voice that just pierced and busted my eardrums. Take a high-pitched, very tipsy Valley Girl and put her in a room that is fully tiled so it echoes very loudly as she drags her nails over a chalkboard. Yeah, have fun with that.
“You’re right. No regrets.”
“So are you from around here?”
“Tennessee,” I answer.
“What brings you here?”
“Work.”
“Oh, really? What kind of work?” she asks and then takes a sip of her pretty little pink drink.
This is normally where I brag, seducing women with the excitement they think my lifestyle holds. But I’m in a little different situation. She doesn’t need to dream about what a night with me would be so I downgrade my occupation.
“I’m a personal trainer.”
That seems to suffice for her but in a thrilled way. She drags her teeth across her bottom lip and pushes her shoulder out. “Feel like dancing, Levi?”
A good laugh rumbles out of me and I pull my hands up yielding submission. “Oh no. No dancing for me.”
She sticks her plump bottom lip out and pouts. “Oh come on. I bet you’ll be fun to grind on.”
Paige…
Paige…
Paige…
I bounce my head from shoulder to shoulder releasing the tension in my neck. “I’m sure a pole will do you just the same.”
“Mmmm…” she moans quite sexily, “but every pole I’ve ever seen isn’t as hot as you. Come on, let’s go have some fun.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose to hide my laughter. It’s nice to know I still have it. “It” being the fact that I can get any girl I want. It’s flattering and it blows up my ego pulling me out of the slump I’m in, but please let me remind you, I’m completely out of my element. This is usually where I let the woman have a taste of what’s to come. All pun intended. I could slide my hand up her thigh and squeeze against her pussy as I nip her jawline telling her whatever the fuck she wants to hear. But this poor woman is about to seriously have her expectations blown to pieces.
And before I can say a damn word about this going nowhere because I’m happily taken, my name is called from behind Khloe and I look up to a group of men. Jubilation spreads across their faces.
“Holy fuck! It’s Levi!” A guy yells out slapping his shorter friend in the arm. “It’s The Leveler!”
The short blond guy stumbles toward the table and leans level with my face. “What’s up, man?” he slurs like he’s known me for years.
Mentally I groan, pulling away slightly and trying to give the best cordial smile I can conjure up. “What’s up, guys?”
Khloe’s head whips around to me with wide confused eyes. “Who?”
“I’m Evan,” the short blond guy says tapping his drunk ass self on the chest. “And this is Greg.” He reaches back and pulls his friend closer to the table. “Dude, told you it was him.”
I’m desperately trying to be polite. “Nice to meet you guys.”
Khloe is glaring at me, burning holes into the side of my head. I’ve got to get out of here before the whole place ends up at my table. I grasp Khloe’s hand and lean in close to her ear. “Sweetheart, you’re beautiful, but I’m very much taken. Do yourself a favor and don’t waste your time with any of these dipsticks in here.” I lean back, flash a smile, and then peer at Adam. “I’m heading out.”
There are times I don’t mind the fans. I can chat them up, joke around, talk the sport, whatever. But there are other times I feel they overreact. I’m just a regular guy with an abnormal job. 
I stand, patting a perplexed Khloe on the shoulder and fist bump Adam. “It was nice to meet you guys,” I say to the drunk men and try making my way past them.
“Hey! Can I get a picture?” Greg asks pausing me in my spot.
I exhale. “Sure.”
He’s frantically pulling out his phone like I’m going to take off running at any moment. Finding it in the very pocket he checked first, he hands it to Evan. I do my normal fighter pose with my fists up while he points at me looking a little too damn goofy. 
Once taken, Evan, who already has his phone out, asks for a picture as well. I offer the same pose and Greg snaps the picture.
I pat Evan on the shoulder. “All right, guys. Have a good night.” Then I leave before they can stop me again.
The hotel isn’t but a few blocks away so I decide to walk it. Fresh air is always good for the mind and lungs. 



 
 
Chapter 5
 

I’m woken by my phone alerting me that I have a text. Slowly, I pull my eyes open reaching for it.
Levi: I’m blaming you for feeling like I have a hangover.
I laugh reading the text with one eye barely open. We stayed up so late last night talking until four in the morning. I feel bad for him because he had to be at the gym at eight. 
I gasp glancing at the time on my screen. It’s freaking ten in the morning. I can’t remember the last time I’ve slept this late. Damn. I stretch and sit up before hitting reply.
Me: It’s your fault you didn’t hang up. :)
I don’t know how he does it—working hard with little to no sleep. I’d say the hell with it and skip the day. But that just shows how disciplined he is. This wasn’t the first time we’ve stayed up late, talking about nothing like we were teenagers. Times like these help ease the sadness from missing him so horribly. But they’re also a reminder that he’s so far away from me.
I make my way to the kitchen for some much needed coffee. Blain is planted on the couch watching TV.
Eagerly he slides to the end of the cushion. “Good morning!”
I squint, unsure of what the heck he’s so excited about. “Good morning.” 
“What are you doing today?” he asks.
“Well, considering I just woke up, my main plan right now is that thing.” I point to the coffee maker.
“Do you have to work tonight?” 
I turn back around to him and study his expression. He’s up to something. “I do. Why?”
“Care if I have a small get together here?”
See, here’s the thing about living with him—he completely forgets that downstairs is all his and what happens down there is his business. It’s nice down there. Extremely manly. His own personal man cave. Why would he want to be up here with all my feminine features, unless…
“Who all will be here?” I ask nonchalantly.
He’s going to bring a girl and he wants to impress her.
“The usual,” he shrugs. “Jason, Brent, Lacy, and whoever they bring.”
Lacy’s name exited his mouth so quickly, if I wasn’t listening closely, it wouldn’t have registered. “The usual, huh? I don’t mind. Just clean up if you make a mess, please.”
Satisfied, he slides back into the couch. “Always do.”
I pour my freshly made coffee in my mug and then sit down in my loveseat. Slowly, I take a sip, eyeing him, then set the cup on the table.
“So…Lacy will be here?” I’m fighting a smile.
He peers from the corner of his eyes before he slowly turns to me. “Yeah.”
“That’s good. She needs to get out and be around some friends.” I test him.
“For what?”
Oh, he’s playing dumb. He has to know she’s single.
“I guess since Conner cheated on her, she hasn’t been in the mood to do much. She’s been hanging out with Mattie at her house and not going out.”
That catches his attention and he jerks up. “She’s single?”
I roll my eyes. “Like you didn’t know.”
“I didn’t.”
“Seriously?” I ask baffled, reaching for my cup. “Jason didn’t tell you?”
“No. Fuck. I wonder if he knows?” he queries out loud.
“Oh wow. You really didn’t know.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“I figured you’d know everything about your crush.”
“I’m not her stalker,” he states a little annoyed.
“Well, now you know. But you know she isn’t going to give you a chance. You’re in the friend zone so deep that we’ll have to send a search and rescue to find you.” I snort.
“We will see. I’m up for the challenge.” He smirks.
“Honestly, I hope you win her over. You two would be a great couple, but you have to learn how to treat her well.”
“Paige, I’m old enough to know—”
“I know you are,” I interrupt him, “and I know you’ll treat her like a queen once you get to her.”
He clears his throat and sits back. “What are you doing today?” 
I laugh inwardly. He’s never been good with expressing emotions, making him an expert at changing the subject.
I smile widely. “I don’t know what my day holds.” 
I set my mug on the kitchen counter and head for the shower. I don’t know what I want to do today, but I know I want to do something. I grab my phone and text Holly.
Me: Lunch?
Holly: Greasy ass cheeseburger?
Me: Let’s do it! I’ll get ready and come get you. I’ll be there in an hour.
Holly: K
Setting my phone on the counter, I adjust the water to the perfect temperature and undress. It’s funny how every time I get naked I think of Levi. The way he eats me up with his eyes…
I step into the shower to another reminder of Levi in my face. Because he stays with me when he comes to town, I have his soap and shampoo so he doesn’t have to smell like a girl. His soap smells of dominance. It’s a mixture of a minty, woodsy and menthol scent that screams sex appeal. And yes, I’ve popped the top several times just to inhale his aroma when I miss him down to my core. 

Holly comes bounding out of her apartment when I arrive, and I’m completely set back. She’s not in her usual gothic attire. Her makeup isn’t so…what’s the word? Deadish? She smiles widely, opening the door and sliding in.
“You look…amazing. What’s wrong?” I ask.
Even her clothes are different. She’s in a pair of jeans with rips running up her legs, a blood red t-shirt that cuts deeply into her cleavage and a pair of Converse sneakers. Her makeup is more natural, showing off just how pretty she really is. She’s dressed the way I would dress.
She impishly shrugs her shoulders. “Felt like a change.” But there’s a faint glow she’s hiding.
“I love it,” I peep, putting my car in gear and leaving her apartment complex.
She’s quiet, tapping her fingers on her knee to the beat of Breaking Benjamin. Her leg is bouncing…
“Okay!” she yells startling the living shit out of me. “I met someone!” Excitement spews from her pores.
I squeal like a little girl and do the best happy dance I can do while driving. “When? Who? Tell me about him!”
“His name is Matt. I don’t know his last name. We didn’t get that far. He’s hot and I don’t mean like burner on the stove hot. I mean so hot my panties combusted the moment I saw him. He’s tall, but not Levi tall. More like five eleven. Emerald green eyes that are fierce and totally pierce you and pull you into him. His smile. His teeth. Omigod, he’s got the cutest dimples. And I want to run my hands through his hair. It’s shaggy but short and—”
“Holly, breathe!” I interrupt, cracking up at her pure elation of him. She’s talking so fast I can barely hear everything she’s saying.
She stops and takes a deep breath beaming from ear to ear. “Wanna know the best part?”
“You mean there are more best parts? Of course! Tell me.”
“He lives in my apartment complex and walked up and talked to me when I was in my pajamas taking out my trash. Paige, I had no makeup on. I wasn’t all gussied up. I was just me in pathetic clothes.”
“See!” I squeal. “I told you that you didn’t need all that makeup. You’re so damn pretty without it.”
She lets out an exhilarated sigh, finally resting against the seat. “He wants to see me tonight.”
“Yay! Where are you going?”
She scrunches her face. “I don’t know if I want to go.”
“What?” I squeak, pulling into a parking spot at a local burger joint.
She turns facing me, worry drowning her brown eyes. “It’s been years since I’ve been on a date. I don’t know what to do, how to act…” she pauses. “What if it’s awkward? What if I screw it up?”
I grab her hand. “Holly, stop overthinking this. You have such a great personality. It’s going to be awkward until you get to know each other. And I seriously don’t think you’ll screw it up unless you jump his bones at the restaurant table.” I chuckle. “But I also don’t want you to change who you are for any man.”
“I’ve heard you for months tell me how much prettier I am without my makeup. For months I’ve ignored you and have been single. Then I step out of my door with absolutely no makeup on and immediately I’m flocked with hotness? Paige, I’m not changing me, I’m changing my appearance.”
I wrap my arms around her neck and hug her. “I’m so stinking happy for you. I better be the first text after the date. I’ll get it when I get off work.”
“You just keep your phone close ‘cause if it gets too awkward, you’ll have to call me and get me out of there.”
I slap her on the arm. “Don’t walk into it like that. Then it will start off bad. You own this shit.”
“I’m so excited.” She grins.
“Me too,” I say opening the door and getting out.



 
 
Chapter 6
 

My night couldn’t have dragged by any slower. Anticipation has filled me to the brim. I’m dying to know how Holly and her date with Matt went. She texted me about a half hour ago only telling me she was home. No hint if it went well or not and it’s driving me insane.
I fish my phone out of my purse and call Levi since I know I’ll be tied up with Holly once I get home. It rings several times and ends up going to voicemail. Almost immediately, he’s calling me back.
“Hey, Sunshine,” he says. “Sorry, my phone was in the other room. How was your night?”
“The time dragged by but it was a busy night. How was your day?”
Yep. I haven’t talked to him all day, which is weird for us.
“Exhausting. Harvey ended up coming right before I finished with Katie, so that meant a marathon training session for me with little sleep. Can’t imagine why,” he teases.
“I can’t help I love hearing your voice,” I tell him. 
“Feeling is mutual. It was worth the ass kicking I had.”
“Would you like to hear something awesome?” I ask.
“Your bags are packed and you’re headed my way?” 
“Nooo,” I draw out. “Holly had a date tonight.”
“With a real person?” He laughs.
“Levi!” I try scolding but instead crack up. “Seriously. She was so excited about it. Oh! And she didn’t have her white face on. Her makeup was natural looking as were her clothes. She was so beautiful.”
“Where’d they meet?”
“She was in her pajamas taking out the trash and he approached her. He lives in the same apartment complex.”
“Sure he didn’t think she was a prostitute?” He laughs again.
“Oh my God, you’re so mean,” I say with a giggle.
“A garbage bin, Paige. I’ve met some chicks in some weird places but never at the garbage. Did he even have trash to take out or did he stalk her there?”
I sigh, still laughing. “I retract my statement. You’re such an ass.”
“Tell it like it is, Sunshine. So what are you doing?”
“Heading home. Holly wants me to call her when I get there, so I figured I’d call you on my ride home. I don’t know how long she’ll talk my ear off about the date.”
Suddenly, I hear a girl giggle on the other end of the phone. The sound steals my breath from my lungs and leaves my mind in a hollow blank. 
“Wrong door,” he snaps bitterly. “Bathroom is on the left.”
The girl drunkenly laughs and apologizes. “Adam’s new flavor,” he says with a sigh. “I’m kind of proud of him though. It’s been two days and he hasn’t moved on.”
My lungs inflate. My heart drops back to my chest and I blink. 
“Paige?”
“Yeah.” I enter the realms of reality again. “I’m here. I was pulling into the driveway,” I lie. In all actuality, I pulled in a few moments ago. “Blain has a few people over.”
“I wish I was there with you. I’d throw you over my shoulder and take you to bed.”
I’m still trembling, reeling from the flood of emotions that just slammed me. I’m foggy, unsure what I’m feeling. The instant scare just…well scared the hell out of me. 
“I love you,” I whisper trying to hide the fear.
“You have my heart, Sunshine. I’m not going anywhere,” he states tenderly.
“That startled me,” I admit my fear.
“Scared the shit out of me too. What if I would’ve been rubbing one out watching you love yourself?”
I roll my eyes. “You’re a mess.”
“Fuck. Now the naked image of you is…” He groans and takes a deep breath. “Go call Holly and call me back. For some fucked up reason, I’m interested in knowing what happened.”
“Levi interested in a soap opera? You’re losing your mind.”
“My sanity has been compromised by a brunette miles away.” He laughs. “Call me back.”
 
I hang up, drop my head on the headrest and exhale a long breath. That just screwed me up—a mental slap upside the head. I shake it off, gather my things and head in. You would think from the number of cars parked on the street that my house would be packed, but it isn’t. It’s an illusion. Jason, Brent and Brooke are sitting on the loveseat and Lacy, Mattie, and Blain are on the couch. Poor Blain has Mattie spacing him and Lacy apart. I bet he’s dying to get close and talk to her.
I wave at everyone and then pad down the hall. My number one priority is to find out about Holly. I flop on the side of the bed and call her without trying my patience any longer.
“I had the best time ever!” she answers excitedly.
“Tell me everything!” I’m just as elated.
“Ok, so he picks me up in his hot ass truck. Wait! Backup! He came to my door with flowers. With flowers! He just moved here from New Hampshire because of a job transfer. He’s a machine operator of some sort. I don’t know. I was too busy nodding and trying not to lick his face. He didn’t know where to go so I suggested Barges. We talked the whole time. No awkwardness. Paige, he wants to see me again!” she yells.
I’m so full of happiness for her, I could totally jump up and down right now. “Holly, that’s great!”
“He was such a gentleman. Not only did he walk me to my apartment, he kissed me on the cheek. Which was so weird ‘cause I just knew he was coming in full landing, especially by the way he was staring at my lips like he wanted to eat them. But after he kissed me, he dragged his fingers down my cheek and told me to have a good night and he’d talk to me tomorrow, which is today. It’s after midnight, right? Oh! And he said sweet dreams. With his voice it was a deep, sweet and downright sexy sweet dreams.”
I snicker listening to her gush. 
“I swear if we would have kissed that would have led straight to love town. He would fall in love and never leave. Move right in.” She snorts.
I burst out laughing. “Make him work for it.”
“Oh I am. For once I want to. I don’t feel pressured to put it on him to keep him around. But I would have put a kiss on him that would have given him a DUI from lust. And don’t get me wrong, I want to throw him in the bed and ride him until the sun rises, but I also want to wait.”
“Are you running a fever?” I joke.
“Right? I should go to the hospital and get checked out.”
“I’m really happy for you, girl.” 
“Yeah, me too. I can’t wait for you to meet him.”
“Me either. Maybe soon?” I ask.
“Yeah, maybe we all could go out one night?”
“Eh…I’d rather not be the third wheel,” I remind her.
“We’ll work something out. But for now I want him all to myself. I want to get to know him more. I just said that, right?”
“You did. All right, try to get some rest. I need to call Levi. I’m so glad it worked out.”
After we hang up, I bounce to my feet and do a little happy dance for her. She so deserves someone special. I just hope he doesn’t go off and disappoint her. 
Changed into yoga pants and a yellow t-shirt, I slide under my covers and call Levi. This time video chat.
It’s dark when he answers but seconds later a small light brightens the screen. He’s squinting, shirtless and smiling wide. “Mmmm…” he moans. “Now if only you were here.”
I smile softly. “Did I wake you?”
“No, Sunshine. I’m just lying here waiting for your call.”
He slides his hand under his pillow, lifting his head. He looks exhausted. I’ve never seen him this way. His eyes are weary with dark bags below them, his hair lifeless and lying flat against his head. My heart winces at the sight. “You look so tired, baby. I wish I was there to snuggle into you and let you sleep.”
The corner of his lips curl. “You think I would be sleeping if you were here?”
Innocently, I banter back. “I think you might.”
“Yeah, after I’ve made sure you’re very well taken care of.” 
His words are slurred and he can barely keep his eyes open. “Levi, baby, call me tomorrow. You’re so tired.” 
“Are you sure?” he asks.
“Of course I’m sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“‘Cause if I want to talk to you, I know you’re feeling the same way.”
I tilt my head tenderly. “I love you. Sleep well.” 
This time I don’t wait for him to hang up. I’m not going to play along with the very game from last night that has him worn out. Neither of us could hang up. Neither of us wanted to give in. Tonight, he needs sleep. His body needs rest. Our teenage spectacle will have to wait for another day.
I plug my phone in and slide deeper under my covers. I know company is in the living room but honestly, I’m pooped too. I’m going to take full advantage of knocking out early…if you consider three thirty in the morning early. 
 



 
 
Chapter 7
 

I’m so fucking ready to see Paige. Every day I’m becoming more and more aggravated. I need her scent. I need to taste her lips and hear her moans. 
Sitting on the bench watching Katie spar with a lady who is keeping her on her toes, I exhale, digging my palms into my forehead to relieve this damn headache. Jonie, I think is the sparring partner’s name, is making Katie work for every punch. She’ll tag her then back away, forcing Katie to chase her around the ring. 
Before they started, I pulled Jonie off to the side and explained that I needed her to piss Katie off. It works her nerves, but she needs to learn how to control her emotions. They only get in the way and take away energy you need, turning your focus on other things instead of determination. Right now, Jonie is doing a damn good job at testing her. 
Someone slaps my shoulder shooting my adrenaline through the roof. I spring to my feet twisting to the perpetrator.
Confident hazel eyes belonging to Cory dare me to make a move. “Didn’t know training had nap times,” he says.
I clear my throat and shake his hand. “Why the hell is the rich boy traveling out of California? Miss me that much?”
He’s shorter than I am, standing at a whopping five-eight, and he’s not nearly as built. He’s definitely nothing spectacular and his ridiculous messy ass hair doesn’t give him the authority he thinks he deserves. 
Wrinkles appear across his forehead as he furrows his brow. “Last time I checked, I make sure you’re well taken care of.”
“Yeah? I could say the same about you.”
We have a love-hate relationship. I love to hate his ass, and he hates to love me. I wouldn’t be anywhere without him, and vice versa. 
He nods toward Katie deciding the bitchy banter isn’t worth it. “How’s she doing?”
“Good. She has a few things she needs to put more focus on, but she’ll get it.”
He takes a seat on the bench and I follow suit. “Think she’s ready for a real fight?” he asks leaning forward rubbing his hands together.
This is code for he’s already got a plan in play.
“Why the fuck are you asking me? Ask her,” I answer him then yell to the women to take a break.
Katie whips around, drenched in sweat and ready to smart off until she sees whose ass is parked beside me. She leaps out of the ring, grabs her towel and walks our way stopping in front of Cory.
“What’s up, boss?” she asks him with concern in her eyes. Her hair is slicked back from sweat, her skin is bright from the grappling, and she’s keeping her muscles warm by rocking back and forth.
Cory leans back, looking up to her, but doesn’t get up. I think he’s a fucking asshole for not standing and shaking her hand. For fuck’s sake, he thinks highly enough to invest money in her. He should at least treat her with a little less attitude. 
“You think you’re ready for a real fight? I can get you on the fight card in Tucson, Arizona, this weekend,” he tells her.
Katie’s eyes nearly bug out. Her smile is wide and loaded with eagerness. “Are you kidding me? Hell yes! Who against?”
“Tabitha Nowlin. She’s just starting out, but she’s got a win under her belt.”
“Add me to it. I’m ready,” Katie belts out.
Cory turns to me and I already know what the fuck he’s about to say. “You know the ropes. Make sure she does too. Go and show her how it’s done.”
I grit my teeth. “And you can’t?”
He chuckles like an asshole and stands, patting me on the shoulder. “That’s why I pay you the big bucks.” 
He nods at Katie and strides out the door like he’s some fucking big shot. Look, I get he’s my manager, but he seriously is an asshole. He’ll devise plans that aren’t for shit and want his fighters to bail him out. That gets old after a while. Granted, he’s got a heart of gold and donates a lot to charity, but I think that’s just to give him a fake persona.
Just as the tinted glass door shuts behind him, Katie leaps onto me, wrapping her legs around my waist and squeezing my neck.
“I can’t believe it!” she squeals. “It’s happening. It’s freaking happening!”
I chuckle, patting her on the back. “Told you hard work pays off.”
She squeezes again then lands back to her feet. 
“Since your fight is this weekend, you need to work hard today and tomorrow. Then rest your body. Eat right and stay hydrated. If you’re one pound off at weigh-ins, you’ll blow your whole chance. Plus, you don’t want to overwork your muscles now.”
She scrunches her nose. “You don’t sound as excited as I am.”
“Oh, I am,” I tell her. 
She rocks back on her left heel. “Weird way to show it.”
I laugh. “Am I supposed to do the girlie scream and jump around? Sorry, sweetheart, you’re out of luck.”
“Oh come on.” She slaps my arm. “You’d be cute doing it.”
“Cute’s for stuffed animals. I’m sexy no matter what I do.”
I always throw her off when I say shit like that. The deer in the headlights look is my winning bell. Her stare lingers for a moment and then she pounds her gloves together.
“Well, this calls for a night out,” she says, tugging her hands out of the gloves.
“Do as you please.”
“Oh no. You’re coming with me.” She jams her finger into my chest. “I can’t celebrate without the trainer who pushed me here.”
I grab her hand, stopping the boney finger from poking me again. “Celebrate? Have you won yet?”
She rolls her eyes. “You’re such a downer. Can I not celebrate because I have a kickass opportunity?”
I point to the ring. “Big event. Hard training. Get back to it.”
 
Women, the squeal is just one of the things us men don’t grasp. Grown ass women squealing as if they’re in middle school and just found out Bobby kissed Alice under the bleachers. Overly excited about being presented with an opportunity that hasn’t even happened yet. The high-pitched merriment should come once it has been accomplished. You’re pumping yourself up but it could be for a bad failure. Be happy. Show enthusiasm and determination, but holy shit, chill on the squeal. I need to put that shit on a shirt. 

Katie’s been grappling with Jonie for about forty-five minutes when I step in ready to give her a good romp. She twists around and flashes a weary smile.
“We done?” she asks with hope in her tone. 
I shake my finger, arching a brow. “Done? Sweetheart, we’ve just started. You’ve got to get through me to have your celebratory night.”
Jonie dismisses herself, quietly sliding out of the ring, and I zero in on Katie.
“You’re not padded up,” she frets.
I put my arms out to the side. “Most women would enjoy the chance to beat the shit out of a man. Take advantage of it and quit worrying about me. Focus on yourself.”
She’s still fretting but drops her chin, raises her hands and bounces a few times.
“Ready?” I ask sinisterly.
She nods and then throws a left punch. I feint, taking one step back keeping my hands on my side. She tries to throw a kick, and again I step back just outside of her reach. Frustration drips from her wrinkled forehead.
She takes a deep breath, refocusing herself and finally gives me the perfect combination—left, right, overhead left—causing me to duck and weave. Now, my hands are up blocking them.
“That’s what I wanted,” I say keyed up with satisfaction. “Make me use my hands. Make me move ‘cause I need to so I’m not in danger.”
She continues at me, but her strikes and kicks are lifeless. They’re missing the thirst, lacking perseverance. There’s no solidity, power or influence. It’s all weak and she’s pissing me off. 
Quickly, I charge and drop her back to the mat and hold her arms above her head. “Where the fuck is your hunger?” I growl. “One of your last trainings before your first sanctioned fight and I’m getting sparring action from a fucking ten-year-old. I want a fight, dammit,” I snarl.
Her amber eyes burn with embarrassment, flicking back and forth. “You’re not padded. I’m…” she trails.
“You’re what? Scared you’re gonna hurt me. Do it!” I gruff.
“Get off me!” She bucks underneath me, trying to pull her hands out from mine.
“No. Get me off you.” I smirk.
“You’re like eighty pounds heavier than me.”
Oh she’s pissed and I’m liking it. She has to channel her spunk. She’s worried about bullshit. I lean closer to her face and bear down more weight. “If I let you up, I want a fucking fight. Do you understand me?”
She swallows hard and nods.
I pop off her and back away. She stands slowly, then homes in on me wiping the sweat from her chin. Her eyes have a different feel. She’s mad but there’s a backbone now. She rushes me, stepping inside my guard and strikes me with a right hook. Then she follows up with a kick to the thigh.
“Wooo!” I yell, excited about the display of her new-found determination. “This is what I’m talking about!”
I return a flurry of soft-thrown punches—just enough to send her guarding and blocking—and she does a damn good job backing away, keeping her distance. But this is her fight. I’m not chasing her. As I stand still, she circles me. Sizing me up and debating on her next move. Although I know in a fight this only allows your opponent to refuel, I’m going to let her find that out. I need her to advance on me for now.
I swat at the lifeless jabs and slide out of the way of her kicks. I need her to start throwing sloppy punches so we can work on them. She needs to learn how not to gas out so early. You have a fifteen-minute fight or a twenty-five-minute fight. Either way, you need to keep up or your opponent will shatter you.
Her patience unwavering, I call the stop. Immediately Katie doubles over, begging for air. I know this feeling all too well. Pushing yourself to the brink of puking all over the mat. Blood, sweat, and tears…it’s a hell of a challenge to get to the very end.
I pat her on the shoulder heading out of the ring. “You’re gonna do well.”
“I can’t land a single punch on you and you think I’m going to do well?” she snaps bitterly, stopping me dead in my tracks.
I stalk back to her, grab her arms and stand her straight up. “You think you become great overnight? You have to work your fucking ass off. Get off your little pity-bitch-horse. I’ve been in the game for years. You’re just starting. You’re in the wrong fucking business if you can’t gather a morsel of confidence.”
Her chest rises and falls, breathless and angry.
“You want me to blow your ego up and let you land the punches? What the fuck will that prove to you? You’ll have your ass handed to you if I did that. Do you think Tabitha is crying to her trainer about you? Hell no. That bitch is ready to kick your little whiny ass. Get your shit together, Katie. You’re gonna whoop her ass. Fuck! If I believe in you, then you should.” 
I’m too fucking pissed to care what she has to say and I leave her standing there when I drop out of the ring. Ripping my bag from the bench, I storm out the door. I don’t bother to even put a shirt on. I’ll be damned if I’m going to watch her melt down.
Should I have let her land some punches? Probably, but the only way to become better is to challenge yourself. If she wants this, her ass better step up to the fucking plate.
 



 
 
Chapter 8
 

I came back to the hotel after my long session with Katie today. I took a shower and grabbed something to eat before planting my ass on the couch and watching a show about two dudes rummaging through junk to find something worth selling. Our training went over so much that I missed my opportunity to talk to Paige before she went to work. Of course I’ve sent her a few text messages to let her know she’s on my mind. She loves them, and I aim to please.
My phone chirps and I jerk up to grab it then crack up at my reaction. Over excited at the thought it could be Paige even though I know damn good and well it’s isn’t.
Katie: Can this whiny ass celebrate with you tonight?
Me: I’m not doing anything exciting. Try Adam.
Katie: You’ll be sorry you didn’t.
I shake my head and set my phone back on the coffee table ignoring her. But then, unfortunately, there’s a knock on the door. Of course, I know it’s Katie.
“Do you not take no for—” I rip open the door to a very confused Adam.
He puts his hand on his hip and smirks. “No. No, I don’t take no for an answer.”
I puff out a laugh at his tone and then move allowing him to come in. “You not have anything to do?”
“Oh, I do, but you’re coming with me. Get your mopey ass dressed and let’s go out for a bit.”
“I’m good,” I dismiss him.
“Get your shit in gear. I’ve got a table reserved. Don’t make me have wasted my breath for that phone call. Plus, you’re in a shit mood. The walls are closing in on you. Get out of this box and get into a bright, full room of beautiful girls…” He quickly jerks his hands up. “Not for you, but for me.”
“I said I’m good,” I repeat.
He grabs my shoulders and shakes the shit out of me. “Where the fuck is the Levi I know?” he yells out jokingly. “You’ve become bland, boring, and honestly, you’re starting to fucking suck.”
I push him off me. “Go the fuck on.”
“See, you fucking hermit. You’re sappy. Where the hell are you, man?”
I rake my hands over my face. “Miserable.”
“Get dressed and let’s get you unmiserable. You have forgotten how to have fun. Relearn it. Come On.”
I ponder the idea. See, since I’ve been with Paige, all my thoughts circle her. I’ve basically stopped living my life because I’m away from her. It’s a shame one person has this much control over me and she doesn’t even know it. I’m on a ball and chain and for fuck’s sake, I’m the one who locked my own leg into the shackle and tossed the key.
“Give me a second,” I tell him over my shoulder, already heading toward my room.

The Pulse is downright slammed. The music is loud. People are dancing. And I’m determined to relax for the night. Untangle the twist in your panties, ladies. I’m only here to unwind.
I’ve made my way up the stairs and am walking toward the table I’ve claimed when I spot her. A smile creeps across my lips. Sneaky bitch. Katie cheeses back at me. Her long black hair is bold-straight, her face soft with makeup on. This is something I’m not used to seeing. 
“My bulldog worked,” she says proudly as I take a seat across from her.
She looks much different outside of the gym. Full lips sit on her round face with fiery amber cat-eyes and long lashes. She has a petite nose and perfectly shaped eyebrows. She’s a pretty girl.
I arch my brow. “Sent Adam, huh?”
She’s beaming. “Maybe,” she says innocently. “In my defense, he did say he was worried about you.”
“Uh huh, I’m sure.” I chuckle spreading my hands to the side and flaunting a lopsided grin. “Well, you guys have me.”
She scans over my shirt, etching my chest, raising up to my shoulders, soaking in my face and then lands in a gaze. “You look different outside of the gym.”
“Yeah? You realize I look the same. Doesn’t matter, I’m desirable either way.” I lick my lips and shrug. “Have you checked yourself in the mirror? You’ve got long hair and you dress preppy.”
She looks down to her white and black striped shirt that drapes off one shoulder then back to me. “This isn’t preppy. Look at you.” She points.
“Oh yeah, I’m all decked out. Black t-shirt and jeans. Woo.” I twirl my finger. “Watch out now.”
“Water on the rocks,” Adam says placing my glass in front of me.
“Water?” Katie says in disbelief. “You need one drink.”
“I don’t like to drink. End of discussion,” I reply flatly. “You shouldn’t drink with a fight coming up this weekend. Don’t make the weight, don’t make the fight.”
“Quit worrying. I promised myself one drink and that’s it.” She winks, wrapping her ample lips around the straw of her pink little drink.
“Cheers,” Adam shouts and then takes a swig of his beer. “When we leaving for Arizona?”
“Wednesday,” I say looking to Katie. “Gives you enough time to suck up the jetlag if you get it and makes sure you’re on time for the weigh-ins.”
“Esh. Is that all you think about? Enough about work,” she chirps. “I don’t want to stress it. Let’s just have a good time.”
“Oh, I definitely will be having a good time.” Adam chuckles scanning the women.
Katie slaps him on his arm and giggles as she stands.
“Whoa. Heels?” I spout. “As flat footed as you are? I didn’t know you knew how to walk in them.” 
I don’t think she found that too funny. She tightens her lips and leans down. “You’re training me to fight. Would you like me to teach you to walk in a pair?”
I hold up a finger. “Admittedly, I’d break my neck. I’d rather see heels resting on my shoulders.”
“You’re such a pig,” she grumbles walking off.
Adam watches her sway away. I’ve worked with her long enough to know her walk. She doesn’t do it just when she knows someone’s watching like most women. This is a natural, ass-cheek bouncing sway.
“You won’t get that one,” I inform Adam.
“She’s still easy on the eyes.”
I don’t respond. 
“Oh, come on man. Admit it.” He slaps the table. “She’s gorgeous and if you were single, you would’ve already had that in the bed.”
“She’s pretty.”
Adam’s brows jump high on his forehead. “Oh, did I just have a Levi sighting? He’s dressed more like a girl, but I think it was him.” He cracks up.
“What do you want me to say? She’s beautiful? That I’d fuck the hell out of her until her voice was hoarse from screaming? I know what those legs are capable of. I see her half naked, leaving just enough curiosity to drive you insane to find out what’s underneath it on a daily basis. I’m her trainer, dickwad. But I’m—”
Of fucking course before I can finish the statement that I’m not interested, guess who pops right the fuck up beside me. I’m glowering at a mischievously grinning Adam. Who the fuck knows what she heard.
She takes her seat back in front of me but doesn’t make eye contact looking over the railing to the dance floor.
I sigh. I know damn good and well she heard what she didn’t need to.
Ladies, let me explain something I hope you already know. Men don’t stop looking at other women just because we’re in a relationship. Many of you have been blessed. Your bodies are curves our eyes enjoy. There’s nothing wrong with looking. Acting upon it makes it wrong. But I don’t jump on the opportunity train anymore. My mind no longer thinks of a sweaty, moaning face with pussy wrapped around my dick. I see beauty and that’s it. Women are beautiful creatures.
So, please quit staring at me as if I’ve done something wrong. I haven’t. Jealousy doesn’t look good on anyone.
“I’m making my way to the dance floor,” Adam says sliding out of his chair.
I chuckle. “You realize you can’t dance.”
Adam launches a goofy smile. “You’re just mad ‘cause I can get out there and give the ladies a taste of what’s up.”
“You go right ahead.” I wave him off.
Katie grabs my hand and pulls me. “Come on. Let’s all go down and make fools of ourselves. Loosen up and have a good time.”
“Yeah, come on, Levi,” Adam mocks Katie in a high-pitch whiny voice. Then something behind me catches his eye. “I’ve just had a change of heart.” And he’s gone.
Katie watches in disgust as he leaves. “Is he always pigheaded?”
I laugh. “What makes him pigheaded?”
“It’s a different girl every night and he’s not ashamed of it.”
A whisper of a smile pulls my lips. “It’s not every night.” 
“You used to be like that, didn’t you?”
I shrug. “Used to.”
“What is so fun about that? Different girl, no commitment, no feelings…nothing. Men are complicated horn-dogs.”
I jerk my head back and then lean in closer. “Did I just hear you right? Men are complicated? Have you read the fucking owner’s manual to a woman? It’s written in an undiscovered language.”
She bursts out laughing. “We are simple.”
“Yeah, maybe when you’re fucking sleeping,” I jest. “Y’all have so many mood swings in a five-minute period…Shit! That too. Your monthly visitor. Y’all are out to murder your own shadow.”
“Hormones. What’s y’all’s excuse?” She bounces her finger.
I lift my brow. “Women.” Simple answer to a complicated algebraic scientific math problem.
She shakes her head and takes another sip from her drink. “I like this, you know…getting to know you outside of the gym. You actually have a personality.”
“Wow. Thanks.”
“That didn’t come out right. I see the work you all the time and never the relaxed you. Make sense?”
“That’s because I take my job seriously. I train you as I keep myself in shape. I still have a championship to focus on as well. I want it. I’m winning it. I want the contract, the belt, and the title. I’m pretty focused on that.”
“Yeah but you’re hotter…I mean,” she stammers and I can’t help to chuckle at her fail. She rolls her eyes. “I mean you’re friendlier outside of work.”
I don’t care to push the conversation further. There isn’t a point. I know she’s crushing on me and it’s okay as long as she keeps it to herself. I know I’m good-looking. I’ve been told enough, so I won’t acknowledge her little slip-up and save her the embarrassment.
There’s a brunette chick in a red top on the dance floor who’s politely trying to push off a very sloppy dude. Poor guy can’t dance, but he’s trying his best to impress her. He looks like he’s twitching out there instead of swaying with her hips. I’ve watched her do the escape route glance several times trying to figure out how to get away. Every time he places his hands on her, she dips away or twirls to get away from him. Why the hell doesn’t she just walk away? It’s not that hard.
“Look who I found in the crowd,” Adam snaps me out of my trance. He’s toting Carli on his arm and pulls another tall chair to the table. But she doesn’t take it. Instead, he pulls her into his lap.
“Hey again,” she says impishly.
“Carli, right?” I ask.
It’s the little things that work a woman’s head over. To know I remember her name has her assuming shit. Truth be told, Adam has talked about her several times. 
“Yeah,” she answers surprised. “How’s training?”
“Good. How’s…” I pause. I don’t know shit about her. “Adam’s lap?” 
Her eyes widen and she blushes, reaching for her drink to cool her cheeks off. I laugh inwardly. She’s acting all shy, but from what Adam says, she’s far from it behind closed doors.
Carli is chatting Adam up from his lap and I’ve been paying more attention to the dance floor than anything else. I can feel Katie’s eyes on me. She’s itching to talk but has no clue what to say. She was right earlier—our relationship is in the gym. We’ve never been out. I’ve never had the urge to know much about her. She’s my student. I’m her trainer. And soon she’ll be on her way to bigger things in her own division.
I know how you women work. You get attached. You set your heart on something and then get your feelings hurt. Her heart is set on having a friendship. Her feelings will get hurt. Soon I won’t see her unless we cross paths at an event. That’s just how it all works.
The reason Adam is with me is by his own choice and the fact that I pay him. He doesn’t just shadow me, basking in the wake of my greatness. Fact of the matter is, he works his ass off. He pushes for sponsors, ensures I have a good hotel and books them. He makes sure I have good transportation lined up, gyms lined up, and whatever else. Plus, he’s one hell of a supporter. I used to joke with him and call him my little bitch, but without him I’d have way too much on my plate. He lives comfortably off what I pay him. I make sure of it.

