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Chapter One
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“SLOWLY, NOW. LET’S bring her in.” Standing at the back of the shop bay, Stone Patino waved his hands as he directed a handful of guys pushing a 1969 Maserati Ghibli into the shop. 

Damn, the car was fine.

It didn’t matter that the rust bucket had been sitting idle for too many years and the red exterior had more rust than paint. It didn’t even phase him that the soiled inside exposed more foam seat than tan leather because when they finished restoring what looked like a junker now, the car would be fine—damn fine. 

Just envisioning the finished product pulsed adrenaline through Stone’s veins. Maybe not the type of rush he’d once craved, years ago, when he’d stood in an underground fighting ring ready to pummel the poor sucker standing across from him. Had it been the fight itself, the show, the illegitimacy of it, or all of it rolled into one awesome night? It didn’t matter anymore. The buzz from the car in front of him now suited the life he’d adjusted to, the life he’d built—the life he liked.

As the car inched back into place now, he shouted, “That’s good!”

The men halted with sighs of accomplishment, straightening and taking deep breaths. Some slapped each other’s backs, others wiped the back of their hands across their perspired foreheads, but all wore a satisfied grin with the arrival of the shop’s newest project.

Stone gently patted both hands on the rusty frame before he smoothed his hand flat and ran it across the trunk, over the window, finally stopping at the passenger’s side door frame. He leaned down and glanced at Dax Colyn, his best friend and owner of the shop.

His stupid ass friend had made himself comfortable in the filthy driver’s seat. No doubt oil, dirt, and animal feces had stained the rear of his pants. Stone would’ve been right in there with Dax if his evening plans didn’t require his best dressed.

“Lazy ass,” Dax grunted at him as his hands tightened around the wheel and a sound of ease escaped him. He glanced at Stone with a sluggish smirk, making it a point to wrinkle his nose when he purposely lingered a look on Stone’s pressed button-up shirt. “But you do have a pretty side if you ever want to take up modeling.” With a widening smirk, he added, “Senior modeling.”

Stone grabbed an old, hard, crusty piece of material from inside the car and threw it at his friend. “Screw you.”

It was Dax’s fault Stone was dressed like a cologne model—not a senior model. He might not be in his early twenties—or even late twenties—but he sure as hell wasn’t old. He could bench press more now than back in the day, plus he maintained a healthy workout at the gym. Maybe he’d grown a bit lazy in his all-around general appearance, but today he’d shaved away his regular scruff and even slicked back his longer hair.

Dax swiftly caught the material and threw it out the car window before returning his attention back to the car. He ran his oil-stained and calloused hand over the dashboard. 

Standing inside his leather loafers, Stone pressed his feet firmer onto the cement floor to control the temptation to climb inside and join his friend. 

Dax adjusted the mirror and the cracked piece fell off in his hand. He stared at the dirty glass for a moment, and then said, “Beauty, isn’t she?”

“Damn straight. Let’s check under the hood.” Stone wouldn’t touch, only look. Nothing wrong with just looking.

He bolted to the front of the car and lifted the hood of their new project. A mixture of glee and sounds of disappointed rumbled from him at the sight of the rusted insides. Years of being stored in damp and grubby places had agreed with its engine compartment less than the outside of the vehicle. Was there anything salvageable left here? 

“Don’t get dirty, princess.” Dax wedged his way beside him without touching Stone’s tux with his own soiled clothes.

When Dax reached to pull the grey tie around Stone’s neck, he swatted his hand away. “I wouldn’t even be in this predicament if you hadn’t gone and pimped me out like your hooker,” Stone growled.

Dax laughed, which sounded more like a grunt that deepened as he stuck his head deeper under the hood.

“Stop your bitchin’.” Hawk Cullen strolled into the bay giving the collar of his black tuxedo jacket a flip before stretching out his arms and checking himself out. “Just think of the piece of ass you’re getting tonight.”

Stone shook his head, not surprised the first thing out of Hawk’s mouth regarded bedding a woman. He’d bet the majority of his thoughts revolved around getting laid. 

“I’m not sleeping with whomever bids the highest.” Stone hastily grabbed his charcoal-colored tux jacket from a hook on the wall and nearly tore the metal right through the collar. He slipped the jacket on, noting the fitted material seemed tighter, constraining and forcing him into something he didn’t want to do.

“Neither is Hawk,” Dax said. “This is a charity. No private after party.” 

“We’ll see.” Hawk couldn’t keep it in his pants if he tried. “Didn’t you get old lady Mabel last year?” he asked Dax.

Dax made a face. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Hawk punched his shoulder. “We need to get you liquored up for some juicy details.”

“Don’t change the subject. No after party.” Dax glared under low eyelids. 

Hawk operated like a rebellious teenager who needed his dad—generally being Dax—to put him in his place. Whether he needed reminders or purposely baited Dax was a debatable subject that would undoubtedly never be answered. Stone would rather have a one-time face-off in a fighting ring with Hawk then offer a daily dose of warnings. 

In most cases, like now, Stone ignored him.  Instead, he punched Dax in the shoulder, a little harder than intended and his friend retaliated with only a laugh. 

He needed to get a grip. Damn, it was only a date with a woman for crying out loud. Not even a date, just dinner at The Caliendo Resort.

“It should be your ass up on that stage.”

Dax wiped the back of his hand across his forehead, leaving a strip of grease which Stone found himself jealous over. “I’m a happily married man now. Thanks for taking my place, man.”

“Hey, Patino!” Marnie Stax hollered from the bay door.

He must’ve lost track of time. How had an hour gone by so quickly?

Hawk straightened and flashed the new receptionist his cockiest smile. Even if the woman did behave as wild as her mix of white and grey hair, sporadically stained with random colors, she’d shown no interest in Hawk.

Stone glanced over, giving her an acknowledging nod so she could get back to work and avoid whatever idea was brewing in Hawk’s head. “I’m heading out now, thanks.”

“Hey, Marn, what time you get off tonight?” Hawk’s toned dripped with one-sided desire.

Marnie tightened the knot on the front of the plaid shirt tied above the waist of her ripped jeans before placing her hands her hips. “Sweetheart, you’re not man enough to handle me.” She winked a thick, black-lined eye at him before looking back at Stone.

Stone coughed to keep from laughing.

“Your dad called and said there’s an emergency at the gym. He needs you down there, ASAP.”

Stone cursed. He didn’t have time for one of his dad’s “emergencies”. They usually involved an empty bottle and a wad of crinkled cash and instructions to go buy a new one. Since his old man had been banned from the liquor store eons ago after a drunken afternoon of harassing the staff, he relied on his son to keep him fully stocked.

“Lolita, I’m all man,” Hawk persisted on her way out.

She turned to face them again and perched her thick eyebrows so high they disappeared behind her bangs, the only part of her hair the bandana tied around her head didn’t pull back. “In my experience, those who try extra hard are lacking downstairs.” Her eyes lowered to look at the front of Hawk’s pants. She gave her deep red-coated lips a little wiggle as of debating what was beyond the material before looking back at him with a small shrug. “Just saying.” 

“Why don’t we take this into the back room and I’ll show you exactly what you’re missing.” 

She pursed her lips. “Not interested.” She looked at Stone. “You better hurry because you’re due at the Caliendo Resort in less than an hour and if you have to stop by the beer store you’ll need to boot it.” She looked at Dax. “Dax, you have one hour then you’re going home to get ready.”

“Thanks, Marnie.” Dax waved at her without taking his attention away from the engine. 

“I’m not joking.” 

“I hear you.” His hand disappeared back in the car. 

“And no jeans.” 

“Can’t promise anything.” 

“Marns, my number is lucky number nine.” Hawk flipped up the corners of his suit jacket. “Maybe you should stop by and put in a bid.”

Marnie shook her head. “The poor sucker who wins you tonight...” she muttered, leaving the bay. 

Hawk’s eyes didn’t leave her backside until she disappeared and Stone’s fist itched to punch the cocky grin right off his face, even more so when he said, “I like her.”

“Stop trying to sleep with my staff,” Dax barked at him, sounding more serious than joking.

“At least he won’t scare this one away. She’s a rock.” And her persistence to say no seemed to be the very thing that pushed Hawk to continue to ask. “I better go see what poison my old man’s after now.”

“Make it quick. You don’t want to be late for the ladies.” The last word oozed slowly with Hawk’s anticipation.

Even his father’s poison and another strained father/son moment sounded better than the auction at the resort. If single Dax hadn’t agreed to the event over a year ago and if the money raised hadn’t been coming back to the fire station, Stone would’ve declined without regret.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t.

So he’d smile, and hopefully raise a nice dollar, but he wouldn’t enjoy doing it.

He headed out the bay door. “I’ll see you guys over there.”

Outside, Stone grabbed the helmet hanging on the handlebar of his bike, his pride and joy. Getting ready to slip it over his head, he saw Marnie running into the parking lot. “No! You’re not riding your bike.”

“Yes I am.”

“No, you’ll smell like gas fumes and the open road.” 

He liked both of those smells. Besides, it was late August and there were a numbered amount of summer days left to enjoy his bike before the snow hit and he’d be storing it.

She took the helmet, tucking it under one arm and dangled a set of keys in front of him. “Take the Impala.”

Glancing across the lot at Dax’s sleek black car, he figured if he had to replace his bike, the 1967 Chevy Impala wasn’t such a bad trade.

“Thanks.” He took the keys. “You know, you can kick Hawk in the balls if he gets out of hand.”

She laughed. “He’s harmless. A dirt bag, but harmless.”

Stone shrugged. “I could kick him in the balls for you.”

She laughed again and slapped his shoulder. 

Platonic.

Numb.

The same dull feeling he’d experienced with any woman who crossed his path—no desire to flirt or ask out on a date. He couldn’t even muster up enough energy to show a bit of interest in taking a woman back to his place for just one night. He was the complete opposite of Hawk, but the womanizer had never experienced the pain of a woman ripping out his heart, shredding it beyond repair, and then putting it back into an empty nothing. The cocky bastard didn’t understand betrayal. Stone had encountered destruction firsthand watching the woman he loved walk away only to leave him bleeding in a ring.

“Thanks, but if anyone gets to give him a good swift kick, I would prefer it to be me.”

He chuckled at her feistiness. “Fair enough.”

“Get going. You don’t want to be late.” Marnie jogged back to the shop’s front door and even her tight ass did nothing for Stone, but he knew what would.

Inside the Impala, he turned the key and revved the engine. “Hey there, Charlie, it’s been a while. How you been?” The pleasurable purr of response pushed down the emotions emerging up his chest. He wouldn’t let his past spoil today. He’d spent enough days feeling sorry for himself. These days he lived for himself, and only himself.