I check my phone—almost two in the morning. Paige will be home soon. “I’m out,” I announce standing and stretching my limbs. 
“So soon?” Katie finally speaks up.
I peer at her from the corner of my eyes. “You realize gym is in four hours.” I pat her shoulder. “Make sure you bring your A-game.”
 
Home. Showered. Dressed. Bed. And just in time to hear my girl’s voice.
“Hey, baby,” she answers sounding exhausted.
“Rough night?”
“A little. How was your day?”
“Long.”
“Not much longer and I get to see you.” Her voice is full of joy. 
I sigh, unsure how I want to break her heart.
“I am going to get to see you, right?” she says irked.
“I’m sorry, Sunshine. Cory put Katie on a fight card for this weekend and expects me to show her the ropes since it’s her first sanctioned fight.”
“Why can’t Cory do this shit?”
Yeah, she’s mad.
“As much as I wanted to ask the same thing while I squeezed his neck like a zit, I can’t buck my manager. I have to go with the flow.”
“This sucks,” she murmurs.
“It’s just a few days. After her fight, I’m flying in and staying for the week. She’ll need time to lick her wounds and rest her body.”
“You think she’ll lose?”
“I don’t know anything about her opponent. If Katie does as well as she does with me, then she’ll kick Tabitha’s ass. Regardless of who wins, Katie will still need to rest afterward. And that gives me the perfect opportunity to scoop my girl up and spend time with her. Maybe have her scream my name a time or two…or ten.”
She giggles and it’s a captivating sound I damn well needed to hear.
“I miss you,” she says quietly.
“You’ll see me soon enough. So what are you wearing?” Even though she can’t see me, I’m grinning devilishly.
“Levi!” she cackles. “You’re such a perv.”
“I can’t help it. I got a smoking hot girl who won’t talk dirty to me and help out my hard cock that aches for her.
“You don’t complain when you’re here.”
“That’s because I dip into paradise. Here…there isn’t a paradise.”
I cringe. Sappy-loving shit always spews from my mouth to her.
“Aww…I love when your heart talks. So I’m your paradise?”
“I think it’s the desperate hard-on,” I tease.
“And right back to macho man,” she banters. 
“I’ve gotta get some sleep. Hitting the gym early with Katie. It’s her last big training until her fight.”
She exhales. She’s just as frustrated as I am, but soon enough I’ll have her in my arms again. “Good night, Levi.”
Ooh, she’s upset. She called me by my name. “I love you, Sunshine,” I sing trying to make her smile. “Hope your dreams are of me wrapping my arms around you.” I pause setting her up. “And me driving deep inside you.”
She laughs. Mission “make my girl laugh” complete. “I love you too. Sweet dreams. Talk to you tomorrow.”
I toss my phone to the side and lie back on my pillows. I hate disappointing her. 



 
 
Chapter 9
 

After the blow Levi gave me two days ago, I’ve been in a funk. I sulked in my room all day yesterday not doing a damn thing and barely made it to the shower. I talked to him several times, but each time, my heart ached. I don’t know if I want to be pissed or depressed. I know, I know. I knew all this when we started dating, but it’s still human to hurt. There’s nothing else I can say except how badly I miss him. 
Today at work, Holly was a mess. Her new boyfriend is coming over for a home-cooked dinner tonight and she’s the one cooking it. On top of that, I’m the third wheel because she begged me to come meet him. 
She talks about him constantly, and to see her so happy excites me even though I’m scared she’ll force their relationship to move faster than what he wants. She deserves someone great and scaring him off is the last thing I want her to do.
As I pull into Holly’s apartment complex, it dawns on me that I’ve been friends with her for over a year, and I’ve never made it out of my car to her apartment. I’ve never been in. Every time I’ve offered to come over, she was always quick to want to come to me. Now, my imagination of what the inside looks like has dragged me from one side of the spectrum to the other. It could be a black dungeon all the way to extremely girly and she’s ashamed of it. 
I’m finally knocking on her door a little more breathless than I’m proud of after trudging up three flights of stairs. I’m more out of shape than I had thought.
“Come in!” she yells from inside.
I’m taken aback as I step in. It’s neither girly nor a dungeon. It’s really nice. It’s an open floor plan just like any normal college style apartment and directly in my sights is the kitchen. Holly is scrambling in front of two steaming pots when she turns to me. She’s frantic with wide eyes.
“Spaghetti. It’s all I really know how to cook. Please tell me that’s okay,” she pleads.
I place my purse on the tan recliner and smile. “Sounds great to me.”
She smiles weakly and turns back to stir everything. I scan the room as I make my way to her. She has a gray fluffy couch and a matching loveseat with a recliner sitting off in the corner all positioned to focus on the TV that’s placed on a long and dark stand. 
“Wow. I love your place,” I tell her.
“So do I. It’s simple,” she says setting a spoon down on the counter.
Over her couch is a large painting of what I think is a man and woman holding each other…or it’s just brush strokes. I’m not sure.
“Abstract,” she states and I turn to her bewildered. She nods toward the painting. “You looked confused. It’s abstract painting.”
I turn my attention back to the painting and tilt my head unsure what I’m looking at. “So is it a man holding a woman?”
“It’s supposed to be whatever you make of it. I liked it. Found it at a rich dude’s yard sale. He caught his wife cheating so out of revenge he sold all her favorite art pieces for twenty dollars. I jumped on several.”
I giggle. “Well, guess that’s a way to get her back and pay for the divorce.”
“Guess so. Matt said he’ll be over in about thirty minutes. He’s bringing a friend he’s known for years.” She shrugs. “Thirsty? I got soda, beer, and tequila.”
“I’ll take a beer.” 
She stretches her leg, pointing to the fridge. “It’s in there.”
Her kitchen is small but cozy with white cabinets, a light brown counter, and black appliances. It’s simple, just like she said. I like it. And my spectrum of imaginary living spaces for her had nothing on this. 
“Need help?” I ask, twisting the top and then taking a long draw from the cold bottle.
She turns with wide, worried eyes. “Yes. I’m a sack of nerves.”
I smile. “You said you’ve spent a lot of time with him. What’s there to be nervous about?”
“I’m cooking.”
“I take it you’ve never cooked for a man before?”
She exhales. “I just really like him, Paige. Really like him,” she repeats slowly.
“I know, and I love it.”
I lean back on the counter and watch her drain the noodles, placing them in a separate bowl and topping everything with lids. She pulls out a beer from the fridge, pops the top and downs half of it. 
“Okay, this will be fun,” she says trying to convince her nerves. “Should I turn the TV on?”
She doesn’t let me answer and zips past me doing it anyway. “What will everyone want to watch?”
I grab her shoulders and twist her to me. “Holly. Calm down. Everything will be fine. Throw something on, and just sit here and chat with me.”
And she does just that, dropping to the couch exhausted from her worries.
“I just want everything to be good.” She sighs.
I take in her appearance. Once again, her makeup is normal, her clothes aren’t gothic but more trendy. She’s dressed this way even at the restaurant. “It’s going to be just fine. The only difference is that I’m here.”
A sudden thud on the door has her eyes bugging out, and instantly she’s a basket case as she jumps to her feet. “Omigod, eeek!” she whispers and pulls her shoulders back just before opening the door.
Matt’s eyes are soft, his brown hair is short but shaggy, and his smile is extra wide as he extends a small bouquet of brightly colored flowers to her.
“Sorry we’re late. It’s his fault,” he says throwing his thumb over his shoulder. I’m surprised at the depth of his voice. It’s as if it resonates from deep down in his chest. 
“It’s okay,” Holly says stepping out of the way to let the men in.
Matt steps in and turns to introduce his friend. As the man steps into the room, my lungs squeeze empty and my throat closes. Standing in the doorway with his distinguishing brown hair dyed blond on the right side with a red streak running length wise is the barrel-chested, muscular and tall… 
“Ryker…” his name falls from my lips in denial.
Everyone turns to me. His piercing icy blue eyes slide to me and then his lips twist up launching into a lethal smile.
“Now my night has been made,” he says deep and satisfied. “How have you been, Paige?”
I’m speechless. The last time I saw him, Levi lost his temper. He was our biggest argument almost ending our already fragile relationship. I’m frozen staring at him in disbelief.
Panic shudders through my body, holding tight to every blood cell running through my veins. I blink and swallow hard, switching my gaze to Holly.
“I…um…I’m gonna take off.” My voice wobbles as I reach for my purse to leave.
Holly looks puzzled, almost saddened, but then her expression changes and she gasps, pulling her hands over her mouth and looking to Ryker and then back to me. “Fuck!” she finally says. “Paige, I didn’t know.”
“It’s okay,” I lie. “Really it is, but I’m gonna take off.” I nod to Matt and offer a weak smile. “It was nice to meet you. I’m sure we’ll catch up later.”
I push past both men and start down the stairs. I’m only a few steps down when I hear Ryker calling my name. My pulse is loud, relentlessly throbbing in my ears and scattering into my every limb. I don’t stop, hurrying my pace. I’m rounding the first flat when he grabs my arm, stopping me and turning me toward him.
“Don’t leave on account of me.” His words are rushed, his expression laced with concern.
“Then are you leaving?” 
He chuckles letting go of my arm. “No.”
“Then I’m leaving,” I say turning back for the stairs, but he grabs my shoulders keeping me in place.
“Do I make you that nervous, Paige?” He says my name as if he’s tasting it.
“No, you don’t,” I lie again spinning around to him. This is starting to become a trend for me. “But you’re my
boyfriend’s main opponent. How would he feel to know I’m hanging out with his rival?”
“He doesn’t have to know.”
I jam my hand on my hip. “I’m not going to lie to him.”
“I didn’t say you had to, Paige. I’m just saying don’t tell him. Skip this part of the day. I’m sure he doesn’t tell you everything he does with Katie.” His tone has a hidden, mischievousness to it.
Anger bubbles up. “I’m sure I know the important parts. I’m not going to stand here and discuss my personal life with you. I hope you have a good time tonight.”
“Paige?” Holly says softly from over the balcony.
I glance up as she steps down toward me, glaring at Ryker. “Go give Matt a hand,” she tells him ripping his hand off my shoulder.
His stare lingers on me for a moment before he turns bounding up the stairs and taking one last glance over the balcony before exiting my view completely.
“I didn’t know,” she says sitting down on the stair beside where I’m standing.
“I know you didn’t. It’s okay,” I assure her.
“I don’t recall Matt telling me his name. I’m sure if he had, it would’ve dawned on me. I mean, it’s a different name.”
“Holly, it’s okay. Seriously.”
“I don’t want you to leave. I want you to get to know Matt.”
“There will be other times, but right now isn’t the time,” I tell her sitting beside her.
“I made enough spaghetti to feed the whole apartment complex. Could you just stay and eat then leave?”
“Holly, you’re asking me to have dinner with the enemy. Do you understand what happened when I just spoke to him and now you’re saying sit down and chit chat with him?”
“Yeah.” She drops her head in her hands. “I can fuck up anything.”
Shit. She sounds so melancholy. I know she worked hard for today. I’m not between a rock and a hard spot. I’m between two tractors pulling each other and using my arms as the chains. 
“I can’t lie to Levi and when he finds this out, his head will explode. I love ya, girl, but I’m not about to piss him off.”
Her eyes are full of hope when she jumps to her feet, grabbing my hand and pulling me up the stairs. “I’ve got a plan!” she says excitedly.
I pull back. “No, Holly. I’m not—”
“You’re gonna trust me is what you’re gonna do.” She drags me behind her back to the apartment and pauses before pushing open the door. “Trust me. Straighten yourself up. You look like a nervous wreck.”
She doesn’t give me a chance and enters, my hand still clutched in hers.
Matt and Ryker both twist toward the door and Holly steps right up to Ryker. “You!” She points. “Sit and shut up. You don’t talk. Pretend you’re not here. Fade into the couch.” Then she turns to Matt. “I’ve been dying for her to meet you. I know he’s your friend and I swear I’m not trying to be mean, but you two are important to me. He won’t ruin my day.”
Matt turns his concern to Ryker, who’s staring at me with the biggest shit-eating grin, and then flicks his eyes to his friend and nods, shrugging. 
Matt sticks his hand out for me to shake. “I’m Matt.”
My gut is telling me to run. Kick down the door and jump the stairs to get to my car, but I close my eyes and conjure a smile. 
Apprehensively, I place my hand in his. “It’s nice to finally meet you,” I tell him. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” I bump Holly’s hip with mine trying to relax.
“Holly,” Matt says, “this is Ryker.”
Holly sizes him up and I can’t help but giggle at her boldness.
“Hi,” she says. “It’s nice to meet you, but for now, you’re my new manly lamp post.”
“Deal,” he says shaking her hand, but he’s up to something. He’s got a wicked expression.
 
As uncomfortable as I have been, Ryker has kept his word and remained quiet even through dinner, only whispering to Holly a thank you. He hasn’t added into our conversations but unfortunately, his sparkling pale blues eyes have been glued on me as much as possible making me more on edge.
Now, he’s leaned back, grinning like an ass in Holly’s tan recliner while she and Matt are on the couch and I’m on the loveseat. Levi is going to flip his shit. 
“So Holly tells me you’re dating an MMA fighter. Ryker is one—” Matt abruptly stops when Holly nudges his ribs. She glares at him silently telling him to shut up.
“Oh, she knows,” Ryker pipes in. “Her boyfriend is Levi The Leveler. My next win.”
I grit my teeth and ignore him, trying to keep my anger at bay. I know he’s only trying to rile me up. “Yes, I am,” I answer Matt.
Matt’s gaze flicks from Ryker back to me with a sudden understanding of what the hell is going on. “Isn’t he training another fighter?”
“Katie Greer. Model material. Gorgeous as hell with a personality to fall in love with,” Ryker says insensitively with an arched brow at me.
I’m done. I’m not going to fall into his web of deception, plus I know I’m already in hot shit with Levi. I stand and grab my things. 
“Thanks, Holly, for dinner, but I think I’m gonna take off now. Let you and Matt have some time together with his friend.” I nod to Matt. “It was very nice meeting you. Sorry the circumstances aren’t any better, but I’m sure I’ll see you around soon.” I wink playfully, trying my best to keep it together and head for the door.
I don’t acknowledge Ryker and step out the door with my heart thundering in my chest. My nerves are a wreck. I’ve done nothing but try to figure out a way to explain this to Levi. He’s going to lose his shit. I just hope I can get the whole story out before he does.



 
 
Chapter 10
 

We landed in Arizona several hours ago and got settled into our hotel rooms. Adam was lucky enough to get all three of us on the same floor. I’m a tad bit pissed that my room isn’t any larger than it is, but the balcony calms the claustrophobia, so I’m letting Adam off the hook this time. 
Paige told me this morning that Holly invited her to have dinner at her house and meet her boyfriend. I’ve had to calm my itchy palm from calling her and wait patiently for my phone to ring. I don’t do well with patience. It’s like the word no. Patience makes “my way” take the back burner, and I don’t enjoy it. It’s not my strong suit unless I’m in the ring. There, patience is a virtue. Wait it out. Watch your opponent and strike at the perfect time.
Katie said she was going to the spa we passed by on our drive to the hotel. And I believe Adam is sacked out. I’m on the balcony watching the sunset when my phone finally rings.
“Sunshine,” I answer. 
“Hey, baby,” she says but something isn’t right.
“What’s wrong?”
“You have to promise me you will let me tell the whole story without interrupting me?”
Ladies, when you tell a man this, we brace ourselves because whatever is about to spew from your mouth is never good. And I mean never. I don’t give a rat’s ass if you just bought your man a brand new luxury car with all the bells and whistles, put a kickass stereo system in it and threw him the keys butt fucking naked. Saying, “Promise me you’ll let me finish,” means you’ve done something and we sure the fuck aren’t going to like it.
“Depending on what it is,” I tell her flatly.
“Levi, this is serious and I have to have your word.”
Like she pulled the lever for adrenaline, I’m already bracing to be furious. “Fine. You have my word,” I bite out.
She takes a deep breath and begins. “So Holly invited me over for dinner and to meet her boyfriend. Well, her boyfriend brought a friend.”
“What the fuck did he do?” I grit.
“You gave me your word,” she reminds me.
I take a shaky breath tapping my knee with my fingers. “Yeah.”
“Her boyfriend is a really nice guy. He’s—”
“Paige, you’re testing my restraint here. I know something is wrong and you’re beating around the motherfucking bush. Please just get to it before I can’t hold my promise any longer.”
“Okay. Um…his friend was Ryker. Like, your Ryker.”
Someone just punched me in the face. My world begins flaring with red. My hands are trembling from rage. “You fucking left, right?” I growl.
“At first.”
“What the fuck do you mean at first?”
“I left right when he came in but he stopped me and told me not to leave. Wait! Don’t say anything,” she says quickly. “I told him I wasn’t going to hang out with the rival. I didn’t think it was right. Then Holly came out and talked to me for a second and took me back to her apartment. When we walked back in she told him he wasn’t to speak that she has been wanting me and Matt to meet for so long and he wasn’t going to ruin it. Levi, he kept to his word.”
“You went back and stayed?” 
“I did,” she says softly. “But I didn’t speak to him and he didn’t speak to me. Levi, you should have seen how hurt Holly was. She didn’t know and felt horrible.”
I clear my throat and head back into the hotel room. I need to move. I need a bag. I need to go fuck his face up.
“I left right after dinner. I promise you there were no words spoken between us.” Her voice wavers, desperation pouring into each word, but it isn’t helping my anger.
“Paige, what did I tell you about him?” I seethe.
“Don’t. Don’t you dare pull that shit with me. I didn’t have to tell you and I’m sure you’d never know. Trust me when I say I was so uncomfortable. I only did it for Holly and I’m quite sure she knows it will never happen again. I roughed it out for an hour and the first chance I had, I left. Please Levi, don’t lose your shit on me,” she begs.
The line stays quiet for several seconds or minutes, I don’t know. I’ve lost track of time as I focus on breathing and boiling with fury.
“Levi, talk to me,” she says tenderly.
I close my eyes and grit my teeth.
“Levi…”
Fuck, she sounds so sweet and despairing.
“Yeah,” I answer flatly.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to hurt you or Holly so I compromised. I didn’t stay long. And I sure as shit didn’t talk to him or about you.”
“Drop it. I’m done hearing about it,” I tell her curtly.
The more she talks about him, the more my blood continues to boil and I can’t up and leave to rip Ryker’s head off. I’d lose my position, possibly being kicked out altogether.
“I need to hop off here for a bit.” I’m trying to sound neutral but I’m sure there’s no way to hide my rage.
“Okay, call me back. I’ll be at home for the rest of the night.”
“Yep.” I hang up. 
What the hell did I tell you? Nothing good ever comes from those words. Never for the life of me did I think Ryker would be in North Carolina. The bastard lives in New Hampshire.
I don’t know where the closest gym is to beat the fuck out of a heavy bag, so I shadow box in the mirror, ducking and weaving from my own punches. Left, right, left, right hook…throwing a slurry of strikes, but there’s no satisfaction without landing them. There’s nothing satisfying about your knuckles making no contact with anything but fucking air. You can release a load of unwanted energy when your hand connects with an intended target. 
Fuck! 
I drop and start doing push-ups—the very thing Paige jokes about right before any of my fights. Up. Down. Up. Down. No satisfaction. Up. Down. Up…this time to my feet to answer the pounding on my door. 
I yank the door open, breathing heavily.
Both Adam’s eyebrows jump high on his forehead. “Did I come at a bad time?” 
“Assuming makes you a dickwad. I need a gym,” I snap stepping back into the living room area.
Adam comes in and leans his shoulder against the wall right at the little excuse for a kitchen. “What’s wrong?”
I run my fingers through my hair then pinch the bridge of my nose begging for my temper not to flare. If it does, I know I’ll be out of here and on a plane. “Ryker,” I say in an exhale. 
His face scrunches. “What the hell has he done?”
“Somehow in this big fucking wide world, the fucking stars aligned just right and landed him in The Hill and directly in front of Paige.”
“Seriously?” he asks in disbelief.
“I’m thousands of miles away and that cocksucker found my girl and I can’t do a damn thing about it.”
He waves his hand dismissing the situation. “I wouldn’t worry about it. He wants to get under your skin. He doesn’t know Paige can turn into Paperweight. Plus, you know Blain will help her out.”
“That’s my fucking problem!” I shout. “I’m supposed to be there for her! Not someone else. I’m supposed to protect her from shitheads like Ryker.”
He pushes off the wall, crossing his arms. “Dude, I’m telling you, Paige isn’t stupid.”
“I didn’t say she was,” I snap.
“I didn’t say you did. I’m telling you to let your girl handle it. You gotta find a way to control yourself. You’re on the road more than you are home at times.”
“Yeah,” I say defeated and sit on the couch. 
“I came by to see if you wanted to get something to eat.” He drops his shoulder back on the wall.
“I just ate.” I nod toward the kitchen. “Leftover chicken in there if you want it.”
Adam scarfs down the chicken and then decides he’s going to bless me with his company. I don’t think we’ve spoken twenty words to each other in over an hour. That’s the difference between men and women. We don’t have to talk to enjoy company. No ears bleed from long, drawn out stories of how we couldn’t find anything to wear or how our hair didn’t want to please us. We don’t waste our breaths on our crushes or how we wish this country singing couple didn’t divorce. We just chill. On occasion, we speak of our wild nights because that can actually be interesting. We find pleasure, in a wicked way, in bragging about a spicy night. But with Paige I don’t divulge much. I don’t need Adam fantasizing about my girl. 
We will waste our breaths talking sports. That’s a man thing and it’s instinctive. Fighting, football, basketball, whatever—it’s satisfying.
 
 It’s been several hours since I told Paige I’d call her back. My mind has been in every direction. Pissed, then proud. Pissed because he stopped her from leaving. Proud because she stood up to him. I know she’s strong, but I know this game, and I know what the hell he’s trying to do. And now that he knows he’s that close to my girl, he’s going to use it to his advantage. 
“I’m heading to bed,” I tell Adam standing up and grabbing my phone from the table. I’m sure Paige is in a panic. “Leave when you want.”
“Catch ya in the morning,” he calls out as I shut the door.
 
I turn the shower on, strip out of my clothes and step in. Hot water and steam open my pores and settle my mind, relaxing my muscles. I’m not your possession, Paige once said. I have more trust in you than you do me repeats over and over. It’s not that I don’t trust her, I’m just nervous she’ll get in a situation she won’t know how to handle.
My argument with myself continues as I wash my hair and body. It even follows me into the bedroom as I dress and sit on the side of the bed staring at the phone. Either she’s going to cuss me, or she’s not going to answer. Might as well find out which one, but I’m doing video so I can gauge her better.
“Hey,” she answers with a weak smile. She’s in the bed with her head on the pillow and the camera crooked. I forgot she’s two hours ahead of me.
“I didn’t mean to wake you.”
She scrunches her nose. “You can call me any time. You know that. Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Um…I appreciate you telling me, you know, about that. I’m sure you were worried about my reaction and I guess you had the right, huh?” I sound like a sappy ass puppy tucking my tail because I just shit on the floor.
“With him being our biggest argument, yeah, you can say I was worried, but I wasn’t going to not tell you.”
“I’ll get better. I don’t like not being there for you,” I admit.
She smiles a little goofy. “You’re always here for me. Just a phone call away.”
“Always.” I smile at her.
Her green eyes are tired. Her blinks are slow to open and her face is all scrunched up from being on the pillow. 
“You work the restaurant tomorrow?” I ask and as if I’ve just been sucker punched, my heart thunders in my chest.
Fuck. Matt knows Holly works there and I’m quite sure he knows Paige does too, so now the cocksucker will know.
Like my thoughts were in her sights she giggles. “Quit worrying about him. I’ll ignore him if he shows up.”
Her words don’t do a damn thing to help. “Call me tomorrow. Get some rest. Love you, Sunshine.”
“I love you, baby. Quit worrying. You’re my adorable sexy macho man.” 
I puff out air smiling. “That you can’t keep your hands off should be added to that.”
“Well, that’s always added to your name regardless of what I call you. Hey, asshole that I can’t keep my hands off. See, it works,” she teases.
“Call me tomorrow, Sunshine. Sleep well.”
I lean back, tucking my hands behind my head, and stare at the ceiling. I’ve worked my ass off to get where I’m going. Focusing to become the next champ. Determined to be the best of the best without any distractions. Without the want to be with someone. Then came a stubborn ass, sassy and independent brown-headed, green-eyed woman who completely blindsided me. She was a thrill. An obstacle I was determined to weaken and get between those sexy ass legs. And now for fuck’s sake, I feel guilty for pursuing my passion. 
I get Ryker’s fight out of the way and I won’t be on the road so much.



 
 
Chapter 11
 

Since Levi hit the road to train Katie, the plan was for him to return every other weekend. Jim, my manager at Tonic, agreed to let me off for most of them, and since Levi was supposed to be in town this weekend, I’m off. Unfortunately, the only way I’m seeing him tonight is on the TV during Katie’s fight.
Although he never fully admitted it, I know Ryker showing up at my work was on his mind. It was on mine too but Holly comforted my worries after she said she begged Matt to keep him away. I guess it worked since it’s been two days and I haven’t seen him.
I invited Holly and Matt over to watch the fight but obviously didn’t extend the invitation to Ryker. Even though I’m leery about Matt now, I have to try to balance it. He’s my best friend’s boyfriend. I don’t know if I can talk about Levi without him running back and telling Ryker. Is there a plot with a hidden agenda? I don’t know how to act around him and it’s even making me nervous about what I tell Holly. Does she tell Matt everything? Esh, all this is difficult.
We’re all gathered in the living room watching the preliminary fights, waiting for the co-main event. Katie has to be feeling spectacular. I mean, it’s the fight before the main event. Everyone will be watching.  
“Paigey, can you grab me a beer while you’re up?” Blain asks as I’m making my way to the kitchen. 
“Me too?” Jason calls out from the couch. He’s brought Tasha, I think that was her name, several times and strangely no one else. I almost want to laugh thinking he might be settling down.
I nod continuing to the kitchen.
“You okay?” Holly pops up behind me.
Startled, I squeak and spin around grabbing my chest. “Dammit, you can’t pull ninja on me,” I quip. “Yes I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Just wanted to check. It’s kind of weird that I’m dating Levi’s rival’s best friend. Or at least it feels weird to me.”
“Yeah, but it’s okay. I just don’t want to be around Ryker and I hope Matt doesn’t run off and blab his mouth to him.”
“If he does, I’m cutting him off for a week. That will teach him.” She laughs. 
“Paige!” Blain calls out. “She’s about to come out.”
“Whelp, let’s go see Levi’s hard work,” I say grabbing the beers.
“You nervous?” she asks.
“Like crazy,” I admit. “I don’t know if I’m more nervous for her or him. I mean this says a lot about him.”
She smiles widely. “She’s going to kick that bitch’s ass.” She winks then strolls back to Matt leaning into him on the stool.
I hope so…
 
Unlike the main event, this isn’t as energy-fueled. The music isn’t loud, pumping through the fans. There aren’t any strobe lights flashing everywhere. But nonetheless, the crowd is still loud. 
The moment Katie comes out of the dark entrance with Levi right behind her, the crowd roars and a swish of jealousy pangs me. I’ve never seen Katie before now, but holy shit, Ryker was right. She’s stunning. Her black hair sits high on top of her head, her face is smooth with lips that every girl dreams of. She’s in a zone, focused ahead of her, striding her perfectly toned body toward the cage.
My heart flutters at the sight of Levi. It feels like forever since I’ve seen him. He’s in a gray t-shirt that’s tight against his bulging muscles, his face stoic showing no emotions, his jet black hair up in his faux hawk that I love running my fingers through. I’m studying him like something would be different, but it’s not. He’s just as sexy and fantastic as he was the last time I saw him.
They pause at the entrance of the ring and Katie sheds her shirt and shorts allowing the ref to check her. I grit my teeth as I watch her turn and wrap her arms around Levi’s neck. I swallow the possessive feeling seeing him pat her on the back and whispering something in her ear. She nods then bounds up the four steps entering the cage.
She springs from side to side shaking out her arms and turns to Levi through the black wires of the cage. I can’t see what he’s saying but whatever it is, he’s serious as hell. She nods a few times then turns around as her opponent comes out.
I’m bouncing my knee as the ref brings the ladies to the middle, going over the rules and then making them tap gloves. Levi is adamant about doing so. He says everyone has worked just as hard as the next, pushing for their own win so there is no use to showing disrespect. There’s always a possibility of bad blood. It’s a competitive sport.
The women back up and the bell rings. Immediately, they meet back in the middle, hands up, sizing each other up, neither one throwing a punch. Over the crowd, I hear Levi shout something then Tabitha steps in striking with a left and a right, clocking Katie in the face and causing her to stumble back. Tabitha takes advantage of her unsteadiness and charges her, clenching her neck and pushing her against the cage. If Katie has listened to Levi, she won’t hit the mat. He hates the mat. 
Regaining her senses, Katie ducks out from Tabitha and pushes off the cage, rocking her head from shoulder to shoulder and standing back in guard. Katie wastes no time and starts firing punches and lands a punishing kick to the thigh. Tabitha steps back but Katie charges, stepping into her guard and tries to throw an elbow. I wince seeing her mistake, and Tabitha takes Katie’s legs out from under her. She lands on her back in trouble.
Katie tries to defend herself and grab Tabitha’s wrists, but Tabitha is landing some brutal punches. I’m holding my breath and weaving my head. She’s in trouble. She bucks but to no avail. I can hear Levi yelling, but it’s barely audible from the noise of the crowd. Katie grabs her opponent around her waist and pulls her close to lessen the blows she’s landing. Just in time too. The bell rings and I finally exhale.
There’s a man in black placing something on Katie’s busted eyebrow to try and stop the bleeding. I’m happy the camera is on her corner. I get more time with Levi. He’s holding a bag of ice on her neck, talking.
“Don’t get desperate for the win. That’s where you’re gonna fuck up,” he says and she nods. “Take your time. She’s expecting you to be sloppy. Show her different. Be precise. Remember the things we’ve talked about,” he says rushed and she nods again taking deep breaths.
Everyone is out by the time the bell rings and the women are back on their feet. Tabitha wastes no time and jabs Katie’s busted eye. She’s going to focus there and wear Katie down or damage it so much the medics call the fight.
Katie kicks, landing it on the outside of Tabitha’s thigh only fueling Tabitha more. She explodes and unloads on Katie. At first, Katie does well, ducking and weaving but after a few punches are landed, she loses her groove.
I’m on the edge of my seat. Katie doesn’t look good with blood all over her face. She’s backing away from Tabitha trying to recover. Tabitha slings a sloppy punch and Katie steps in and lands a solid uppercut with her right hand. Tabitha stumbles and drops to the mat. Katie hesitates for a second, but it doesn’t take her long to mount her hurt opponent and flood her with punches.
Tabitha’s arms go limp beside her. She’s no longer able to protect herself and the ref pushes Katie off, calling the fight. Immediately, Levi rushes in the ring and Katie jumps, wrapping her legs around his waist and tucking her head in the crook of his neck. He twirls her around with one fist in the air, smiling widely as he’s saying something. My heart sinks as I watch her lean back and kiss his cheek then plant her feet back on the mat…still in his arms. 
After the ref announces the winner and raises her hand, it remains in Levi’s. He doesn’t let it go.
I twist a string from the bottom of my shirt unable to unglue my stare from the TV. There’s a tingle in my chest and I clear my throat seeing if it will help, but it doesn’t.
A man with a crew cut in a black button up shirt rushes to get to her. “Katie, how does it feel to get your first win?”
“Fantastic!” she yells out of breath still.
“How did you get ready for this extraordinary fight? I mean, Tabitha is known for her resilience and patience. She has several fights under her belt with one sanctioned win. Did that bother you?”
She beams at Levi and pats him on his chest. “I couldn’t have done it without him. He’s pushed me hard in training. He’s worked hours increasing my stamina.” She wraps herself around his arm. “He gets in there with me, sparring and grappling. Very hands on. He’s a strict coach. I just couldn’t have done it without him.”
“Levi, how does it feel to switch roles from a fighter to a coach?” the man asks.
“Not much difference other than I’m not in the ring,” Levi answers the man dryly. He’s always hated the interviews.
“Well, congratulations on your win,” the man tells Katie and steps back to let them celebrate.
Again, Katie can’t keep her damn hands off of Levi, wrapping her arms around his waist as they exit the ring. I inhale deeply, feeling everyone’s eyes on me. 
“Yay! She won.” I try forcing fake excitement. But no one says a word. “What? Are y’all not happy? Be happy. That was Levi’s hard work.” I point to the television with my cheeks burning.
Blain clears his throat. “He did well training her. You can tell he taught her the things he hates like—”
“Not everyone needs to know,” I interrupt him, scrunching my nose and sliding my eyes to Matt. “Sorry, but you are friends with the enemy.”
Matt chuckles. “Understood.”
I grab my phone and text Levi.
Me: Congrats to you both!
I’m not going to let jealousy get the best of me. Of course they’re going to be close. They work side by side on a near daily basis so they’re going to have a good friendship. I’m rambling, aren’t I?