Pressing his foot firmly down on the gas pedal, he spun the wheels out of the parking lot and headed for Willow Valley’s main strip before stopping at his dad’s place. 

Rustling in the glove box, he located a pair of Dax’s sunglasses and slipped them over his eyes, blocking the blinding summer sun beaming over the horizon. His body eased comfortably into the leather bucket seat and he simply reveled in controlling each turn of Charlie’s route while remembering the months he’d spent restoring this—what Olivia called “him” instead of the “her” they usually referred to the cars—with Dax, Rowdy, who’s now passed, and Olivia. Good months, busy months, just the way he liked it.

The warm day filled the parking spaces with vehicles while bicycles occupied the bike racks. Tourists stretched across the sandy beach to the west or walked along the local businesses to the east. It looked like a profitable day for the local shops. He considered stopping by Mrs. Calvert’s Bakery for a coffee to keep him going, but passed up the opportunity knowing he’d already wasted too much time. Instead, he reluctantly headed toward his dad’s gym just a road off the main strip. 

Even Willow Valley’s older areas had a touristy atmosphere. Colorful flowers draped over baskets hanging from the street lamps, wooden benches with metal ornate backs were spaced a specific distance apart, and the houses maintained cut and groomed yards.

However, the cement building with the faded red letters reading, “Patino’s Gym” was somewhat of an eye sore. The original framed poster of his dad standing proudly in his championship fighting days attracted visitors to the gym and let his dad relive his glory days—the only thing besides the bottle that the old man cared about.

Stone parked in an empty space by the front doors, noting the blood-red-colored Jaguar ahead of him. No one local owned an F Type so he concluded it must belong to a hot-shot passing through or on vacation and they sure as hell wouldn’t be visiting his dad’s gym—unless it was another fan. He’d put his bets they were grabbing flowers at the florist shop on the far side or sitting down for a meal at the restaurant on the other side. Wherever the owner was, they had good taste. Damn good taste.

Inside the gym, the smell of sweat weaved around the out-of-date equipment. Grunting sounds came from the far back where a sparring ring stood as long as Stone could recall. He remembered practising and fighting in that very ring. And, as always, a multi-load of emotions slammed into him with such not-so-fond memories.

Today was going to shit. He blamed it on being suckered into being auctioned off like a piece of meat at the resort. Ordinarily, he managed to bury his past and live in the present. But every now and again, like today, every corner seemed to trigger a memory he was adamant to forget.

Turning away from the ring, his jaw set tighter. Regret resonated toward his younger self for allowing his, then, stubbornness to drive him away from what could have been a legit and professional career in fighting to the world of underground fighting. His life had been set up to fight from the moment he’d been born—the son of Slate Patino, fighting champion. He’d been bred to fight, but sometimes emotions had overpowered good sense.

Inhaling a deep breath, liking the gym smell more than most, he scrubbed a hand over his face, hating instead, the familiar feelings battling inside him. Surrendering to emotions were for the weak and Stone refused to allow them to run his decision making again.

Pressing forward, as he’d perfected over years, he found his dad reading a fighting magazine in his small, cubical-sized office. His old man looked ten years plus his ripe age of sixty. Deep lines etched his face even when a smile didn’t lift the edges and doubled whenever he scowled—which was more often than not. He needed a haircut as much as Stone, only his father’s grey hair sprung out in every direction.

Stone leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms in front of him. “What’s your poison today?”

Without moving his head, his dad looked up over the wire-rimmed glasses he’d only started wearing later in life. He gave his son a snarling look. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

“Drink, dad. What drink do you want me to pick you up?” 

“Why the hell would I need you to pick me up more alcohol? You just went on Wednesday.”

Stone held back an easy quip about the many occasions he’d gone more than once a week for him. 

“I called you because you have a visitor.”

“A what?”

“What are you deaf as much as stupid today? You have a visitor.” 

His dad nodded to someone over his shoulder and Stone turned, saying, “What the hell are you talking about?” His sentence was cut short as his eyes fell upon the one woman who had promised then him everything and left him with nothing. 

His heart stopped beating like time itself had stopped and his inhale of air caught in his throat.

Was he imagining her? 

Why the hell would he imagine her?

But why the hell would she be here, in his dad’s gym, walking toward Stone?

He could have pinched himself a dozen times and he still would’ve considered her a figment of his imagination, but then he smelled her. Long before she took her first step, the familiar smell of Bowie Blake, the cities well-known socialite, drowned his nostrils—designer perfume with a blend of island smell, jasmine, if he recalled correctly.

When the sudden realization that she stood in front of him as real as the men around them who didn’t hide their gawking curiosity, something deep inside him snapped—instant, dark, and familiar.  

Each step she took toward him in her expensive high heels pounded layer upon layer of anger inside him.

What the hell was she doing here? 

She had a lot of nerve showing up at his father’s business when she held a restraining order against him.

Now, he knew exactly who the Jaguar belonged to—the predator herself. Sauntering toward him, in a dress that dipped down her front and hugged her curves, she shared the animal’s sleek outer skin as much as it’s stalk and ambush qualities. Her expensive taste hadn’t changed much either. The oversized purse hanging off her shoulder looked bigger than the guy’s gym bags.

She looked like money. 

She walked like money. 

And when it came down to love or money, she chose money.

His body froze in the spot, paralyzed as he watched her approach. He dug deep within him for the strength to move, to walk away and not demand answers to questions that had plagued him all these years. To not damn well lay it on her for being the spoiled princess everyone had warned him about and not the woman he’d believed her to be behind closed doors.

Damn it. He’d been the fool and he sure has hell wouldn’t fall into her trap again. 

Finally, his legs kicked in and he started moving, but there wasn’t a chance he’d be walking out of his father’s gym. This was his turf and no one had invited her. 

She blinked the darkest, brownest eyes at his abruptness, as she should. He ignored the worry lines her face carried and even inwardly snickered at the reluctance he saw in her eyes. Reluctance and fatigue mixed with even a dash of hope. 

What the hell kind of game was this?

She stopped, but he didn’t even slow as they reached each other. “I have nothing to say to you.” He continued straight past her and, damn, it felt good. 

Screw being the victim this round.

But as he passed by, she caught his forearm with both of her cold hands. “Stone, please.”

He had to give his head a shake so he wouldn’t get lost in the sound of her desperate pleading. Knowing better, but unable to resist, he glanced over his shoulder. His vision landed where her frantic hands gripped his arm before rising to her now desolate eyes. No matter the emotions running through him, all he saw were lies, deceit, and pain.

He jerked his arm free, disregarding the gasp that passed her lips. “Get the hell out.” Each slow, calculated word looked like it thrust down on her already slumped shoulders.

Setting his sights on the men’s locker room as his escape, he stalked toward the door. Just as his hands lifted and slammed the swinging doors, he heard, “I’m in trouble.”

He stopped dead cold and watched the doors swing until they no longer could.

Son of a bitch. 

He couldn’t walk away from that. 
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Chapter Two 
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HER BODY SHOOK. 

Bowie Blake trembled with a frightening sensation she hadn’t expected coming face-to-face with this man again. 

Guilt, pain, and regret had been among some of the emotions she’d mentally prepared herself to fight during this encounter. But having already fought those feelings for so long she’d thought she’d nailed the method. Apparently, no amount of groundwork could warn her body to the explosion of emotions penetrating through every part of her now.

Her chest tightly throbbed in pain and she could hardly take a short breath without her head spinning. The sound of her racing heart rang in her ears and suddenly an intense need to escape gripped her.

Was she having an anxiety attack?

Is this what an anxiety attack felt like?

Anxiety wasn’t even a feeling she’d ever experienced. She was Bowie B for crying out loud. Socialite and the woman every girl wanted to grow up to be.

A brown paper bag popped into her thoughts—did they really work? She could use one right now. She could use five and a solid chair to sit on.

Thank goodness there were no cameras currently aimed at her. Well, not that she was aware of. Did these muscle men recognize her? Did they care? Did they even notice her at all? At the moment, none of that mattered.

Breathe.

She reminded herself why she’d tracked Stone Patino down—not that finding him was hard—he’d only gone back to his small home town.

Taking another deep breath, the cool central air stung her constricting lungs. She blinked away everything else and focused on Stone.

He remained standing motionless quite a distance away—the man had always moved deliberate and quick—and still her hands tingled from the sensation of touching him. Her heart slowed its wild beating now, waiting and knowing he stood there debating his decision. His back muscles tense under a white BOSS Hugo slim fit jacket. Finding him wearing a tux had weakened her knees alone. Not because Stone scared her. His opponents would beg to differ, but he’d never been anything but a gentleman to her. A big, strong, sexy as hell gentleman who knew to leave that side of him outside the bedroom door.

She nearly choked on the images of him lying naked beside her. This wouldn’t work if she couldn’t keep it professional—keep from getting lost in her feelings for him. However, the distant look he’d cast upon her just seconds before had verified that he loathed her. As he should. 

She’d never before seen that much hatred in his eyes. Not even when he’d faced his opponents in a ring. He’d fought more for sport then anger. 

Too damn cocky. 

But the man standing before her now wasn’t the same. There were small differences she’d spotted right away. The way he stood more relaxed and casual, lacking that once cockiness. His face looked tired, but at the same time almost content. But also hard, shielded, protected...but was that only from her?

Standing before him, she didn’t feel as confident that her plan would work. In fact, the longer she stood here, the quicker she lost hope. He might literally throw her out on her ass.

“My dad’s office.” His snarl rang in her ears. As he walked by her she thought he might grip her arm and drag her there, but he breezed by without touching her. Probably for the best. They never had been good at resisting each other.

Needing to regroup, she let her eyes fall closed and took deep breaths, held them, released. 

She could do this. It was one little request. 

A wicked laugh almost worked its way up her compressed throat. The favor wasn’t little and she was a fool for asking him. But she didn’t have any other option to save her brother, the only person left in her life.

Finally, after what felt like a lifetime and then some, and still not nearly long enough to stop her trembling hands, she turned and followed Stone to his father’s office. She got to the door just as his father walked out. 

“Good luck, doll.” Slate’s low chuckle lacked conviction.

Stepping inside the office, her eyes landed on Stone. She’d never been able to resist looking at him, but today he wasn’t sending her his normal flirtatious smirk or tempting wink. 

He resonated anger. All anger. 

“Shut the door.” His bark made her insides clench. Damn the man who thought he could speak to her in such a tone. 

Without another option but to listen and obey, she reached behind her and shut the door. 

Her stare never left him. Standing tall behind the desk, he folded his arms across his chest—acting superior and making the small office feel smaller.

“You haven’t changed much.” His eyes raked across her and she felt naked standing before him. 

“I can’t say the same about you.” She inwardly sighed, relieved when her voice didn’t shake. She mentally patted herself on the back for sounding cool and collected. She let her eyes take him in from top to bottom. “Suit, tie, hair longer.”

So damn handsome. 

A thin line stole his lips—he didn’t seem to enjoy her assessment. “What kind of trouble are you in?”

“Do you want the long version or the short?”

“Try the version that gets you the hell out of my town faster.”

Now or nothing. 

“I need you to step into a fight on my brother’s behalf in less than two weeks.” She resisted the urge to bite her lip at the request and instead clamped down on the inside of her mouth.

He wore his emotions on his face like she’d never seen before. As if in a trance, she drank in the wrinkle of his forehead as he contemplated her request and then a smirk of confusion and, finally, the way he suddenly shifted everything back to his anger. So much exposed she nearly forgot she’d asked a question. This man had been a hidden wall of secrets she’d always wanted to unravel and in a matter of seconds he’d exposed more than ever before. 

“No.” He walked around the desk, leaving barely enough room for them both. “When you walked away from me, you also walked away from the privilege of my help.” He walked out the door, leaving the scent of something new, oil maybe, or gas. She’d expected as much. 

She chased behind him, geared up for a fight. “Did you think I was asking!” She shouted as she picked up her pace to catch up. She didn’t care that her loud voice drew the eyes of others, including his dad, a man who’d never approved of her.

He held his arm up without looking at her and she couldn’t help but love how his shirt stretched across his maintained toned muscles. “Woman, you’ve overstayed your welcome.”

“Don’t you woman me.” 

He pushed the front door open and disappeared outside. She broke into a jog. She’d once loved his long, lean legs, but right now she cursed them for making it so difficult to catch up to him.

Outside, the sun momentarily blinded her and she almost ran straight into his backside. 

Swiftly, she scrambled in front of him, holding one hand above her eye to block the sun peeking through the tall maple trees. “He’ll die.”

“He’s a big boy who’s always been able to buy himself out of any situation.” He glanced at her car. “And clearly, you both haven’t spent all of Daddy’s inheritance.”

Her hand flew out and slapped his cheek. Her fingers stung as her hand dropped to her side. An apology sat on the tip of her tongue as she watched his callused hand rub his cheek. She’d made her own bloody money and even if she’d been born into a world of money, she’d surpassed her father’s fortune long before he died.

Stone’s amused look annoyed her. “You city girls will never quite master favor asking.”

“One fight.”

He took one large step closer and she smelled the man she’d fallen head-over-heels in love with all those years ago. Her head stretched upwards when his leather loafers—another material item that didn’t remind her of him—stopped inches from the tips of her heels. He narrowed his menacing eyes on her and she skipped a breath. 

“You want me to fight? Come to The Caliendo Resort at seven tonight. Find the firemen’s fundraiser. Buy me. Depending on how much this fight means to you and the pretty penny you spend, if I’m feeling generous, maybe I will listen to what you have to say.”

Without missing a beat, he retreated, leaving her breathless, and confused. He hopped into a car that looked as fancy as his outfit and not something he’d ever drive.

Where was his bike? Had he gotten rid of it because of her?

The tires of the black car spun down the road leaving a squawking car sound echoing in her ears while people around her voiced their irritation with his driving. 

She smiled. 

For the first time in months, her lips curled upwards and a spark of light flickered inside her. Clearly Stone knew she’d outbid any person attending the auction, which meant he might help her. It wasn’t a signed deal, yet, but a possible meeting with him, on his terms, had been the only positive aspect in her life since her brother’s accident. She was one step closer to keeping her dimwit brother out of a match and alive. Maybe an arrangement with Stone would give her brother an ounce of hope to lift his spirits.

Her smile dropped. The latter seemed so far away she could hardly comprehend Reed having hope again.

One thing at a time. Tonight she had an auction to attend. 
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Chapter Three 
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STONE’S PHONE BUZZED on the passenger’s seat. He’d switched it to vibrate earlier, but its constant buzzing against the leather seat annoyed him as much as, if not more, than the ringing.

Glancing down, he saw Dax’s name across the screen ... again. 

He was running late. 

Really late. 

Who knew how long he’d been sitting in the car trying to sort out what the hell had happened at his dad’s gym. He refused to look at the clock, still not ready to face his word, his responsibility, to be at the auction on time.

He ignored his cell, again, and ran his hands over his face. Leaning his elbows on the steering wheel, he dug his palms into his closed eyes, trying to shut out the world. But that only left an empty space for Bowie to invade like a whirlwind he couldn’t outrun. In less than ten minutes she’d managed to mess up his head. Everything he’d worked for, everything he’d left, everything. To top it all off, she’d the nerve to ask him to fight. The damn woman was ruthless and he’d given her the ticket back into his world. 

Son of a bitch. 

Pounding on his window jarred him from his thoughts and he sent Dax a deadly glare through the glass.

“What the hell are you doing?” Dax shouted through the window. 

Strategizing or hiding like a coward. Dax could take his pick. If Stone walked onto that stage it was guaranteed he’d be walking off arm-in-arm with Bowie. He could lie to himself and promise he’d snub her, refuse to listen to her request, but he’d only be fooling himself. So he faced the fact that he’d listen to her. He was curious as much as he tried to ignore it, but the question lingering was after she said what she needed to say would he walk away from her or step right back into her world and take on this fight. The reality that he even pondered stepping into her world made him a damn fool. A sucker.

When Stone ignored Dax’s persistent pounding, his friend walked around the car and climbed in the passenger’s side, slamming the door shut behind him. “The chief’s been breathing down my neck because you’re nowhere to be seen and you’re just sitting out here? I’ve been texting and calling you.” He picked up Stone’s cell phone and gave it a little wave. “What the hell, buddy?”

Where should he even begin? The woman he almost died fighting to start a new life with had just walked back into his life. And, like the last time, she’d asked him to fight her battles.

“How bad was he?” 

Stone blinked at Dax more confused than in his thoughts. “Who?”

“Your dad.” 

“My dad?” 

“The reason you went to his gym...” 

Stone only stared. It had been merely hours and yet the conversation at Dax’s shop felt like a lifetime ago.

“Alright, what the hell is going on?”

Stone’s chest constricted as he answered. “Bowie’s here.”

The air around them tensed and grew so thick it made it difficult to breathe. He didn’t have to look at his friend to know that her name alone would be ruffling Dax’s insides almost as much as Stone himself.

“That’s why your dad called you.” It wasn’t a question so Stone didn’t reply. “I hope to hell when you say ‘here’ you mean Willow Valley and not inside the resort.”

“She asked me to fight.”

Dax cursed. “Are you shitting me?”

“No.”

“And you told her where to go, right? I don’t care if she’s a woman.”

“I told her to be the highest bidder and maybe I’d listen.”

“Son of a bitch.” Dax slammed both hands on the dashboard and Stone silently apologized to Charlie. “Listen to what? Oh, screw it, who cares. No. Absolutely not. Let’s go.” He hit the dashboard with less force before pulling his seat belt on. “Start the vehicle. We’re getting out of here. As far away from this resort as possible.” Stone would’ve told his friend to relax if his own worry didn’t resonate the same panic.

“I’m going in.”

“Start the car.” Dax reached for the keys. 

“Dax, I’m not the same person I was back then.”

“Maybe you don’t crave the same adrenaline rush as you did then. Maybe you aren’t even as angry as you were back then.”

“I wasn’t angry.”

“You were a bloody train wreck. And maybe you’re not as stupid and arrogant, but you haven’t moved on. Not from her. If you had, you wouldn’t have told her to come. You wouldn’t be hiding here in this car. She will beat anyone’s price and you know it.”

“I do.”

Dax sighed and Stone heard him shift in his seat. “What are you planning?”

“I’m going to walk away from her, like she walked away from me.”

“So you brought her here for some twisted act of revenge?”

“There’s nothing she can say that would make me step into the ring.”

“Bullshit.”

Stone chuckled, but it held more shame than humor. He’d never been able to walk away from her. That had been his problem. But he wasn’t the boy he’d been then.

He turned off the car and grabbed his cell phone and suit jacket. “I’ll see you inside.”  

As he pushed the door open he heard Dax’s exasperated grumblings. “I’m outbidding her.”

He didn’t doubt Dax would try, but realistically Bowie would win. She always won.

Five minutes later, Stone was being escorted through the resort. His motions went by in a blur. He robotically listened to where the people in charge advised him to go, obeyed what he’d been told, but paid no further attention than direct orders until he stood by the curtains on the stage awaiting his introduction.

His name echoed from the speakers and he recognized the fire chief’s young niece presenting and welcoming him onto the stage. 

Here we go.

Putting on his best smile, he walked across the wood platform, lifting his hand to wave at the crowd applauding his entrance. The spotlight aimed at him shielded his vision, making the sitting area a darkened blur. 

Before he reached the chief’s niece, he noted how carefree she appeared, no stress behind her big blue eyes, no worry lines wrinkling her forehead. If he’d listened correctly to the gossip around town—something he tried to ignore—she’d just finished her first year of college and hadn’t stepped into the real world yet.

Before he could stop himself, he compared her to Bowie. His ex’s father had pampered and spoiled her and her brother their entire lives, leaving them without the understanding of life’s responsibility. Working and money had meant nothing to them. Stone had the utmost respect for the elite underground fighter, Oscar Blake, but the man had been a pushover when it had come to his kids. 

This afternoon at his dad’s gym he’d only seen Bowie as the socialite he remembered. However, thinking back, her shoulder’s had appeared weighted down and although her eyelashes had been highlighted by mascara, the rest of her face had shown minimal makeup compared to the girl on the stage who looked like she’d just walked off a runway.

Bowie would’ve once tossed back shots at the after party with the slim blonde he approached now, but he doubted that would be the case today.

He stopped beside the chief’s niece, and she rested her clapping hands to lean in for the light kiss on the cheek Stone offered. A platonic gesture and the truth behind Dax’s words haunted him. 

Wasn’t he over Bowie? Had he even tried to move on?

The designer smell of the chief’s niece perfume invaded his nostrils. Hawk would’ve whispered something cute or dirty hot in the host’s ear that would turn her a shade of red and promised her a drink to follow. 

But Stone had no interest.

She turned back to address the crowd and Stone had to force his smile to remain. These folks had paid a hefty price for their ticket to dinner and entertainment. Half the crowd could be women ready to place the highest bid, or a girl’s night out, but the other half were respectable married Willow Valley couples here to support the fire station.