 
 
Chapter 12
 

Katie had my blood boiling for most of the fucking fight. Her lack of confidence was run over by her train of nerves, pushing her to forget most of her training and fight like a punk. She just about shattered her dream of getting into the women’s division of MMA. Hopefully, winning added some assurance to her ass. 
My nerves have never gotten in the way. I’m not saying I’ve never been anxious about a fight, but I’ve known from the get-go I was a force to be reckoned with and anyone who got in my way would know how it felt to be leveled.
Paige texted me over an hour ago. She knows the ropes. It can take a bit after a fight to get things together, but I just got to the hotel and I’m not wasting any more time.
“Congratulations,” she yells into the phone.
I chuckle at her elation. “Thanks, but that was her fight.”
“Your hard work in motion. I was worried about her at first.”
“Let’s just say when I get back to Pompano Beach, she will be plagued with a brutal training session for raising my blood pressure watching that sloppy shit.”
“I could hear you over the crowd,” she tells me.
“Hope they bleeped that shit out ‘cause if not, everyone got an earful. Anyway, I got good news,” I basically sing to her.
Immediately, I hear her eagerness. “What?”
“I fly out tomorrow night.”
I can’t wait to wrap my arms around her and taste her fucking lips. I need a big dose of my girl and playing catch up is going to be a phenomenal marathon.
She squeals. “I can’t wait! Do you need me to come get you from the airport?”
“No. I’ve got a rental. Just be in the bed waiting for me when I get there. Yeah, yeah. I know. I’m a perv.”
She laughs.
“I’m going to hop off and grab something to eat and hit the sack. Gotta get packed up for tomorrow,” I say.
“Okay. Sleep well.”
“You too. Love ya, Sunshine.”
“Levi…I can’t wait to see you. I really miss you.”
There’s that tug in my chest. A lurch from my heart. She drives me crazy.
“You too,” I tell her, smiling as I hang up.

A knock on the door at four in the morning wakes me from sleep. Initiate insta-aggravation. I rip open the door fully expecting Adam’s drunk ass to be on the other side. Instead, I’m greeted with a lopsided Katie who I believe is seriously fucked up drunk.
“You busy?” she slurs.
She’s definitely drunk. She took several solid punches to the face last night. Three stitches hold together an ugly gash above her right eye and half her face is bruised. But that’s the game.
“Sleeping,” I gruff.
Stepping past me, she lets herself in. My stare lingers into the empty hall for a moment before I push the door shut.
She’s standing in the middle of the living room in gray yoga pants and a red shirt, wringing her fingers. “I need to talk to you,” she mutters.
Oh for fuck’s sake. This is just like the “don’t interrupt me until I’m done” conversation. Normally, the “I need to talk to you” is code for something is fucked up and I’m the one who fucked it up.
I stalk to her. “If this is where you tell me the small ass kicking you endured last night did you in, I think it would be best for you to leave,” I say candidly in a low voice.
As she looks up to me, her eyes show uncertainty. I clench my jaw. I’ve never hit a woman in my life, but if she tells me she’s out, I’m not so sure I’d be able to refrain from strangling her. 
Rather than telling me what’s on her mind, she stretches to her tiptoes, grabs my neck, and locks her lips to mine. 
Straightway, I grab her arms and push her off me. “What the fuck?”
She glides her hands down my chest, smiling with motive. “Tell me you don’t feel it,” she says in a seductive slur. 
I grip her hands and stop them from going any farther. “I don’t. How much have you had to drink?” I ask backing away.
I back my dumbass against the couch and she pushes me down and then straddles me. 
“Don’t play stupid, Levi,” she says trying to nip at my neck. “I know you want me. I heard you say you wanted me to scream your name. I do…I do want to. Let me show you.” She grinds against my dick, which unfortunately has poked his head up to see what the ruckus is about. “See. You want this too. Please.” 
That’s it. I stand watching her slide to the floor. “Get the fuck out of my room.” I growl.
She looks up confused as I yank her by the wrist off the floor, pulling her to her feet. “But—”
“There aren’t any,” I interject. 
“I heard what you said,” she rushes out.
“You didn’t hear what all was said either. You need to leave and sober up.” 
Anger burns her eyes and she shoves me in the chest. “Fuck you, Levi.”
I exhale, gritting my teeth and walking her backward to the door until her back hits it. “Right here is the reason why I don’t drink. I can’t stand not being in control of myself and losing my rational thoughts. Katie, you’re drunk and on pain meds. You’re only intensifying the stupidity. Go back to your room and sleep it off.”
Cue the fucking crying. Her eyes swell up and she drops her head to her hands resting against my chest. In a babbling mess, she apologizes too many times to count with additional words mixed in. I can’t understand her through her drunken sobs.
“You won a fight, but you’re crying about it?”
Women…you’re so fucking confusing.
She wipes her tears. “I’m happy. But I don’t have anyone to share it with,” she snubs.
“The bottom of the bottle isn’t so friendly, is it?”
She shakes her head.
“Go sleep it off. You’re going to feel like shit tomorrow.”
Her face falls. “I have a slight problem. I don’t have my room key. I thought we would…” She shakes her head again. “I just don’t have my key.”
I scowl and rumble another growl. It’s too fucking early…late…however you want to see it, to deal with this shit. I look to the room and back to the couch. 
“You can stay here. Go get in the bed and go the fuck to sleep.”
“Wh-where are you going to sleep?”
That was the most hopeful question I’ve ever heard.
 “On the couch.” I point. “Alone,” I add sternly. “You’ll still be asleep when I wake up and if you’re out here, you’ll be in my way. Let me grab some shit from the room.”
She’s on my heels as I enter and grab a shirt, pillow and my phone. I turn right before shutting the door. “Good night.” There’s no Mr. Nice Guy in that. I’m pissed. 
I toss the pillow at the end of the couch and drop, lying on my back. That’s the exact reason why I don’t drink. You become something you normally aren’t. Some people say you show your true feelings. Either way, I hate the feeling. I’m not ignorant. I know she’s crushing on me, but for her to be that blunt isn’t like her. 
Hangover headache added to a sore body…yeah, Miss Drunk Mess is going to feel like a gold fucking medal that’s been tossed off a ten-story hotel balcony in the morning. 

It’s seven in the morning and I’m woken by the tone of my text message. I reach to the table for my phone and groan. This couch sucks. I’m stiff as fuck. 
Paige: I’m so excited to see you. I didn’t sleep well at all last night.
Ah yes. Tonight, I’ll have my girl’s arms around my neck and her legs wrapped around my waist savoring the sound of my name falling from her lips. 
Me: So you’re in the bed waiting on me? Are you naked?
Paige: I was in the bed all night waiting for you. Unfortunately, my superhero didn’t put his cape on and fly to my rescue.
I push the button for video chat.
She answers beaming from ear to ear and before she can say anything, I pipe in. “I’ll be flying to your rescue tonight.”
She throws her hand over her forehead. “Oh, superhero, I’m miserable without my sexy boyfriend. Can you help me?” 
“So this sexy boyfriend. Tell me about him.”
Her lips twist up. “He’s gorgeous, muscular, like really built with a heart of gold. When he’s shirtless, just as you are, I love to trace my fingers over his tattoos. Matter of fact, that one looks just like his.” She nods at the heartbeat tattoo on my left pec. “Every once in a while, he’ll say things to make me melt on the spot. And his eyes…oh my. I fall into them every time. They’re majestic. And when he wraps his big, strong arms around me, and pulls me close, I know I’m safe.”
“Sounds like you really like this guy?” I respond coquettishly.
“Oh, you have no clue.”
I’m grinning like a bastard. “Maybe you’ll show him soon.”
She bites her thumbnail and shrugs innocently. “Maybe. So what time’s your flight?”
And just like that, our flirtatious play is over. Shut down. “A little after five my time. It’s right at a six-hour flight.”
Her top lip curls unsatisfied at my answer. “It will be midnight before I get to see you.”
“I’ll make up for it.” I’m grinning more devilishly now because I lied about the flight. Take off is around two-thirty, which will place me at her doorstep around nine-thirty. The way she looks when she’s surprised is my kryptonite. Her eyes will light up. Her smile will shine. Simply incredible. 
I hear the bedroom door pop open and quickly I look over my shoulder. Katie’s frozen in place with wide, apologetic eyes. 
“Fuck,” I sigh sitting up.
“Who was that?” Paige’s excited demeanor fades away into the darkness.
“Katie,” I answer. “Let me call you back in a few.”
Her brows furrow creating those pissed off lines that dance across her forehead. “Seriously?”
I rub the left side of my face. “It’s not what it looks like. She drank too much last night and lost her hotel key so I let her crash here.”
“She’s in your clothes,” she informs me disgruntled.
I glance to Katie. She hasn’t moved. And Paige is right. “What the hell are you doing in my shirt?”
“I-um-I needed something to sleep in,” she stutters.
“Last I checked you were fine with what you had on,” I snap, dismissing her statement.
“Um, hello?” Paige calls from the phone.
I’m in deep shit. “Sunshine, I’ll call you back. I love you.”
Yep. I’m in really deep shit. She just hung up on me. 
I flick my eyes to Katie. “Why the hell are you in my clothes?”
She looks down at herself then back up. “I needed something to sleep in,” she repeats herself quietly.
“How are you feeling?” I ask caustically.
She clears her throat hanging her head low. “I…um…I’m gonna go.” She scurries to the door wrapping her arms around her body. 
“I’m sorry for last night.” They’re the last words she says before closing the door. That didn’t even come with eye contact. It’s a walk of shame without having reaped the benefits of what the walk is all about. Sucks to be her.
 



 
 
Chapter 13
 

I throw my phone on the bed. What the hell was that? The inside of my body is on fire as a confused rage storms through me. I stand on wobbly knees unsure of where I’m going. My lungs are squeezed so tightly, I feel lightheaded.
Mere hours after seeing them celebrate in a very friendly manner, she’s in his clothes with him half-dressed himself. And then he leaves me hanging…
Now do I have the right to be pissed off?
I’m pacing the floor trying to release the blend of emotions I’m feeling. My evil imagination is running amok. Quick torturous pictures of them frolicking in the sheets flash before my eyes. Her on top with her long black hair a wild mess, him on top of her, sweat dripping from their naked bodies. Hot tears begin to sting my eyes and I jam my palms against them, begging for the images to disappear.
I think I’m going to throw up.
 
I’m brushing my teeth after my little rendezvous with the porcelain god when I hear the ringtone for video chat. I roll my eyes in no hurry to answer despite the unceasing ring. 
My phone landed on the pillow, “his” pillow, and I exhale reaching for it.
“Paige,” Levi says the second I answer. “Stop and listen.”
“How am I supposed to feel about that?” I ask.
He’s aggravated, his forehead crinkled, his eyes dark and steely. “Probably the same damn way I’d feel. She came over late as hell and drunk as fuck. She didn’t have her room key and figuring I’d wake up before her, I sent her to my room and I slept on the couch so I wouldn’t bother her when I woke up.”
“You don’t do the couch,” I remind him. “And why the hell was she in your clothes?”
 “I don’t do the couch with you. Mad or not, we’re in the same bed. I don’t care if you put a fucking wall of pillows up between us, you’ll be in my bed with me. And your guess is as good as mine. When she went to bed she was in her own damn clothes.”
“So she rummaged through your stuff to wear your clothes? You realize how bogus that sounds?” 
“Yes. I’m just as pissed about it as you.” There’s a pause as he leans back in the recliner and runs his hand over his face. “I know all this looks like shit and if I was in your position I would be furious. But, Sunshine, you have to trust me. You—”
“Stop. Please,” I interrupt him. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I tell him. My head is throbbing and my throat is on fire from holding back the tears.
He grumbles rubbing his forehead. “Fuck…”
I’m lost in a daze. Everything is foggy. “I’m…I’m going to hop off here. I’ll see you tonight, right?” I finally look down at the camera. 
His lips twist up ruefully. “I wouldn’t miss it. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
“Okay, I love you.” Still in a haze, the words lag exiting my mouth.
I don’t wait for his response and tap the “End” button before dropping my head into my hands. I want to believe him. I truly do, but how do I erase what I saw? How do I stop his past from taunting my insecurities?
A few swipes of my finger and I’m texting Holly. She always knows what to say.
Me: You home?
Holly: Yep.
Me: Care if I stop in?
Holly: Come on! Matt gave me a new bottle of wine. Let’s try this puppy out!
I laugh. 
Me: You realize it’s not even noon?
Holly: There’s a time limit to this? Shit. It’ll be our secret. 
Me: Be there in a few.

These stairs never seem to get any easier. It’s embarrassing how three flights can kick my tail. “I don’t see how you do the stairs every day,” I breathlessly tell Holly when she answers the door.
“All in the legs, girl.” She pulls the door open farther. “I’m blessed with your presence at my place twice in one week. What gives?”
“If you remember, the last time I was here was the first time you had ever invited me over.”
She bounces her finger at me. “Oh yeah. Good point.”
“I need an outsider’s opinion,” I say nestling into the corner of her couch.
“Ooh.” She pats my leg. “Lubrication makes it easier.” 
I snicker. “What the hell are you talking about?”
She smiles tenderly and shrugs. “I’m trying to lighten your mood. You reek of anguish and it’s stinking up my house. So what’s wrong?”
I watch as I wring my fingers. “You saw how Katie and Levi acted when she won last night, right?”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see her nod.
“Well, I called him this morning and he was on the couch half naked and as we were talking, Katie came out of his room wearing his shirt.”
Snaky lines appear on her forehead. “How do you know?”
“We were video chatting.”
“So…what was his reasoning?”
“He said she showed up drunk and without a room key. Instead of putting her on the couch, she slept in the bed so he could get up early and not bother her. On top of that, he got off the phone with me quick, just leaving me hanging.”
“Hmm…sucky on his part. What do you feel happened?”
Finally, I raise my lost stare to her. “I don’t know. I want to say nothing, but my mind is my worst enemy.”
She studies me for a moment, her brown eyes shifting back and forth from mine, and then bounces off the couch, heading toward the kitchen. “Let’s test this wine.”
The conversation change means she’s at a loss for words. And for her to be at a loss scares the hell out of me, but I don’t argue. It’s early, but a drink sounds perfect.
The satisfying “pop” of the wine bottle fills the air. It quenches the thirst of anxiety, sending relaxing pulses to your muscles. God, I sound like a wine-o.
“I can’t wait to taste this bad boy,” she says pouring it into one of the glasses.
“Since when did you drink wine?”
“Guilty pleasure. Shhhh.” She places her finger over her lips and whispers. “Don’t blow my cover.”
I chuckle and then take a small sip of the red, tart, but oddly sweet, liquid. It warms and cools my throat, a sensation I can feel all the way to my stomach.
Holly leans back on the counter and rests her glass against her chest. “Feel him out when he gets here tonight. You’ll know if something’s wrong when you see him. You may be sitting here worried about absolutely nothing. Honestly, I think you have nothing to fret about anyway.”
“His past is daunting.”
Frustrated she slings one arm down. “It’s his past. He’s not the same Levi. He’s a gushy and sweet guy now, who I know loves you too much. I know it’s hard to forget, but come on, Paige. Don’t keep holding it against him.”
“I know you’re right. I’ve told myself that a million times, but when it’s in my face like that…”
“Yeah, it sucks. But driving yourself crazy over nothing is torture. You two are crazy about each other. Trust that. Your mind is an evil bastard.”
I smile slightly. “Instead of stripping, have you ever thought of going into psychology? You’re pretty good at giving advice.”
“Nah. Advice comes easily when you actually like someone.” She winks.
A knock on the door sends my pulse jumping through the roof and I turn to Holly with wide eyes. “Please tell me you ordered pizza.”
From her expression, she’s just as confused as I am heading to the door.
“Hey, baby.” Matt’s deep voice fills the silent apartment. 
Holly hesitates. “Uh, hey.”
And with that, I know Ryker is with him. My heart sinks.
The moment they walk through the door, Ryker spots me and sports a cocky ass grin. And while he hugs Holly, his eyes never leave me. 
“Am I allowed to say hello?” he asks like a smug asshole.
“Hello, Ryker.” That was facetiously enthusiastic.
His eyes shine with hunger as they slide up and down my body. “You look exquisite today,” he says taking a seat on the gray loveseat.
I cringe, rolling my eyes, and then ignore him turning my attention to the brown shaggy-haired man who has captured my friend’s heart. “How are you, Matt?”
“I’m good,” he answers quickly. “Real good. How have you been?”
I grimace on the inside as blades of awkwardness drag down my spine. “I’m good. Thanks.”
“Close fight last night,” Ryker pipes in. “Katie about had her ass handed to her.”
Reluctantly, I turn back and answer him. “With it being her first fight in front of hundreds of people, I think her nerves presented a battle she’s never fought before. I think she did well.”
The right side of his lips pull up bestowing a winsome dimple. His electric blue eyes harden roguishly. “I could tell her trainer was very proud of her. Not often do you see a fighter wrap their legs around their coach.”
It’s all I can do not to gasp from the gut-punch. Swallowing hard, I tighten my lips. “Then it’s apparent you don’t deal with women often.”
All mischievous features melt away turning into conceit. “You’re very right. I enjoy savoring the finer things in life and if that means I don’t sleep with every woman I set my eyes on, then so be it.”
The resounding fierceness raises my pulse in tempo. A tingle drives through my legs and takes my breath. I tilt my head. “If you’re insinuating anything about Levi, I’d appreciate it if you kept your opinions to yourself. Spiteful jealousy never looks good one anyone.” I end my sentence hardening my glare at him.
I just added fuel to his fire. He looks amused while he peers down my body and then back up. He licks his lips and slides to the end of the cushion. “Paige, you’re still very breathtaking even as you’re trying to be a bitch.”
I hold up a finger. “Don’t,” I warn him.
He doesn’t waver. “What? Inform you of your beauty?”
“I’m informed daily by my boyfriend, who by the way is the only opinion that matters to me.”
He squints his eyes. “Not much you can do to stop me. I tell it like I see it,” he says conceitedly sliding back into the loveseat. He crosses his tattooed arms over his chest and smirks like a supercilious prick.
I set my glass on the coffee table and reach for my purse, praying he doesn’t see the effect his smugness has on me. “You’re right. There’s nothing I can do to stop you. But I sure as hell don’t have to sit here and listen to it.” I swing around to Holly. “I’ll talk to you later. Thanks for today. And Matt…it was nice seeing you again.”
I inhale deeply, letting it go slowly just after shutting the door. There’s something about that man. He’s arrogant and seems to have something up his sleeve, but past the hotshot ego there’s a hidden amiability. He makes no sense and reminds me too much of Levi. 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 14
 

From the airport to Paige’s house is thirty more minutes and these fucking red lights are my enemies. Just when I think I’m on a roll, the bastards stop me.
I figured Paige would’ve called me back, but she didn’t. I hate she’s hurt, but I understand why. And although, the situation wasn’t as it seemed, the vision had to be horrid for her. I tried explaining, but she didn’t hear it clearly. Like a wolf, she was fixated on her next kill. A confused and hurt woman never hears the truth. Only what she thinks she thinks. Get it? No? Let me explain further.
I say nothing happened. She hears something could’ve happened. 
I say it’s not what it seems. She hears there’s a possibility of what it seems. 
I say baby, calm down. She hears I’m not interested in your feelings.
Get it yet? Women do strange and confusing things. Yes can mean no. No can mean yes. They act like they don’t care when they really do. I’m just as baffled as you. I’ll get through the instructions written in the weird ass language one paragraph at a time. And when I finish, I might just write a damn book about it. 
It’s been weeks since I’ve gotten to feel my girl’s skin. I’m impatient about it. Weaving in and out of traffic, all I can think about is surprising her with my early appearance. Her eyes will light up. Her smile will dominate her face. It’s fucking gorgeous.
I kill the headlights turning into her driveway. I texted Blain earlier to check on her, and he said that she had laid down to take a nap since I was getting in late. Good thing I have a key. Quietly I grab my suitcase and make my way to her door.
And the answer to your worries is yes. I do know there’s a chance I push open the door and she sets her Ruger’s sight on me. It’s a chance I’m willing to take especially since Blain’s text wasn’t but forty-five minutes ago. I’m hoping she’s in a deep sleep.
I set my suitcase down just inside of the door and make my way to her room. Silently, I turn the knob and push it open. My heart is making one hell of a racket in my ears, nearly deafening the shit out of me. I’m stoked to see my girl but nervous I’ll be shot in the next few seconds.
Her lamp beside her bed is on. She’s curled on her side holding a pillow, her hair spread out behind her. She’s angelic. I smile wide at the sight before me. I sit on the edge of her bed and gently run my fingers over her hair. She smiles and faintly moans.
“Sunshine,” I whisper in her ear, brushing it with my nose.
Immediately, her eyes spring open and she twists, throwing a wild punch and frantically backing away from me.
“Paige!” I yell laughing.
What? I can’t help it.
Reality sets in and she blinks. Instantly her face lights up, her green eyes I’ve yearned for sparkle and she smiles wide. She squeals in elation, launching herself around my neck.
“Surprise,” I say chuckling.
She pulls back with damp eyes. “I’ve missed you so much.”
I don’t waste any more time with all this mushy bullshit. Grabbing her cheeks, I press my lips to hers, the very thing I’ve been craving. A blaze of glory pumps through me as I inhale her soft moans. She grips my biceps as I run my fingers from her cheek to her nape, pulling her in closer.
“I’ve missed you too,” I whisper against her lips. 
We release our kiss and embrace each other. Moments pass, catching up with the closeness we’ve missed in the recent weeks. Vanilla floods me…it’s a cure to all the misery.
She yanks back and scoots off the bed. “If I had known you were coming early, I would have made you dinner. Are you hungry?”
Immediately, I drop my gaze between her legs and with one finger under my chin, she pulls me back to her face. “I meant for food.” She giggles.
My lips tighten as they curl up. “It’s been too long.”
She takes off down the hall and my eyes watch her vivacious ass bounce to each step. Remember the old cartoons when a character smelled a pie and their whole body would levitate and float off following the heavenly aroma? Yeah, her ass is that magical.
She rips open the fridge scanning its contents. “Um, grilled chicken salad? That won’t take long. I have the stuff,” she says shutting the door and landing face first into my chest. She’s so frantic to make sure I’m fed that she’s not paying attention to her surroundings.
Ladies, let me tell you something about yourselves. It sounds chauvinistic, but if you take care of your man, trust me when I say it will be reciprocated. We are not complicated creatures, unlike you. We’re simple and require no user’s manual that should be translated by someone. I don’t mean this by sexual favors, although we really enjoy you taking the best care of us in that category. I’m speaking of our emotional needs. Yes, we have them, somewhere hidden inside a treasure chest in our chest with a lost key. We love surprises whether you buy us something or initiate sex. I mean what is sexier than the woman we love feeling frisky? Appreciate us by showing how much you care. For instance, Paige wants to make sure I’m fed. It’s simple but it speaks words of magnitude. She’s taking care of me. Get the gist?
I place my hands on her shoulders, smiling tenderly. “How about we make dinner together?”
Rule number twenty-eight: Do things together with your woman. It inflates her self-esteem. And adds a bonding moment you women crave.
Her eyes change from a frenzied scramble and soften to relieved adoration. See? Her wild mind just relaxed realizing she doesn’t have to go out of her way to take care of me alone. Plus, this will allow me to stay close and touch her as much as I want. It’s a win-win situation.
She grabs all the ingredients and I grab the pan to fix the chicken. She’s beside me preparing the salad cutting the lettuce, tomatoes, and cucumbers. She brushes against me and it overwhelms my rational senses causing blood to rush to my cock.
Patience. Fuck it. I’ll be damned if I’m going to wait any longer to feel her. I grab her by the waist and plant her ass on the end of the counter and capture her divine lips. Her breath hitches as our tongues dance together. I lift her shirt and cup her breast, pinching her nipple. She drops her head back, twisting her fingers through my hair and pulls me into her neck.
I fucking love the silent directions. 
I nip at the soft skin and wrap my arm around her waist to slide her closer into me. She’s a frantic mess. Nails scrape across my shirt, pulling it over my head. 
Ah, yes. There’s the dreamy gaze that tugs my heart and inflates my ego knowing my girl is wildly attracted to me. She takes in the sight before her, etching every inch of my chest to my abs. She bites her lip innocently staring at the tattoo she knows is just for her. 
She can look at me later. I’m too impatient. Tucking my thumbs under her waistband, I pull her yoga pants and panties down and sling them to the side. What a sight. Leaned back on her elbows, her legs open waiting for me, a soft glow on her face. Cue cock jump although he’s well aware of everything going on.
I drop to my knees, place her feet on my shoulders and do exactly what I’ve wanted to do—feast on my girl. She sucks in air, her hips push forward and she moans as my tongue strokes across her clit. Dragging my fingers in and out, she thrusts against them and it’s not long before I feel her walls tighten around them.
“Levi…” she mutters.
Yep. She’s there and in for an amazing awakening. She whimpers as I stop. Her eyes are heavy with lust watching my hands move to undo my pants, and when I pull out my rock hard dick, her gaze flicks back to my eyes. 
I place myself at her soaked entrance and grab her calves. Slowly, inch by inch, I ease into her, savoring the feeling of her being wrapped around my cock. The immediate rush to my balls, the euphoric zing of emotions overtakes me.
I begin to pump into her, driving deeply using her legs as leverage to push and pull. She drops her head back, mewling for me and her back arches. Her walls start clamping down on me. 
I fucking love knowing I can drive her into an explosion.
Her moans become louder, her body rigid as she reaches that glorious peak I’ve waited so long to see. She jerks unable to control the ripples of her orgasm. I grab her nape and pull her into my lips and instinctively she wraps her arms around my neck. I scoop her up from under her legs, lift and slam her back down on my cock taking her down the hall to her room.
Her breaths are short and ragged and I inhale them all. Slowly, I lay her down on the bed and let go of her legs allowing them to fall to the side of my waist.
“You had your eyes closed,” I say quietly against her ear.
She tries to say something but it comes out as a gasp as I slide in and out of her throbbing pussy. I lift her to pull her shirt off and take to her tits. Flicking my tongue across her hard nipple, a shudder rolls down her body and she bucks underneath me. I lap between both breasts and then make my way to her neck. From there I place soft kisses under her earlobe.
“I’ve missed you, Sunshine.”
“I…” she trails off. She’s never been one to talk during sex. She’s too self-conscious.
Rocking together, push after push, our skin touching, our breaths in sync, she drags her hands all over my body. They leave a path of euphoria and satisfaction. My chest tightens as a silent pull grips my heart. It feels full and intense. I feel flooded by sappy emotions, but they don’t scare me. They feel addictive. It’s as if she’s kissed my soul.
“I fucking love this,” I growl becoming more frenzied with my thrusts. “Knowing this pussy is mine…” I drive deep. “Knowing your eyes are rolling because of me.” I press harder. “I love it.”
Her eyes roll, her legs tighten against my hips, and her back starts arching. 
Fuck that. “Open your eyes, Paige. I want to see what I do to you.”
The moment her blazing bright green eyes hit mine, we both lose it. Bright lights flash, and built up tension floods my body as it releases a voracious, mind-shattering roll of ecstasy. I buck like a virgin, unable to feel any of my limbs. Paige cries out my name and rakes her nails across my biceps as I fall to my elbows, dropping my head beside hers.
She nuzzles her sweat-glistened cheek against mine as shudders buzz through us both while we catch our breath.
“Mmmm…” she hums in an abundance of satisfaction.
“Mmmm is right.” I think I said that out loud.
She’s drawing circles on my shoulder blade and it causes goosebumps to spread over my skin. I’ve become mush in her arms. Not because I just got my rocks off, but because my heart is behind every damn thing I do. I’ve never loved before Paige, and I wouldn’t trade all this sensual shit for anything. 
 



 
 
Chapter 15
 

I wake and roll to an empty bed. Regardless how many times this happens, my heart always skips a beat. I stretch my sore body. Not having his rough touch in weeks wreaks havoc in my muscles. I grin thinking about the way his eyes lit up and secretly, I know he made love to me.
Make no mistake. He may be strong and egotistical, but he has the warmest heart I’ve ever seen from a man. No matter how hard he acts, I know he’s super emotional and tries hiding every drop of it.
I dress and then pad down the hallway. Blain is leaning against the very counter where my amazing night started and Levi is on the stool with his back toward me.
“Good morning,” Blain says looking over Levi.
Levi twists around and his lips quirk up in a sexy as hell grin. “Sunshine.”
“What’s with the Sunshine nickname?” Blain asks.
Levi turns back to him and waves his hand dismissively. “Just a nickname.”
I sling my arm over his shoulder and kiss his cheek before looking at Blain. “He says it’s because I’m as gorgeous as the sunrise and I remind him how phenomenal the sunlight feels on his skin,” I tease lightheartedly.
I push off toward the coffee maker and flirtatiously cut my eyes to him. I can see the wheels in his mind are spinning as a playful grin emerges.
“Cute,” Blain picks in disgust.
“Cute’s for—”
“Puppies, Blain,” I interrupt Levi. “He prefers to be called adorable.” I giggle.
Levi launches from his seat and rounds the island and I take off running. I’m laughing too hard, dodging his grip, bounding over couches and around chairs that I don’t pay too much attention to where the hell I’m going. I’ve landed my butt in the corner.
Levi stalks to me and grabs my arm, tossing me over his shoulder, and then spins to Blain.
“I believe she’s forgotten to take her meds this morning.”
Blain bursts out in laughter. “She’s been unstable since I’ve known her.”
“Blain!” I squeal from Levi’s shoulders. “It’s because you make me that way.”
Levi chuckles and I smack him on the butt. “You too, ass.” I squeak through my laughter. “Put me down, you brute.”
“My damsel in distress.” He bends, letting my feet hit the floor. Once there, he grabs my cheeks squishing them together and making me do the fish face. “Aww, look who’s adorable now,” he jests.
I shove him in the chest. “You two are enough to drive anyone mad,” I tease trying to catch my breath.
“Have you lived with yourself?” Blain chimes in.
I squint my eyes with a silly smile. “Have you lived with you?” 
“I’m an angel,” he states nonchalantly.
“So was the devil,” I remind him grabbing for my coffee mug.
He chuckles under his breath. “What are y’all getting into?”
“Hopefully, her,” Levi says bluntly.
Blain fakes a gag. “Dude. Don’t make me think of my sister like that.”
“I have to work the restaurant tomorrow morning so I prefer not to do much,” I tell them.
“Well, I know Jason would like to see you if you guys just want to chill here,” Blain says.
Levi glances back to me. “It doesn’t matter. If you want to hang out, I’m good with it. Either way you’re on my side.”

Other than taking showers, we have done absolutely nothing today. And now we’re sitting in the living room with Jason, Brooke and Blain. The conversation has ranged from Blain’s job to Levi’s workout regimen. Even Jason’s girl has put her two cents in talking about her job as a legal secretary. I’m the only one without a career. But I like this feeling of being one big family. It feels great being surrounded by the very people I love.
Holly doesn’t knock as she bursts through the door. “Look out! The party just arrived,” she announces towing Matt in behind her
Levi spins around then back to me and whispers, “Holy fuck. She looks—”
“Good,” I answer for him. “I told you.”
He stands just in time for her to hug his neck. Months ago I would have laughed knowing all she was really doing was getting to feel him. But now that she’s crazy about Matt, Levi and Blain are off her wish list. 
Levi straightens his shoulders and puffs his chest out when he reaches to shake Matt’s hand. “What’s up, man?”
Matt’s leery. “How are you? Congrats on your trainee winning.”
Levi tightens his lips, quirking up one corner. The air is thick and uncomfortable from the bolts of awkwardness of rival meeting rival’s best friend. It’s so profound that my skin feels like it weighs sixty pounds more. 
“Thanks.” Levi nods and then sits back down spreading his arm over the back of the couch. 
I hug Holly and acknowledge Matt letting them know there are snacks in the kitchen. She smiles goofily, reaches into her bag and pulls out the wine we had yesterday. “I’ll make you a glass.”
“I’m glad you drink that with her. She’s tried getting me to but that tastes horrible,” Matt says to me.
“It’s an acquired taste.” I smile knowing exactly what he means. Her taste in wine isn’t exactly what I’d enjoy on a daily basis, but it’s…tolerable.
Suddenly, I’m yanked backward over the arm of the couch sending my feet above me and my back in Levi’s lap. I’m greeted by an abrasive yet affectionate grin with his arms cradling me. It’s in his eyes he’s uneasy about Matt’s company. The smile only affirms he’s restraining unsettled turmoil. The possessiveness in him is sending a message to Ryker through Matt that I’m where I belong and I’m not to be messed with. 
I swing my legs around and slide to his side when Holly comes bounding back into the living room with two glasses of wine. 
“Cheers!” she says handing me one.
Levi chuckles shaking his head. “That shit smells horrible.”
“That’s what I said,” Matt agrees.
“It’s good,” I tell him. “It’s sweet, sour, and cold. It’s every taste in one drink.”
“Yeah. Including shit,” Levi quips.
Everyone settles back into their spots and Holly and Matt grab the stools closing the circle we’ve created. Of course Blain has it on ESPN, and of freaking course highlights of Katie’s fight light up the screen. 
“Training a woman has to be difficult,” Matt says and immediately Levi looks murderous. Matt shakes his head. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I meant that as a man you’re much more powerful than her. You can teach her the moves but you’re only at half percent as you do it. Or am I wrong?”
Levi taps his fingers on the back of the couch. I can only assume to try to keep his temper in check. “No, you’re right.”
“Does it throw you off with speed?”
Levi looks to Blain frustrated, then to Matt. “No.”
Her fight is still on the TV when they zoom into Levi slapping the mat with fire in his eyes yelling something at Katie. 
Katie Greer had no room for error as her trainer, The Leveler, watched on. And, guys, let me tell you he wasn’t happy with her performance. Fortunately for her, she pulled it together and ended the fight with a knock out…
“That was a close fight,” Matt says. 
Levi’s fingers tap faster with force.
“Did she need stitches for the gash over her eye?” 
Levi clears his throat and slides to the end of the cushion and my heart sinks. “Why are you so interested in me?”
Matt squints and presses his lips together. “Striking up a conversation,” he replies. “I know a lot about the fighting scene. That’s the only common ground I have with you.”
“Our common ground is that your girlfriend is friends with mine. That’s about as far as we go. I’m not interested in having a friendship with you.”
I nudge Levi in the ribs just as the uncomfortable air shifts, thickening into unbearable. I glare at Blain, desperate for an intervention. 
“I—” Matt starts, but Holly interjects, pushing his leg.
 
Both men settle back into their seats, leaving Holly and me nervous freaking wrecks. The rest of the night shall be oh so fun…



 
 
Chapter 16
 

She’s snuggled into my side with her arm draped across my chest, tracing her fingers across my skin. I just blew her mind for an hour and she’s satiated—completely and absolutely satisfied. Her skin is slick with sweat, her breath finally slowing, and I can feel her smile against my chest. 
There are not many words to describe how much I like this feeling. I hate that I’m away all the time. 
I sigh and she looks up. “You okay?” 
I place a kiss on her forehead pulling her closer into me. “Couldn’t be better. It’s late, Sunshine. Get some sleep.” 
 