“Since Dax Colyn, volunteer fire fighter at Willow Valley’s fire station, who’d originally volunteered to be auctioned off, got hitched this past December...” Brit pointed the microphone she held into the crowd. “Let’s get some light on the happy couple.” A spotlight moved through the crowd and highlighted scowling Dax and a glowing Ava, who’d given birth last month to a baby boy they’d named after Dax’s father, Rowdy. 

His best friend didn’t even try to smile. His arms were folded so tightly over his chest he looked ready to explode.

Stone didn’t miss the warning Dax sent him. He understood the silent caution, but damned if his eyes didn’t leave him to scan the room for Bowie.

“Let’s give it up for the newlyweds who recently had a handsome little boy.” Her cheerful voice scratched his nerves.

As the crowd settled, Brit turned to Stone. “I have to say thank you to Dax for so graciously volunteering his friend and employee, Stone Patino. Bachelor and quite the looker...” She grasped his bicep and the unexpected motion had him nearly jumping out of his skin. Damn it, he needed to settle down. “Let me tell you ladies, if you can’t see from here, this man pumps the weights.” A few whistles shot through the crowd. “We will start the bidding at five-hundred.”

Two bids blasted out. If Stone’s mind hadn’t been preoccupied at searching the tables to find the familiar female voice, he might’ve been embarrassed Dax and Bowie both voiced their bets instead of raising their paddles like the previous bidders.

Brit raised her eyebrows and gave a small whistle. “We have a popular one here. Did I mention he likes to get oiled down under a good hood?” The laughter doubled. “I was talking about restoring cars.” She winked. “Do I hear six hundred?”

“Six,” Dax’s voice rumbled through the venue even with the large size of the room.

“Don’t hold back,” she teased. “Do I hear seven?”

“One-thousand.” 

Brit’s smile faltered but then she quickly reclaimed flashing her white teeth. “It seems our bachelor here has a fan. Do I hear eleven-hundred?”

“Fifteen-hundred.” Evidently Dax wouldn’t let Bowie win Stone without a fight. 

The bidding continued back and forth, two-thousand, three, four until Bowie said, “Ten thousand,” sending surprised gasps from the gathered people echoing through the room.

“Let’s get some lights on these bidders.” Brit waved her hands and pointed across the room. A circle of light landed on the two highest bidders. 

Stone couldn’t tear his eyes away from Bowie, as much as he should. He needed to see whether he’d been wrong by his first impression.

Glitter didn’t sparkle on her simple strapless gown and she hadn’t done anything more than sweep her hair off one bare shoulder. From the distance, he could see her demeanor lacked the spark she’d once exuded.

“Twenty thousand.” Dax’s bid dragged Stone’s stare back to him. Ava grasped his arm, shaking her head to deter him from further bidding, but he’d straightened to scan the people for Bowie. 

“Thirty thousand,” she replied. 

Dax shot to his feet until his sight landed on her. “Forty thousand.”

Bowie rose to her feet too, but she didn’t waste time looking for Dax. Her determined stare fixated on Stone. She licked her lips and said, “One-hundred-thousand.”

“Sold!”

Dax’s head whipped to Brit. “Open it back up. It’s my bid!” he hollered at her so abruptly the young girl jumped.

Stone reached out, wrapped his arm lightly around her shoulder and squeezed for support. She smiled at him, recovering quick and smooth. With most of attention being on Bowie, Stone was sure no one in the audience even noticed. 

“Sorry, Dax, one-hundred-thousand to the pretty blonde which I’m sure Stone will have a better time with.”

Hesitant chuckles drifted through the hum of stunned, boisterous conversations from each table. 

Dax stormed out of the room leaving a still baffled Ava, her eyes wide with a confusion she shared with the others.

“Come up and claim your prize,” Brit said to Bowie. 

Without moving, Bowie’s cautious eyes scrutinized the awaiting audience, looking for anything out of the ordinary or suspicious. 

Was she here alone? Where was Duke? He hadn’t seen the man at his dad’s gym either. Son of a bitch, did she attend this event without her bodyguard?

For a moment, Stone thought she might decline. He almost grabbed the microphone from Brit to briefly thank her and shut down the possibility of a scene. 

Being the stubborn woman she was, Bowie grabbed a black clutch from her chair, gained her composure and began to weave her way around the shimmering black and red adorned tables. 

Two firemen greeted her at the bottom of the stages centered staircase. She paused briefly, gazing at the stairs as if they streamed hot lava. 

Finally, she accepted the arm offered by one of the men and allowed him to guide her up the flight of steps. Stone watched her reluctance build, and noticed the way she tilted her head away from the spotlight.

She couldn’t avoid the inevitable.

The fireman escorted her to Stone’s arm before he retreated back off the stage. Stone bent down and kissed Bowie’s cheek—playing the part, but unable to fight the rush of pleasure in touching her. Her tenseness against his lips brought him back to reality and he almost felt sorry for her. Even when she didn’t want to be recognized, it wasn’t her choice.

“Here she is ladies and gentleman.” Brit clapped looking from the crowd directly at Bowie. “Stone’s highest bidder and—” Her mouth dropped open as she registered the person standing at his side. “Holy shit.” The curse echoed across the speaker but star-struck Brit didn’t seem to notice it had come from her. “You’re Bowie B. You’re thee Bowie B.” 

Bowie didn’t put on the superstar act she’d nailed years earlier. A smile barely touched her lips. “Could you please just thank us and send us on our way?”

Her plea fell on deaf ears.  The audience put the pieces together, that Bowie B, socialite turned reality TV star stood on their stage, in their town. Cameras began flashing and voices hiked.

Where the hell was her bodyguard? As if hearing him, Duke materialized at the base of the stairs, deep in discussion with the firemen blocking his way.

Brit remained awe-struck. “Are you here with your brother? Is he in the crowd? I would love to meet him. I love him. And you. I love you. Could we get a selfie together? The three of us? Could you arrange that?” The siblings with only a year between them had been late-teen superstars, even more in this area because they only lived a few hours away.

Chairs scraped the marble floor as people wanting a better view rose to their feet and shouts for pictures and autographs began.

Damn it, what had he been thinking inviting her here? There wasn’t the right amount of security.

Stone wrapped his arm around Bowie’s waist, and pulled her flesh against his side while sending Duke a nod to let him know he had her. Stone had protected this woman most of the time they’d spent together.

Somewhat hiding her from the flashing cameras, he said, “It’s been a wonderful night. Thank you for the bids and, if you’ll excuse me, I apparently have a celebrity to wine and dine.”

He rapidly walked her back stage, using his body to shelter her from those who had gathered behind the curtains for a better look.

Fighting to ignore how perfectly her body fit against his and how when they walked they did it in harmony, he considered leaving her back stage and being done with her. But he’d silently promised Duke he would get her to safety and he didn’t go back on his promises.

He ushered her out a side door which led to staff hallways and stopped at the elevator. “Your floor?” 

He felt her sigh against him. “Penthouse.” 

Of course.
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Chapter Four 
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THE ELEVATOR DOORS slid open and Stone pushed her inside first. Gently. He’d always been stern, but controlled and gentle. 

The long weeks of worrying and plotting had her body feeling like it was functioning without her. She pressed her back into the corner and watched Stone check down the hallways before stepping inside with her.

He held his hand out. “Give me the key.”  She rummaged inside her clutch and then handed the keycard to him. 

After he scanned the card he turned to face her, his bulky muscle wall of a body invading the small space. As he’d escorted her into the elevator she’d learned all about his new physique. The young Stone Patino had nothing on this man. The new Stone was more observant too, carrying a deeper attentiveness in his eyes—very similar Duke’s. Stone stared at her now too, as if he could read all the wrong turns in her life since she’d left him. Then he gave her a look he’d never given her before: pity.

Her stomach plummeted. If she’d eaten anything today she would have brought it right back up. She didn’t want his pity. Not for her. Not ever.

Bowie pushed off the wall, drew her shoulders back, and planted her hands firmly on her hips. She felt them tremble against her as she closed in the distance between them. “That scene could’ve been avoided had you not needed to be all macho and have the upper hand.” She rolled her eyes. “As usual.”

“Woman, not stepping into my town could’ve avoided this.”

Her eyes flared wide open. “Don’t woman me and may I remind you, this town has plenty of famous people venturing to its destination. In fact, this resort alone is a vacation spot frequently discussed in my circle of friends.”

“You still have friends, huh? Didn’t leave them high and dry on a whim for the next new adventure?”

She ignored his jab. “You brought me into a room jam-packed with women our age who likely binge-watch The B Siblings series because it takes them back to their youth. I think you planned that little episode so you could swoop in and save me.” She took one step closer to him and still stood a good foot plus shorter than him. If only she’d decided to wear her six-inch pumps to boost her a little closer. “Guess what, Patino? I’m not the one who needs to be saved. I asked a favor for my brother. But me, I’m fine.” She took another step and rubbed against his front. “But if you need someone to stroke your ego—” She lifted her hand and her fingers wrapped around the material of his tie, slowly sliding down the length. “Someone to tell you how strong and muscular and...” She bit her lower lip feeling his hard front against her knuckles.

His hooded dark green eyes stared down at her, not where her fingers stopped at his middle, but burning a mixture of both heated desire and heated anger into her eyes.

She hadn’t intended to go this direction. Hadn’t intended the spark between them overtake her good judgement. She’d hurt him, her brother had hurt him, and he deserved better than that. Better than her. 

She dropped her hand back to her side and took a step back. “Thank you for rescuing me in there.” 

He awkwardly stepped back too, looking as confused as she felt. “Duke would have had it under control.”

“Yes, he would have.” 

In a serious tone she said, “I don’t need you to protect me. I need you to save my brother.”

“I don’t fight anymore.”

“I know, but he won’t walk away alive after the fight.”

“He should learn when to shut his mouth and not piss off the wrong people.”

She bit her tongue to keep from lashing out at him and defending her brother, even if the words he spoke were true. “I agree, but this time he did it on purpose. He wants to be punished in that ring and the only way I can stop that is agreeing to—” She paused and swallowed hard, knowing the name she was about to say in this elevator would bring back memories that undoubtedly still haunted Stone. She didn’t want to hurt him again, but she only had two angles to get Stone into that ring: pity or revenge. He’d fight harder if revenge drove him.

“Agreeing to what?”

“Not what. Who.” The man who’d almost killed him. “The only way for Reed to get out of this fight is if you agree to step into Reed’s place and fight Walker.”

The tight lines across Stone’s face loosened. “Walker? He plans on fighting Walker?”

Bowie nodded. “And Walker would kill him on a good day. And his days aren’t good anymore.”

The doors chimed at her floor. Before they opened, she stepped up beside Stone. “I’m sorry, but this is the only way I can think to convince you to say yes.” She wrapped her hand around his and felt him still before slightly jerking away. When the penthouse doors opened, she let his hand go and walked inside, praying he would follow her. She was on her last prayer.

Stone followed.

“What the hell kind of stunt did you pull?” Her brother’s booming voice echoed through the large airy space. 

She’d give the resort extra stars for their sun-filled suite with floor-to-ceiling windows, marble floors, and lush white accents. She even had her own bedroom and en-suite bathroom which made avoiding her brother less difficult. She didn’t want him to die in the fight with Walker, but right now she could hardly look at him without wanting to punch him in the face herself for setting up this fight in the first place.

Reed took longer to get around nowadays and it gave her a split second to steal a glance at Stone. Agitation etched his face, a new look for a man who’d once been wild and overconfident, who would’ve fought Walker without a second thought just for the hell of it.

She held her breath as Reed rounded the corner, anticipating her brother’s reaction at finding Stone in their suite. He pumped his arms, spinning the wheels on the wheelchair he’d landed himself in after a drinking and driving accident. He’d almost not survived the accident and as he told her multiple times a week, he wished he hadn’t. 

Her chest wretched with anguish at his lack of hope. He refused to participate in the physiotherapy under the doctor’s orders and lived in his own selfish pity-party. He’d given up. Even after the doctors had told him he could live a good life, he’d quit.

“It’s all over social media already. Damn it, Bowie, can you not keep from making a scene anywhere we go?” He was one to talk. She’d managed to stay out of the spotlight for years while he’d pranced around as if he was still a teenager. She found it ironic because she’d trade this new Reed for that selfish, a-hole of a man in a heartbeat.

Reed’s hands released the wheel when he saw Stone. “Bloody hell. Is this why we’re here? Bowie, what did you do?”

***
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THE QUESTION STONE asked himself was, what the hell had Reed done? 

Bowie walked up to her brother and slapped the back of his head. “Be nice and say hi.”

Reed narrowed his eyes on Stone. Lord, if he wasn’t in a wheelchair, Stone would have punched the smart-ass look right off his smart-aleck face. He hadn’t liked his rich, entitled attitude ten years ago and he sure didn’t like it now. 

“I don’t think we were ever nice to each other.” Reed arched his eyebrow as if challenging Stone to argue.

Why would he? He’d loathed guys like Reed. Dim-witted twits with too much money who could only muster up a thrill by stepping into a fighting ring and getting the shit kicked out of them. Stone would be the first to admit the adrenaline rush was incredible, but he’d worked his ass off in order to survive in a ring. Models, actors and even the occasional musician just wanted a quick high and usually ended up in the ER bleeding to death. 

“Did you earn this seat in a match?”

Reed snickered. “I don’t need you to fight my battles.”

Stone folded her arms over his chest. “I can see that.” 

“Screw you, Patino. Why don’t you crawl into the dirty garage you came out of.”

They’d been keeping tabs on him. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. “You should be kissing my ass for saving you here, not kicking it.”

“I don’t need—”

“So you’ve said. From your wheelchair.” Stone looked at Bowie. She clenched her hands together in front of her, a nervous reaction he wasn’t accustomed to seeing in her.

“He was in a vehicle accident—or collision they call it—”

“Bowie! It isn’t his damn business.”

She jumped at her brother’s hiked voice before taking a deep breath. “We kept it out of the newspapers and social media as much as we could. They’re vultures. They know Reed was involved in an accident, but not much more was said—”

“Bowie—”

“To clarify, he wasn’t driving and no one knows about his condition or why he’s dropped out of the spotlight—”

“Bowie!”

Stone pointed a finger at Reed. “You cut her off one more time and I’ll give you a reason to whine.”

Reed cursed, but what more could he do from his chair?

Stone rubbed his chin. “What does this have to do with...” He swallowed the lump rising up his throat. Just the man’s name palpitated fury through his veins like no other topic in the world could. He’d dreamed about the day he could step into a fighting ring with Walker. Just the two of them. Not his goons, or his boys. With no rules in the underground ring it meant you fought until one or the other didn’t get back up. He could imagine parts of the fight in his head, feel the contact of his fist against Walker’s smug face, and the rewarding rush of revenge pulsating from head to toe. After craving the match for so long he almost didn’t care what vendetta Walker had with Reed because any reason to get in a ring with that asshole was good enough for Stone.

“He can’t even say his goddam name,” Reed snickered. 

“You can’t walk over here and say that to my face.” Stone looked at Bowie. “What does this have to do with Walker?”

Reed and Bowie exchanged a look before Bowie’s eyes landed on him. “Walker’s girlfriend was driving the car that crashed.” Her eyes flickered back to her brother and Stone waited for the rest. “She died at the scene.” 

He looked at Reed. “And Walker blames you?”

Reed snickered, looking almost proud of himself. Prick. “We were on our way back to her place where I planned on screwing her all night long.”

Bowie hit Reed upside the head again. “Don’t be a douche.”

Reed rubbed the back of his head. “You dragged him here to defend me. Don’t you think he deserves the details? Tell him where you were while we were on our way back to her place.”

A flash of guilt, or mortification, flashed through her eyes before a warning glare fell upon her brother. “Reed.” 

Reed met her glare straight on with his own daring look. “Air all our dirty laundry.”

“Stop it.” She moved in front of her brother giving Stone a nice view of her backside in the tight dress. His eyes took in the way her middle drew together and then flared at her hips and over her round ass. Even her curves had changed and he liked what he saw.

He instantly shook his head, scolding himself for falling prey to her good looks ... and something deeper he disregarded as quickly.

“God, you can be such an ass!” she shouted at her brother and Stone found himself blinking to catch up. “I’m trying to save you.”

“You’re wasting all of our time. You think he’s going to stand in a ring for you after he finds out you’ve been sleeping with Walker.”

Stone’s stomach clenched and the air in his lungs rushed out as if a fighting opponent had punched him square in the middle. Only the pain seeped deeper. If he’d thought this woman couldn’t wound him again, he’d been wrong. All the past private moments he’d spent with Bowie, stored in all the secret spots inside were forever tarnished. A curdling feeling of disgust painfully pushed up his chest at just the thought of the man who’d sabotaged his fight having his dirty fingers anywhere near her. 

“You want me to fight your boyfriend for your brother and beat him?”

Bowie swung around. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

“She doesn’t use the term ‘boyfriend.’ Maybe ‘call-girl.’” 

She spun to face her brother again and pointed to the far door. “Go! Now! I swear to God if you don’t get out or shut up I will leak this story to the press. Do you understand?”

Surprisingly, Reed clamped his mouth shut with what seemed to be a permanent snarl.

“I want you to beat him.” 

Stone tuned Bowie out as he fought his will not to step back in that alley behind the bar where five of Walker’s guys had circled him, eventually holding him while Walker pounded him until he couldn’t stand anymore.

A sissy fight. 

His eyes dropped closed. 

Shit. 

He could feel himself losing the battle consenting to the revenge he’d craved. 

Shit.

He refused to fight for this woman, fight for her brother, or anyone to do with her. 

Refused. 

But Stone could hear and almost feel each punch Walker had swung, connecting with his jaw, his cheek, even the low blows to his back. He could hear the assholes voice crackle with entertainment—pleasure. For months after that encounter, he’d heard Walker’s voice every time he’d closed his eyes, pushing him to go fight him one-on-one with him. 

Stone had resisted. He’d started over. But now...

“Stone?” Bowie’s voice was laced with concern, but whether it was for him and his past with Walker, or his decision to help her brother—to save him—he didn’t know.

Stone opened his eyes. Bowie and Reed’s bodies blurred before him and all he saw was Walker, the cocky asshole standing across from in a ring, grinning, stretching, and ready to throw a punch.

“Set it up,” Stone said.

Reed cursed. “Winning this fight will not win my sister’s affection.”

He minimally focused on the siblings in front of him, but Walker’s image made it damn difficult. “Not everything revolves around you two.” Their self-absorption made him sick. “And I’ll need a few fights before the day. Set it up, Bowie.”

She nodded. 

Stone stalked to the door and pressed the button. Goddam Walker would get what he deserved. He’d drill him so far into the ground he’d never bother anyone again. 

The elevator slid open and as Stone stepped inside, Duke stepped out. 

Stone turned to face the two people who seemed stuck in an unrealistic world. “For the record, your dad would be disappointed in this scenario. In both of you.” He pointed between them. “Slap me, hate me, I don’t give a shit, but he expected more from both of you. We all know it.”

“Don’t put your guilt on us. You didn’t live up to his expectations either, running away with your tail between your legs.”

Stone pointed at Reed. “And if this one can’t watch his mouth, leave him here.”
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Chapter Five
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BOWIE WATCHED THE elevator doors slide shut as Stone departed. 

It didn’t matter that her brother’s lies about her and Walker had put the finishing nails on Stone’s resentment toward her, she still wanted to chase Stone down to step back into his protective arms. 

He’d always had a way of making her forget the outside world when it was only the two of them and time hadn’t changed that. Not for her anyway. The pulsing vein on Stone’s neck had demonstrated his low tolerance at even being in the in the same room as the Blake siblings. While her mind understood where his point of view originated, her body snubbed his response, allowing his touch to ignite her soul and remind the deadened feeling she’d been living with what life and contentment felt like.

How ironic after spending years going through the motions and wondering when an exquisite sunset would wake her up inside, that the moment Stone did exactly that, she wished the numbness would return. Numb felt better than the pain of watching him leave again.

She stood grounded, staring at the closed elevator door while she retained her composure before turning to face her brother. Laughing hysterically at the situation might cause him to believe she’d completely lost her mind, which, on some levels, she wondered if she’d had. 

People who said money could buy anything didn’t know how wrong they were. Her life had been nothing but a blur since the day she’d walked away from Stone. Meanwhile, he’d built a life for himself in Willow Valley. According to the private investigator she’d hired, Stone owned a nice property outside of the small tourist town with a ranch-style house and a huge shed where she assumed he kept his collection of bikes. He had a steady job, friends, and visited his dad on a regular basis. He had his life together, and here she was, dragging him into the swirling pit of her life with absolutely no help from her brother.

She turned to the reason they were here and when she found Reed sneering at her, the hysterics of it all quickly vanished. “What is wrong with you?” she demanded.

“What’s wrong with you? Dragging us here so you can rekindle some long lost fling with some country hick who never fit into our world?”

Bowie fisted her hands at her side to keep from slapping him across the face. “That’s what you gathered from this meeting? That I’m here trying to reconnect with Stone?”

“Oh, was this a meeting? I didn’t get the memo or I would have put on my best and not my shitty elastic jogging pants and stained T-shirt!” He grabbed the middle of his shirt and pulled it while his voice rose to yell at her. “No offense to you Duke.”