It’s been quiet for ten minutes, only our breaths filling the silence in the room. My mind is speeding through thoughts of us and where I want to be with her. My championship fight is closing in and after that, I’ll have time. A lot of it. Normally, Cory gives the choice to the fighter whether they will be continuing immediately after or if they will take a break. I’ll be asking for a six-month break. 
I don’t want any interruptions as Paige and I grow. I feel like I’m cutting her short by focusing on me. Although she knows fighting was here before her, I want no doubts in her mind that I’ll be here with her after I’m too damn old to keep up with the new kids. One day that will come. It’s inevitable. Your body can only handle so much punishment, adrenaline, and determination. The regimen of a fighter can wreak havoc after so long. Brutal beat downs, ferocious workouts, and merciless fights can take a toll on a body.
There will be a day I meet my match. One that will bring me to my knees begging for a morsel of power, and whether I win or lose, I’ll be busted up. Paige will see my wounds. She’ll be the one to take care of me. Of course that’s if she remains by my side. But let me make one thing very clear—I’ll never let her walk away easily. That will be a fight that I brawl until every aspect of purpose is demised.
 
“Levi…” Paige whispers so faintly I almost miss it. 
“I thought you were sleeping,” I tell her softly.
She puffs out air. “I thought you were too.” There’s a pause in her words and I can feel the tension come over her body. “Do I have anything to worry about?”
Her words stab me in the stomach. “What the hell are you talking about, Paige?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugs. 
I twist, sliding my arm out from under her so I can face her. “Talk.”
She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. “Seeing her come out of your room with your clothes…” she trails off. 
“I know how it looked, but I can promise it was nothing as it seemed.”
“Seeing that right after watching the winning reaction on TV didn’t help. Immediately my thoughts weren’t good. That was…I don’t know. Different.”
“That was just a winning reaction. Caught up in the rush of triumph.”
She looks up to me, her eyes submerged in a loving worry. 
“I know it’s the distance between us that fucking puts the doubt in your mind.”
“I’m sorry,” she mumbles.
“For what? Telling me you worry? Paige, that only tells me where your heart is. If you only knew a fraction of how much you stay on my mind, you’d never have a concern.”
“But you work so close to Katie and I know your appetite for sex is—”
“Don’t go there,” I demand. “She’s work, nothing else. My appetite is for you.” I place her hand over my heart and brush my lips against hers. “This…it’s all yours.”
She buries her head in the crook of my neck. “I hate missing you all the time.”
“It’ll get better. After I beat the shit out of Ryker, I’ll be home for a while. And during that time, I’ll make sure I do everything in my power to convince you to travel with me.”
She giggles. “I love you so much.”
Squeezing her, I place a kiss on the side of her head. “Get some rest. You have to work in the morning. Plus, too much more of this sensitive shit and I’ll either trade in my man card or I’ll have an all-night Paige-fest. I prefer the latter.” 
Ladies, I hate how your eyes are boring a hole in the back of my head. The answer is no. I’m not going to tell her what Katie did the other night. Tell me what good will come from that? She’ll speculate about me and her and there shouldn’t be any of that. I’m not about to place so much worry in her heart. It will be for nothing.
Katie crossed a line and I stopped it. That shit won’t happen again. I’ll have that conversation with her when I get back and trust me, she’ll have her ass handed to her. Drunk or not, that shit was unacceptable. 
As for Paige, all she needs to know is that she has my heart. Those four words—she has my heart—are all that’s important.
Hypocrite? Yeah, call me what you want, but remember, my way always works the best. Yes, I know I’d be an irate bastard if I found out some shit like that went down with Paige and she didn’t tell me. But for now, I’m trusting my gut instincts and that’s not to scare the shit out of my girl.
I pull her into my chest and rest my head on top of hers. “Sweet dreams, Sunshine.”
Her body relaxes as she nestles into me and it’s not long until her breathing evens out and she does her infamous sleep twitch. I smile and then allow sleep to haul me into the darkness with her in my arms.
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 17
 

Last night we spent hours with our friends, laughing and cutting up even through the weirdness between Matt and Levi. Both were so cautious of each other, but they eventually shared a few short-worded conversations. 
But after everyone left, my night turned simply incredible. Levi made extraordinary love to me. Slow, steady, and intense with love coursing through his movements as he rocked his emotions into me. It was so passionate. I felt he was peeling away layers of my heart and soul. It left me emotionally raw. Loved. Needed. Wanted. My senses cross fired even leaving me vulnerable. 
That very thing had my mind running wild. The love I felt scared me, but not in a bad way. It was a clear reminder of how devastated I’d be if I were to ever lose him. And this is where Katie bombarded my insecurities and brought out the worst thoughts. I mean, here I am just an average girl with a very unaverage boyfriend. I can’t give him much but my heart. Then there’s Katie who works closely with him, learning the very thing he desires more than me. I’ve never met her, but she’s stunning to look at. 
I know Levi isn’t perfect and as much as I argue with myself that he would never let me down in the most awful ways, I couldn’t help but to bring it up last night. Communication keeps a relationship strong. And I’m glad I brought it up because the way he looked at me, the seriousness of his words…it warmed me from my soul out.
I slid out of the bed this morning in hopes of not bothering him as I got ready for work. I did well until I exited my bathroom after a shower. He was still lying under the covers but smiling with one eye open. I kissed him deeply and then left for work…strangely with him still in the bed. Normally, he’s up and raring to go but this time, he didn’t budge. Everyone’s entitled to a lazy day.
 
Now, I’m floating through my day withdrawn from the real world. The restaurant isn’t very busy and I’ve only half heard what Holly has said. 
“You good?” Holly asks bounding into the kitchen.
I push off the wall and smile. “Yeah.” 
“You’ve been in a weird zombie state. You sure?”
“I dunno. It’s weird. I feel like I’m in a land of euphoria, falling in love, but I’m already in love. But it hurts. I guess that saying you can love someone so much that it hurts is true.” I shrug tightening my lips.
She looks at me like I’ve gone mad. “Are you running a fever?” 
Regardless of how serious her expression is, her lips are ticking to smile.
“No.” I giggle. “My thoughts are just everywhere.”
“He screwed you silly last night,” she informs me.
“Something about seeing Katie in his clothes with him hours away from me bumped something loose, backed out a screw or something. It scared me into realizing how much I care for him,” I state but it comes across as a question.
“You two have had a bumpy relationship from start to now. What Dr. Holly thinks is that you are realizing you’re in too deep and there isn’t any turning back. You have now exited the infatuation stage and have launched into reality.”
“I’ve let my guard down…” I think out loud.
“Yep! And I think it’s great. You deserve to be happy.”
I smile widely. “So do you.”
“Matt tickles my happy spot,” she says.
I hold my hands up. “I don’t need details.”
She laughs smacking my arm. “Not in that way. He just makes me very happy.”
She winks and then grabs her plates out of the window and heads out to her tables. I exit the kitchen to check on my one table just in time to see Matt and Ryker come through the door.
My heart falls. When the hell is he going home? With Levi and Ryker in the same town it feels like someone’s hand is on the button to detonate a bomb at any given moment.
They sit right at the dividing line of mine and Holly’s sections and the table I need to close out is directly across from theirs. Matt nods at me as I step between the tables focusing on my lovely older couple. I set the check down and tell them to have a great day, but when I turn to walk away, Ryker speaks to me.
“Hello, Paige.” 
I cringe at how my name falls from his lips. “Hey guys.”
“How’s your day so far?” Ryker says as he looks over his drink before taking a sip.
“It’s good.”
“It’s probably dragging by knowing your boyfriend is in town and you’re stuck here.”
I’m sure my expression is just the same as the confusion that is plastered in my mind. I had braced for some smartass statement but instead was given something nice. 
“Hopefully you don’t have much longer,” he adds.
What the freak is happening here?
“No, not much longer.” I swallow my bafflement and nod at both men. “You guys have a good day.”
As if my zombie state wasn’t bad enough, Ryker’s politeness just threw me a screwball. Normally he’s itching to say something sarcastic about Levi, taking every chance he has but this time…
I’m losing my mind today.

Home. There’s a new feeling as I step through the door. Today it isn’t an empty house or just Blain. Today I’m coming home to Levi. It’s such a feeling of completeness with a giddy anticipation. 
Blain is sitting at the island with a beer in his hand when I push through the door. Levi is nowhere in sight.
“He went to take a shower. He mowed the yard.” Blain shakes his head apparently reading my mind. “He said he was bored.”
“I hate I missed that. I bet that was sexy as hell. I’ve never seen him do manual labor. “Did you guys play bromance catch up?”
“We did.”
“Do I need to call Jason and tell him you’re breaking up with him?” I jest.
“There’s room for all of us.” He chuckles. “How was your day?”
“Felt like it wouldn’t ever end.”
“You make good money at Tonic. Why do you keep waitressing?”
I shrug. “Keeps me busy.”
“So does Tonic.”
“I just want things later in life. Travel the world. Have a kickass car. Buy a house that’s all mine and not run by my macho brother.”
“Paigey, it’s bartending. You see yourself doing this in ten years?”
“Never thought about it. I like what I do. Maybe one day I could open my own bar?” I shrug.
“For a woman who has her future planned out, you sure have no road to get there,” he says.
I tap my chin. “Think of all the times we used to get in the car and just ride with no specific place in mind. We always landed somewhere and had a great time. So I’m unsure of a career. It doesn’t mean I won’t find one in my journey.”
“Touché,” he says holding his beer up and taking a long pull from it.
“Speaking of journeys, are you still pursuing Lacy?”
I know…stupid question. Of course he is.
He narrows his eyes. “Just like you, my ride will take me there when it’s ready. She’s still a vulnerable mess over that dickwad, Conner. He’s such an idiot.”
Suddenly, a strong arm wraps around me and spins me. Levi grasps my head and captures my lips, growling against them. Explosions of emotions try taking my legs out from under me. The floor rocks below me. The world fades and it’s just him and me until…
“There are just some things I don’t need to witness with my own two eyes,” Blain chimes into the foggy haze of my evaporated world.
Levi chuckles and then looks up to Blain. “Will you be witnessing things with someone else’s eyes? If so, this is an ability I’d like to learn.” He slides his hands down my arms and pulls me in by the waist. “You can travel the world with me. Let that car ride land you beside me.”
I crinkle my nose. “But that’s you driving. I want to be in control.”
“Oh, I’ll let you be in control,” he says wolfishly.
“And this is my cue to take my ass elsewhere,” Blain says grabbing his beer and exiting to the living room.
With Blain out of the room, Levi sharpens his eyes on me. “Sunshine, we both want it. You want to travel the world and although I don’t normally leave the states, you can ride along with me.”
And let my stubbornness kick in. “When the time is right I will, but for now, I can’t afford it.”
He drops his arms to his sides letting out an exhausted sigh. “You don’t have to afford it. I got that part.”
“You’re not—”
“Don’t you say a damn thing about me being your pimp. I wouldn’t be. You’ll still be able to do as you please. We both hate missing each other so that eliminates the distance.”
I pat his chest. “You win the championship and see where your career takes you. Then maybe I’ll take you up on the offer.”
Something flashes in his eyes. “Let’s change the wager. I win the championship and you’re with me. Period.”
“And what happens if you lose?” I ask.
“With a wager like that, you think I’m going to let that happen?”
“There’s always the possibility.”
“If I lose, which I’m not, then we’ll discuss this again.”
I stretch to my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. “We’ll talk about it when the time comes.”
He backs me against the wall, places his hands beside my head, and then lowers his face to mine. “If working and making your own money is what’s stopping you, then I’ll hire you to—”
I burst with laughter involuntarily, interrupting him. “You will not become my boss.”
His eyes flick to my mouth and he licks his lips. “I can separate business from pleasure. I’ll only be the boss when I’m dominating the bed with you in it.”
A shudder rolls down my spine, wrapping around and tugging between my legs. 
He suppresses a laugh brushing his lips across my cheek. “Picture being able to have me anytime you want. My hard cock pushing into you in different states. Moaning my name from different beds. Having me without waiting days or weeks.”
I swear my eyes just rolled. 
“You can share my journey with me while enjoying life. We can do all that cutesy crap you enjoy like sightseeing, relaxing on a beach, having dinner together and sleeping beside each other every night.” He pauses, allowing me to soak his words in, and then kisses the tip of my nose. “Think about it, Sunshine. The offer stands.”
Those are his last words before he strolls to the living room, not looking back to see the breath I finally just took. He leaves me stranded to fight my own thoughts. It’s his game and his plan is wearing on me.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 18
 

Boy did I fuck up Paige’s mind yesterday. After telling her all the benefits of life with me on the road, she couldn’t gather her thoughts for the rest of the day. I know her well enough to know that what I said played continuously in her mind. That’s right. I positioned myself exactly where I wanted to be—overruling all her thoughts. 
I hate being a phone call away. I want to be a glance a way. A tap away. Not a fucking plane ride or hours away. It’s not the way it’s supposed to be. It seems I’m old fashioned. I don’t want Paige to have to work. I’m the man, therefore I should be providing for the family. I should give her a life without worry. I’ll make the money. She’ll make sure the bills are paid and food is bought. 
Don’t mistake this as chauvinistic or some sort of dominance. It’s not. I just want my girl to be happy without the worries life enjoys throwing at us. If she wants to work, she can. I’ll never take that away from her. If she wants twenty dogs on a ranch, she can have that too. I just want her beside me.
I’ve been thinking about all this for hours. Where I want to be in years to come. Never have I wanted to be with just one woman. Okay, well maybe Rebecca Track but that’s only because she was my first dip of pussy and it scattered my thoughts. I was fourteen, basically a walking hard-on and with a girl who wanted to fuck just as much as I wanted to. I was in heaven.
Where the hell was I? Right. Future with Paige. Look, all I know is I don’t want to be anywhere else and I sure as fuck only want her. I hate missing her all the time, wondering what the hell she’s doing, and not being able to taste her when I want.
My arm is painfully numb when she begins to stir. “Hmmm…good morning,” she mumbles and tries rolling off me.
I stop her and pull her closer. “Good morning, Sunshine. Sleep well?”
She nestles against my chest. “Yes. Did you?”
“The answer will always be yes as long as you’re beside me.”
What the fuck? I might as well toss my man card right out the window. She makes me an affectionate blob of emotions.
I slide out from under her and get out of bed. “I’m gonna take a shower. Come with me.”
We’ve rocked this bed many times over the past several days. I want her knees to wobble somewhere else. I slide my thumbs under my waistband and allow my shorts to fall to the floor. Her eyes glaze over, and she watches my hand as I drag it down my chest, over my abs, and grip my hard dick. Wickedness emerges across her lips. I stroke myself several times, just enough to feel my balls tighten, and then leave her with the image. 
I’m already in the shower when she opens the shower door. That didn’t take as long as I thought it would. Wasting no time, I pull her into the warm water molding her slick, smooth, naked body against mine. Our lips connect while water cascades around our faces. She presses her hands against the center of my chest and exhales a moan as I squeeze her closer by the waist.
Dragging my fingers across her clavicle, I slowly reach my first destination of pleasure. She bows her back the moment I begin to knead her tits, gently teasing her hard nipples. She grabs my cock and a burst of excitement rushes my veins. With enough pressure to ensure insanity, I slide my hand down her ribs, over her hips and directly to my next stop of pleasure.
I begin circling her clit and she drops her head back ripping her lips away from mine. I’m not complaining. The sight is impeccable. Water spills from her arched body, dripping from all her curves. Taking her hand, I place it on her breast and squeeze, making her play with those beautiful tits of hers. Even though she’s crazy self-conscious, she doesn’t fight it and continues to follow my lead. 
I drag her hand down her stomach and watch as her body jerks at her own touch. With my help, she grazes her clit, slowly circling it. Her mouth parts and she begins to pant. 
“Don’t stop,” I tell her, leaving her hand to do the work as I insert a finger into her wet pussy.
My cock fucking throbs as the mind-blowing show is happening before me. Her hips rock against my fingers while she continues to work her clit. I can feel her walls tightening and I begin shoving my fingers into her deeper. I smile watching her quickening her strokes. She’s loosening up, losing herself in the moment. 
“I don’t want to come without you,” she says shyly.
“You’re about to lose your fucking mind, Paige,” I say low. 
I slide my cock over her hand working her clit, then down to her entrance only pressing the tip in and backing off. I tease her like this several times until her body starts to become rigid. Oh, she’s close. I grab her hand, stopping her and placing it back on her tit.
“Not yet,” I tell her. “You said you wanted me with you.”
I place my pulsating dick to her and slam into her. She gasps, bows her back, and digs her nails into my arms. Her pussy begs for me, clenching against my skin as I drag in and out of her.
“As many times as we’ve done this why must I remind you to open your eyes,” I gruff, bucking another hard thrust into her.
Because it feels so fucking good. I love your cock and it drives me to the perfect euphoria, which makes me lose myself. I’m sure that would be her answer if she wasn’t too busy riding my dick.
Her bright green eyes are lusty slits, begging to roll back. Her mouth parts as she breathes heavily. She’s so fucking beautiful. 
“Levi…” she warns.
Her hips press forward as she arches her back into the wall, but I’m not ready for this to end and I pull out, pressing my lips against hers. Confusion falls from her moans. I smile grabbing her hands and raising them above her head.
“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I tell her. I lean and brush my lips against her ear. “Is your pussy begging for my cock, baby?” I ask running my fingers against her clit. 
She doesn’t answer, but her body does, responding with a jerky shudder. I’m teasing the hell out of her, pushing her body to build up and give her a superior and powerful orgasm. I want her to walk on clouds of delirium for the rest of the day.
She pulls against my hand, trying to free hers, but my grip tightens. I ease my cock back into her, stopping when I’ve filled her completely then slowly dragging back out leaving just the tip in. I trace my tongue along the top of her shoulder and sink my teeth in. 
She gasps, dropping her head against the wall, and lurching her hips shoving my dick deep inside of her. Her hands slip from mine and instantly she grabs a handful of hair pulling me to her mouth. The kiss is hard, messy and frantic. Her pussy begins clamping again, and I lean back brushing my thumb across her clit, shoving into her. 
The fucking sight of my dick, slick and dragging in and out of her, is undeniably the most incredible sight I’ve ever seen. 
“Levi…” she warns with urgency. 
I stop my assault on her clit, and make my way to her nipples. Something she loves. I pinch them hard and she bucks again. She’s throbbing and I know there’s not much more time.
I make fast work with her clit, plunging into her as deeply as she can handle. And then…she explodes. My name falls from her lips in a pleasurable scream. Her body is rocked with ecstasy and she’s damn near climbing the wall. I grasp her hips, driving into her as she loses herself. Carnal appetite overwhelms me, and I slap her ass. She sucks in air, and her pussy tightens more. 
She’s writhing, hips a shuddering mess when my release is spilled. I’m digging my fingers into her hips, slamming her onto my cock and shoving every inch I have into her. I lose all feeling in my legs, but I’m still somehow managing to buck into her. I growl toward the ceiling, thrusting in and out, convulsing with waves of pleasure.
Our breaths are rapid as I drop my head against her forehead.
“Oh my God,” she whispers.
I chuckle. I will never tire of hearing that.
I don’t say a word and pull her into my chest under the water. I don’t know how long we’ve been standing here before her words jolt me.
“The water’s getting cold.”
“I can warm you up again,” I say licking my lips. 
She looks up from underneath her wet lashes smiling. “You’re insatiable.”
“When it comes to you, I can never get enough.”
Something flashes before her eyes. For just an instant, I swear I see doubt blur her vision until she blinks it away. 
I tilt my head. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she says quickly. 
There’s the infamous “nothing.” This word can mean many things, but you women think men can read your minds. The battle then becomes one of expectation. Am I supposed to know what this “nothing” means? Is it going to bother her if I don’t ask about it? Will she accuse me of not caring? Or does it truly mean nothing is wrong? It’s a dangerous word most of the time with hidden agendas. 
Unfortunately, I’m not going to play along with the complicated conundrum. If she wants to tell me, she will. I don’t push it further and reach behind me turning the hot water as far as it will go. It only changes the temperature a fraction.
“We’ll need to hurry.” I hand her the washrag. “That’s all we got.”



 
 
Chapter 19
 

“I don’t want this anymore,” I tell him wiping my tears from my cheek.
His compassionate blue eyes blink. “Not much longer, Sunshine. Not too many more of these.”
Goodbyes are getting harder and this time I’m unable to stop my tears. 
“I don’t want this one,” I say pressing my face back into his chest.
“Me neither, but I have to.”
“Couldn’t you bartend?” I ask causing myself to giggle. But there isn’t a response and guilt starts pulling at my heart. I look up to him. “I’m sorry.” I wipe my tears again, pulling my shoulders back. “I shouldn’t have said that. I want you to chase your dreams. Become the best. I know you hate this just as much as I do. I shouldn’t make it any harder.”
He smiles. “If I started bartending, you’d lose your job.”
I jerk back. “And what makes you think that?”
“Look at me.” He spreads his arms to the side. “Perfection doesn’t get any better than this.”
I slap his arm. “Conceited ass.”
“Just telling the truth,” he says pulling me to his lips. “I’ll call you when I get to the hotel.”
And just like that, he smashes my smile reminding me it will be another unknown time until I see him again. I take to his lips. Our kiss is slow and passionate. My heart flutters and aches at the same time.
“I love you,” I tell him with a shaky voice.
He grabs his bag, throwing it over his shoulder, and peck kisses my nose. “Love you.” He smiles widely and walks to his car. 
He doesn’t look back and I don’t move from the spot I’m frozen in. My heart feels like it’s been dropped and shattered into a million pieces. It’s funny what you’ll put yourself through for love. 
I no longer see his tail lights. Half of me is convinced he’s going to drive around the block and come back. The other half knows the truth. 
I take a deep breath of the crisp fall air, filling my lungs to their capacity. Like I just breathed life into my limbs, I finally move back into the house, unfreezing my feet from their spot.
I walk aimlessly to the couch. I feel lost and empty. A soul stuck in Purgatory. Life felt more purposeful with him here. I had something to look forward to every morning I woke up and every night I went to sleep. Now, I’m stuck looking forward to hearing his voice or seeing a gritty video of him on my phone’s screen.
I experienced something different with him this time. I saw a side of him I didn’t know existed. He was somehow softer, more tender. He spoke differently toward me and regardless of the subject, his words held emotion. 
I sigh plopping my butt on the couch. The house is silent. No sound from the TV. No talking amongst friends. No laughing and cutting up with Levi. Nope. Just me and my thoughts. Which isn’t a good thing so I grab the remote and turn the TV on.
 
“Always in my spot,” Blain says waking me from my peaceful nap.
I glance up to a smile. 
“Again,” I groan. “Why can’t you be an amazing wanna-be brother and just let me sleep?”
He pokes me in the ribs, something he’s done since we were kids. “What would the fun in that be? Besides, you’re small, I’m large. The couch fits me much better.”
“You’re a large ass is what you are,” I joke, pushing myself to sit up.
“And that’s why you love me so much.” 
“I do? I thought I just had to put up with you.”
He chuckles as I cross the living room to get to the loveseat. “No. I put up with you.”
 “Is it safe to say we love putting up with each other?”
“Comfort yourself how you want.” He laughs.
Since we were little, Blain has always picked on me. He can act however he wants, but he loves me and couldn’t live a week without me.
It’s been twenty minutes of silence except for the commentary of the sports anchor. That’s all Blain ever watches. He’s into all sports, but his preference is football regardless of professional or college. 
“Do you have to work Tonic tonight?” he asks still glued to the show.
I sigh. “Yes.” I’m not ready to work. I want to sulk in misery over my boyfriend.
“It will be good for you. You know, get your mind off everything.”
Ugh. “I know.”
“How long is Levi’s flight to Florida?”
“Right at three hours.”
He looks down at his phone. “He doesn’t have much longer.”
“Yeah. He said he’d be able to talk to me for a little bit before I had to go to work.”
“It was good seeing him.”
“Yes…” I trail off. But I hated saying goodbye, I think. “It got a little awkward when Matt was around though.”
“That’s because he’s Ryker’s friend. No one knew what we could say and it not get back to him. I bet Levi wanted to knock the dude’s teeth out.”
“If he did, he didn’t say anything to me about it. I like Matt. He and Holly make a good couple. I just hate he’s friends with the enemy.”
“Speaking of, have you seen Ryker lately?”
“No. He came into the restaurant the other day but kept it cordial and short. I didn’t tell Levi about it. I was scared the whole thing would piss him off.”
Blain grunts. “Keeping secrets from him already?”
“No. If something were to happen, Levi would know. But Ryker didn’t say anything out of the way. He and Matt sat in Holly’s section. Why would I get Levi all riled up for no reason?”
“What if Levi found out about it?”
“I wouldn’t lie about it. I’d tell him. You’re making it sound like I did something wrong. I didn’t.”
“I didn’t say you did, Paigey. I’m just telling you from a man’s point of view, I’d be pissed.”
I ponder his statement before opening my mouth. “So, let’s say you walked past Wesley. Said hello and kept walking. You would come tell me?”
“Wesley didn’t stay in town. Therefore, I wouldn’t walk past him.”
Smartass.
“Hypothetically, Blain.” I roll my eyes.
His jaw ticks. “First, if I walked past him, I wouldn’t say hello. Secondly—”
“What if he had a friend of yours beside him? Like an acquaintance. Wouldn’t you say hello to that person and be polite and nod, smile, say hello to him?”
“I’d speak to the person I know and that’s it.”
“So would you tell me about it?”
“Doubt it.”
“That’s what I did and when Ryker said hello, I said hello. That’s it.”
I smile victoriously at him and he hates it. His eyes linger for a moment, throwing a playful hatred at me, then they switch to the TV.
Aaannnd the victory is all mine. But I celebrate in silence. I hear my phone begin ringing in my room and I leap from the loveseat and take off down the hall. I know it’s Levi because of the video chat ringtone. I slide my finger across the accept button, giddy and out of breath. 
Levi’s brows jump high as curiosity flurries his expression. “And what the hell were you doing?”
“I was in the living room. Phone was in my room,” I say still huffing air.
He laughs shaking the camera. “You’re that out of breath from a short sprint?”
“Nooo…I was exercising too,” I play innocent. 
“You’re horrible at lying,” he says, emphasizing the word horrible.
I roll my eyes hiding my laughter. “How was your flight?”
“In the air,” he deadpans running his hand over his face. “It was short. The drive to the hotel was the worst. Adam wouldn’t shut the fuck up. He’s apparently crazy about this chick Carli we met at the club a few weeks back. He’s been spending a lot of time with her.”
They met her at the club. “Wait, what?”
“That’s what I said too. Adam settling down? Hell has pigs flying in the snow right now. It’s been longer than two days so she must have something that catches his attention.”
“Y’all went to the club? When were you going to tell me that?” I snip.
His expression turns cold. “It was nothing. Didn’t think I needed to.”
I fall silent. 
“You gonna call me when you get off work?” he asks.
“If you think you’ll be up, I will.”
“I always have time for you.”
“Well, then I’ll call when I get off work. I’m gonna hop off here and start getting ready. Love you.”
What the heck has gotten into him? He leaves a loving boyfriend and lands with an attitude. And after all the conversations we’ve shared over the week, I’m just finding out that he went to a club. Not that I’m mad, I don’t expect him to just sit around, but I feel completely left in the dark. 
 



 
 
Chapter 20
 

Reality. Went to bed and it was empty. Woke up to the same resemblance. Now, I’m back at this fucking gym waiting on Katie to arrive. We haven’t spoken to each other since the morning after she pulled that ridiculous stunt.  
I’m jamming my knuckles against the leather heavy bag, trying to relieve some of the frustrations I have. What am I frustrated about, you ask? Well, it’s simple. It’s Paige. The last several days were great. We fucked like rabbits and laughed like kids. Now, I’m back to this shit. Miles away without being able to touch her. I’m without her scent and her smiles. Shit pisses me the fuck off. 
It’s your dream. I know this. You shouldn’t be aggravated at the situation. Well, I am. I can’t talk my girl into traveling with me. Stubborn and worried about her self-respect. It’s the very thing I love about her, yet it drives me insane. I can’t break her walls down and get her to come with me.
I’m unloading on the bag, sweat rolling off my forehead, when I hear the squeak of the door. I finish my run and then turn toward Katie.
“You’re late,” I bark.
“Sorry,” she says weakly. “I overslept.”
I stalk over to her. “How’s the eyebrow?”
She rubs the place where the stitches were. “Good. Healing quickly.”
I smile. “Good.”
“How was your week?” she asks.
“Great. Now, warm up. It’s your first training session after a fight and you’re going to learn really quickly that this will kick your ass worse than the actual fight.” 
She’s already out of breath when she finishes her six-minute jump rope warm up. I don’t miss those days. When I started all this, I remember thinking I was dying during my training session after my fights. It didn’t take long for my body to condition itself. Harvey had a very large hand in that. He was relentless. 
“Come on, let’s spar,” I tell her nodding toward the ring.
Her eyes widen as her cheeks brighten. “I don’t have a partner today?”
“Yes. Me.”
“Oh…okay,” she stutters.
 
The first day I ever trained her, we stepped into the ring and I was instantly flooded with doubt. She was immersed in fear, intimidated by me, and really shy. I remember she had her hair tightly braided and I gave her shit about wearing makeup to training. Her stance showed weakness. Her shoulders were slumped. She was a mess.
Today resembles that very day. She’s nervous and quiet. No confidence shows in her steps. Her moves are empty threats. She’s not ready and I don’t care. I step in and throw a left hook. Chill out. It’s not hard. We’re sparring, not fighting.
She throws her hands up wildly and very inexperienced-like scrambling backward.
“Did Tabitha reset you?” I tease.
“No. I wasn’t ready,” she huffs.
I strike again and she flails her hands again. “What did I tell you about being ready?”
Aggravation comes over her and she punches with a left then right. She looks more like a fighter now. She’s guarded, in proper stance, and zeroed in on her kill. We trade punches and kicks, ducking and weaving, sliding and maneuvering. She’s worked up a good sweat.
Now, I’m ready to get her right on her ground play. I rush her, putting my shoulder into her stomach, wrapping my arms around her waist, and dropping her square on her ass. Straddled and mounted, she looks lost.
I pop her openhanded across the top of her head. “Quit with the unsure bullshit and fucking get it together. I’m not dancing by myself.”
Anger flares from her amber brown eyes and she pushes my chest.
“What the fuck is that?” I growl. “Are we in elementary again?”
Hurt dons over the pissed expression and she bucks wildly under me. I’m not in a position you’d want to be in during a fight. Normally, you want the body close to yours leaving no room for the bottom man to finish the game. And when I drop to wrap her up to keep her close, she punches me in the nose.
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” she wails.
I drop to my elbows above her face. “Is that what you’ll do in your next fight? Apologize?”
“But you’re not my opponent. You’re my trainer.” 
I smile. “You clocked your trainer. I’m proud of you.”
She swallows then looks away.
“What’s with you?” I ask.
She clears her throat. “I’m sorry. For…you know. I was in the wrong and I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“Yes you did,” I inform her. “With alcohol in your system, you were unrestrained. It’s why I don’t drink.”
Her eyes bulge. I’m sure she thought her little crush was well hidden, but it’s the little things I pick up on.
“Remember, I’m a fighter. I’m trained to notice everything. It becomes second nature. You’ll learn it as you go.”
“Can I ask you something?”
I nod.
“Do you mean to send mixed signals?”
“I don’t.”
She looks down the length of her body. “You’re practically lying on top of me. Our chests are touching. Your eyes keep dropping to my lips. Levi, I may not know a fighter’s body like yours, but I know body language from a man.”
I don’t flinch at her words. But I do offer a shit-eating grin. “Are there rules about how much distance you’re supposed to give your opponent? I might have missed that one.”
“You always resort to humor when—”
“Correction…I’m a smartass to anyone. Don’t try to act like a psychiatrist. You’re not one.”
“You flirt with me all the time. The way you look at me…Levi, I truly thought…” She shakes her head. “I acted foolish because I thought you felt the same way.”
“Your mind took you to a place you dream of. You know exactly where my heart lies. Now, enough of this sentimental bullshit and get me the fuck off you.”
Her stare lingers and then she begins to push and buck, but I don’t move. “Gotta work harder than that, sweetheart.” I say laughing at her weak attempt.
She’s stuck and if we were in a true fight, I would’ve elbowed her face until it split open. I lean up, grab her wrist and am just about to drop to the mat with an armbar when a flash catches my attention.
I glance over to a man with a camera. Katie must have not seen him and pushes out from under me. Now, I’m straddled.
“Ah!” she screams in triumph, but it’s short-lived.
I pick her up by her ribs and place her beside me, scrambling to get to my feet to find out who the man is.
“Hey!” she yells as I stand.
“You.” I point to the man as I drop out of the ring. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
He’s a slender man with short brown hair. He looks young. He smiles widely and sticks his hand out for me to shake. “Hey. I’m Leon, Leon Brooks. Oh wow. I can’t believe I’m finally getting to meet you.”
I take his hand. “Leon.”
“I’m from Breakaway Sports Magazine. Cory said it would be okay for me to come down here and snap some pics of you training. Although, this looks more fun. Right?” He slaps my arm and winks nodding behind me. I’m sure it was toward Katie.
He’s too high energy for me. Hyper and speaks too fast. I don’t like him.
I narrow my eyes. “Training isn’t fun,” I say flatly.
“Yeah, that…if that’s training, I definitely need her to train me.”
“What you saw was a conversation. I’d gladly have the same talk with you.”
He pulls on the collar of his yellow shirt. “No thanks.” He claps his hands. “Well, don’t let me bother you two. Act like I’m not here. Continue on. I’ll snap a few more pictures and head off. I will be needing to set up an appointment to interview you both.”
“I am going to act like you’re not here because you will be leaving now. I wasn’t informed about this. I don’t do interviews and I don’t do your pictures.”
He laughs. “This is where you have it wrong, Mr. Stiles. I don’t need your permission. I have your manager’s and the gym owner’s permission to be here. I know that sounds really bad, but in my profession as long as I have the manager’s permission, I’m good. Unless you’re modeling for me, whether it’s a cover deal, open spread, or whatever, you’re an open licensed guy. Mr. Arnett holds your ownership. Most likely, you signed a dotted line that states the same.”
The way his face scrunches as he talks makes me wanna knock his fucking teeth out. Unfortunately, he’s fucking right. Cory has a ridiculous contract and that was one of those clauses I hated to agree to. I feel like it should be up to me, but it’s not. But Katie…
I swing around to Katie. “Does Cory have you in contract yet?” I bark.
“I signed something when I agreed to be trained by you.”
“You signed something? Do you not know what the fuck you signed?”
She drops her arms to her side and tilts her head slightly. 
“Are you that fucking naive? You read everything before you sign! You could’ve signed something stating he’s your damn pimp!” I yell. I grit my teeth and turn back to Mr. Dickwad. “Sorry to foil your plans for the day, but it looks like you have a vacation. I’m not training today or possibly tomorrow. Since you deal with my manager, make sure you get my phone number from him and we’ll set something up. We’ll be better prepared and will be able to give you a better sense of just how training is.”
I look to Katie over my shoulder but I have nothing to say to her. I end up grabbing my bag and pausing beside Leon. “Call me to set it up.” And I’m out the door.
Fuming. I’m fucking furious. If it was possible, steam would roll off me. I wasn’t notified of this Leon Brooks photographer and I sure as hell hate the fact that Cory didn’t give a damn to inform me about the magazine. On top of that, I thought Katie was smarter than that shit.  
 