Bowie had forgotten Duke was even in the room. He was always somewhere in the background, observing and stepping in only when needed. 

“Thank you, Duke,” she said. “We are staying in for the night.”

He gave a nod. “Good evening.” She waited for him to retreat to his room. This repeated argument between her and her brother likely bored him. It bored her.

She turned to Reed. “Trust me, Stone wasn’t judging you by your clothes. He was too busy trying not to eyeball the chair you’re sitting in while struggling to keep his fist from knocking you into tomorrow.”

“I wish he had.”

“I’m sure he does too.”

“He’s not fighting for me.”

She made a circle motion with her hands in front of her. “I feel as if you missed this entire meeting.”

“It wasn’t a meeting, it was entrapment.”

She let out an exhausted laugh. “Call it what you will. I don’t plan on letting you die in a match with Walker. No matter what a selfish jerk you are, you’re my brother and you’re not dying in that ring. Not even your little quip about me sleeping with Walker could turn him off. The fight is on.”

“In the heat of the moment.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he doesn’t love you anymore, Bowie, and he sure as hell doesn’t feel guilty over my predicament. Realistically, if you’d hadn’t come here envisioning the man you remember, you would’ve realized if he’d wanted to fight Walker, he wouldn’t need you to set it up.”

Her brother almost doused out the little hope of Stone’s promise, but she didn’t dare let her brother see the impact his words had on her. “Not everyone is as selfish as you are.”

“If I’m so selfish, how about you walk away and let me live my life.”

She walked past him and poured herself a drink at the bar. “No. You make bad decisions.”

“Because this decision was genius.” He rolled his eyes as he spun his chair to face her. 

She smiled at him, even with her nerves now back on edge. Would Stone cancel the fight? Was she getting her hopes up for nothing? “Thank you.”

“Sarcasm.”

“I’m aware, but I choose to ignore it. Goodnight, Reed.” She threw back the rest of her drink and left the empty glass on the bar before she retreated to her bedroom. She had made it to the door before her brother spoke.

“Even if Stone fights—and wins—even if Walker leaves me alone, it won’t change me. I’m not the man I was and I’ll never be him again.” 

Her fingers tightened around the doorknob and tears stung her eyes. 

He’d given up.

Without turning around, she blinked away the water gathering in her eyes and said, “You’re better than he was. That feeling you can’t stomach is called guilt and the fact you’re feeling it is a good step away from being the man you were.”

“What kind of shit is that?” her brother roared. “No wonder we’re here, you’ve lost your damn marbles.”

“Goodnight, Reed.”

“Goodnight,” he huffed. “I don’t even remember what a ‘good night’ is.” She heard the wheels of his chair rattle the bar and then glasses clinked together and he popped the lid off a bottle of alcohol. “Goodnight, bullshit. Cheers to the bottle instead.”

She shut her bedroom door and leaned her shuddering back against it. Closing her eyes, she wondered if she’d ever see real remnants of a happy person in her brother again.

***
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STONE’S FIST STUNG with each blow he swung at the punching bag hanging in his dad’s gym. Darkness enveloped his surroundings with only a single bulb dangling from a wire above his small area as the hours passed by. 

He’d come to pound away his growing inner uncertainty, rage and pain—every last goddam emotion he’d buried and ignored year after year. But no amount of concentration could keep him from mentally deepening further into a place he’d once resided. 

His grunts grew louder, his movements more precise. This familiar internal place didn’t feel as good as it once had. But had he ever been this angry? Or wanted revenge like the one that had begun festering that day Walker had confronted him in the alleyway? 

Damn Walker. 

Damn Bowie. 

Damn his inability to say no. 

His stance was weak and precision off, but tonight wasn’t about winning but rather venting. He swung again, sending sweat down his forehead and dribbling over his eyelashes. He punched again, and again.

Harder. 

Angrier. 

Ready to damn the world.

“You said yes, didn’t you?”

Stone didn’t look at Dax. Didn’t care how he got past the locked doors or how long he’d been standing there watching him. He just grunted a, “Yes.”

Dax cursed. “You’re a damn fool.”

“Who’s a damn fool?” His dad’s voice answered the matter of how Dax got entry into the locked gym. Stone didn’t care. His friend could have broken a window to gain entrance and Stone wouldn’t’ have bothered to care. 

Stone punched the bag without much force, blaming the dissipating attentiveness on the men’s nattering invading his unstable mind. “I’m going to fight Walker.”

“Walker?” Both Slate and Dax’s voices held concern and surprise they couldn’t mask. 

Stone straightened and grabbed each side of the punching bag to look at them. “One-on-one. In an underground ring. Last man standing.”

His father’s bushy grey eyebrows furrowed together and lines of worry etched his forehead. “Show that bastard the pansy-ass he is.” The crooked smile on the old man’s face could have fooled Stone into believing he was proud of his decision to fight again.

Stone’s lips relaxed into an almost half smile. His dad never ceased to surprise him, but encouraging a fight he’d never supported was as shocking as finding Bowie here earlier.

“The little shit deserves a good ass kicking.”

Dax’s arms firmly folded over his chest, as he glared between the men. “You’re both stubborn fools.” That declaration wasn’t anything new. “Need I remind you both that Stone almost died last time he stepped into a ring and the repercussions the last fight left on his body? Traumatic brain injury ringing any goddam bells!” His shouting echoed off the walls as his legs rapidly moved him around the gym.

“You have to enroll in a few fights before the big one with Walker,” his dad said.

“Bowie’s setting it up.”

Dax cursed their planning.

“And the girl, don’t bring her to a fight. Her presence will distract you.”

That wouldn’t be a problem. Bowie had vowed off fighting rings after her father’s death, even refusing to attend Stone’s last fight.

Using his teeth, Stone pulled at the Velcro of his gloves before yanking them off. He gripped his father’s shoulders. “Nothing will distract me.” 

His father looked at the gloves. “Lose them. Wrap your hands. I’ll make a few calls tonight to get you started first thing in the morning.” He walked to his office leaving Stone alone with Dax.

His friend had stopped in front of him. For a long time, they stared at each other. 

“Thank you for bidding on me today.”

More time passed between them. “Do not get yourself killed.”

“I don’t plan on it.”
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Chapter Six
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TWO DAYS HAD passed and Stone still hadn’t contacted Bowie to discuss arrangements or confirm her preparations for the upcoming fights. 

Against her best attempts, her brother’s heeded warning about Stone’s rash, heat-of-the-moment decision to fight had her replaying their encounter in her head, around the clock.

She’d tried to relax—as much as she could when her brother’s life was at stake. Being at a resort had made the effort easy. After mornings spent being pampered in the quiet and peaceful atmosphere of the spa, she’d left feeling physically improved. The soothing gliding and kneading of the massage therapist had eliminated her tight and tense muscles and surprisingly reduced the stress—temporarily. After ordering their first breakfast buffet to be sent to the suite and finding herself sitting across from her brother’s snarling demeanor and obvious snippets of Stone’s absence drove her further away from the suite. She’d basically checked off each resort amenity, swimming, tennis, the gym, and privately rented each space to distract her, but nothing could keep her concern at bay.

Had Stone changed his mind?

Was her brother doomed to roll into a ring with Walker and leave in a body bag?

Unable to stay another day at the resort, she decided she needed to get as far away as she could. She called the valet to have her car waiting for her before sifting through the minimal clothes she’d packed. Dresses and more dresses. 

She sighed, spotting her suitcase propped on the folding luggage rack. She hadn’t emptied everything. Lifting the lid, she smiled at the sight of her painting jeans. She’d brought the denim in case she needed a reminder of who she was now. She’d known walking back into a world with Stone would mess with her head and she’d need a good grounding. Her jeans seemed like the answer. 

As she looked at them now, she envisioned the perfect outfit to help her blend in with the tourist crowds. Slipping into the light-wash denim with more rips and paint splatters than on her art, she decided to keep on the tank top she already wore.

Walking out of her room, she saw Duke straighten from the counter he leaned on and slip his phone into his T-shirt pocket. She felt bad about Reed’s T-shirt comment the night before. Duke lived in black pants and T-shirts.

He looked her outfit up and down. “Are we going painting?”

She smiled. “You’re not going anywhere.”

He stepped in line with her as she walked to the front door and slipped a pair of sandals on. 

“I need you to stay with Reed.”

“Where are you going?”

“Just into town.”

“Absolutely not.” He’d kept his shoes on and he pressed the elevator button, ready to tag along with her. 

“Duke, I’m fine. I’ve already phoned the valet and I’m picking the car up at the front. I just need to drive.” When he didn’t look convinced she added, “Alone.”

His jaw ticked the way it did whenever he debated a situation. Her dad had hired him years before he’d died, and she’d never questioned Duke’s observance, accuracy, and protectiveness. But her father didn’t pay him anymore. She didn’t like to remind him she was the boss when his intentions were good, but since she’d stepped out of the spotlight, she wasn’t hounded the same. Most of the time, people didn’t even notice her. She’d be fine alone for a couple hours in town.

She lowered her voice. “Duke, I’m not asking for your permission.”

His lips thinned and his thick chest rose with his deep breath. “Are you meeting Stone?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’d feel better if I knew you were.”

“I can’t promise you that, but...” She grinned and reached up to grab his backwards baseball cap. “I’ll go incognito.” She slipped the hat over her hair and it slid down over her eyes. 

He took the hat off her head and shortened the strap before placing it back on her head. His lips didn’t even crack what could be mistaken for a smile. “Call if you need anything.”

“I promise.”

Reluctantly, he stepped aside in perfect time to the opening doors.

Fifteen minutes later, Bowie drove down the country road heading toward Willow Valley. She cranked up the volume of the beating pop music and rolled the windows down, letting the warm summer air breeze through the vehicle. Her foot pressed the pedal down further and the wide-open road zoomed by.

When Willow Valley came into view, she made a rash decision and took a right turn down a side road which led to a bend and another side road until was so lost she’d need the GPS to find her way back to town. That was okay. She continued driving. 

Her sunglasses deterred the glare of the sun and her eyes took in her all her surroundings. High grasses blew in the ditches, fields lined rows of budding crops, and running streams of water photographed in her head like pictures. Clips she’d take home and spend hours recreating with a fresh pallet in her art room. The gravel roads weaved and dipped. Her favorite areas were the ones where never-ending trees lined each side of the road. She eased her foot from the gas pedal and absorbed the beauty which felt like a secret garden. The sun shimmered over a stream and, as she drove over a bridge, she spotted an older stone bridge in the distance. Her curiosity peeked, leaving all else forgotten. 

She pressed the brake and pulled onto a flattened grassy patch on the side of the road. She reached for her cell phone in the console and climbed out of the vehicle, tucking the cell in her back pocket. The trampled grassy path indicated she wasn’t the first person to find this secret trail. Stepping cautiously sideways, she tracked the grassy path as it descended to a rocky shoreline. Being at the water’s edge, she looked to the right at the modern bridge then to the old bridge on the other side. She turned left and started her hike along the river. 

She stopped where some rocks lined a campfire pit and broken logs were stationed around the circle for seats. She pulled her cell phone out to swipe her camera open. Bending down, she snapped a couple of pictures from a low angle. Some included the inclining hill and brush in the distance, while others were closer. Afterwards, she stepped back and carefully climbed halfway up the hill to take a few pictures from the higher viewpoint, including shots with the river. With each snap, she could almost envision the teenagers hanging out here, around the fire, young and free, laughing and smiling. Maybe there were a couple best friends, or a first love. She could see a couple of jocks horse-playing to show off for the girls giggling with beer they weren’t old enough to drink. 

She straightened and smiled. To be young and that free again. 

Continuing her journey, she made it to her destination and stopped to admire the skill of the people who’d made the bridge the intricate way the stone had been placed with cement embracing it together. It was a picture worth a thousand words and her fingers itched to dip brushes into her pallets and recreate this on canvas. 

She took pictures from every angle and height she could think of and, when she finished, she sat in the middle of the bridge and dangled her feet over the edge. Her stomach growled and she wished she’d packed a sandwich, but she’d planned on finding Stone to demand to know why he hadn’t contacted her. Right now, alone with the breeze rustling the leaves above her and the soothing sound of water flowing over the edges of rocks below, she only saw how perfect the peaceful scene would be to paint. She could picture dragging her supplies out here and painting from first light until sunset.

Not wanting to leave this place quite yet, she started further up the river and deeper into the brush. She paused to take pictures of blooming flowers in their natural habitat, and vines winding up and around large tree trunks. When she was almost ready to turn around, she stumbled upon a suspended tire swinging from an enormous tree branch on a thick rope above the river. A rickety-looking handmade dock made out of planks of old wood and only about two-feet wide had been built close enough to grab the tire swing.

She stopped to the edge of the dock, slipped off her sandals with the intention of testing the tire swing, but not wanting to get her jeans wet and trudge all the way back through the bush in damp clothes. She gripped the top button of her jeans before twisting each way to ensure she was alone in the surrounding. She smiled at the breathtaking sounds of nature.

She unbuttoned her jeans and pushed them down her legs. Reaching for the hem of her shirt, she pulled it over her head, scooped up her jeans and tossed both garments in a pile, away from the possibility of being splashed. She left her cell phone on top of the pile and, wearing only her bra and underwear, she headed toward the water’s edge. Dipping her toes in the water, she wiggled the tips. Freedom escalated up her body giving her the courage to take the first step, and the next. The water quickly rose to her waist and she relied on her toes to guide the way. She stopped when she felt a dip on the muddy water’s floor and stuck her foot out further feeling it drop down.

Perfect. 

She sprinted out of the water and took a step back on the dock. It groaned under her feet and had a little sway, but seemed solid enough. With each careful step, she made her way to the tire swing, then reached for it and climbed on board. Pumping her feet like a swing, she swayed back and forth until she felt confident enough to stand up. The deep breath she took made her insides clench together and she squealed as the swing moved away from the tree and the dock. Once it was far enough away, in that split second before it started back, she jumped. 

Butterflies danced in her stomach and fluttered through the rest of her. Her delighted and partially electrified scream echoed around her until the water swallowed her whole. Cold and refreshing, she blasted downwards in the darkness and then, like a yo-yo, she popped back up and broke through the surface of the water. She pushed her hair off her face and laughter rumbled up her chest. 

“Whooo!” she shouted, throwing her hands in the air, only to dunk down under the water again and swallow a mouthful. She coughed, but nothing could keep the smile from her lips. 

Swimming back to the surface, visions of paintings flashed inside her mind. She needed pictures to capture everything. 

Using her shirt, she wiped the water from her face and dried her hands before grabbing her cell phone and starting another round of pictures from all angles, taking in the tiniest detail. She soon became lost in the determination of taking shots with the best angles, and highlighting the sun peeking through the trees and the way it hit the water, or the dock. But soon found herself tucking her cell phone into her bra to free her hands as she climbed up the huge old tree. 

The multiple branches had grown out in random directions, reminding her of a haunted tree from a fairy tale, and made it easy for her to climb to the branch where the tire swing hung. Using the branch above, she balanced herself to stand. Slowly, she walked to the middle of the bough and lowered herself to straddle the thick limb. The view took her breath away. The swing moved ever so slightly below with the light breeze and, being at the mid-height of the trees surrounding her, she felt like part of the scene.

She pulled her cell phone out and repeated her picture snapping madness. When she finished, she glanced around one last time and sighed. She never wanted to leave. After years of being in the spotlight, craving the attention, these days she found herself longing for time alone. Today had been a perfect example of what she longed to have.

The sun had moved further west indicating the hours gone by. Duke would be worried and Reed would be driving him crazy with questions. 

She rose to her feet, grabbed a branch above, and took a few steps when she remembered she’d left her cell phone sitting on the limb. She turned back, holding a branch with one hand, and bent down. Just as her fingers were inches away from her cell phone, the branch above her snapped. She frantically grasped for another branch, but was unable to reach one. Her balance tipped, her body waved, and her legs wobbled. Before she could balance herself upright, she had tilted and slipped. In an attempt to grab anything, she flailed her arms. The last thing she remembered was feeling a clonk before blacking out.
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Chapter Seven
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SHIT. 

Bowie’s startled scream ended as her head hit the tree branch, either knocking her out or giving her a good startle. She fell from the tree like a sandbag into the water below.

Stone jumped off the four-wheeler. He ran down the hill’s incline, tearing off his shirt and kicking his sandals, not caring where they landed. He tossed his cell phone on a grassy patch close enough to grab if he needed to call an ambulance once he had her out of the water.

What the hell was she doing here? When had she started climbing trees? And how hard had she hit her head? 

He ran across the old, unsteady dock he’d considered tearing down to prevent the kids who snuck down here from hurting themselves on it. The warped wood creaked under his weight, threatening to crash, but he didn’t have time to worry about himself as he scanned the water for Bowie.

Shades of murky green water made it impossible to see through. With no signs of her on the surface of the water, he dived beside the rippling waves of her fall. The cool river alleviated some of the soreness he’d raked up during his training. Unable to see underwater, he relied on his other senses for the search. He pushed past the burning sensation of his throbbing muscles, wishing he’d taken some pain killers earlier, and knowing he wouldn’t be able to skip icing it tonight. Finally, after what felt like too long, he felt her body rub against his leg. He circled around, cringing at the spasm in his waist. He grabbed what felt like her ankle and pulled her against him as he swam them to the surface. Emerging from the water, he lifted her head out and pressed the side of his face against her mouth feeling for a breath. 

Nothing. 

She lay lifeless floating in his arms. He carried her limp body out of the water and laid her down on a bed of grass. Feeling the side of her neck, he didn’t feel a pulse. 

Shit. 

He turned her head to the side and let the water drain from her mouth before centering her head. He pinched her nose, pressed his mouth against hers, and puffed four strong breaths inside. He put his ear to her mouth and watched her chest. 

Nothing. 

He started chest compressions and repeated mouth-to-mouth. One, two, three. “Come on Bowie.” He pressed her chest again. One, two, three. One, two, three.

She coughed. 

“Bowie.” He rolled her over to help get all the water out. She gasped and then took in a few deep, long breaths. He rolled her onto her back and gripped both sides of her cheeks. “Are you alright? Hey.” 

She pressed her hands against her chest as it rose with each breath. She gave a small nod, closing her eyes and opening them again. “I’m okay ... I think.”

He slid his hand under her backside. “We have to get you to a hospital.”

“No.” She shook her head and tried to sit up, but stopped and pressed her palm against her forehead.

“Take it slow. How’s your neck feel?”

“My neck?” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Fine.”

“You hit your head. You could have a concussion.”

“I’ll drive back to the resort.”

“Drive? You’re not driving.”

“My car ... it’s ... it’s at the road. Duke and my brother can watch over me.”

“You’re not driving,” he repeated.

“Stone, I’m fine.” Her placid protest stated otherwise.

“You fell out of a tree.”

“You walk into rings and take blows to the head all the time.” 

“Not the same.”

“It is.”

“I can’t get my four-wheeler to the road. I’ll drive you to my house and you can phone Duke from there. As long as you agree to go to the hospital. Otherwise, I’m taking you myself.” When she started to object, he said, “Woman, you can either put your clothes on and willingly come with me or I’m going to pick you up the way you are and hoist you onto my machine.”

She glanced down at her black lace bra and pink panties then past him at the four-wheeler. She wrinkled her nose. “You can drive me as close to my car as you can get—ahhh!” He lifted her into the air. “Put me down, Patino.!

“You had your chance.” He started walking toward the hill.

“Okay. Okay, I’ll get dressed and willingly come with you.”

He stopped and apprehensively eyed her.

“I promise. Put me down.”

The corner of his mouth lifted at her snarl. He sort of liked having her almost naked in his arms, pleading with him. How the tables had turned in his favor. He held her a little longer than necessary and enjoyed her squeamishness until he enough time to make her uneasy had passed. Then he gently eased her feet to the ground. She wavered on her own so he kept his arm around her back.  “You okay?”

She didn’t answer right away and touched her head. “I’m groggy.”

Sign of a concussion. “Can you stand on your own?”

“Yes. Just give me a second.”

He did as she requested, supporting her until she felt confident enough to step away. She slightly wavered while she pulled a tank top over her head. He tried to be somewhat respectable and didn’t stare at her backside as the lace edge of her panties swept over her silky, water-beaded derriere. And her long legs. Damn, he’d missed those long legs. How they felt wrapped around his waist, his lips pressing kisses up her thigh—

“Patino, honestly.” His eyes shot up finding her watching him watch her. Busted. 

Stone cleared his throat. “Your legs were wobbling.”

She rolled her eyes. “I bet. It’s nothing new that you haven’t seen before.” She didn’t shy away from his watchful eye, but he turned away when she bent down to pick up her jeans. The woman had no idea what her body did to his. She was a magnificent beauty. But only on the outside. He needed to commit that to memory.

When she finished dressing, he helped her unsteady steps up the hill and onto the four-wheeler. He climbed on behind her, nestling each leg snuggly on each side of her and reaching around her for the handlebars. 

“I can sit on the back.”

“I don’t want you to fall off.”