 



 
 
Chapter 21
 

I’m still angry as hell when I step out of the shower. I was hoping to wash off some of the anger, but it did nothing to relieve the pissed-offness I have for the whole situation. I read over my contract so many times. I knew when I signed it, one of the clauses stated I gave Cory permission to override pictures containing work. Therefore, training, fighting, and press events, photographers are allowed to snap what they want and make their pennies. Modeling is a different case. Cory doesn’t have those rights. Those rights are up to me.
Just as I’m putting on my shorts there’s a knock at the door. I have a suspicion of who it might be as I storm to it.
Katie is still in her gym clothes when she comes charging in. She drops her bag, whirls around and shoves me in the chest.
“Don’t you ever embarrass me like that,” she yells.
I clench my jaw, begging my temper to keep in check. “If you ever lay your hands—”
Before I can finish, she shoves me again. I grab her by the wrists. “Katie, keep your fucking hands to yourself.”
“Or what?” She dips her toes in the bitch waters.
“You’re ballsy when you know someone won’t do anything.”
“You’re such an asshole! A fucking fake one at that,” she bites.
“I’m a whole lot of things, but fake is not one of them,” I inform her. 
I know this routine. Hell hath no fury than a woman scorned. She’ll lash out. Say things she doesn’t mean and become ferocious. Some women can contain the escalation of fury, but others…they are out to get even. Revenge—it tastes better than the actions done. Nothing good ever comes out of it.
“Funny how I’m the one pissed that there’s a chance you could have been taken advantage of. I’m the one that is giving a damn. Why the hell did you not read the contract?” I growl.
“What’s it matter to you?” she squeaks.
“You don’t get it. That piece of paper you scribbled your name on held a lot of information. It could have bound you to Cory for your whole career. You may not ever be able to change managers without a major lawsuit. You could be getting paid ten percent and him ninety.”
“Cory wouldn’t do that to me.”
I finally let go of her wrists and shake my head. “How much do you know about Cory? Did you know him prior to fighting? Oh, let me guess, he sweet talked you and promised you the world?”
“No, I didn’t know him prior to fighting, but he did find me. He saw something in me—”
“That could promise you a guaranteed future and allow you to retire early,” I finish her sentence. Why? Because I’ve heard that ridiculous statement for years. 
Her eyes bulge for a second before she pulls her shoulders back. 
“I’m not saying his intent is to fuck you over. I’m just saying you have no clue about the animals in this game,” I tell her. “You better hope he didn’t take you for everything you’re worth.”
“Okay, so you’re mad that I didn’t read the contract. It doesn’t mean you had the right to humiliate me in front of the photographer.”
I throw my hand up. “Quit grasping at straws, Katie. Either you’re pissed at me or you’re not. Quit trying to find a reason to be because I have one reply to it all.” 
“And what’s that?” she asks as I sit down in the recliner. 
I smile at her. “Get the fuck over it.”
She stands there like I just slapped the shit out of her. If I didn’t have any self-control earlier, I would have, but I’m not down with laying my hands on a woman.
“You’re such a jerk.” And then she slams the door behind her.
In the weeks I’ve trained her, I’ve learned she dwells on having the last word. She always has to have it. 
I’m watching TV when my phone rings. I know it’s too early for Paige and as I reach for it, Adam’s name lights up my display.
“Dude, what in the hell did you do to Katie?” He laughs in the phone.
“Called her an idiot. Why? She come running to you?”
“Holy fuck. I just spent the last thirty minutes trying to figure it all out.”
“What did she tell you?” I ask.
“You got pissed at a photographer, pissed at her for signing the contract with Cory without reading it, pissed she wasn’t ready to spar, and pissed she overslept. Are you ragging?”
I burst out in laughter. “Damn.”
“That’s all I could say too. And when the hell did I sign up to be the mediator?”
“You didn’t ask her, did you? Pretty sure you’d be pissed about it,” I joke.
“Dude, I didn’t know what to do. And when I agreed she was an idiot for not reading the contract, I thought the devil was about to pay me a visit.”
“Eh, she’ll get over it. Hopefully, it’s a lesson learned and she’ll smarten up. If she ever lays her hands on me outside of training again, that’s a guaranteed ticket for us to go back home.”
“She hit you?” he says surprised.
“I take it she left that out?”
He laughs so loudly I have to pull my phone away from my ear. “Bitch likes to play with fire.”
“She just about got burnt. Man, she shoved the fuck out of me. It took all I had not to reciprocate it.”
“I bet. I’ve gotta hop off here. Gotta go meet up with Carli.”
“You two something?” I ask.
“I don’t know. We’ll see.”
We hang up and I smile. My boy deserves the happiness I feel with Paige. Maybe she’s the girl who will settle him down.
 



 
 
Chapter 22
 

Tonic was a madhouse tonight. Mason and I were drowning in customers with no end in sight. I guess everyone had the same idea. I’m not complaining since they were also tipping well and it made time fly. But now, I’m completely exhausted. I’ve got my radio blaring and the windows down to help keep my eyes open as I drive home. It’s barely working. 
The house is black when I pull into the driveway. Blain isn’t home leaving me with a quiet house. I’m okay with that because I’ll call Levi, chat with him for a few, and then go to bed. I’m guessing the mixture of my emotions from Levi leaving and the long nights we’ve shared all week leaving me sleep deprived have put my body in havoc.
I drop my purse on the chair in my room and change into a pair of shorts and a light pink tank top. I brush my teeth, wash my face, and then slide into heaven under the covers. They smell of Levi and I love it.
 
“Sunshine,” he squints answering the phone in the dark.
“Were you sleeping?”
He reaches and turns a soft light on and rolls back to the same spot. “No. Lying here waiting for your call. How was your night?”
“Busy.”
“You look tired.”
“I am. Me and Mason were barely able to keep up. I don’t know what was going on, but everyone came to Tonic to party tonight.”
He grins wolfishly. “Hopefully you made enough tips to quit and come to me.”
I giggle. “Maybe one day. So how was your first day back at training?”
He groans. “It went like shit.”
I jerk back, surprised at his answer. “What happened?”
I look away as he sits up. I can’t stand watching the screen when there’s a lot of movement. It makes me motion sick.
He runs his hand over his face. “Where do you want me to start?”
I shrug. “I guess from the beginning?”
“First, Katie showed up late. Leaving her determination at the door, she sucked at training. She couldn’t keep up. And then as we’re sparring a photographer is snapping pictures. Cory didn’t have the decency to send me that fucking memo.”
“What’s wrong with that? You’re used to pictures.”
“Yeah, when I know they’re coming I have no problem. It’s when I don’t know, I can’t stand it. It’s my privacy getting invaded.”
I nod in agreement. “I can understand that.”
“And then amongst the slop-fest, I find out Katie didn’t read her fucking contract when she decided to sign her name to it. I was livid.”
“I don’t follow. Why would you be so mad at her?”
“Who doesn’t read a contract? I could be wasting my time training her. Hell, she could be wasting her time training.” He rakes his hand through his hair. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m supposed to protect her from shit like this.”
Either I’m super tired and my emotions are on high alert, or I’m seriously reading into this wrong. Since when does Levi give a damn about anyone?
“Isn’t she a big girl?” I blurt. Crap.
His left brow arches high studying me through the screen. “She is. But how she looks reflects on me since I’m her trainer.”
“You won’t be for much longer, right?”
“No. Cory should be gathering her a team up soon. He better be. I didn’t agree to this full time. Even then, she needs to be able to pick who she wants. Hopefully, they’ll give her the attention she needs.” 
Again, another nerve struck. I’m tired. That has to be it.
“She can be taken advantage of and used for different things. She has to learn to put her foot down and not be someone’s place setting. If she doesn’t, it could get ugly,” he adds. “If she doesn’t smarten up, she could tumble into being beneficial for someone else.”
I’m speechless.
“What’s wrong?” he asks.
I debate telling him my thoughts but before I can stop, my mouth spews my lack of confidence. “This isn’t like you. I don’t know…you sound different.”
“Probably because I haven’t had a taste of my girl in a few days,” he jests but it doesn’t help my disorderly thoughts.
“Seriously, Levi. From my standpoint, you’ve got more invested in her than what you’re telling me.”
I can feel his annoyance as he quietly stares at me with his jaw ticking.
“Forget I said anything, please. I’m just really tired and reading into it wrong. I know I am. I’m sorry,” I rush out.
He narrows his eyes. “Would it make you feel any damn better if you met her?”
I laugh under my breath. “No, baby. I know she’s in good hands and you’re doing your job. I’m exhausted and emotional because I miss you.”
“Quit reading pages that aren’t there. Get some sleep. I’ll call you tomorrow after training.”
I give him a weak smile. “I love you. Sleep well.”
I fall back onto my pillows once off the phone fighting back tears. I hate missing him. It messes with my head and heart and I end up looking like an idiot every time. 

Blain is in the kitchen cooking when I wake and pad down the hall. He’s in bright blue gym shorts and shirtless with his earbuds in. That’s his normal attire for mornings. Loud music and breakfast. No matter the song, he seems to find a dance that fits with the motions of what he’s cooking. 
He notices me only when I step into the kitchen to grab my coffee and pulls his earbuds out.
“Good morning,” he says loudly.
“Morning.” I lean against the counter smiling. “Bacon, eggs, sausage, and orange juice? Something big has happened?”
He beams from ear to ear. “Nah.”
I tilt my head. “You’re lying.”
He grabs the pan off the stove and slides the eggs onto two plates before opening the oven and grabbing a pan of biscuits.
 “Oh hell, what’s going on? Did you win the lottery?” I tease.
He nods. “Guess you can call it that.”
An explosion of excitement. That’s all I feel. “Oh my God, you went on a date with Lacy!”
His brown eyes blare with pride but he doesn’t say a word.
Basically throwing my cup on the counter, I jump up wrapping my arms around his neck. He’s wanted to date Lacy since we were kids. Without knowing it, she broke his heart so many times. I hated watching him put himself through the pain of being around her, but he always told me just being able to see a smile from her, whether he did it or someone else did, was worth the heartache.
Pulling back I grip his cheeks. “Does Jason know?” 
“I asked him first. All is good as long as I don’t hurt her. We all know that won’t happen.”
“I’m so fucking happy!” I squeal.
He laughs at me. “Don’t get your hopes up. It was a date. I don’t know—”
“Pleeease tell me you were a gentleman?” I interrupt him.
He grabs my shoulders. “Paigey, I’ve wanted this for ten years. I’m not fucking this up. You’ll be proud to know I didn’t even kiss her last night. Well, I did, but it was on her hand.”
“Awww. You go, Romeo.” 
“Don’t rush this with your overactive brain. Let me do things on my own,” he says placing our plates on the table. 
“Blain, when have I ever gotten into your business?”
“You haven’t. But you’re just as excited as I am and when you get excited, so does your mouth.”
“No it doesn’t!”
He squints one eye as the opposite brow stretches high and doesn’t say a word as he crams a piece of bacon into his mouth. Okay, yes, sometimes when I’m excited I blurt things, but I’ve done well lately to keep to myself.
I have to work tonight so of course I’ve spent my day being lazy and doing laundry while waiting to hear from Levi. Naturally, the moment I sit down, my phone goes off, and guess where I’ve left it? Outside of arm’s reach sitting on the counter. 
Holly: Are you busy? You better say no. I have got to call you!
Paige: What if I say yes?
I laugh answering my ringing phone.
“I said you better say no,” Holly says excitedly.
“I was kidding. Always have time for you. What’s wrong?”
“Why does something always have to be wrong?”
“Usually you don’t call me. It’s either text or you at my doorstep,” I tell her.
“Well, I’m too happy to wait for either. You’ll never believe what happened last night.” 
A happy anxiety starts fluttering in my stomach. I’m positive it has something to do with Matt. “From your excitement, I can think of several things.” 
“Ahh!” she yells. “Where do I start? Okay. Okay. First, Matt and I had sex for the first time, and it was phenomenal. Omigod, he knows how to work it.”
“You made him wait this long? Wow! Yay! I’m so happy for you.”
“Girl, he is hung like—”
“TMI!” I laugh out.
“Oh, yeah. Right. Sorry. I’m just super happy. He made me feel so amazing. But you’ll never guess what else happened.”
There’s a pause and before I can guess, she starts.
“After a fantastic time, we were laying there still all sweaty, breaths all fast and he told me he loved me!” 
Her squeal is ear-bursting.
“There was no awkwardness to it. It felt so right and I swear he stole the words from my thoughts. I’ve been dying to tell him. Girl, we didn’t just fuck, he made love to me!”
“I’m so freaking happy for you,” I tell her. And I’m not lying. I’m thrilled for her. She deserves a good man. I’ve said that so many times, but underneath her eccentric personality is a super sweet, huge-hearted woman. 
“Is it wrong that I feel guilty?” she asks quieter.
“About what?”
“I’ve fallen in love with your boyfriend’s rival’s friend. Shew, what a tongue twister.”
“Holly, wipe that guilt out of your mind. It’s not Ryker, it’s Matt. As long as he learns I’m totally more important to you than he is, then I like him.” I laugh.
“You know I love you, right?” she asks.
“I do and I hope you know I love you.”
“Good. Now that we’ve had our mushy moment, I’m going to get my ass a shower and go see my man. You working tonight?”
“Of course.”
“If Matt wants to go, we’ll come up there, but don’t worry. No Ryker.”
“When’s he leaving?” I ask.
“I haven’t asked Matt and they haven’t said. I try not to talk about Ryker too much. I’m scared they’ll think I’m up to something for Levi. Ugh. See, this is all crazy.”
“It is, but it’s also awesome. Well, maybe I’ll see you tonight.”
 
After hanging up with her, I slide back into the couch. I’m so ecstatic for her, I’m trembling. First, Blain taking Lacy on a date, now Holly finding love…it’s all great.
Once again my phone rings, but this time it’s right beside me. I’m taken aback at Levi’s name on the display. It’s early for him to call.
“Hey, aren’t you supposed to be working?” Yep. That’s how I answer.
“If my trainee had shown up I would be,” he says sounding irritated.
“What? She didn’t show up?”
“Nope. I’m on the way to her house now to find out why. I’m sure it’s gonna be some bullshit excuse.”
“You really pissed her off, huh?”
“I’ve got more right to be pissed at the bitch than she does me. And I still showed the fuck up. Anyway, done talking about it. How’s your day?”
“It’s been interesting. Blain took Lacy on a date, and Matt told Holly he loved her.”
“Blain get any?”
“Levi!”
“Dude’s been wanting in her panties for years. It’s a legit question.”
“Is that all you ever think about?” I ask.
“Basically. It’s a dick thing. You wouldn’t understand it.” He chuckles. “Apparently, Holly put it on Matt enough to make him fall or did he say it to get it?”
“You are a perv. You know that?”
“You’ve told me a time or two.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “You love it. Don’t try to deny it.”
“No. I love you. I just put up with the perviness,” I banter back.
“I’m pulling into her driveway. Let me find out what the hell is wrong and drag her to the gym. I don’t know if I’ll get to talk to you before you go to work, but call me when you get out. I love you, Sunshine.”
Katie doesn’t understand how serious Levi takes his work. And if she isn’t careful, he’ll leave her high and dry. He won’t put up with it. I think it’s strange that she’s so pissed off at him, she would even take the chance of him leaving. He must have said some pretty bad things to her.



 
 
Chapter 23
 

I’ve just finished getting dressed for work, gathered all my things and entered the living room. Blain is laid back on the couch, watching his sports, as usual. 
“You going out tonight?” I ask him, throwing my purse over my shoulder.
“Nah. I think I’ll hang here,” he says nonchalantly.
I jerk back in surprise. “You not taking Lacy out?”
“No. She already had plans with Mattie. Told her I didn’t want her to break them.”
I pull my keys from my purse. “Well, look at you trying to be all sweet. I’m proud of you.”
“I’m gonna take her out for lunch tomorrow.” He grins. 
“I like this…” I wave my hand up and down, “new you. It looks good on you.”
He laughs.
Behind the scenes of a fighter training an up-and-coming woman fighter serves to be a balance of endurance and patience. Levi Stiles, best known as The Leveler with an infamous right hook, works hard instructing Katie Greer. If you recall, Greer won her first sanctioned fight last weekend against Tabitha Nowlin, also an up-and-coming fighter in the WMMAT, proving women can enter this man’s game.
We’ve learned from Breakaway Magazine that Stiles and Greer train on a daily basis for hours. You can’t deny the intimacy and trust between them as Greer definitely listens closely to what Stiles has to say. Why wouldn’t she? He is one of the fiercest competitors out there.
The commentator fades out as the picture sucks the light from my world. Levi is on top of Katie, chest to chest, nose to nose, both smiling with her fingers holding his arm. They look like an affectionate couple gazing off into each other’s words. My throat squeezes shut. A tremendous throb radiates from my stomach wrapping around to my back. My knees feel shaky as hot tears sting my eyes.
“I’ve got to get to work.” My voice wavers.
Blain slowly turns to me with eyes heavy with worry. “I’m sure that wasn’t what it looked like.”
That sounds like he’s trying to convince himself as well.
I jam my hand on my hip. “So what’s your opinion on it?” I ask with hostility. 
He hesitates, opening his mouth and then shutting it and looking back to the TV. The picture is gone. A new story is on. He clears his throat and that’s all the affirmation I need.
“That’s what I thought. It looks just the way it looks. Just as the anchor said, it looked intimate.”
“Not in that manner,” Blain rushes out. “You and I share intimacy. It’s a different intimacy.”
I narrow my eyes. “I’m not some stupid bimbo, Blain. Give me more respect than that.” 
I don’t know what he’s saying as I shut the door behind me. I stomp to my car and slam its door, jamming the key into the ignition. My stomach is in knots as I call Levi’s phone only to get his voicemail. My imagination is running savagely. She was in his clothes, he was at her house, the pictures of them in the ring…
Steering my car into the parking spot, I throw it in neutral, rip the e-brake up and try calling again but to no avail. I swipe his name to text him, but stop. Staring at my phone, I have no clue what the hell to type. All these questions swirl around in my mind. I exhale resting my head on the headrest keeping my tears at bay. 
I’ll confront him later.

The crowd is plentiful. The people are in a great mood. The music is loud as the DJ is playing all the best songs, but my mind is far from here. It’s stuck wandering with my very creative imagination. My thoughts go from Levi and Katie having a relationship to talking myself into knowing he’s crazy about me. But with everything lately, it’s difficult to convince myself.
“Hey, Paige,” his deep voice fills my ears over the beat of the bass.
I look up to Ryker wearing a lopsided smile. I blow a loose strand of my bangs and wipe my forehead with the back of my hand.
Seriously, can my day get any worse?
“What are you doing here?”
He spreads out his hands. “Well, this is a club, right?”
“What can I get you?” I grit.
“A Bud Light, please.”
What’s with him being so freaking nice? I thought all the fighters were asses.
“We’re not.”
I freeze glancing up to him. I said that out loud…Fuck.
I pop the top off his beer and set it on the counter a little more embarrassed than what I should be. “Sorry.”
“No need to apologize. I take it you’ve had a rough day?”
I cock my head to the side. “You can call it that.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Could I be nosey and ask if it was about what Breakaway Sports had to say about Levi?”
“When are you going home?” I snap, mistrustful of his intentions.
“I’m not sure. I guess I could go when I want to. Nothing holding me here. Nothing pulling me home. All I have is time.”
I ignore him and wipe off the bar for the umpteenth time. Hell, by now it should be a damn mirror. I can feel his eyes on me and it’s only irritating me further.
“Is there anything else I can get you, Ryker?” I hiss.
“A smile. You’re much prettier when you do.”
“I apologize I don’t hold your little fantasy. Maybe you should move on.”
He chuckles taking a swig of his beer. “If it’s of any consolation, I hope your night gets better.”
I puff out air watching him walk away. Why couldn’t he have been a jerkface? A good argument would have released my tension. But no, he had to be nice. Why? I’ve only ever been a bitch to him. 

It’s thirty minutes before the doors close when he shows up again. Still sporting the smile. 
“I’m heading out. Do you need anything?” he asks.
“What the fuck is with you?” I hiss.
He bends leaning his elbows on the bar. “Paige, I get you’re mad at him, but please don’t disrespect me. I’ve done nothing wrong.”
That’s it. He’s gone! No way to defend myself. He just spoke so nicely and turned and walked away, leaving me with a pounding heart of frustration and humiliation. I’ve been so mean toward him all because I’m angry at Levi. 
I pinch the bridge of my nose as Mason places his hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”
As if his words hit the switch to open the dam, my tears fall. “No,” I answer keeping my eyes shut and my head down.
“Wanna talk?”
“No,” I repeat the same dry answer.
He squeezes my shoulder and then walks away. 
I twist around. “What am I supposed to believe?” I call out to Mason, desperately. 
Even though I’m sure he has no clue what I’m talking about, he offers a weak smile and shrugs his shoulders. “Try talking to him,” he says making his way back to his side of the bar to finish cleaning up.
“Yeah. Talking,” I whisper to myself. He can tell me he’s a cashier at a grocery store and I’ll believe him. That’s how much I beg for him to be truthful. I’m half blind to all his wrongs. Or am I seeing all the right? 
 
Me: You up?
Just sending the two-word text sends my heartbeat to a hysterical level. I sigh not knowing if I want him to respond, but knowing if he doesn’t it will only add fuel to my fire.
Two minutes of self-torture pass before my phone rings, popping up a camera for video chat.
He’s in bed. “What are you doing texting me?”
“I knew you had a long day, so I didn’t want to wake you,” I lie.
He chuckles groggily, then wipes his eyes and adjusts his head on the pillow. “Bad night?”
“What gives you that idea?”
“The fact you’re wearing a scowl.”
I clear my throat. “Yeah, you can say that.”
That caught his attention and he jerks his head off the pillow. “Something you can’t handle?” he says with concern in his voice.
“I don’t know.” My voice cracks and I hate myself for it.
He sits on the edge of the bed. “Paige, what’s wrong?”
“I asked you a question once and I’m going to ask you again. Do I have anything to worry about?”
“No,” he says slowly. “Quit beating around the bush, Paige. What’s wrong?”
I exhale a long breath. “I saw a picture of you on TV today.”
“Was I as sexy as I am in real life?”
“Wrong time for jokes, Levi,” I warn. “It was of you and Katie. They say you were training, but to be honest with you, it left me speechless.”
His face scrunches. “I haven’t seen it. Why did it leave you speechless?”
“Blain couldn’t come up with anything either.”
“Now, I’m really interested in this picture. Pull it up,” he tells me.
I open my laptop and pull up the picture. And again, it smacks me across my face. I turn the phone for him to see it. 
“Paige…” His tone is a little apprehensive. “That fucking photographer.” He sighs.
I’m unable to think of anything to say.
“That’s why I don’t like to be photographed without me knowing,” he says.
His words hit me. “Why? So they don’t catch you in something like this? Is that why you were so mad at him?”
“They didn’t catch me doing shit but training. The picture is being taken out of context. And yes, that’s why I was mad at him. He had no idea what was being said between us.”
“What was being said?” I ask.
“Paige, I don’t know. It could’ve been anything. I tend to piss her off the best when I’m a smartass. I could have been saying something to ruffle her feathers.”
“Levi, you understand why I’m having a hard time believing it?” I ask turning the phone back to the picture. “Look at it. Tell me what you’d see if you weren’t there.”
“I see it and I was there. Therefore, I’m able to tell you that picture shows no justice. Why didn’t he publish the one he took just seconds after? The one where I would have had her in an armbar if he hadn’t flashed that fucking camera in my face. Or the picture prior, where I was pissed at her wimpy shit?”
“It just looks so…personal,” I admit.
“It wasn’t,” he snaps. “Why is it I’m always defending myself?”
“You’re not. All I’m doing is talking to you and telling you how I feel. Communication, it’s part of a relationship.”
“Don’t belittle me. I know it’s part of it. But I feel you’ve convinced yourself into whatever it is you believe it to be. I’m defending myself against your insecurities on a daily basis, Paige. When the fuck are you going to get it?”
“Do you want me to shut you out of my thoughts? Not talk to you about how I feel?”
“I want you to get a damn grip. Put some trust in me. I mean for fuck’s sake, I know I don’t have a great past, but I thought for sure I’ve shown you how much you mean to me. I’ve begged you for weeks to come travel with me. If you’d get off your stubborn ass and do it, we wouldn’t have this petty shit to worry about.”
“I didn’t say I didn’t trust you. I—”
“You don’t have to fucking say it. You show it.”
“I didn’t call to have an argument. I just needed some clarification. I didn’t know grinding against each other was part of training,” I blurt, pissed off and regretting it the second I say it.
“I tell you what. Tomorrow, I’ll video chat you, except on the other end will be Katie. You stress to her all your in-fucking-securities and allow her to tell you what’s real and what’s not.”
I drop my head into my hand. “Don’t. Just read the article about you two. You might want to clear that up with the magazine.”
“If you’re not gonna be by my side while I get to where I’m going, you better come up with thicker skin. Shit gets started. Look at the tabloids. You believe what they write?”
“No.”
“There’s no difference except I’m not a million-dollar actor. I don’t have the paparazzi chasing me. What I do have are fans, sports photographers, and dickwads willing to act just as disrespectful as the paparazzi.”
“I’m sorry,” I say quietly.
“Since we’re being honest with each other, let me add to the conversation. I’m going to bed because you have me pissed. I love you with all my heart. Sweet dreams.”
And he hangs up. 
I don’t know if that was worse or better than I anticipated. How is it I ask him about an awkward picture and then it gets switched around on me? What did I expect?
I plug my phone in and lay my head on the pillow, closing my eyes. Flashes of images—Levi, me, Katie, his home, Ryker, cages, Levi laughing—they all rush me. I can feel my tears begin to pool behind my eyelids and I push my fingers into the corners to make them stop. Through the quick bursts of images, darkness finally sweeps me away.
 



 
 
Chapter 24
 

Last night sucked. I didn’t predict that the whole thing would backfire in my face. And although I went to sleep fairly quickly, I saw every hour until I finally gave up and got out of bed. Levi has texted me a few times this morning, but our conversation was short.
Not long after, Holly called me and asked if I wanted to do lunch. That’s exactly what I’m doing. Girl time—it’s a blessing in disguise. We decided on a small pizza joint downtown. I love this place. It blends modern and old flawlessly causing it to give off a great vibe. Black tables and booths line the rustic cement floor. Exposed brick and long lights hanging from the industrial ceilings give it a custom feeling of elegant eating for cheap. 
Holly chooses a table toward the middle and we’ve been here for twenty minutes talking. I pull the picture up on my phone and show her as I tell her how the conversation blew up in my face. Even Holly—the one who has something to say about everything—can’t come up anything good. 
“I think you did the right thing by talking to him,” she says and then takes a bite of her pizza.
“Eh.” I shrug. “I felt like I set off a bomb.”
“Sounds like it.”
“Mmmm…pizza and my sweetheart. Two things I can’t get enough of,” Matt says sneaking up on our table. He places a kiss on Holly’s cheek and pulls out a chair. “Care if we join you?” he asks sliding his eyes to me.
Apparently, I’m a little slow today because it doesn’t dawn on me that he said “we” until Ryker drops beside me. “I promise to be polite. Or should I be an ass? I’m not sure which one appeases you,” he jests.
My eyes shift back to Holly, silently begging for the right answer. She’s just as blank as I am. She’s conflicted because she wants us to find some “mutual ground” as she calls it.
So I choose to do right by me. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I had a bad night and you were the easy target.”
“The path of least resistance. It’s the easiest road to take. I get it and I’m not holding it against you, but I hope it got better for you.”
I roll my eyes. 
“Ok, well, let’s hope today is better.”
I freeze. He understands eye roll?
The waitress comes bouncing to the table, full of life with a contagious smile and takes the guys’ drink and food orders. Everyone is “Honey” and “Sweetheart” in a thick southern accent and her older brown eyes hold enthusiasm. 
“You don’t meet a stranger in this town,” Ryker says just after she strolls off.
“Southern charm,” Holly says. 
“I’ve got that,” Ryker tells her.
“No. You have a mix of Southern and Yankee twang and you don’t pronounce your R’s.”
“I’ve lived in the South long enough and yes I do.”
Holly giggles. “Pahk,” she says in the worst Northern accent ever. “Where exactly does the R go?”
“Pah-ar-k,” he enunciates. “See how long it took me to say? I could’ve already had the sentence done.” He takes a sip of his Coke. “And there are too many Rykers.”
“Aw, what’s wrong? You don’t feel special?” Holly teases.
“He thought he’d have the coolest name around. Truth is, gotta be cool to sport a cool name.” Matt jumps on the teasing band wagon.
“You could call me John and I’d still be cool.”
I look to Holly. “Do they always act like this?”
Her right eyebrow rises. “It’s like babysitting every day.”
“You love it,” Matt says pushing his nose into Holly’s cheek.
She squeals laughing and kisses him. It’s awkward and I drop my eyes to my food.
“It’s sickening, isn’t it?” Ryker whispers with laughter in his voice.
“Nauseating.” I snort.
They stop only when the waitress comes back with Matt and Ryker’s pizza, placing it between them. Ryker is just sliding a piece on his plate when his phone rings.
“Hey, Pooh-bear,” he answers. “No you’re fine. I’m out eating lunch with Matt and some friends.” 
He left out the girls, it’s gotta be a girlfriend.
“I miss you too… I’ll be home soon… Of course. I’ll take you to the movies when I get back… Let me hop off here and finish eating. I’ll call you later, ok? I love you too.” 
He slides his phone back into his pocket and takes a big bite out of his pizza.
“Gracie?” Matt asks with a mouthful.
Ryker nods.
“How long have you two been together?” I ask curiously.
The corners of his lips pull back as he swallows his food. “About eight years, I believe.”
“How does she like you traveling?” 
His grin is very inquisitive. “She doesn’t like it at all, but she keeps herself pretty busy.”
“You told me once you had nothing pulling you back home. Wouldn’t you think she’s worth it?” I’m slightly annoyed he would just dismiss his girlfriend.
“Of course she’s worth it, but I’m living my life as she is hers.”
“But you’re not going back home for her?”
He drags his teeth along his bottom lip, sharpens his eyes, and leans back into his chair. “Paige, my eight-year-old niece understands I travel a lot. She knows months could pass before I come back, and she also knows when I get home, I’ll spend every waking moment with her until I leave again.”
I close my eyes in humiliation.
He leans to me. “Please don’t think of me as scum. I’m not. It’s fascinating that you got offended at the possibility of me having a girlfriend, and although I don’t, I appreciate your concern for her.”
I don’t dare look at him. I’m utterly mortified. Seems every time I open my mouth I embarrass the hell out of myself.
“Sorry,” I say quietly.
I remain quiet for the rest of the lunch as Holly and Matt play cutesy with each other and Ryker watches me out of the corner of his eyes. I’m assuming he knows how uncomfortable I am and has decided to leave me to die in my own humiliation.



 
 
Chapter 25
 

There’s a knock on my bedroom door that jolts me from sleep and sends me jumping off the bed in search of my purse for my gun. Frantically, I’m scanning and then realization slams me in the forehead. What intruder with horrible intent would knock?
“Yeah?” I call out.
“Paige?” Holly says a little weird.
I pull the door open. “Normally you call. Is everything ok?”
Her expression is doleful and my heart drops. I wrap my arms around her neck. “Oh, Holly, what happened?”
She leans back and smiles slightly. “Let’s get some coffee first.”
I follow her into the kitchen with my heart falling to pieces. I’ve never seen her so sad. She and Matt can’t be over. They just started. They looked so happy last night, laughing and cutting up.
“Holly, what’s going on?” I sit on the stool.
She takes a deep worried breath. Her eyes scan from the counter, the mug, to me, and then behind me. I whisk around to Blain coming from the living room. He’s wearing a solemn face and now my heart is in my throat.
“What the fuck is going on?” I demand.
He sits beside me and pats my leg. 
Holly pulls her phone out and pushes a few buttons then looks up to me. “I saw this last night and didn’t want you to find out the way I did.”
Horror. Pain. Heartache. Echoes of my heart shattering blasts my ears. 
The Leveler Enjoys His Time in the City after Training
Directly under the caption are a slew of pictures. I snatch her phone from her hand. One picture is of him holding hands with a woman at a club, nuzzled into her neck. Another picture is with the same woman and still holding hands laughing. Then several pictures of him and Katie in a club. He’s leaning over the table toward her, and in the other she’s pulling his hand. And the last photo is of him and a short guy.
I look up to Holly. “What the hell is this?”
“I asked the TV the same question.”
Blain squeezes my knee. “Before you jump to any conclusions, I think you need to call him. Those other women could have been a time before you.”
I look to him disgusted. “I’m beyond any conclusions, Blain.” I jerk to my feet. “And why the fuck do you always have his back? You’re supposed to be my brother.”
I storm to my room and slam the door behind me. But before I can grab my phone to call him, it’s ringing and it’s him.
“Oh, do you have perfect timing,” I bite at the video.
His blue eyes are ablaze like a maniac with rage and worry. “Take it you saw it too?”
“What the hell, Levi?”
“Every single one of those pictures are taken way out of context.”
“I…” I pause. I don’t know if I want to scream or cry. “How am I supposed to handle this? For fuck’s sake, I didn’t know you had been going to the club until just the other day, let alone seeing other girls.”
“Paige, I swear it’s not what it looks like.”
“You tell me that all the time!” I yell. “Are we even what it looks like?”
“Those pictures are harmless. I was telling her not to waste her time.”
“Oh! So you felt so bad for her you held her hand and did whatever the fuck you were doing to her ear?”
“That’s when I was telling her. Other people were around and I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”
“Since when the hell did Levi start caring about hurting someone’s feelings?” I hiss fighting back my tears.
He slaps his chest. “Since you did whatever you’ve done to me. Since falling in love with you,” he growls.
I shake my head. “You wonder why I have insecurities. This!” I scream holding up Holly’s phone. “This is why! First the ridiculous training photo and now you’re holding on to Katie. And who is this other woman? Go ahead and feed me another lie, Levi.”
“That—”
“Shut up,” I interrupt him. “There’s nothing you can say. These pictures are pretty clear.”
“Paige,” he growls again. “I’m telling you…” he trails off.
My heart is thundering in my ears. I’m shaking. My throat is burning. I can’t speak staring at him gaze off into the distance and clenching his jaw. His nostrils are flaring and his eyes are unfocused. “I’m going to go.” He finally breaks the silence.
“What?” I squeak, caught off guard.
“You heard me.”
My top lip twists up in disgust. “So let me get this straight. You’re busted and now you’re mad at me?”
He glowers at the camera bellowing out a menacing laugh. “Let me clear it up. You’ve had me labeled before I had the chance to explain those pictures. Bark the bullshit all you want. In the end, you’ll see.”
“I’ll see what, Levi?”
“How many times have I told you not to worry?”
“Tell me something. How would you feel if it was me in those pictures with another man doing the same shit? I’m hours away. I fail to mention I’ve gone to the club and then pictures pop up. He’s holding my hand, whispering in my ear. Tell me how the hell you would feel, Levi?”
He hardens his eyes. “I have trust in you, Paige.”
“Then you’d have no problem if I told you how many times Ryker has actually been around me?” I say quite bitterly.
Like a tidal wave, his whole demeanor changes and his eyes widen with murder.
“That’s what I thought,” I smart off.
“You better be fucking lying to me,” he grits.
“Maybe there’ll be pictures and you’ll get to feel the way I do.”
He slams his fist against the wall. “What the fuck?” he roars. “I can’t just sit in this hotel and do nothing. I’d go fucking insane. I won’t.”
“I don’t expect you—”
“Stop talking,” he interrupts. “I do everything right but somehow I’m drowning in quicksand. I’ve done nothing wrong. You have my motherfucking heart. Fuck those pictures. They’re lying.”
“Pictures don’t lie,” I tell him.
“They sure as fuck don’t show you the whole situation!” he roars again. “Are we done?”
The bluntness of the question stabs me in the chest. I start to say something but nothing comes out.
Levi’s breathing like a madman, his nostrils flaring with each breath. His eyes are hard and evil. “Are we over?” he asks slowly.
“I don’t want to be!” I cry out then drop my head taking several slow breaths. “I don’t know what to feel right now, Levi.”
“Then you call me when you know what the fuck you feel.” 
Those are his last words before I see a black screen. Those are his last words before my tears fall.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 26
 

“Ahhhh!” I roar slamming my knuckles into the wall. “Fuck!”
I know I shouldn’t be mad at Paige. I should be mad at everyone in my fucking business, but fuck. 
Fuck!
I rip open the door to a wide-eyed Adam. “What the hell is going on? It sounded like an explosion.”
“It’s a wonder I didn’t give the wall a new window.” I storm away and then turn back gripping my hair. “What the fuck have I done to deserve these dickwads ruining my life?”
“Guess Paige saw the pictures?”
“Everyone’s seen the pictures, dammit!”
“Take it she’s not happy?”
I sharpen my eyes on the smartass.
He holds up his hands. “Sorry.”
“I need a drink.” I pace the floor. “I need a gym.” I snap my head to him. “Take me to the gym. I’m too pissed to drive.”

Adam calls Katie and tells her to take the day off as he drives. I don’t think the car is in park before I am already out, storming into the doors. I don’t waste my time wrapping my hands. The red and black heavy bag called my name the moment my shoes hit the inside of this place. 
Blood splatters on the leather. My knuckles are bleeding, my shins are numb, my elbows burn, and my breaths are short. Right. Left. Right. Left. Punch after punch. Kick after kick. I’m pouring all my irritations into my strikes. There are no pauses. I’m determined to drain all of the anger and vexations.
“Hey!” Adam breaks my focus, pushing me away from the bag. “I’m not going to watch you fuck yourself up. Stop!”
My chest is heaving. Sweat is pouring from me. “No.”
“Dude, you’ve been at this for twenty minutes. You’re gonna damage something. I’m not going to watch this.”
I grab him by his shirt. “Then don’t fucking watch,” I spit.
Adam doesn’t buck back often, but there’s fire in his eyes. “Look at yourself!” He shoves me in the chest. “Look at your knuckles, Dickwad. Go ahead and fuck yourself up. Throw the championship.”
Like he pulled the switch, all my adrenaline crashes and drops me to the mat gasping for air. My heart feels like it’s about to explode. The urge to puke overwhelms me and I dry heave. This brings back memories of the beginning. This…is the brink you push yourself to.
Adam tosses two white rags directly in front of me and places a cold one on the back of my neck. “You need to ice the hands before they swell anymore.”
I’m pretty positive I need stitches. Both fists are gashed open. I stand slowly on wobbly knees and wrap the towels around each hand.
“Fuck, that felt good.” I sigh toward the ceiling. “Let me clean that up and I’m ready to go back.”

Water falls over my forehead and runs down the rest of my body. The pool at my feet is a weak shade of red. I really fucked up my knuckles with my right elbow coming in close second. Nothing butterfly stitches won’t fix. 
I haven’t pushed myself that hard in years—to the brink of puking. The edge of hyperventilating. The border of being hospitalized. I’d forgotten what it felt like to push that hard. I’ll regret it tomorrow, but it felt fucking refreshing.
 
I’ve butterfly stitched my hands and elbow up and wrapped them with bandages. While I was in the shower, Adam ran to the store and has brought back some goodies. Although I hate drinking, sometimes it’s worth looking for the bottom of the bottle. 
Adam throws his head back and laughs. “Dude, we should open our own strip club and call it Drawers and Balls.”
I crack up. We’ve been drinking for three…no, no…four, maybe five hours…eh…who’s counting. We’ve talked about everything from serious to awesome. Right now, we’re onto something here. Male strip clubs. Yep. Pretty damn smart thinking if ya ask me.
“Get a building close to an airport and name it Cockpit.” I’m begging for air. “Wait! Wait!” I gasp. “Who’s over the stripper auditions?”
Adam straightens up immediately. “Not it! We’ll need a female to do that.”
“First on the list, hire a female stripper checker.” I laugh.
There’s a knock on the door and I slide my eyes to Adam. “And who might this be?”
He shrugs. “Maybe female strippers to teach us how it’s done?”
“Oh, I’ve got that department down pat. Apparently, you don’t,” I tease pulling open the door.
Katie looks nervous with her head down. “Have you seen Adam?” she asks quietly.
“Yep! Sure have,” I slur pointing to the living room. “He’s in there.”
Slowly she enters, eyeballing me. She’s a timid little thing.
“And it’s Katie,” Adam announces.
She looks between the both of us. “You’re drunk?”
“Way to observe. You’re learning my teachings, young grasshopper,” I say.
I drop back into the recliner and her mouth goes to her hand. No wait. Did I say that backward? You get the gist.
“What happened to your hands?” she asks.
Adam slaps his leg. “He was trying out for a new position. He needs a raise. You should see his knees.”
I can’t even come back. I can’t breathe. Fuck, my cheeks hurt. “No. No. The heavy bag pissed me off. Showed the fucker what’s up,” I finally tell her.
She grabs the tequila and turns the bottle up. Wiping her mouth, she sits at the opposite end of the couch as Adam. “So you ditched work to beat the heavy bag and get drunk? How come I wasn’t invited?”
“Bro time,” I slur. “But you’re here now. Drink up, buttercup.”
 
Esh! Since she came here all we’ve talked about is fighting. My first fight. Her first fight. The reasons we love it. The reasons we hate it. Did you know her first real fight was when she was seventeen? Did you hear me? Her first fight, one to inflict injuries was when she was seventeen. Who the hell does that? When I was seventeen I was already training to be a champ. I had to wait ‘til I was eighteen though. They don’t let you in until you’re legal…bastards.
“I’m out!” Adam stands. 
“Aw, so soon?” Katie whines. 
“Yep.” And he’s gone.
“I gotta pee,” Katie says going that way. 
Like I give a damn. Does she need a pat on the head afterward?
Guess what I’ve noticed now that I’m standing? I’m far too fucked up. I’ve got sea legs and I ain’t at sea. Everything isn’t moving as slowly as I think it should. Walls and counters sneak up on me. The damn fridge is backing up with its twin.
Water! I made it. Showed the fridge what’s up. Meant no harm, just wanted its guts. 
“Why’d you talk me into drinking?” Katie says leaning against the wall brushing her hair off her shoulder.
“I did? I remember you grabbed the bottle.”
“I wouldn’t have if you didn’t have it out on the table.”
Suddenly, I’m against her, devouring those plump lips of hers. I yank her leg to my waist and drag my hand up her thigh and over her ribcage. Her breath hitches once I grab her tits. Our tongues sweep each other and she nips at my bottom lip. I groan as she drags her hands through my hair, down my neck and grips my hips as I thrust against her. I pinch her rock hard nipple and she moans biting along my jawline and pulling my hips further into her. She tastes like alcohol and smells like perfume.
What the fuck am I doing?
I slap the wall beside her head and remove my hand from her tits, dropping my head. “Get the fuck out.”
“Wha—what?” she stutters.
I don’t lift my head. “Leave.”
She huffs, sliding out from under me, and as the door shuts, I drop my forehead to the wall. What the hell did I just do? Disappointment engulfs my soul. I just ultimately destroyed my relationship with Paige.

I’ve taken another shower to try washing away the disgust, but it didn’t work. I’m staring at my phone petrified. Yes. Petrified. Guilt…it’s the worst feeling I’ve endured.
I know I’m about to break the very heart I wanted to hold for the rest of my breaths. To mold into my side at night and melt into my body daily. To see her bright green eyes and taste her lips. I wanted her to share my victories and losses.
I take a deep breath and clear my throat. She’s lying in the bed in a yellow tank top with the bedside lamp on when she answers the video chat. If I have to tell her over the phone, I’m at least going to do it as personally as I can.
“Sunshine,” I say despairingly, knowing it’ll be the last time it will fall from my lips. I pinch the bridge of my nose. 
“What happened to your hand?”
“I beat the shit out of the heavy bag and forgot to wrap my hands.”
“You forgot?”
“Yeah, I was mad,” I admit.
“Are you okay?” Worry soaks her voice.
“No.” I pause trying to get my scattered and broken mind together. “Paige,” I look up to the camera. “I promise you I had done nothing wrong. I swear to you those pictures were misleading.” I drop my gaze to the floor. 
“When you put it in that tone, I have no option but to believe you.” 
I know she’s still upset about it. She wears her emotions in her eyes.
“I hope you know I love you.”
“Levi, are you okay?”
I swallow hard. Tears sting my eyes and I look up. “I fucked up tonight.”
She yanks up. “What do you mean? Are you in trouble?”
“You have the right to hate me now. I fucked up and made a mistake I can’t take back, destroying the one thing I’ve never wanted so badly in my life…” I trail off staring at the hole I punched in the wall. 
“Levi?” her voice cracks. 
It pisses me off that I’m the reason her tears are about to fall, splintering her heart. And if I can’t take any better care of it than this, well… “Paige, I don’t think we should be together anymore.”
Just as I feared, her eyes swell up. Her mouth is open but no words are coming out.
I clear my throat pushing the tightness away. “I kissed another girl tonight,” I admit. “I crossed a line I can’t cross back from and you deserve better. Someone who can cherish you better than I can. You’re the best thing that happened to me and I fucked it up. I’m sorry.”
“Why would…what…” she stutters.
I blink back the stings. “Paige, I love you,” I say and then finally look at the camera. Her lashes are wet with a confused hurt donning in her expression. “I’m sorry.”
I hang up, toss my phone and heave myself backward. With my hands behind my head, the blurry ceiling offers no comfort as hot tears spill from my eyes and roll down the side of my face. I know that will be the last time I ever talk to her. And it’s a devastating feeling.
Fuck.
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 27
 

It’s been about a month since Levi broke things off with me. At first I couldn’t believe it. He didn’t answer his phone and the one time Adam did, he confirmed it. I was in an ugly state of desperation and denial. Confusion set in and I wandered aimlessly trying to figure out who or what. Then blame. Blame was my worst. I blamed myself. Had I given him the trust he deserved I don’t think he would have gotten himself in that situation. I blamed my insecurities for ruining it.
I isolated myself for a few days. I didn’t want to face reality. I called into work and indulged in a self-pity party. Holly said one of the stages of a break up is anger, but I think that mixed with blame. I was really mad at myself. I did go through a spout of being upset with him for not giving me a chance to talk. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized he saved me a lot of hurt and embarrassment. 
I wouldn’t necessarily say I accepted things. Maybe more like I’ve surrendered to it. I was leveled by everything. It took a little bit for me to grasp it. I don’t know how many times I wanted to pick up my phone and call him. Admittedly, I tried three different times and even Adam once. After that, my phone has laid silent other than Holly and my dad.
And then came grief… I felt emotionally amputated. I was missing something. Phantom whispers. Wishful thoughts. I had to adjust to not having him daily. My mornings sucked since he used to always text me something sweet. I didn’t have anything to brighten my groggy mornings. It was a little jarring and sent me into the abyss of the unknown. I was so used to him and immediately he disappeared. Traumatic. That’s how it felt. I felt hopeless as I came to terms with the whole situation. 
I sulked in misery for a week until Blain forced me to quit. He literally pulled me out of the bed, tossed me over his shoulder and dropped me fully clothed in the shower. I squealed because of course it was pure cold water, but it was a great wake up call. 
That day I returned Holly’s texts and calls, brushed my hair and teeth, and sat down and ate dinner with Blain. The weeks after, every day got a little better. I spent more time with Holly, and thankfully Ryker had gone home so I didn’t have to see him. I went to work and I forced a smile. I begged for life to get back to as normal as possible and it did. One day at a time, I found my new norm. 
It’s funny to think about how my life was before Levi. Actually, I can barely remember it. But I know life continues on. It’s Friday night and I’m off from Tonic. Holly, Matt, and I are sitting around her table enjoying Chinese food. Yeah, I’m the third wheel, but they make me feel pretty good until they start making out. Puke.
“Holly said you had an amazing older woman in your section you thoroughly enjoyed this morning,” Matt squeaks as Holly elbows him in the ribs.
“She was such a darling.” I snort.
“So I hear you’re gonna move in with her and start taking care of her,” he adds.
“I’d go to jail for beating that psychotic woman. She was pure evil.”
Holly tosses her head back and laughs. “Thank God she sat in your section and not mine. I doubt I’d have my job after her.”
“You would’ve—”
I’m interrupted by a knock on the door. 
“Who the hell is here?” Holly gripes, rushing to it.
The moment it swings open, his voice echoes off the wall and my heart lurches. “I knew your ass would be here,” Ryker says.
Matt jumps to his feet and gives him a bro-hug. “Man, I didn’t know you were coming back into town.”
“Figured I’d make a stop in for a bit before my training days kick back in.”
I shake my head and force myself to tune it out. All the fighting talk…it reminds me of Levi and I don’t want to hear it right now.
“Hey, Paige,” Ryker says dropping down in the recliner behind me. The way he says my name, like he tastes it, causes a surge of anxiety. 
“Hi.” 
“Want some Chinese?” Holly asks. “We have more in the fridge.”
“Nah. I grabbed something up the road a bit ago. Thanks.”
The three of them continue to play catch up as I remain quiet and eat. All this brings back painful memories I’m not quite ready to face, and instead of running away from it, I’m walking. Straight to her kitchen for a glass of wine. It will ease my tension.
“How are you?” Ryker asks sneaking up beside me.
I offer a smile. “Good.”
He nods. “Good. That’s good to hear. I’m sorry about you and Levi.”
I take a sip of the wine. “It’s okay,” I lie. 
“You sure?”
“Yeah. I’m positive.” Please. Please tell me you can’t read my lies.
“Just checking.”
I rock back on my heel and lean the wine glass against my cheek. “When did you start giving a damn, Ryker? Or are you wanting something?” 
His dimples emerge and a shudder rolls down my spine. “From the start and yes.”
“Yeah right, and what?”
“You’re sassy.”
I shake my head. “Please don’t tell me that. I’ve heard it enough.” Not to mention that was Levi’s favorite phrase for me. “And what?” I repeat.
“Dinner tomorrow night. And before you jump to conclusions, it’s not a date,” he hurries out.
I narrow my eyes. “Then what will it be called?”
“Friends eating?” he replies.
I lean toward him. “Don’t we have to be friends?”
He chuckles. “What if Matt and Holly go?”
“It’s still a date. That’s just called a double date.” 
“I’m down!” Holly yells from the living room.
Ryker’s icy blue eyes flicker with a flirty mischief as he stares at me waiting for the answer. 
“I’m not interested. But thanks for the invite,” I respond.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Come with us. Get out and live a little. You have nothing more going on,” Holly once again adds her two cents.
“Yeah, Paige. Live a little,” Ryker whispers to me.
“If you don’t recall, I’ve fallen for this act before,” I whisper back. “I’m seriously not interested.”
“I just want to buy you dinner. You don’t even have to talk to me if you don’t want to. It would be nice if you did though.”
I sigh. “Holly? You and Matt going?”
“Sure ‘nuff,” she calls out.
“Fine.” I poke him in his chest. His very hard chest. “No funny business.”
He sticks out his pinky. “I promise.”
The gesture rocks something inside of me. I wrap my little pinky around his large one. “You can’t break these.”
“I’ve always kept my word.” Oh, hell, the tone of his voice. It’s seductive and mysterious. 



 
 
Chapter 28
 

I can’t remember the last time I was this nervous. I know I shouldn’t be, but I am. I’m jamming out to some heavy metal as I pull up to Holly’s apartment hoping that this will ease the nervousness. But as I walk up the stairs with these shaky ass knees, I realize it’s done nothing to help.
Everyone agreed that Ryker would drive and we would take his truck. I almost needed help getting into this gorgeous thing. It’s a black Tundra that’s been lifted with large tires and black wheels. It has a mean looking front end. And that’s just the outside. The inside is silver with black leather. I think I now want a Tundra instead of a Tahoe. This thing is stunning. 
 
Now that we’re sitting in the restaurant, this feels awkward and incredibly weird. Holly and Matt are sitting across from each other, which places Ryker in front of me. The white clothed table is small, made more for a romantic night. This isn’t one of those nights for me. 
Matt and Holly, although at the same table, have disappeared into their own world leaving me to fend for myself with Ryker, who by the way looks exceptionally good tonight. He’s in a pair of rugged dark jeans with a navy blue t-shirt under a light blue button up long sleeve shirt which is rolled up to his elbows. It shows off his tattooed arms and pulls the electric out of his eyes.
“Are you okay?” he asks.
“Um, yeah. It’s weird,” I admit.
“Two friends, Paige. There’s nothing funky going on,” he reassures me. 
“I know. Still feels…ugh.” 
He laughs. “Is ugh good? Please tell me it is.”
“Different.”
“Ah, she smiles.” He bounces his finger. “I’ve told you before you’re more exquisite when you smile.”
I blush and drop my head to hide it.
“Did you like the flowers I sent you?” he asks.
I forgot about that. Several days after Levi and I had broken up, Ryker sent me a bouquet of spring flowers and a card. The gesture was sweet, but it broke my heart. 
“I did, thank you. But why a get well soon card?”
He nearly spits out his beer. “I forgot I had done that. I’ve had my heart broken before, so I know what it feels like. You’re half dead, like a bad case of pneumonia. So, get well soon seemed point on.”
A flashback of the pain hits me. I didn’t feel half dead. I felt like I was dying. 
“Snap out of it.” He leans over the table. “Come back to now. Don’t step backward.”
I shake my head. “Yeah. I wandered down a dark path.”
The waiter brings our food and the table goes silent. I about orgasm off my first bite of steak. My eyes roll back and I moan. I haven’t had a great steak in a long time. Ryker’s gaze is heated and voracious. He clears his throat and focuses back on his plate once he registers he’s been busted.
“Don’t look at me like that,” I advise him with a stern look.
He looks up from his food with a good-for-nothing grin. “Don’t tell me what I can and cannot do,” he says in a very matter-of-fact tone. “You’re a very beautiful woman. Add it with that moan, and there’s no way I can control the thoughts that just ran through my mind. The fact I didn’t voice them grants you the respect you’re demanding.”
He finishes his sentence and looks back to his plate scooping up another bite of mashed potatoes. I’m in awe, mouth gaped and all. He politely just slapped me across the face. 
“How is it?” Holly chimes in beside me.
“Good,” I tell her.
“Yeah? I thought you’d like this place. Matt brought me here several weeks ago and I all but jumped him at the table with how good the food is.”
I nearly spit my food in her face. She’s never scared to voice her opinion. “I can assure you, I’m not tackling you.”
She scrunches her nose playfully. “Thank goodness. I couldn’t please you both tonight.”
I laugh again, thankfully without food in my mouth when she leans really close and whispers. “I’m tickled to see you smiling. Love you.” She winks then straightens up in her seat turning her attention back to Matt. 
Her words warm me. Although forcing myself to face the world, I am picking up the pieces little by little to get myself back to me. 
 
Ryker insisted on paying for my dinner, which of course automatically made it feel like a date. And I hate that. I know he was trying to be polite—gentleman-like—but I was set on just allowing it to be a “friendly” dinner. Naive of me, I know.
Afterward, we came back to Holly’s apartment where I’ve been sitting at the end of the couch sipping a glass of wine. I can’t have more than one glass since I have to drive home. I know my limit. 
The conversation has spanned from the dinner to what our favorite animals are. I’ve laughed, I’ve been silent, and I’ve had flashbacks to different and better days, but all in all it’s been fun.
Ryker is sitting on the loveseat in perfect line of sight. Truth be told he’s wondrous on the eyes. He’s sleek, sharp, and extremely good looking, not to mention the deep tone of his voice thunders, sending shivers through my body. It isn’t a bad shiver, but instead, one you wish you could experience over and over almost guaranteeing you an orgasm from just the hum. I’ve watched his mouth move as he talks. Stared at him when he’s not looking, soaking in the sight of him. He’s very muscular, a broad chest, large arms, and a torso that slims down into his hips. I can almost bet money he has that mouth-watering V.
As odd as his hair looks, I don’t think anything else would look right on him. His eyes shine from across the room, his smile is contagious, his jaw is strong… 
And I’ve got to go. I shouldn’t be thinking this way. It’s Ryker. A fighter. One who will be going against my ex-boyfriend soon. 
I jump to my feet. “I’m gonna get going,” I announce heading toward the kitchen.
I set the glass in the sink and gasp when I turn, running right into Ryker’s chest. Glancing up with wide surprised eyes, I’m greeted with a charming smile. Holly’s kitchen is a typical apartment kitchen. It’s not big enough to hold two, let alone one who’s broad and heavy with muscles. 
“Excuse me,” he says sliding past me. 
I lean my body away, but not far enough and our hips graze causing an explosion of freaked-outness to shatter my mind. I shove forward, quickly trying to get away from the close proximity, and in the rush I trip over my own shoe and fall.
A strong arm wraps around my waist catching me in mid-fall and preventing me from hitting the floor. “You’ll have to work on your landings,” Ryker chuckles behind my right ear, pulling me back to my feet.
“Please let go of me,” I say quietly and embarrassed down to my soul.
He splays his hand across my stomach, pulling my back into his chest. A shudder runs the length of my body and goosebumps spread across my skin.
 
But that very feeling turns into fire. I twist around and shove him in his chest. “Don’t you ever put your hands on me again,” I bark.
He looks amused. “I could have let you fall.”
“You know damn good and well what I’m talking about.”
He cocks an eyebrow flashing a pretty boy smirk. “Just because you enjoyed that doesn’t mean you should take it out on me.”
“Fuck off,” I huff and turn on my heel.
Striding around the island, I snatch my purse off the couch and head for the door. “I’ll talk to you later, Holly,” I say over my shoulder continuing right out the door. I don’t look back while I hightail it down the stairs.
I jerk open my car door, fall into the seat, and shove the key into the ignition. My heartbeat is ridiculous and my breaths are excessive. I drop my head to my hand and pinch the bridge of my nose.
I don’t understand what I’m feeling. I’m not interested in dating him. I don’t want to get involved in the game again, more importantly his game. I hate myself for being attracted to him, a man I can barely stand being around. Not because he’s a jerk, but because I can’t find a damn thing wrong with him. It’s all so fucked.
Voices catch my attention and I open my eyes to see the trio—Holly, Matt, and Ryker—walking past the front of my car. Holly’s on Matt’s arm giggling, too enthralled to notice me, but Ryker…he has. His hands are in his pockets as he strolls a few steps behind, studying me with an alarming amount of concern. Our gazes lock until the relentless turmoil bombards me, overwhelming my senses. I look away, slamming my car in reverse, and leave.
I’m seeing things. Hallucinating the idea of wishful thinking. He’s not Levi and I know the thought is what I’m grasping at. I miss Levi so terribly and he’s the closest thing resembling him. Yeah…that’s it.
 



 
 
Chapter 29
 

I’m getting dressed when I hear chatter coming from the living room. I cringe wondering which woman Blain brought home. Some of his normals can be so freaking annoying. 
I toss my hair up in a mess of a bun and head out. And when I end the hallway, I skip a step seeing Lacy snuggled into Blain’s side on the couch wearing his shirt and a pair of shorts that swallow her whole. 
“Hey.” I wave nonchalantly stepping into the kitchen. I don’t want to make a big deal over seeing Blain’s biggest crush nestled into his side.
“How’d your night go?” Blain calls out.
I pour my coffee and take a sip, leaning against the wall. “Good. Holly, Matt, and…” I grimace. I don’t know how he’ll feel about me spending time with Ryker. “They took me out to eat at this little restaurant downtown. Of course it isn’t as good as your cooking, but it’s a close second,” I add a little zing for Blain.
Using his chest for leverage, Lacy pushes up. “You cook?
Blain chuckles. “How long have we known each other?”
A strand of her blonde hair falls into her face and she tucks it behind her ear. “For years and you’ve cooked a few hamburgers for me a time or two, so I figured you just knew how to grill out.”
“Pffft.” I throw my hand at her. “That’s nothing. His breakfasts are delicious and his steak and shrimp are mouth-gasms.” I wink to a smiling Blain and leave them some privacy in my house to get ready for work.
I have to work the restaurant today, then Tonic tonight. Jim mixed up the schedule a bit. I work during the week on the weekends I’m off. I don’t mind it. It’s a different pace, but my main complaint about working during the week is that I don’t have Mason. I get stuck with either Marissa or Claire, both of which are great, but they’re not Mason great.

Only an hour left I repeat to myself over and over. Today has no in between. It’s either chaotic or flat dead. Holly has made it bearable with her silliness and her love-rants of Matt. She’s super stoked he has a high sex drive because apparently they’re like rabbits. She loves that he rubs her feet without being asked and the fact they haven’t spent but one day away from each other in two weeks. And she told me in a high-pitched excited squeal, “Ohmigod, we have toothbrushes at each other’s apartments. It’s totally official.” 
It strange how an insignificant item such as a toothbrush actually holds power. It’s the ultimate item that differentiates between serious, not there yet, or no thank you. Seemingly just as important as that empty drawer in the dresser or the cleaned out spot in the closet. Actions do speak louder than words at times. What’s the meaning of “I love you” if you don’t show it? The three words are meaningless until you put forth the effort of showing it. All relationships are work—friendship, children, marriage, dating—really hard work.
“Hey, Daydreaming Beauty, you have a customer.” Holly nudges my shoulder tearing me away from the land I had disappeared to.
Shaking the thoughts out of my head, I straighten my apron. “Thanks.”
“I hope you had a hammock and a smoking hot cabana boy where ever you were.” She giggles placing ice in a cup.
“I think I was in a void of blackness,” I tell her. “Not a bad place, just empty thoughts.”
“I’m quite sure the void is about to be annihilated.” She rushes out of the kitchen area, leaving me without a clue of what she meant. I hate when she does that.
I round the corner and I’m smacked with the meaning of her sentence—Ryker. He’s in my section, alone, and the moment he sees me, the killer dimples emerge.
A burning tickling sensation runs across my shoulder blades as I approach him. 
“How are you today?” he hums.
“Good. What can I get you?” I’m slightly irritated. I feel like I’m being pursued by a rerun from my past. 
“Actually, I’d like to know when you get off work.”
I drop my arms to my side and sigh. “Please don’t do this to me,” I beg.
“What? Take a friend out before my life gets too hectic?”
“Ryker, we’re not friends. We’re acquaintances.”
“I’m trying to change that,” he says.
“With other intentions,” I add.
He shakes his head and holds out his hands to the side. “What’s so wrong with two people having fun? Paige, the other night was the first night you cut up with me. I’m not asking for a date. I’m asking to hang out and have some fun.” He leans back in his chair. “You know, loosen up.”
I glare at him tapping my foot.
“Did you know I’ve never been to a drive-in movie theater? I didn’t know they still existed. There’s one forty-five minutes from here. I’d also like to check out the winery.”
I roll my eyes. “You don’t like wine.”
“I haven’t found a wine I enjoy. If you don’t want to go, fine. But let’s go do something.”
Flares are going off in my stomach warning me he’s up to something. “I hate to destroy whatever dreams you had for us tonight, but I have to go to work after here.”
“Directly after?” He’s burning with curiosity.
I cross my arms. “No. I have a few hours in between.” 
I have a feeling I just messed up.
“Then I have the perfect idea. Wanna go?”
I look out the window into the sunshine and then back to him. He’s holding up his pinky with hope flickering in his eyes. “I promise no funny business.”
I gaze back outside and back to him and take his finger. “I feel like I’m making a deal with the devil. I get off in twenty.”
He stands from the seat and pats my shoulder. “I can be wicked at times, but this isn’t one of them. I’ll see you in a bit.”
 
Ryker was waiting for me in the parking lot when I got off work. He wouldn’t tell me where he was taking me even after I put up a small fight. He just promised we would have fun. 
My mind wandered everywhere as he drove through town. I know this place like the back of my hand so I was trying to think of everything in front of us. Never in a million years would I have thought he’d bring me here—the arcade.
“No! No! Noooo,” he yells as he crashes his virtual car into the wall.
My stomach hurts from laughing. “Women drivers rule. Admit it!”
He slams the fake gear shifter and grips the steering wheel with both hands, dropping his chin and hardening his eyes on the screen. “Not if I can help it. I’m coming to get you.”
The seat vibrates under me.
“Move!” he yells out again.
In the little rear view mirror, the nose of his car is on my bumper. The timer is less than twenty seconds and the finish line is in view. I swerve, keeping him at bay behind me, but he somehow manages to get around and comes up on my right. I turn the wheel, spinning him out of control, and he hits the wall just as I pass over the checkered line.
“What!” he cries out in defeat. “That was so dirty.”
“Don’t ever doubt me.” I snort.
We’ve been here for a little over an hour playing games like air hockey, hunting aliens, and even putt-putt. The whole place is under black lights illuminating bright colors around us. It’s an exciting and dizzying feeling, one that makes me feel young again. It’s exhilarating, but unfortunately by my watch, adult things have to happen very soon.
“I need to get going,” I tell him.
He pats his pocket. “Let me turn my tickets in.”
I giggle. That sentence coming from such a deep voice sounds funny.
He leads me by my back up to the prize counter and pulls out a heaping load of tickets. 
My eyes bulge. “Where the heck did you get all of them? I was with you the whole time.”
A white-haired man with a thick Southern accent grabs them up and feeds them through the counter. Ryker leans his shoulder into mine with a very serious expression.
“You see that guy over there?” He nods toward a younger man in a green shirt. “I shook him down and got all of his. That guy too.” He points to another.
I backhand him in the arm. “You’re ridiculous.” I snicker.
 
After the tickets are counted, Ryker picks out a stuffed purple pony and two of those sticky hand toys then tells the man to have a great evening. I think it’s sweet he’s miles away and still thinks about his niece.
He hops in the truck after helping me in and places the pony in my lap. “Every pretty girl deserves a pony.”
“I figured this was for Gracie,” I reply surprised.
“Oh no.” He wags his finger. “I was warned by my sister-in-law that she’d chop my balls off if I brought home anymore stuffies. I don’t dare to piss her off. That woman means business.”
“I can’t remember the last time I had a stuffed animal. Thanks.”
He smiles opening up the container with the slimy hands and passes me one. “Ever seen one of these?” he asks.
“Didn’t our grandparents play with these,” I quip.
“So you know what to do with them?”
Oh, he’s up to no good by that tone.
“Yeah,” I say slowly. “You toss them up against the window.”
He screeches, mimicking a buzzer. “Wrong! It’s for this.”
As the last word exits his mouth, a slimy hand attaches to my cheek. And in an instant, it’s a full on beat the hell out of each other brawl. Laughs, grunts, squeals and inaudible words engulf the cab of his truck. 
“Truce,” he calls out breathless. “You’re gonna be late for work. Truce!”
I’ve broken a sweat hiding behind the purple pony. “Deal,” I pant.
Our laughter comes to an end as he pulls the gear shifter into drive and begins forward. I straighten up just in time for the slimy toy to wrap around my arm. 
“You can’t hit the driver,” he says laughing and holding up a finger. “You’ll kill us both.”
“Such a cheap shot, you ass!” I tease.
 
He parks his truck beside my car at the restaurant and turns to me. “So, can I get another friends’ day out tomorrow?”
“Why do I feel like you have hidden intentions?” Oh that was way too flirty.
He shrugs his shoulder smirking. “Okay, I’m busted. I have a good time with you and I want to indulge in it.”
I tilt my head not enthused. 
“I know you’re not interested in dating, Paige. I’m not going to force you to step outside the boundaries you’re comfortable with. I thought becoming friends was a smart thing since your best friend has my boy wrapped around her finger.”
Running my fingers over the soft fluff, I look up to him. “I guess since you did win me a pony.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow then,” he says.
“What time and where? I’ll meet you.”
“Don’t worry about that.” He glances at the time. “You need to get going, you’re going to be late. Hope you have a good night.”
I slide out of his truck a little bewildered at what just transpired. My gut says he’s up to something but it all feels good. I really enjoy his company. He brings out the kid in me. 
Crap. I have twenty minutes to make it to work.
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 30
 

Tonight, Tonic couldn’t have been any better. The people were great. The service even better. I guess acting carefree and playing around with Ryker did me some good. I have an extra pep in my step, which makes me feel happy and playful. I had so much fun today.
I’m bee-bopping out the door to my car when immediately I’m stopped at the sight of Ryker leaning against my car. Flashbacks melt my smile. I used to love seeing Levi in the same spot. 
I close my eyes and take a deep breath fending off the thoughts of him.
“You ready?” he asks as I approach.
My brows pinch together at the blond headed, muscular man beaming at me. “For what?”
“To go out.”
“You said we would tomorrow,” I remind him.
He looks to his watch. “Two forty-five in the morning would be tomorrow.”
I bounce my finger trying to hide my amusement. “You’re a sneaky bastard.”
He shrugs. “I’ve been called worse. Get in.” He throws his thumb over his shoulder at his truck.
I rub my hands together glancing around the parking lot. “What are we doing?”
“Just trust me.”
 
He drives us out of the town and down some long dark country roads with very few houses. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. I have no clue where I’m at. He takes a right into an opening of a wooden gate traveling the bumpy dirt path.
“How is it you don’t live here but you know where you’re going?” I ask his silhouette illuminated by the blue lights from the dashboard. 
He rocks his head from shoulder to shoulder. “Want me to tell you the truth?”
“No, I want you to lie to me,” I deadpan.
“I told Matt what I was looking for and he told me where to find it.”
We’re in the middle of a field when he parks his truck and orders me to get out. My heart is slamming against my rib cage as my feet hit the tall weeds and I walk to the back of the truck. 
He lowers the tailgate and spreads out a blanket in the bed. I stumble backward. “I think you have the wrong idea.”
He grabs my arm. “No. You have the wrong idea. Hurry and get up here. You’re gonna miss it.”
Gun is in my purse, I remind myself hopping my butt on the tailgate. 
He sits at the opposite side. “Take it you’ve never been here?”
“No,” my voice wavers. 
“Do I make you nervous?”
“I’m scared to answer that. I don’t want to be on the front page of the paper.”
He drops his head back and laughs loudly. “What kind of person do you think I am?”
“I’m smack dab in the middle of nowhere.”
“Oh, you’re somewhere. Give it a minute. If my calculations are right, we have one more minute.”
“For what?”
“You’ll see.” He sounds excited.
Suddenly, there’s a rumbling all around us, coming at all angles. A high pitched roar. My anxiety spikes and panic begins to creep up from the depths of my soul. I’m mentally digging through files stored in my brain unable to register the noise. 
Ryker squeezes my arm and I wrench back, startled. “Look.” He points above us.
The roar is louder, swallowing us in a dimension outside of our worldly one. I look up to see three bright lights, and the belly of a plane mere feet from our heads. Okay, maybe not that close, but really close. It soars over us and then disappears behind a line of trees.
I sigh in relief.
“You all right?” 
Even my heart is trembling. “I couldn’t tell what that was. It scared the hell out of me.”
He chuckles. “Being knocked in the head a few times, I understand not being able to decipher sounds.”
Fear fades and excitement manifests. “That was pretty cool, though.”
“I believe it’s every three minutes they come by. Next time don’t freak out.”
 
Silence pours into the country air around us except for the music of the crickets. I’ve never enjoyed listening to the darkness as I do now. It’s invigorating and much needed.
“Two more weeks and I’m back at training.” Ryker breaks the appealing stillness.
“For what?” I shake my head at my stupidity. “Never mind. The championship.” 
“Three months away,” he reminds me. “You gonna root for me?” He pokes me in the ribs and I squeal balling up.
“I’m not going to watch it,” I tell him.
His expression turns poignant. “You know the pain will ease, right?”
“Coming from a man who probably can have anything he wants,” I say clipped.
“Sure, but at that time, it was only her I wanted. She was the love of my life. Someone I truly thought I was gonna marry and be with until my hair turned gray naturally.” He chuckles under his breath and drops his view to his lap. “She broke things off with me out of nowhere. We were planning a future, living our lives together, and loving each other…so I thought. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t a bad break-up, we remained civil, but my world crumbled around me. It was one of the toughest things I ever went through.”
“What happened?”
“That’s the thing. There wasn’t a good excuse. I guess she wasn’t in love anymore. It made me question everything in my life. I felt like I was at my lowest point and life couldn’t get much worse.”
“How old were you?”
“I was twenty-two and we had been together since high school. Six years and poof,” he spreads his fingers, “it went up in smoke right before my eyes like some horrible magic trick.”
I drop my eyes to my swinging legs. “I’m sorry,” I say.
“Instead of dwelling on emotions and the pain of it all, I decided to learn from it. Get up and face my days regardless of how bleak they looked. Then all of a sudden, opportunities I never knew were there started coming in from every angle. I was already fighting, but Brian approached me with one hell of a job opportunity. He’s basically Cory’s sidekick. Those two dominate the game together. But he landed me sanctioned fights, my pay was raised, I got to travel parts of the world I’d never seen and had training opportunities I’d only dreamed of. Little things started happening. I got a new truck, relieving the fear of my old one breaking down. I didn’t have to worry about paying bills because I finally had the money. For the first time, I became carefree. Did I miss her being there to experience it with me? I still do, but there are reasons why things happen. People come into your life for seasons. It’s when they leave you learn what their purpose was.”
I puff out air. “Yeah, never to get involved with a narcissistic fighter.”
“We’re all not bad, Paige. I know a fighter who has been married for three years and cherishes the ground her and his sons walk on. Has he ever made mistakes? I’m sure. It all just takes strength.”
“Levi would never talk to me like this.” I nearly choke on his name.
“I bet he has, but in his own ways.”
I look up to him bemused. “It sounds like you’re trying to get us back together.”
He laughs. “No. If I had it my way, I’d show you happiness, but it’s a line I’m not crossing with you. You need to grow from the experience. Don’t lie down and think life is over.” He reaches and squeezes my hand. “I promise the pain will ease and as hurtful as it sounds, he’ll become a distant memory.”
“Yeah.” I sigh into the night.
Once again, we’re surrounded by the rumble of another plane coming in. Excitement nudges my sadness from our conversation. Tears threaten, but I look up to watch the plane and ward them off.
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 31
 

It’s been three days since Ryker and I watched airplanes and had a heart to heart. It was exactly what I needed though. Since then, I’ve stopped feeling sorry for myself. Listening to his words, I decided to pick myself up and start living for me and not in the memory of what could’ve been.
I quit blaming myself as well. I might have suffocated our relationship with my worries, but it was his choice to say yes or no. Unfortunately, he failed. I still believe he loved me regardless of the horrible decision he made. Still, I’m happy I met him and had the fun we did. I’ll cherish the moments, the happiness we shared, but it’s time for me to get on with my life. 
I’m sure he has.
I’m heading to Holly’s for a glass of wine and dinner. While we were at work today she invited me…well actually she told me I was coming over, and with nothing else better to do, why not? She’s become spontaneous lately and it’s a good look for her. She smiles more.
Blain’s been pretty busy trying to focus on Lacy and prove to her he’s a good guy, which means I haven’t seen him much. Although I miss seeing him all the time, I’m hoping he sweeps her right off her feet.
 
I hear a booming laughter inside Holly’s apartment as I knock on the door. And when it finally opens, I’m greeted by a lethally sexy smile sliding across Ryker’s lips. He’s downright drool-worthy, dominating the space he stands in wearing dark faded jeans with a light gray t-shirt stretching tightly against his muscles and showcasing his tattoos. He hasn’t shaved leaving stubble running along his jawline and over his chin. The zing his looks just shot through me almost brings me to my knees.
“Just in time.” His deep tone reverberates into my chest.
I swallow my shyness. “For what?”
He steps to the side and raises his arm. Holly’s kitchen is a wreck. Food is strewn all over the place and even on the cabinets. She’s drenched and Matt doesn’t look too far behind her.
She points to Ryker. “It’s his fault! He started it.”
“She’s loony,” Ryker whispers with a chuckle.
“Dude, you made the broccoli casserole ingredients into Superman’s nemesis.” Matt bends gasping for air.
“Me?” Ryker points to himself. “You have me confused with someone else. I’ve been sitting right here on the couch watching you both act like rabid animals.”
Holly grabs a handful of whatever is on her counter and tosses it at us. Instantly, Ryker pushes me on the couch and darts to the other side of the room out of the path of the food. “Don’t make me get the water hose again.”
I have officially walked into the best food fight of the century. I wink at Holly devising a plan. “Do I need a white flag to get a drink?” I call out.
Holly reaches in the fridge and tosses me a Coke. 
“I’m on his team since he’s not all nasty,” I yell.
He’s keeping a close eye on the other two and I quickly shake the can and pop the top pointing it toward him. Muscular arms reach around and pull me into his chest, holding me hostage to the spray.
“Oh, hell no you just didn’t,” he says tossing me over his shoulder. 
Matt and Holly throw things at him, but he weathers the storm and grabs the hose on the sink and soaks us both.
I squeal kicking and bucking. Somehow, I’m able to get my arms around his neck and put him in a sloppy guillotine. As he reaches for my arms, he loosens his grip on my body and I spider around him and attach myself to his back, wrapping my legs around his waist. He steps to the side, dodging Matt and Holly’s food assault allowing me to grab a handful and squish it in his face. I drop down and like a dumbass, back myself into the corner of the kitchen without an exit.
He’s grinning like a maniac as he stalks to my corner with food covering him. I slide down the wall, planting my butt on the floor and he squats in front of me. “So you think you’re funny?” 
And before I can answer, my face is being smeared. My abs hurt from laughing. “Okay! Okay!” I push against him. “Truce!”
Ryker drops to his butt and leans back on the cabinet, his chest rising and falling. “I was doing good ‘til you got here.”
“We just needed your weakness,” Holly says snickering. “Now we know it takes three to get you.”
His eyes slide to me sending a rush of happiness to my toes. Whoa. I haven’t felt that in a long time. “Traitor,” he mumbles.
I shrug innocently then look at my clothes. “Um, I have nothing to change into. Holly, do you have anything?”
She bursts out laughing. “Paige, you’re like five sizes smaller than I am.”
“I’ve got you covered.” Ryker jumps to his feet offering me a helping hand up.
I’m sure my expression is the same as my thought…He’s done lost his mind.
“Be right back,” he says over his shoulder going out the door.
 
We’ve started cleaning the mess up when he comes back with clothes in his hands. “Come here,” he says.
I turn back to Holly, but she’s too busy with Matt and Ryker guides me to her bathroom shutting the door behind him. “T-shirt and jogging pants. Everything will be too big, but you can roll the pants up by the waist.”
He sets the clothes on the corner then another stack on the other side. I’m frozen solid unsure what the hell to do.
“Um, are you going to get out?” I ask weakly.
“Nope. I’ll turn around and keep my eyes to myself. Don’t believe me, keep your eyes on the mirror.” He nods at it. “I need to change too.”
He winks sending a shudder straight to my core and turns around. I watch him for a second to see if I catch his eyes, but so far he’s keeping to his word. I grab the dark gray t-shirt and pull my arms through the sleeves of my shirt, you know…just in case, then duck into his shirt making the exchange flawless.
He pulls his shirt over his head and drops it on the floor. Oh. My…I swallow hard. His back doesn’t have any tattoos except where the ones on his arms wrap around his shoulders. Muscles pop with his every movement. 
“Can you hand me my shirt?” he asks the corner. “I can’t reach it without having to turn.”
I grab it and toss it on his shoulders. 
Slowly, I step out of my shoes and unbutton my pants with my eyes glued to the mirror. There isn’t a way around this. I’ve never mastered the art of getting in and out of pants quickly. I hesitate for a moment reminding myself I’ve got panties on covering up all the good stuff.
I slide my legs into the softest pair of pants I’ve ever felt and roll the waist up. My heart stops hearing his zipper and I glance up as he pulls them down.
“You dressed?” he asks.
“Yeah.” I think I drooled that out.
“Good,” he says turning around and finishes taking them off. “I can’t do this part in the corner.”
Tattoos cross the tight, smooth skin of his muscular chest, which looks much bigger without a shirt on. His six-pack abs are firm ridges and his waist melts into the distinctively arousing V. His boxers are loose and black, hiding everything but amplifying my imagination.
“Do you like what you see, Paige?” he asks so freaking provocatively I swear I just melted.
My cheeks are on fire. “I…um…” I stutter, completely and utterly at a loss for words. “Sorry.”
Keeping his distance, he tucks a finger under my chin forcing me to face him. “It’s okay. A gratifying compliment. I’ll take it.”
Icy blue hypnotizes me and I’m lost somewhere in the most titillating gaze. My heart prances at the zing in the air. A thrilling arousal thickens the area around us.
He steps toward me, running his hand down my arm. A blazing buzz follows his fingertips stealing my breath.
“You have the most extraordinary green eyes,” he whispers thickly.
My feet don’t move. I’m terrified and aroused, solidified from a blissful fear. He moves a strand of my hair from my face. 
“Paige…” He says my name and then places his lips to mine. Gripping the side of my neck, he drags his thumb over my cheek. It’s sensual, only our lips bonding each other. Heat tingles my skin and my body finally reacts falling into him. With my hand on his chest, I can feel his heart pounding. He slides his hand down my neck, over my shoulder and pulls me into a passionate kiss. 
His tongue glides over mine, his skillful movements building intensity. He drags his other hand up my ribs, around to the center of my back and pulls me into his chest. He inhales my breaths, keeping the pace slow and steady.
Suddenly, I’m well aware of my surroundings. “I…I can’t do this,” I breathe out.
“Your lips taste better than I imagined,” he says huskily. 
He pushes his hips into me driving his erection against my pelvis. My eyes roll and he takes to my mouth again with more eagerness.
My heart is pounding. My sex is throbbing. A blaze of fire ignites as he drags his hands between my aching breasts, down my stomach and dips below my panty line.
“Fuck, Paige. You’re soaked,” he says against my lips. “You want me that bad?”
Flashes of Levi storm me. Quick glimmers of how all this felt with him. My heart lurches into my throat and I grip Ryker’s hand, stopping him from going any further.
“I can’t do this,” I say more confidently, stepping back to create some space.
“I’m not going to make love to you in the bathroom, Paige.”
My mind is its own enemy fighting against my body, which has become a begging traitor. If that kiss was just a taste of what he’s like in bed…
He nips at my neck and I drop my head back sighing. My knees feel weak. His finger slides across my clit and it jolts me. 
“Ryker, stop. I can’t do this.”
He does, pulling his hand from my pants and drops his forehead to mine. “That felt unbelievably perfect,” he exhales softly.
I push him back gently. “I need to go.”
I’m frantic to get out of here.
He searches my eyes, concern donning in his expression. “What’s wrong?”
Tears well up. “I’m not ready for this. It felt…” I swallow shaking my head. “I want more of it, but it feels wrong. I’m not ready for this. I’m sorry.” I slide down the wall and duck under his arm.
He grabs me and twists me around, pulling me right back into his chest. “Don’t do this, Paige. You’re only making yourself suffer. I know you felt that. I bet everyone in the apartment complex felt the building rock. Don’t deprive yourself of a future because of your past.”
I blink back the tears. “My heart is still in pieces and regardless of how you feel, I know the timing is wrong. I haven’t healed. Levi still holds a very large part of me and it wouldn’t be fair to either one of us if we continue.”
“Don’t deny what you felt,” he adds with desperation in his voice.
“I’m not.” 
Our stares linger and I finally turn away, shutting the door behind me.
I’m in a near sprint as I grab my purse with tears falling to my cheeks. “I forgot my clothes in the bathroom. I’ll get them later. I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.”
Holly’s eyes are wide. “Is everything—”
I shut the door.
 



 
 
Chapter 32
 

I’ve done nothing but dwell in my guilt for two days. I haven’t answered Holly’s calls or texts and I’ve called into work, hiding from the world. I just want to be alone and sort through the tangled mess of my emotions.
I feel so guilty. What I felt with Ryker felt good…too good and it scared the hell out of me. I didn’t feel a tug in my chest, but I know I could fall and I don’t want to. I’m not ready to hand over my heart to someone who reminds me so much of the very person I’m still reeling over. I’m too petrified and it’s the fear that keeps me away, a breathtaking panic.
I’m right back at the beginning stages of our break up. I’m crying and talking myself out of calling him and wishing we were still together. I hate myself for washing my sheets and ridding them of his scent. It was the only thing I had left, minus a few pictures on my phone.
Holly: 2 days and I’m worried sick. If you don’t answer, I’m going to break in. 
Holly: I’m serious.
I know she’s dead serious and I don’t want my pity party busted up by someone so happy go lucky. I sigh giving in to her threat.
Me: No need. 
Holly: OMG! Where have you been? You called into work. What the hell happened?
Me: I’m sure you’ve heard. 
Holly: No I haven’t. 
I groan when my phone rings and exhale with frustration answering. 
“I had to call and make sure I heard your voice. I thought you might have been tied up,” she says too excited for my liking.
“No I’m not tied up.”
“Paige, what happened? What’s going on?”
“Nothing,” I state.
“You do not pull that shit on me. Don’t you shut me out of whatever happened. I’ve done nothing wrong,” she scolds me.
“I’m not shutting you out. I just don’t want to talk about it.”
“Something happened in that bathroom,” she says. “Now someone needs to tell me what. I need to know if I’m lacing my shit-kicking boots, or if I’m bringing chocolate ice cream for you to watch me eat.”
“Ryker kissed me,” I admit.
The line silences.
“That’s it?” she asks quietly.
“At first I didn’t stop it.”
“A creature like him kissing me, I wouldn’t stop it at all. What’s the problem?”
“I don’t know. I’m not ready for it.”
“Not ready for what? It was a kiss. Could’ve led to insane meaningless sex that exploded your brain and made you walk funny for days. Everyone’s ready for that.”
“I’m not. I’m not like you. I can’t just fuck. I have emotions behind it.”
“Girl, I have to teach you how.”
I laugh. “I’m not getting in the bed with you.”
“You’d love it,” she teases. “You have to learn to love yourself, girl. Put the pain of yesterday’s past behind you. If it feels good, enjoy it. It did feel good, right?”
“It was a very passionate kiss,” I tell her.
“Built up emotions between you both. I knew that was going to happen.”
“What the heck do you mean?”
“I’ve watched you and him. You’ve had a thing for him since the first time you laid eyes on his smoking hot ass at that event thingy Levi took you to.”
“Finding someone good looking doesn’t warrant me having a thing for him,” I snap.
“Sparks have been firing between you two for weeks now. There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“I’m not over Levi.”
“Do you think he’s sulking in his misery?”
Her words punch me in the gut, smack me across the face, and stomp on my toes. Anguish radiates throughout my whole body.
“You loved Wesley and got over him. It’s the same with Levi. You’ll get over it. It’s just super nicer you have some sexy ass stimulant to help the process move faster.”
“I took me years to get over what Wesley did,” I remind her.
“Yeah, but that’s because you were young and stupid. Now you have experience under your belt and—”
“I’m never ready for heartbreak,” I interrupt her. “I’m just not ready, okay?”
“I’m sorry. I just liked seeing you happy.”
“I enjoyed it too, but I’m still piecing myself back together. My mind isn’t there and neither is my heart. Sex comes with a price. I mean look, a kiss has me so guilt-ridden.”
“You’re guilt-ridden over a kiss?” she asks in disbelief.
“Yes.”
“Paige, your future could be knocking on your door and you may be ignoring it.”
“Who are you?” I ask laughing.
“Dr. Holly, here, at your service.”
“I’m going to stay away for a bit. I know Ryker is about to leave to start training. Do you think you could ask him to please stay away from me?”
“I don’t think I have to.”
“Why? What do you mean?”
“The only thing he said was he crossed a line too soon and he knew he shouldn’t have. He’s not been himself since that evening. I think you should call him and talk to him.”
“I think I made myself clear in the bathroom.”
“No. You tried making your point in the bathroom. Guarantee your point was never clear.”
“I’m not calling him. Besides I don’t have his number.”
“I think cleaning the slate would do you some good, and hello, newsflash, I can get it!”
“No thank you. I wouldn’t even know what to say.”
“Start with, I’m an idiot and you’re hot. Then quickly move onto how you’d like to feel him grinding against the insides of your hips,” she says.
“Is that all you think about?”
“Yep. Pretty much,” she chirps. “You’re not ready for a relationship. I get it. But everyone’s ready for sex. I think you’re scared shitless you’ll feel something. If you and him have sex, you’re petrified you’ll instantly hand over your heart. But what if sex doesn’t happen? What if it’s a steamy make out session? You ride his finger. He humps your leg. Do you have to have feelings for that?”
“I don’t need you criticizing me,” I tell her.
“I’m not. I’m trying to open your mind up to new things. So you cherish your hoo-hoo. It’s like a damn treasure chest with a hidden key. You realize you can make him work for it until you’re ready? What’s so wrong with allowing yourself some pleasure? Get spoiled, girl!”
“I’m not liking you right now.”
“Because you know I’m right. Damn, I need to become a therapist.” She snorts. “Take today and figure the shit out. Get the hell out of the bed, wash your face and get on with yourself. The best thing you’ve ever had might be walking out the door.”
My phone beeps and all the air expels from my lungs, tightening my throat behind it. Instantly my heart spikes. “Or in,” I squeak. “Levi’s calling. What should I do?”
“Well…” she drags out. “I’d say answer the call. Maybe it will help you with the closure you need.”



 
 
Chapter 33
 

Did you miss me? Of course you did. Who wouldn’t? Yeah, yeah. I’m sure you’re still pretty pissed off at me. Chill out and follow along. 
It’s been several months since I fucked up. I’ve never experienced regret and guilt the way I did. Like a dark little evil bastard shadow, that shit followed me everywhere. I was so inundated with it, my nights became sleepless, my dreams became hopeless, and I just quit fucking caring.
Shame. Guilt. Those are some wicked feelings. They bring you to your knees and beat the shit out of you with your hands tied behind your back and then hang you outside in the cold with no clothes or food. Pure fucking torture. I’ve overcome ass whoopings better than I have these emotions. And these bad boys took me to a dark place.
After I called things off with Paige, my life changed. Well, actually I changed it. I experienced gut-wrenching feelings, immobilizing fear and anger. It opened my eyes, proving I needed to change who I was. Don’t you worry your sexy panties off. I’m still me, but I had lost sight of that. 
A lot of shit has changed. Immediately, I quit Katie. She was where she needed to be without me and I needed to be without her. I bowed out peacefully, but damn Cory wanted to throw a fit and threaten me. 
Remember rule number one? You don’t threaten me. I quickly reminded him I could quit him and start over, and that would cost him hundreds of thousands of dollars. Yeah, he’s invested that much into me. Two can play that game. He doesn’t own me—we own each other. I also mentioned that little secrets could accidentally be dropped. I shut him up. 
An influential man once told me if it gains your heart, it’s worth fighting for come hell or high water, ups or downs, and mistakes and successes. If your heart beats for it, fight for it. I fucked up and let guilt ride me like a slut straight from the whorehouse. And instead of manning up, I pussied out. I ran from the problem. Paige tried calling me several times, but I bitched out and never answered the phone. 
I replayed what happened so many times, and I still don’t have the answer as to why I did what I did. I was happy and in love. I made a mistake causing myself my own heartbreak. Nightmares cursed my sleep but I hated facing the day. I know things will never work out between us, but for some reason, I feel I need to make things right.
And that’s why my heart is fucking thundering in my chest because I’m unsure what the hell is about to happen. For all I know she could be with her boyfriend. I grit my teeth at the thought. If she has one, she better not tell me. I’m liable to beat the shit out of him out of pure raging jealousy. Cocksucker.
“Hello?” she answers and I melt into the bench.
“Hey, got a minute?” I force the words from my throat.
She hesitates. “Yeah, I guess.”
“God, I’ve missed your fucking voice.”
“Don’t call me and start. What do you want?” she snaps.
I smile. “I’ve missed your sassiness.”
“I’ve got to go,” she mutters.
“Whoa. Wait a minute,” I rush out hoping she hasn’t already hung up. “I’ll stop.”
“What do you want?” she repeats.
“How are you?”
“Levi…” Her voice cracks and so does my heart. “What’s it matter?”
“Listen, I’m coming through town soon and I’d like to get together.”
“I’m not interested,” she says.
“Sun…Paige, please. All I want to do is talk to you. Nothing more. I promise.” 
I’m starting to sound like a begging damn dog.
“You have me on the phone so talk.”
I lick my lips at her sassiness. Such a fucking turn on.
“I prefer in person,” I tell her.
Quietness floods the line. She’s debating it and my knee is bouncing from the anticipation. It’s either game on or off.
“I’ll probably be working,” she finally answers.
I chuckle. “You know that’s never stopped me before.”
She exhales her frustrations. “I don’t have anything to say to you.”
“Good. That gives me the time I need to say the things that I need to say.”
Ah, silence again. Wonder what will win this battle—her mind or her heart? Regardless, I feel it’s a checkmate.
“When are you coming?” she asks.
I drop my shoulders in relief. “When do you have a day off?”
“You tell me when you’re coming through and I’ll tell you if I’m off or not.”
“I can be there tomorrow or next week. What works best for you?”
Do you see that I’m trying to play Mr. Nice Guy? If the shit was up to me, I’d be there tonight to talk to her and not play this stupid game.
“Next week works better for me. What day?”
She’s so clipped and I love it because I know she’s hiding her feelings with bitchiness. Don’t get me wrong, I deserve it.
“Sunday?” I ask remembering that used to be her day off.
“Fine. Where?”
“Your house.”
“No.” I’ve never heard a word said so quickly.
I swallow my annoyance. “You make the decision where and text me Saturday to let me know. Sound good?”
“Sure.”
“Alright. I’ll talk to you then.”
She hangs up and I rest my head on the gray concrete wall laughing at myself. I was so far out of my fucking element. I had no game like a damn virgin. No smooth lines, no witty comebacks…nada. 
I’m only a few hours away at home in Tennessee. I had to get back here and get myself back together. I hit the gym I started out at when I was a kid. It hasn’t changed much. Jacob, the owner, has gotten older but still remembered me. Back then he had just bought the place and it desperately needed some attention. It was run down pretty badly with busted out windows, chipped up cement floors, and the plumbing didn’t work half the time. 
He’s put some hard work into it. It’s perfect. He’s painted the walls gray, put down padding on the floors and parts of the walls. Mirrors line the back wall, heavy bags are on the opposite side and instead of just a small shower, he’s installed a whole damn locker room. It looks like he pulled a page from a sports magazine and went with it.
I remember he was so enthusiastic with high dreams for this place. I couldn’t see past the damage but supported his idea. I was young and without a care in the world. I just wanted to train. I wanted to fight and not in the streets. That shit never solves a thing. But I came to him without a dollar to my name and he worked things out for me. I could train here as much as I wanted, but I also had to clean the place up every night. I learned responsibility from him.
And now sitting here in the dimly lit gym, I smile. I’m back where I started. Resetting myself.
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 34
 

It’s been a long week of impatience and sleepless nights in anticipation of Sunday. I came into town and booked a hotel room yesterday and fought the hell out of the urge to go see her at work. Push-ups and sit-ups. Hundreds of them. To keep myself still. 
I’ve rehearsed what I want to tell her so many times. Prepared myself for whatever reaction she’ll throw at me. It’s like I’m training for a fucking fight. And now it’s Sunday and I still haven’t heard from her.
Me: Meeting place?
I’m ready to soak the sight of her in. Regardless of her tone, I’m anxious to hear her voice.
Paige: I’ve changed my mind. I’m not interested in meeting with you.
I laugh. I knew she was going to pull this stunt.
Me: You know I’ll show up unexpected.
Paige: I wish you wouldn’t.
Me: Pick a time and place. 
Minutes feel like hours as I wait for her response and if she doesn’t, then I’ll pop up on her. This shit is pissing me off.
Paige: Park gazebo. 1?
Relief. I check the time—thirty minutes.
Me: I’ll be there.
The gazebo holds three large benches opening out to a circle of squared off bushes surrounded by brick pavers. The breeze is causing the trees to rustle around me, and every time I hear a voice, I twist hoping for her. Hey, I’m trying to describe the damn scenery. Close your eyes and picture this shit as best as you can.
The wait is horrific, eating away at my nerves. The suspense is crawling up my neck. And then, like a dream, she comes out of nowhere with her hands in her front pockets of her jacket with her head down. Her light brown hair flops in the wind, her silky lips tight in a straight line and with every step closer, I see green eyes drenched with worry.
As she steps into the gazebo, it takes all the strength I have not to wrap my arms around her. 
“Hey,” she says not looking at me.
I’m at a loss for words. I want to spill how much I miss her, but that will send her running. “It’s good to see you.” Yep. That was the best bullshit I could say.
She sits on the bench farthest away from me and tucks her hands under her legs. “Thanks.”
I’ve rehearsed this, trained for this day, and my ass is falling flat on my face. I’m speechless. What the fuck?
“I’m here,” she says with an attitude. “I’ve got things to do. Can we get this over with?”
 “You’re horrible at lying, “I tell her with a straight face.
She gasps then scowls. 
“Chill, Paige.” I rub the back of my neck. “I’ve had all these things I wanted to say, but now that you’re in front of me, I’m clammed up.”
She’s staring at the unoccupied space in front of her, and when she finally glances at me, I see all her hurt. My heart sinks. “Please come up with something, Levi. This isn’t the most pleasant thing, ya know?”
I sigh…fucking speechless. “I’m sorry.”
“I know. You made that clear the last time I spoke with you. Please tell me I didn’t waste my time to hear a repeat.”
I switch seats, sliding in beside her, and grab her hand from out from under her. “You have the right to be mad, but please bear with me. I haven’t seen you in a while and I’m in awe. Give me a minute to gather my thoughts.”
She expels a pissed off breath and still doesn’t look up at me.
“I’m very aware that I fucked up. I broke promises I made to you and destroyed a wall of trust I had worked so hard to gain. I’ve never experienced pain caused by my own personal doing, but I now know the devastation first hand. And I’m sure you being on the other side of the fence was just as bad. I called things off because I felt like a failure to you. You needed someone to cherish your every step. I can’t say anything to take the pain away from my mistakes, but I’m asking for your forgiveness.”
Her eyes snap to me on fire. “And we go back to being all hunky-dory? Screw that, Levi.”
“No,” I answer flatly. “I’m not asking for you to take me back. You deserve better, but I’m asking for forgiveness.”
She blinks back tears. “I’ve done what I can to move past it. You’ll get your forgiveness when I can give it to you.”
I fall silent unsure what to say. It’s so fucking hard to respect her personal space.
She drops her head and a tear falls to her pants. “Why, Levi? What happened?” she mutters quietly.
“I’ve asked myself the same thing and I can’t answer it. I have no excuse for my actions.”
“I’m sorry too,” she says.
It catches me off guard and I jerk back. “For what?”
“I should’ve given you more trust. I pushed you into it.”
That just pisses me off.
“Is that what you think?” I bite. “You’ve sat here for months and thought it was your fault? Paige, I fucked up. Plain and simple.”
“I had to have done something wrong. If you were happy, you wouldn’t have messed up,” she says.
Fuck her personal space. I grab her shoulders facing her to me. “I was happy, Sunshine. Miserable without you, but happy. I hated the distance between us, but it gave me something to look forward to. I got fed up with everything pushing against us and I got drunk. I went about it in all the wrong ways and ended up shattering my future with you. Paige, you did everything right.”
She pulls her hand from mine and wipes her cheeks. “Yeah, well, apparently my everything right wasn’t good enough.” She clears her throat and stands up. “I get it, Levi, you’re sorry. Now are there any more emotions you feel the need to dredge up and make me relive?”
I picture yanking her into my lap and devouring her lips but instead I take a deep, defeated breath. “No.”
Nothing I rehearsed is coming out how I wanted.
“Who was it?” she asks.
I shake my head. “It’s not important.”
She scrapes her bottom lip with her teeth and half rolls her eyes. “Who was it?” she repeats.
“What’s that going to solve?” I ask.
“Nothing. But maybe knowing who it was could ease the confusion. Was it some chick at the club? The chick in the picture? Who was it, Levi?”
“Paige, regardless of who it was, it’s not going to solve a thing.”
“Allison?” she grits. “I mean she was your fall back, right?”
I chuckle. “No. I haven’t talked to Allison in a while. Not since she foiled her own little plan.”
“Katie?”
I clench my teeth. “Paige…”
“It was her.” She huffs a flimsy laugh. “I should have known. You two had a chemistry that showed everywhere. I’m an idiot to think things didn’t happen between you two.”
I spring to my feet grabbing her shoulders. “You’ve got it wrong. Nothing happened between us prior to that stupid fucking kiss. All the pictures, the rumors…they were all fake. A still photo not showing the truth matrixed your mind to think other things.”
She pushes my hands off her shoulders with tears still falling. “Well.” She clears her throat. “I hope you two have a happy life. You deserve happiness.”
I watch her walk away. Words empty from my thoughts, except… “I quit on her,” I yell out unsure of why I do.
My heart begins to beat again the moment her feet pause. “Wouldn’t that screw things up with Cory?” she yells keeping her back to me.
“I didn’t care, but it didn’t.”
“I’m glad it didn’t. Good luck on your championship fight.”
And this time, I let her walk away. 
 



 
 
Chapter 35
 

I cried the whole way home after leaving Levi. I don’t know what hurts worse, the fact it was Katie after all my suspicions or thinking it was some random chick. Oh, hell, what difference does it make?
I flop on the couch, drop my head in my hands and bawl. He dug up some deep emotions I was desperately trying to get over. Just a week ago, Ryker unearthed feelings I thought I was past, and now today has been an emotional overhaul.
A knock on the door stops me midstream of pouring wine. I told Holly where I was going and that I’d text her when I got back—that’s been over an hour ago.
Anger fuels me the moment I open the door to Levi. “What the fuck are you doing here?” I snap.
“I wasn’t done,” he says.
“I heard enough. I am,” I say closing the door.
He stops the door with his foot. “I’m not.”
“Why do you feel it always has to be your way? Haven’t you seen your way doesn’t always work? You’re not welcome here. Go away,” I spit in despise and push off the door strolling to the kitchen.
I don’t make it and am twisted around with a pissed off Levi in my face. “My way would have worked. I wanted you beside me, Paige. I couldn’t fucking breathe without you, dammit!” 
I shove him in the chest in my best attempt to get him away, but he doesn’t budge. “Fuck you! Why’d you even come back?”
“I always keep to my word. I broke one of the biggest promises I’ve ever made by being a douche, but I also promised you I wouldn’t leave without a fight.”
A sinister laugh rumbles my chest. “There isn’t a fight. Levi, you called things off with me. You left. Now go away.”
“No,” he says dryly. “I have things I need to say.”
“Like what?” I jam my hand on my hip. “What else can you possibly say? You said you’re sorry. What else is there?”
He glowers at me clenching his jaw.
“Nothing, Levi. There’s nothing left to say. You can go back and live the life you were living before your visit.”
“The gym,” he mumbles.
My face scrunches. “Do what?”
“The gym. It’s the life I’ve been living. Wake, gym, sleep, and repeat.”
“Good for you.” I pat him on the chest. “You have a big fight coming up.”
He drops his head. “I can’t quit you, Paige,” he whispers. “I’ve tried but I love you too much to give up.”
My lungs freeze hearing the words I’ve missed and I close my eyes trying to block out the rambling thoughts.
“Please, Paige.” He looks back up to me. “I’ll do anything to prove it to you.”
“Stop.”
“You were supposed to be in my future. We were going to grow old together,” he continues.
I hate tears. “Then why?” He pulls me into his chest and I weep. “Why would you do that to me?”
“I’m sorry.” I look up hearing his voice crack. Wet royal blue eyes peer down at me. “I became a monster trapped in my own skin ready to explode because I missed you so badly. I was miserable doing what I loved but being so far away from you. I swear I was true to you.”
Slowly, he leans in and kisses me. Every move is deliberate, unhurried, and complete with emotions. His hands make their way to my face and he drags the backs of his fingers along my cheek leaving a trail of torching compassion. With every breath he inhales, I feel his begging need for forgiveness. His lips lack forcefulness, but possess a submissive intimacy.
My heart has all but stopped, emerged in the flooding of emotions. My knees are wobbly, my body feels unsteady. It’s a sedating kiss.
“I need you, Paige,” he whispers against my lips. “Please,” he begs feathering kisses along my jawline. “Sunshine, I fell so hard.”
Back to my lips, he doesn’t allow our kiss to become frantic, slowing my movements down. I run my hands up his chest and pull him into me by his neck. It’s the most vulnerable kiss I’ve ever experienced. I can feel his sorrow, his guilt, and his hurt. His love, his want, his fears and his lust are breathed in by my very soul. 
It’s overwhelming.
I pull back and drop my gaze to my feet. “Don’t do this to me.”
“Do what? Kiss you?”
“You know you’re confusing the hell out of me. I’m sure it was part of your plan.”
“I don’t want you confused. And the only plan I had was for you to forgive me until I saw you and felt it all over again. I want you back in my life.”
I take a deep breath begging myself for confidence. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”
“How can I change your mind?” he asks.
“It’s not that easy. You failed at the very thing I was so insecure about.”
“I demolished it. I know. I can’t change the past, but for fuck’s sake let me change the future.”
“You left me, remember? I didn’t get a say in this.”
“I was so ashamed of myself. I—”
“Paige?” Blain calls out from behind Levi. 
Levi sighs vanquished and moves out from in front of me, turning to Blain.
“You okay?” Blain asks, looking past Levi to me.
I nod. “Yes.”
Blain’s eyes cut to Levi and then back to me. “You sure?”
“Yes. Levi was just leaving,” I say.
He turns back to me. “Paige…” he says hopelessly.
“I promise, I’ll call you tomorrow,” I tell him.
His gaze lingers for a moment, silently begging for a different outcome, but I’m not giving in. Finally, he twists and heads for the door but stops beside Blain and says something before quietly leaving.
I slide down the wall, pulling my knees to my chest, exhausted from the mind fuck I’ve just gone through.
Blain sits beside me. “Last thing I expected on my way home. I shit myself when I saw him over you.”
“What’d he say to you?”
“He said he was sorry for hurting you.” He drops his head against the wall and chuckles. “That word sounds weird as hell coming out of his mouth.”
“It’s all I’ve heard for hours.”
He pats my knee. “Well, what are you going to do?”
“If you have the answer will you please let me know?”
“This one’s on you, girl. Only you know the truth deep in your gut. You and him are the only ones to have those conversations.”
“That doesn’t help.” I laugh under my breath.
“My best advice,” he says helping me up. “Follow your gut. It hasn’t done you wrong yet. I’ll support whatever you decide.”
Yeah, my gut…floating in a sea of screwed up emotions.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 36
 

I talked to Holly for hours last night, right into the wee hours of the morning. Thankfully, Matt was out doing something with Ryker, so I had her to myself. And I didn’t want to drive over there in case Ryker showed up to mentally screw me up worse.
We laughed. I cried. She agreed with Blain about following my gut, but it’s tangled with emotions. I don’t have an off switch to just forget things. I can’t stop knowing he cheated on me and then ran away without discussing anything. He abandoned me. 
I’ve acknowledged that I need to talk to him level-headed, and if I do allow him back in my life, we’re going to have to take it slow. He can’t just bounce back from that. If my insecurities were a thing, I’m quite sure they are going to rear their ugly heads again.
 
I didn’t sleep well, tossing and turning with him on my mind last night. I’ve had too much coffee, taken a shower and am sitting on the side of my bed with my phone in hand. I promised to call him today. Half of me—the spiteful bitch—wants to show him how a broken promise feels, but the other half of me—the adult with a heart—says two wrongs don’t make a right.
“Hello?” His voice is full of hope.
“Hi,” I say flatly. “I don’t know what you want from me. You want forgiveness, fine, I forgive you. You made a mistake. You’re human. I don’t—”
“You,” he interrupts me.
“Me what?”
“That’s what I want from you. You.”
“You had me.”
God, that hurt to say.
“I want you back.”
“You promised me you had no hidden intentions when you called me the first time.”
“I didn’t and I don’t. When I called I wanted to clean the slate and apologize for my actions. Then I saw you. I’m not hiding a thing. I’m being very honest. I want you back.”
“So you think at a snap of your finger I’m going to jump back into your lap?”
He chuckles under his breath. “I wish it was that easy. Let’s have lunch.”
I roll my eyes. “I’m not hungry.”
“You fail to realize we’ve had this conversation before. You come to me or I come to you?”
“Seriously?”
“Do you need a reminder of how persistent I am? Either you come here or I come there. You decide.”
I look at the clock—eleven forty-five. 
“Quit thinking about it and come on. My treat. Room service special.” He laughs.
I puff air under my breath.
“Room 509 at the hotel in the trees. Be here in thirty and I’ll have lunch ready.”
“Levi, I really don’t—”
“Yes, you do,” he says. “Quit arguing with yourself. Bring your sexy ass over here, eat lunch with me, and allow your heart to open up a bit.”
I drop my head in a mental battle. “I’m not hungry, but I’ll be there.” And I hang up pissed.
Why am I pissed? Because I want to work things out with him. Because I miss him. And because I have so much love for him, I’m going to go and it makes me so freaking mad. I feel feeble to him. He’s my weak spot and I don’t have the strength to fight him off. Just as I slow the thoughts of him down, he pops back up and controls them again. He’s right back to being a constant hum.

He opens the door in his normal attire of a white t-shirt and gym shorts with his black hair slicked up in his faux hawk.
I stroll past him, catching the scent of his cologne and fighting the urge to throw myself at him. I slide the little dining table chair out and sit. He’s right. We’ve been here before.
“Glad you made it,” he says taking the opposite seat. “I got you a turkey sandwich and fries. Didn’t think you were in the mood for steak.”
I look at him like he’s stupid.
He folds his hands in front of him and leans on the table with intensity ricocheting from his deep blues. “I get it loud and clear that you’re mad, but please, Paige. Calm down just a bit.”
“I’m more hurt.”
“Hurt and pissed are in the same hand in a woman’s world,” he says.
“You should quit fighting and become a damn doctor,” I smart off.
He doesn’t flinch. “I’d fail miserably at it.”
I drop my hands in my lap, rubbing my thumbs. “Start where you want.”
He blinks, then leans back in his chair and clears his throat. I don’t recall ever seeing him look nervous behind that confident smile. 
“Having you for lunch wouldn’t be the smartest starting spot, would it?”
I glare at him.
“There’s no doubt how sorry I am, but I want fresh and new. I want to start over with you.”
I don’t say a word.
“You can’t deny that you’ve missed the shit out me. You can’t tell me you haven’t thought about getting back together. You want us. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t. As much as you’re trying to hide it, there’s a glimmer of hope that still shines in that heart of yours. The candle never went out.”
“I won’t disagree,” I admit.
“Then can we start over?”
“How will I know you won’t hurt me again?”
“If you knew the pure hell I’ve been through in the past months, you’d know there isn’t a worry.”
“If you knew the hell I went through, you’d understand where my trust went.”
“Up in smoke.” He slings his hands to the side. “Ruined. That’s what I’m willing to work my ass off for. I’ll fight just as hard as I train for my fights. I’ll give you everything you need. Want to elope? If that’s what you need, let’s go.”
I shake my head. 
“Talk to me, Paige.” 
“It’s a repetitive conversation. You cheated. You’re sorry. You want us back and I’m insecure. I don’t know what to talk about.”
“So change the conversation to ‘Let’s work things out.’” He smirks.
“How? Think about it, Levi. I was so afraid before. How do you think it will be now? So you tell me how we could work things out.”
“I’ll make a deal with you. I train here for my championship and we work on us. You quit and travel with me.”
“I have a life here.”
“And you can keep it. Once I kick Ryker’s ass, traveling will slow down some. This will be our home, but when fights are scheduled, you come with me.”
“Sounds like you’re a dog on a short leash.”
“No. I don’t need a leash. Paige, you’ll still have your life and all the personal space you want. Go shopping with Holly, go to the fucking spa and do whatever you girls do, but at the end of the day come home to me.”
“What if I don’t want to go to your fights?”
“You’ll be there.”
“You’re asking a whole fucking lot of me.”
“I didn’t say you have to watch, but you’ll be there. I can’t focus without you.”
I’ve wringed my thumbs until they’ve hurt. I’m trembling from nerves. I do want him back.
“I’ll take it as slow as you want bringing it back to the beginning. I won’t make the first move until you do, but dammit, Paige, give me a chance.”
“You made that hard,” I say.
He cocks an eyebrow. “Feeling’s mutual.” He reaches across the table and takes my hand. “I love you, Sunshine, and I’ve missed the hell out of you.”
 



 
 
Chapter 37
 

First, let me tell you, Paige agreed to give me a second chance to prove myself to her. Go ahead and jump up and down. Now, when she said she was going to take it slow, she fucking meant it. Snail’s pace. A slug’s-fuck pace. It’s been a week and I’ve gotten nowhere. Not even a fucking kiss. Do you know how badly my dick is aching to feel her? The shit is unreal. Yes, I know I need to be patient, but it’s so hard with her being so close to me. Each hug or kiss on the cheek is torment. I just want to show my girl the love I feel and how much I’ve truly learned from my screw up.
She’s working tonight, which means it will be three in the morning before I get to hear from her, and then it will be all short and sweet. It also means I’ll be taking care of business in the shower…again. I’ll see her tomorrow and try inconspicuously to get a kiss or some fucking sort of action and most likely fail miserably at it…again. See the pattern here? I’m pleasing and torturing myself repetitively. And even though my patience is wearing very, very, very fucking thin—all because of my own stupid mistake—I know I have something to prove and I’m going to do it.
Is she worth it? Am I at home jacking off? The answer is yes. Yes, I’m willing to drive to the farthest end of sanity to demonstrate just how serious I am about her.
 
Just as predicted my phone rings at ten minutes to three. 
“You weren’t sleeping, were you?” she asks.
I sigh mentally. It’s the same conversation every time. “No. Waiting for your call.”
“Good, open your door.”
I lurch up from my pillows. “What?”
“You heard me. Open your door.”
I sprint out of the room and just about rip the door off its hinges. There with gleaming green eyes, hair slicked back in a ponytail, her black bar shirt, skinny jeans and her Chucks, is my heartbeat. 
She pulls the phone from her ear. “You just gonna stand there or can I come in?”
“Am I hallucinating?” I tease stepping to the side. 
“I was hoping you wouldn’t mind company.”
“I never mind your company.” I push the door shut standing there like a confused idiot.
She looks innocent with a hidden agenda and my dick apparently knows exactly what it is. I wrap my arm around her waist and feel her body relax to my touch. Her eyes are heavy with lust, flicking from my mouth to my eyes. 
Dragging my hand up her back, I spread it across her shoulder blades molding her body to mine. “Paige, please fucking kiss me,” I beg in a low whisper.
Gripping the back of my arms, she looks up. “No.”
I close my eyes fighting my frustrations. 
“You fucking kiss me,” she says copying the determination in my tone.
My eyes spring open and I waste no time gripping her waist and taking to her silky lips. Emotions explode around us. I’ve longed to taste her again. Yearned to feel these precious lips against mine. Her kiss is gentle, sensual, and heart melting. 
I drag my thumb across her bottom lip. “You’re so damn beautiful,” I tell her feathering kisses behind the trail of my thumb. 
Slowly, I back her to the couch and lay her down without losing contact with her mouth. I press our bodies together where she fits so fucking perfect. She drags her hands over my shoulders and down my back, electrifying my skin in an intense fury. 
Gliding under her shirt, over her ribs, I caress her tits. She moans quietly and I release our kiss, dragging my lips down her neck and scrunching up her shirt. Her nipples are hard, begging for me to nibble on them, and I’m not going to let these gorgeous mounds down.
As I tug them, her body arches under me. I’ve hit a switch. Her hands are all over me, yanking my shirt over my head and then scraping her nails down the length of my back. I thought my body was wakened earlier. I was fucking wrong. 
I tug her pants down, place her heels onto my shoulders, and dive in on the meal I’ve wanted for far too long.
“Oh!” she gasps as my tongue slides across her clit while I’m pinching her nipples between my thumbs and fingers. I know it’s something that drives her over the edge.
I’m all for foreplay, but I’ve ached for her way too long. I clamber off her and release myself from my shorts and before I get can get back to her, my eyes roll.
Succulent delirium fogs my brain when her tongue strokes across the head of my dick. 
“Fuck yes,” I groan watching this incredible show.
I wrap her ponytail in my hand and help guide her, slowly fucking her mouth. She moans at my pleasure, gripping my balls with just enough pressure to spool up my release. Her lips slide over my skin, falling back down the length of my cock. I twitch at the impeccable things her tongue does to the head of my dick. 
Her eyes hold a nervousness, forcing me to sit on the couch, then she climbs onto my lap. Inch by inch, she gradually fills herself. I hiss at the tightness when she fully enwraps me. She pauses with closed eyes, then begins to rock herself.
Fucking hell.
Home has never felt so great. She tangles her fingers in my hair and loses all self-control in a greedy ride for herself. And I’m not complaining one damn bit.
Her tits clap together as she bounces off my hips. She’s wild. Her head drops back as she pants toward the ceiling. Her lithe body writhes with need. Her hips gyrate. I slap her ass then grip it, picking her up and slamming her back down onto me. 
Her movements become less rhythmic, more unsteady as I feel her walls closing in. She’s glowing with sweat and she rocks her head forward, mouth parted taking quick gasps. 
“I…Oh…” Her body’s rigid, her rocks becoming thrashes as she completely loses herself. 
I hold her hips up and buck into her. I’m awestruck at the sight. Tremors ripple her body as she falls over the edge.
I pull her to my mouth by the nape. “Simply stunning.” 
She drops her forehead to mine, but I’m far from done with her. I twist her around on all fours and dance my tongue from the back of her neck to her lower back watching goosebumps scatter across her skin. 
Gently, I rake my hand over the voluptuous curve of her ass and place the head of my cock at her entrance and pause. She whimpers, wiggling her hips trying to back into me.
“What’s wrong, Paige?” I growl.
“Please,” she sighs over her shoulder.
My lips twist in a wicked grin. I reach between her legs and circle her clit and she gulps for air, pressing her hips back. I give her an inch to tease her.
“Levi, please,” she begs again.
I snake my hand up her back, wrap her ponytail in my hand and pull her head to the ceiling as I slam into her. She screams in pleasure.
I pause my throbbing cock. I’m not ready to end this. Slowly, I drag back out and then slam into her several times. One hand controlling her head, I grab her shoulder yanking her back into me, making sure she gets every bit of me. Her body tenses unable to take all of me, but she had her greedy moment, it’s my turn. I want to leave her a very clear reminder for days to come. 
I yank her hair bending her farther back and grind into her as she hisses. The room is filled with sounds of her ass hitting my hips, her whimpers, my grunts and our heavy breaths. Her little ass is red from the slaps it’s endured. I push down on her hips filling her to the hilt, and her back bows as her next orgasm begins to wind up.
I’m not having it. I allowed us both to have our self-indulgent ride. Now…I need to feel her love. 
I pull out, lay her on her back, and start passionately kissing her, giving us both a moment to catch up with our bodies. Easing back in, I inhale her moan into my soul and unhurriedly rock into her. She traces the muscles on my shoulders and back and I’m locked onto the most impeccable set of piercing, loving eyes.
“I love you,” I exhale. “Every inch of you.”
She brings out the vulnerability in me and I’m not ashamed of it. Men, if you feel it, say it. What better place to let her know how you feel than while she’s full of euphoria because of you? Women are emotional creatures. Therefore, when you make love to them, tell them. Trust me, it means a lot to them.
I pull her leg around my waist, run my hand up her leg, and push into her. Over and over, we rock.
I grin leaning back. “Open your eyes.”
You’d think she would have learned this already.
Just as she does, we surrender together. I’m gone, lost in the blur of a powerful tsunami. Lightning strikes around me, blinding me. Everything disappears except her and intensely hot vibrations from within me.
“Fuck,” I grunt, spilling into her.
I drop to my elbows, barely able to hold myself up from the trembling blissful waves. The world has vanished around me. It’s just her and me, right here on this couch, her hair a mangled mess, our breaths ragged.
 
I scoop her up after getting all the feelings back in my limbs and take her to bed. Lying behind her, I cradle her tightly, forming our naked bodies perfectly and most importantly, in my arms. Silence. No words are needed. I feel her and she feels me, physically and emotionally. 
I’ve missed this. Every fucking bit of it.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 38
 

In the past month, Levi has held to his word. He’s done everything to prove that this second chance was the best decision I’ve ever made. And although he screwed up, right now, in this very moment, I have more trust for him than I ever have. We both needed to experience a mistake to realize exactly what we had. What we have is a fantabulous relationship holding strong. I couldn’t ask for anything better.
I don’t have any doubts when he takes off, whether it’s to the gym or out with the guys. And when Adam came into town a few weeks ago and they all went out, there wasn’t any uncertainty. I like this…you know, stability. 
Adam stayed behind in Florida because he had met some girl who actually held his interest, but apparently it didn’t work out. I don’t know any details. Levi only stated the girl went crazy on him. If dating Adam is anything like dating Levi, I’m quite sure I understand.
We also haven’t spoken about anything that happened while we were apart. I haven’t brought it up and neither has he. It’s as if we haven’t skipped a beat, and I’m okay with that. I analyzed every second of Ryker’s kiss. It was all phantom-Levi-pains. I so desperately missed him and wanted it to be Levi and well, when I opened my eyes it wasn’t. He took advantage of a broken heart, screwing with my emotions.
Thankfully, Ryker skipped town once he found out Levi and I had gotten back together. The only thing he told Holly was I’d regret it because Levi would never change and he was sorry he didn’t have the chance to show me exactly what happiness is about. Either way, I’m glad he’s gone. He is a long lost mistake.
Levi has been training six days a week for hours at a time. Harvey and Perry come into town every other week for a week to ready him for his big fight. I don’t know how the hell he does it. He’s a well maintained machine. I would have died a long time ago.
 
I drop to the side of the bed with a shirt in my hand and whine. “I don’t know what the hell to pack.”
Levi chuckles. “Clothes work.”
I flick my eyes to him. “I’m not kidding. I’ve never been to Las Vegas. Is it cold? Hot? Is it mandatory I wear some skimpy dress? Because I have to go buy that.”
“Women.” He laughs again. “We’ll be there for four days. If you run out of clothes, we’ll buy you more.”
“I don’t need more. I have some. I just…”
He grabs my shoulders and squats down in front of me. “Sunshine, breathe. Why are you so nervous?”
I twirl my shirt between my hands. “Texas, when I came to see you. That’s the farthest I’ve ever been. Now, I’m supposed to pack up and get ready to be miles away for the biggest event of my boyfriend’s life. I’m kinda freaking out here.”
“Am I right here with you?”
“Yeah.”
“Then you have no worries.”
I peer up at him. “How is it I’m more nervous than you?”
“Because you love me.” He smirks.
I shake my head. “No, seriously. I’m not about to step into a ring in front of a bunch of people and I’m shaking like a freaking leaf over here.”
“This is normal for me. I’ve resided in the public eye for a while. I’ll get edgy when my time comes.”
I roll my eyes. “Nerves of steel. I’m envious of that.”
“Nah. I wouldn’t call it that. I just don’t overanalyze everything. It is what it is.”
“Are you even worried?”
“Of what?” he asks.
“The outcome?”
“Sure I am. I don’t want to lose, but I understand the game. Wins and losses. It’s all a part of it. If I lose, I get up and work harder to defeat the challenge. If I win, I move onto conquering the next. But I don’t indulge in worry. You do enough of that for me.”
I drop my hands to the side. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
His dimples flash. “Look at yourself in the mirror. We haven’t even left and you’re a wreck.”
“You so suck,” I tease. 
He stands and rubs between his legs. “Oh no. You do a fantastic job at that.” I smack his leg and he laughs again. “What? I’m only telling the truth.”
I toss my shirt at his face. “I’m going to make dinner. That will help me calm down.”
“Before dinner quickie?” he asks as I pass him.
“Levi!” I giggle. “You’re ravenous.”
He weaves his hand up my back and pulls me into him grinding his erection into me. “I can never get enough of you. Morning, brunch, lunch, snack, dinner, midnight snack. I’d take every bit of it.”
Although the floor ripples underneath my feet, I keep my wits. “In this case, dinner first.” I pat his chest, wink, and walk off with so much sway in my hips, I know he’s drooling.



 
 
Chapter 39
 

I fucking love the adrenaline that floods me at weigh-ins and this one has way more intensity to it. It pumps me up. Readies me for war. I’ve waited for this day for years and here I am. I’m ready.
Ryker has just been weighed in and now it’s my go to stand on the scales in front of hundreds of screaming people. They’re either here for me or him. Either way I don’t care. They feed my desire regardless. 
I climb the stairs with Harvey, leaving Paige and Adam behind waiting on me. The first step onto the stage and people scream my name. I smirk knowing I’m going to deliver what they want. I’m going to win the championship. 
I’m fucking pumped!
I stand on the scales showing no emotions and the announcer calls out my weight. I grin at the men and women howling out, excited with their fists in the air. 
See? All this injects hype into my veins. 
The usher points me in the direction to go for our fighter poses. Ryker and I are nose to nose, posing but ready to pounce. Flashes are in the distance as I zero in on the one I’m going to pummel. Gauging by his expression, he thinks I’ll be his next victim. 
“I hope you’re fucking ready, douchebag,” Ryker spits.
I lick my lips and grin. “Have been for years.”
Ryker’s jaw muscles rise and he braces himself on his foot with tense shoulders and flashes a smile. “Ask Paige if she misses my touch yet.”
Rage zips over my skin and blacks out the world around me. I can’t hear a thing except my pounding heartbeat battering my breath. Several arms wrap around me as I lunge toward him. He takes a cocky ass step back and drops his fists.
I jerk out of everyone’s arms and exit the other side of the stage. People are talking to me. I can see their mouths moving, but I can’t hear a fucking thing as I glower at Paige.
Her hands are over her mouth. Her eyes wide. I grab her wrist as I pass her and pull her along beside me. Adam is saying something. Harvey is barking something. I can’t hear shit.
“Do you have something to tell me, Paige?” I growl, making my way through the crowd.
She doesn’t answer me.
I continue to make my way to my locker room and just as I get to the door, I stop, turning to Adam and Harvey. “Stay the fuck out,” I grit and then glare at Paige opening the door for her.
She shoves her hands into her hoodie and keeps her head down.
“Do you have something to tell me, Paige?” I repeat.
She doesn’t look up.
“What the fuck?” I roar, tossing a chair across the room. 
The metal hitting the concrete is wicked and gets her attention. She jumps and I stalk to her. She backs against the wall with tears in her eyes. I bend so we’re face to face. “Answer me,” I say maliciously low.
She swallows. Her tears have left her eyes and are streaming down her cheek. “He…” she trails.
“He what?” I tilt my head. “He what, Paige?”
“We kissed.” Her voice shakes.
A malevolent laugh vibrates my chest. “When?”
“We weren’t together. It just happened. Nothing else.”
“I hurt you so you seek to shatter me? Are you that childish?” I hit the wall beside her head.
“No.” She drops her view back to the floor.
“Then what was it, Paige?”
“He caught me off guard. I haven’t seen him since.” Her voice is barely a whisper. 
I grip her jaw, forcing her to look at me. “Why the fuck am I just finding this out now and from him?”
No answers come from her mouth.
“Answer me, dammit.”
“It was a mistake. I don’t want to know what you did when we were apart. We didn’t talk about it, so I didn’t bring it up.”
I laugh. “Have you lost your mind? You seriously think I was out doing a damn thing? Guilt, Paige. I was immersed in guilt, drowning in the sorrows of my mistake. But come to find out, you were out with the enemy.” She gasps, squeezing her eyes shut as I slap the wall again. “He fucking knows what you taste like.”
I push off the wall, my chest heaving. “I can’t fucking believe you,” I mumble abrasively. “What’s with bitches and their kisses? Allison got me. You got me twice. Wesley then Ryker. And I wonder where your insecurities come from.” My words are cold. “Here’s a little piece of advice.” I throw another chair across the room. “You can’t fucking keep me by fucking me over!” I roar.
I’m beyond raging mad. Furious is an understatement. I try a cold shower, thinking it’ll calm me down, but boy was I wrong. Ryker had this planned. He knew what the hell he was doing. You can’t fight with emotions and this asshole struck the right nerve. Suckered me in right where he wanted me. This isn’t just a fight for me any longer. I’m out to destroy his career. Annihilate his pretty-boy face. When I’m done with him, I want him unrecognizable.
I hear the door open seconds before a very angry Paige with mascara under her eyes rips away the flimsy white curtain. 
“It was you!” she scathes, shoving me into the wall. “You made me do it!”
I pull her into the cold water, backing her against the wall again, but she bucks back shoving me in the chest. “You made a mistake while you were with me. You left me, Levi. You! I didn’t plan that. He flew in like a vulture catching me off guard. It was you I missed. It was your lips I wanted. Don’t you dare berate me for what happened after you left me,” she snaps.
Water batters our bodies. She’s fully dressed and soaked down to the bone. Her eyes are on fire, her chest is rising and falling. She pushes past me out of the shower and turns back.
“Why do we have to have such a complicated relationship? Why can’t it be easy?” Her voice is softer and less mad. “I’m sick of having a rocky relationship with you.”
I don’t stop her when she leaves. I’m still too pissed and conflicted. 

Although Adam said he brought Paige back to the hotel after our explosion, I’m not expecting her to be here. She has a tendency to run from problems, so you can only imagine my surprise to see her sitting on the couch, changed, and staring at the TV.
She glances up to me as I place my bag on the recliner.
“What else is there?” I ask.
She purses her lips and shakes her head.
I sit on the table in front of her rubbing my hands between my knees. “You know how sucker punched I felt? That shit came out of nowhere. And then knowing the very man I must face in one of the biggest events in my life also shares the knowledge of how amazing my girl tastes.”
“I’m—”
“Let me finish,” I interrupt her. “You want to know what I did while we were apart. Nothing. I basked in the glorious misery I laid upon myself. I was training to fight the man you were out with.” 
“It wasn’t like that,” she says full of sorrow.
I fill my lungs. “I’m sorry for getting so upset.” Her brows knit together at my apology. “I don’t want to be the worst thing in your life.”
“You’re not. You just come with an insane temper.”
“Guess that’s how I deal with my insecurities,” I tell her.
“What the hell do you have to be insecure about? Have you seen yourself?”
I spread my arms. “Sexy as hell? Yeah,” I deadpan. “But, Sunshine, I’ve lost you once. I don’t want to feel that again. All this up and down shit…”
“It’s a roller coaster,” she finishes my sentence in a sigh.
I clench her hand. “All this is so different and perplexing. You and me, we’re stark contrasts of each other but we balance each other. I didn’t like that look in your eyes.”
“What look?” she asks.
“You were scared of me. I don’t ever want you to be afraid of me. What I did…” I rock my head from shoulder to shoulder. “How I handled that, I scared myself. I promise I’ll try my best to talk instead of snapping from here on out. I don’t ever want you terrified of me.”
She scoots to the end of the cushion and kisses my cheek. “I love you with more of me than you’ll ever realize. Can we please get off this ride now? I hate roller coasters. They make me sick.”
My lips pull up. 
I know we’ll make mistakes, it’s just how we get on the other side that matters.



 
 
Chapter 40
 

Last night not only scared the hell out of me, but it also relieved me. Levi promised he’d try to tame his temper to help steady out our relationship. The rockiness is playing hell on us, straining our bond. I’m sick and tired of the unnecessary ups and downs. Either we’re in or we’re out. No more in betweens.
Now, with his fight moments away, my nerves are clawing at me. My mind is racing. If he loses, will it demolish his pride? If he wins, will it blow his ego? Most importantly, are we going to be all right either way? I’m super nervous.
After Adam wrapped Levi’s hands, he immediately got into a zone. He’s listening to music, bouncing around and shadow boxing watching himself in the mirror with conviction in his stare. 
There’s a knock on the door signaling he’s up next. My heart is thundering. I think I’m going to puke. He stalks toward me and pulls me out of the chair and into his chest.
“Remember what I said,” he says gravelly. “After this, you’re with me. I need you at my side.”
I’ve thought about this so much, torn between loving the idea and hating it. I stretch to my tiptoes and kiss his chin. “I guess you’ll be my pimp.”
A sexy, cocky ass grin pulls his lips up. “I don’t want you to have to worry about a thing. I’ll handle everything. Just hold my arm through all of it.” He kisses my forehead and when he pulls back all the tenderness is gone. It’s just determination, seriousness, and cold. “Head out to Blain.”
He bought Blain a plane ticket and admission in. He can tell me all he wants it was because he knows Blain wants to be here, but he’s doing it for me—so I don’t have to go through this alone.
I nod and whisper, “Love you.”
I pull open the door and he calls out, “The song is from back when the roller coaster was loading.” He winks. 
I tilt my head confused and he frowns.
“I can’t promise this won’t get ugly.”
I take a deep breath and pull the door shut. Yeah, I know I wanted to tell him but decided against it since my throat is already squeezing shut at the thought. I can guarantee this will be the ugliest fight I’ve witnessed with him. 
I make my way to Blain and he squeezes my shoulder as I step in beside him. “If the energy back there is anything like it is in here, this place is going to detonate on itself.”
“I feel like my skin is going to crawl off me,” I say.
“How’s Levi?”
“Stoic as usual.” My voice trembles and he squeezes me in by the shoulders.
“It’s going to be okay,” he says.
The lights cut off and immediately I feel like I’m going to pass out. I can’t get enough air. Music slams into my chest and a strobe light focuses on Ryker’s entrance.
First, all I can see is his hair—the brown and blond with a red streak—bouncing down the aisle. Checking the screen above the ring, I see his expression is solid. His eyes are dark, shoulders back with a crowd of trainers surrounding him as he strolls toward the ring.
He gets checked in and then sprints up the stairs, across the ring and to his corner. He rocks his head back and forth and leaps, pulling his knees to his chest. He scans around the cage, and his eyes land on me. He grins like a bastard, shaking his head. I don’t react. Our eyes are locked. I refuse to look away and show him the satisfaction of knowing he just crawled under my skin.
Then the lights go out again, and I push into Blain’s side. My whole body’s trembling from this. I don’t know if I’m scared or proud…or both. Either way, I don’t feel well. Blue lights flicker and bound around the packed arena. 
Music erupts from the speakers and I can’t help but smile like a damn idiot. The first time I ever went and saw Levi fight, he came out to “A Warrior’s Call” by Volbeat then had the nerve to pick on me because I listen to heavy metal. He gave me such hell about it and now he’s playing it again.
The spotlight illuminates Levi’s entrance. His face holds no emotions, but his eyes are full of elation. His hands stretch out past the security surrounding him to high five the fans. The crowd is beyond deafening. The energy plucks my hair on the back of my neck.
The ref checks him in and Levi steps through the threshold of his own dream. He’s wanted this for years. Just as Superman needed fuel from the sun, Levi fuels from the crowd’s screams and raises his arms to them. He steps to his side with his shoulders back, oozing with confidence and with his two fingers motions for me to watch him. I haven’t seen that in almost a year and it makes my heart flutter.
Hostility ricochets off the men when the referee calls them to the middle to deliver the rules. Then both men tap gloves and back up. Everyone is on their feet.
The bell rings.
I don’t think I’m breathing. 
The men come face to face in the center and waste absolutely no time showing how badly they want this. They duck and weave from the other’s strikes, guarding their faces from the damaging blows. Levi throws a huge right hand and backs Ryker up, but he advances and clenches Levi, kneeing him in the midsection. Somehow, Levi gets his arm under Ryker’s and stuns him with an uppercut.
The crowd lights up, screaming their heads off at the blow after blow. Although, Ryker’s rocked, he stays in, blocking with punches. Both back up and regain their footing, catching a few deep breaths. Anxiety is gnawing away at my skin. 
Levi’s in the middle as Ryker circles him like a vulture. Their pace is quick, both having something to prove. They want the contract. They want the championship. They want to be champion. And they both want to move on to the pros.
Levi steps off to the left but isn’t able to get out of the way of Ryker’s kick. The slap of skin on skin silences the crowd for a beat. It’s gut wrenching. Levi shakes it off and charges Ryker, throwing a right over his head and immediately a left jab behind it connecting with Ryker’s nose. It doesn’t faze him and he counters hitting Levi.
“No!” I scream covering my mouth as Levi stumbles back. 
He doesn’t go down and kicks Ryker in the stomach, something you do when you need to get your opponent away to give you a second to gather your surroundings.
The crowd is back on their feet, stomping and yelling at the fighters, who continue trading nasty blows. Then in slow motion, I watch as Ryker wraps his arms around Levi’s waist and takes him down to the mat. I gasp at the thud.
Levi hates the mat, and it shows because somehow he maneuvers out of Ryker’s hold and gets to his feet again. Levi smiles widely at Ryker shaking his arms out and lunges with a flying knee into his stomach. I just heard all the air exit Ryker’s lungs.
The bell rings, ending the first round. Both men stare each other down heading into their corners. 
“Good first round,” Blain yells breaking my stare on Levi.
“Yeah,” I say.
He clenches my hand. “You okay?”
I shake my head. “No. I hate this.”
“Think of it as you watching it at home. You love a good fight.”
I shake my head again. “I love one of them. It’s killing me to see this. I’m a wreck.”
“It’s adrenaline, Paigey. It’s the excitement. Levi can handle his own.”
“Yeah, but it’s not—”
 
Ding! Ding! Ding! The bell interrupts me. 
Both men are squared back up and Ryker takes the first strike. Levi ducks and counters missing. Again, they begin to trade blows. It’s so fast I can’t keep up. Levi loves competition. He loves going toe to toe and blow for blow, but this is killing my heart. 
Ryker again latches on to Levi and takes him to the mat immediately dropping elbows to Levi’s face. Levi’s scrambling, but finally bucks Ryker off and gets to his feet. 
“Oh my God,” I sigh.
Blood is spilling out from Levi’s face. There’s so much, I don’t know where he’s hurt. My heart sinks. He spits then smiles and pounds his own gloves. Back at it, they lug wild punches at each other, trading lefts and rights, kicks for kicks until the bell rings again.
I fall into Blain focusing on Levi. His arms are up, ice on his back, eyes are closed as he sucks in air. He looks exhausted. Harvey is yelling something and he nods. The medic has packed his nasty cut on his nose and under his right eye. And then…the fucking bell rings again. 
The crowd screams as the men meet back in the center.
“I can’t handle much more,” I yell to Blain. And I’m not lying. I can’t watch this any longer. My legs are too wobbly. My stomach is in knots.
Levi steps in and lands an uppercut, rocking Ryker and ties him up in the fence. I’m in awe as Levi sweeps Ryker’s feet and takes him down to the mat. Fatigue has got to be setting in if he’s willing to take it to the ground. He mounts him and unloads a flurry of wrathful punches as Ryker tries blocking them.
Ryker twists, knocking Levi off balance and somehow wraps his legs around Levi clambering to his back. His arms are wrapped around Levi’s neck, locking him into a guillotine—an infamous ending move. 
Levi’s scrambling to get out from it and finds a way to exit backward between Ryker’s legs. Then he returns the favor. Levi snakes his legs around Ryker’s midsection and pulls, but Ryker bucks and rolls off, struggling to get to his feet. Once there, Levi is already waiting on him, not allowing him to gain his bearings and starts tagging him in the face.
Finally, the bell rings, ending that round and I take a breath.
Levi’s heaving for air, face dripping blood again, and Harvey is back in his face. He holds a thumb up and I know it’s for me. I know he’s letting me know he’s okay, but my heart still aches. 
Back out, both men are gasping for air. Both men have gashes on their faces. Both men are ready to end it. 
Explosive punches are traded again, along with some wicked kicks and knees. Thuds. Leather connecting with skin. Skin on skin contact. I’m nauseated. The mixture of anxiety, adrenaline, the smell of blood…I’m green all over and worried sick to blink.
Ryker drops Levi flat on his back and is face to face. He looks possessed as he says something to Levi and then drops an evil elbow to his face. My heart slams against my chest, my lungs expel the last bit of breath. Levi isn’t in a good position.
Punch after elbow, Ryker leans down and says one more thing, and it sends Levi into turmoil. He roars, pushing Ryker in the chest and jumps to his feet.
I can’t hear what they’re saying to each other as they circle. The clock is at fifty seconds which normally detonates a crazy blowout for points.
Levi spits then comes in at a weird angle and tags Ryker’s right eye. Blood splatters and Ryker loses his bearings. Levi takes full advantage of it and strikes with a jab, shrugs off a sloppy punch Ryker throws, then tags another jab.
Their pace is much slower from when they started. They’re both tired. Levi’s eyes are dark and as I’ve seen it many times, watch him step into Ryker’s guard which sends him to his back with an uppercut. Immediately, Levi pounces and strikes several more times before the ref slides in and calls the fight.
The arena is nuts. Levi stumbles in disbelief and then it hits him. He’s won. He’s freaking won the championship! He jumps on the top of the fence and roars raising his arms.
I push past everyone heading toward the full ring. I leap into his arms and he spins me around, then sets me on my feet as the doctors make their way to his face. 
Adam grabs my hand and pulls me away. “They have to announce the winner. Come stand with me.”
Levi gets his shirt over his head after the doctors pack the gashes and the referee stands with each man on either side. Ryker hasn’t picked his head up yet. 
Once the announcement is made, Levi yanks me back to his side just as a commentator shoves a microphone in his face.
“What a hell of a fight, man,” the man in the hat says. “What were you thinking through it all?”
“That I wanted to win,” Levi answers breathless.
“The Leveler is now a champion and moving onto the pros. Do you know what’s next?”
“Damn that sounds good,” he chuckles. “I’m sure my manager has things planned for me. We’ll find out, huh?”
“Anyone in particular you have in mind?”
“No. Just a pro ‘cause I am one!” he yells.
“You started looking fatigued. What pushed you ‘til the end?”
Levi peers down at me. “Had a wager I wanted to win.” 
He won. My boyfriend is now a pro fighter. I’m inundated with pride. He’s worked his ass off to get here. Traveling with him I’m sure will bring some interesting times, but I’m ready for them. This will be a journey together that I’m excited to take.



 
 
Epilogue
 

It’s been a month since I was granted champion. Levi, The Leveler, Stiles the Champ. Has a damn good ring to it, doesn’t it? Sponsors flew in, endorsing me. I’m not a little guy, trying to make it to the top anymore. I’m there. 
My pay fucking tripled on me and I have a fight scheduled in six months with Jacob Carter. He’s been in the pro-game for years with one hell of a record under his belt. He’s a submissions guru. This will be an interesting fight since I hate the mat.
Paige kept to her word. She told both her managers when I go, she’s going with me. Jim wasn’t happy and gave her a really hard time about it. I paid him a visit, quickly reminding him who he needs to respect. He better be happy I didn’t pummel his old ass in his office.
My fight with Ryker messed me up. I got five stitches below my eye, three above, and they ended up gluing my nose. I was black and blue for a few weeks, sore for one. Poor Paige was beside herself. She treated me like I was a porcelain doll, scared to even touch me. I proved her wrong several times, if you get the gist.
 
Still wondering what Ryker said to me? So is Paige. He spewed lies about him and her, and promised me it would be his arm she left on. Delusional little shithead. She’s not going anywhere. Her heart belongs to me and I’m confident of it. 
Call me conceited all you want, but you’re not the one with the gorgeous sight of her in a long flowing white sundress with her hair sweeping in the wind as she looks over the railing at the clear waters. The wind pushes her dress up giving me sneak peeks of her sexy ass in a bikini. My cock is on fire to feel her.
I decided a few days after I healed, I wanted to take her on a vacation. Somewhere warm where she’d not need to wear many clothes. She deserves it. She’s put up with my ass for a while now, and I want to show her the “us” we’re going to be. 
I sneak up behind her, wrap my arm around her waist and pull her into me, placing a kiss to her shoulder. She rests into my chest holding my arms and we stand molded into one another as the warm breeze blows around us. No words are exchanged. None need to be. 
The waves crash softly against the pillars, the seagulls call out above us and the skies are blue. I don’t need to look. I know she’s smiling. She’s happy and that looks fucking impeccable on her. I don’t want to ever see her tears again.
I’m not dumb. I’m sure our journey will have its ups and downs, zigs and zags, but together we’re a team and together we’re going to make it. I never want to lose her again. She leveled me. My heart is only for her. She’s my Sunshine in the storms. She proves to me I’m capable of anything and shows me she’ll always support me.
And soon, I’ll show her where I want to be, when the timing is right. 
It’s all about timing…
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