She nodded, said nothing, but he felt her body ease against his. 

Before he turned the key, he said, “And I’ve never gotten a blow to the head in the ring. Ever.” 

***
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HE DIDN’T WANT HER in his house. He didn’t want her on his property. Hell, he didn’t even want her in his town. 

But his house, this house, which he’d gutted and rebuilt with his bare hands, had parts of their once planned future constructed into it. Including the three-season sun room, where he stood now, arms folded over his chest, eyes trained to the backyard, on nothing specific. He’d erected the gable roof above him and chosen the tempered glass panels he looked out now, all the while thinking about the woman he never thought he’d see again.

He was thankful now that he hadn’t hired the contractor to build the pond, rock paths and flower gardens around the gazebo in the backyard. Although the design she’d verbally mapped out was still imprinted in his head.

He left the sun room when a knock sounded at his front door. Dax walked in and wiped his black work boots on the front mat before stepping onto the hardwood floor Stone had laid piece by piece. He recognized the first aid kit Dax carried belonging to the shop. His friend wore his soiled pants and T-shirt work attire. He looked grumpy as hell at being disturbed, and Stone suspected Bowie being involved was the only reason.

He looked Stone up and down with a scowl. “Are you sure I’m not here for you?”

Stone was glad he’d struggled through the pain of putting a T-shirt on to hide the bruises from overworking his reps the last couple days. He didn’t need more flack from Dax when his dad was breathing down his back at the gym too. He didn’t have months to prepare for the upcoming fights. He had days. 

Stone nodded at the swinging doors in the ranch style house. “She’s in the kitchen, icing where she hit her head when she fell out of a tree. She landed in the river behind my house.”

“Hmm...”

“She refuses to go see a doctor until she gets home.” 

“Maybe you should send her home.”

“Just check her.”

“You can come with me. She’s already put a restraining order on you in the past and pressed multiple charges against you. I’m not setting myself up for drama I don’t need. I would’ve asked one of the girls from the fire station, but I didn’t want to put them in Bowie’s firing path.”

Stone only nodded and then led him through the swinging doors and into the kitchen. He couldn’t defend the woman standing at the sliding doors which walked out onto the sunroom. 

How long had she been standing there? Had she been watching him struggle with her presence only minutes earlier?

He’d almost watched her die today. Had he not been there, she would’ve drowned in that river. The thought sat unsettled inside him. It scared the hell out of the parts of him that remembered her before the charges. But, as Dax pointed out, she’d pressed charges and filed a restraining order against him. She’d made it impossible for him to talk to her. And now she was back. For a favor. And he was putting his trust in her. His friends didn’t trust her, his dad didn’t trust her, hell, he didn’t trust her. 

What had she been doing on his property? Was her visit actually about a fight?

He needed to set boundaries. Her showing up at his place was out of bounds. Now, every time he walked into his kitchen, he’d see her wearing his dry, oversized sweater and the sexy-as-hell way it fell off one shoulder. He’d see her touching the glass with her palm like she longed for something beyond the window, the sun room, their future.

She’d tainted his kitchen, just as her smell lingered down his hallway into his bathroom and where he’d sleep tonight. He’d lie in his bed and smell her, hear her, feel her. That was the last thing he needed. She’d invaded his space and he knew it would never be the same.

Boundaries were in order. This round he made the rules; he was in charge.

***
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BOWIE ANSWERED DAX’S direct, brusque questions as he checked her over.

He checked her pupils. “Where are you?” 

“At Stone’s house.”

His fingers moved down her spine. “How did you get here?”

“Stone drove us.”

He finished his examination of her back before asking the next question. “What were you doing before you blacked out?”

“I was taking pictures and I turned around to leave when I forgot my cell phone—” 

Darn it. Her cell phone. She’d left it on the tree.

Dax’s fingers stopped. “What?”

She shook her head, and it pounded in pain. “Nothing. I lost balance and fell.”

Taking her wrist, he pressed two fingers against her skin for her pulse. “How do you feel now?”

“Fine.”

“Dizziness? Nausea? Do you feel strange or disoriented? Like in a fog.”

“No. My head hurts.”

He sat back on the chair and rubbed his hands on his pants. “I don’t see any obvious trauma. You may have a mild concussion and I would treat it as such. But I also recommend you go to the hospital for a CT scan. Now.”

She wondered if little Willow Valley’s hospital was even equipped to handle scans. If she were in Oakston she’d arrange an appointment with her private doctor, but sitting in a waiting room wasn’t appealing.

She glanced at Stone, but he had his tense back to her. 

Dax shut his first aid kit and looked at her, like a person and not the friend of the man she’d hurt. “At least have someone check on you through the night.”

“I will. Thank you.”

He nodded and glanced over his shoulder to Stone who remained unmoved. When he turned back to her, he set a jar of ice on the table. “He saved you. Return the favor and make sure he uses this.”

“I will.” She reached for the jar and Dax’s hand covered hers with a light squeeze. “Do not string him along. Don’t hurt him again.”

Nothing she said would convince Dax that had been her plan, so she said nothing. 

“I’m done.” He stood, not waiting for Stone’s reply, and marched straight out of the kitchen like he couldn’t get far enough away from her.

Stone turned, briefly acknowledged her and, without a word, he followed.

When they were both out of the room, she bound to her feet and took a deep breath. The cool air stung her nostrils and she felt it trail down her lungs. She shook her hands as she walked around the kitchen counter to the telephone hanging on the wall. Duke had no doubt texted her to check in and without her reply he’d be going ballistic. She dialed his cell number. 

“Where are you?” His unwavering straightforwardness gave most people discomfort, but Bowie was used to his frankness.

“I’m okay. I’m at Stone’s.”

“I texted you to check in.”

“I’m sorry. I was ... distracted.” She didn’t want to get into details about the danger she’d put herself into knowing Duke would overreact. He’d blame himself and drive straight to Stone’s house, leaving her brother alone. Since the accident, she left her brother alone as little as possible. The way he viewed his life scared her. She wished she didn’t think he’d inflict pain on himself, but she did. 

However, Duke’s silence made her realize he was getting the wrong impression. Her small headache seemed to increase when she tried to think of a cover that wasn’t exactly lying. 

“I’ll explain later,” was all she could come up with. “I’ll be home shortly.” She hung up before he could drill her further.

“He’s not coming to get you?”

She stilled at Stone’s cold tone. His new bitter disposition would take some getting used to.

“I’ll call a cab.” She turned to face him only then noticing the swelling of his shoulder, the bags under his eyes, and his bruised knuckles covered in dried blood. “What did you do?”

He lifted a single eyebrow. “Don’t you recognize fighting wounds when you see them?”

She crossed the room and lifted his hand. “Some of these are old. The blood’s dried. Why are these not bandaged? Or at least washed. Have you been fighting All day? All yesterday?”

Effortlessly, he slid his hand away and folded his arms over his chest. She caught him flinch in pain. “Why are you the one asking the questions? I’d like to know why you’re here.”

“Those couple knocks to your head shake your brain a bit? You all but kidnapped me.”

His stare darkened, turning his emerald green eyes almost black. He didn’t have to voice what he was thinking. The deafening silence between them and his unwavering stare communicated his anger of her kidnapping jab after she’d pressed trespassing charges against him in the past.

At the time, without her father alive to step in and help her like he always had in the past, she’d been left with no other choice. If she’d attempted to break up with him in person, she’d have failed. Stone had been her person, her one true love, and she’d divulged everything to him and he’d never left her wondering. No secrets and no lies had sat between them. She knew he would’ve seen straight through her breakup, questioned her motives until the truth came out, until she’d told him she knew who’d been responsible for Walker and his goons cornering him in an alleyway. That option would’ve put him directly back in harm’s way and after seeing him from the safety of her second story window the day he’d been arrested, the bruises and cuts, she’d denied her heart—her soul—and voted to keep him safe instead. Years of mapping the bandaged and stitched gashes, and the swelled purple and blue bruises, had prevented her from ever contacting him again. They’d been one-hundred times worse than today. His right eye had been so swollen then, she doubted he could have seen out of it. And he’d gotten into a ring bruised, cut, and bleeding only hours after that fight and had fought for them—for her.

“We have an arrangement and you haven’t returned a single call from me.”

“I’m doing my part of the arrangement.”

She slid him the bottle of ice rub Dax had left. “I see that now. You need to ice those bruises.”

“I know how to take care of myself.”

“It doesn’t look like it.”

“Well, that’s not your problem. Why are you sneaking onto my property?”

“What?” A calloused laugh escaped her. “I wasn’t sneaking onto your property.”

“You parked on a side road down from my house.”

“I didn’t know it was your house. Or that I was even near your house.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m not going to lie about it, Stone, and I’m certainly not going to sneak around. I planned on locating you in town since you were eluding me, and, trust me, it was going to be to your asshole face.”

“Asshole face?” He laughed with disbelief. “Wow, Bowie.” 

“Well, you’re acting like an asshole face.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“But it suits you just so damn good.” 

He rubbed his chin. “So you sneak around my place—”

“Not sneaking!”

“And then after I save you from drowning, you accuse me of kidnapping and I’m the asshole face?”

“You’re so dramatic. I am checking that you haven’t changed your mind on fighting Walker.”

“I don’t go back on my word.”

She rolled her eyes. “Let’s cut the crap, Patino. Enough of the silent jabs at me. I left.”

“You left?” he roared. “You had the cops arrest me!”

“What do you want from me now? An apology? An explanation? What did you expect from me? I was a flaky reality star.”

“I know the difference between the foolish girl on camera and the girl I fell in love with.”

Her heart plummeted. “Just face it, I wasn’t the person you thought I was.”

“Your words.” He stepped toward her. “But you know what really pisses me off?”

The way his eyes narrowed on her told her she didn’t, but there would be no backing away from him. “What? Enlighten me.”

“You coming back into my life after walking away. I’ve moved on and yet you have the nerve to show up at my dad’s gym.”

“Clearly, you’ve moved on.” Her toned dripped with sarcasm. “You have a couple of German Shepherds out there beyond the sun room and when were you going to start my garden? After the gazebo?”

“Know this, woman—” She hated when he said that one word, so demeaning. “—I never planned to fight for your brother. It’s a damn shame what happened to him and had he been any other person I would feel pity for him. But I don’t. So I’m not doing this for him. I’m not even doing this for you. You and I aren’t even acquaintances, which means you sneaking around—”

“Oh god, get over yourself. I wasn’t sneaking!”

He took another step not even breaking a breath to listen to her. “Showing up at my house is done. I will fight Walker, for myself. I will train and get bruises and scars and blood...” He paused, clenched his jaw until a vein pulsed.

So serious. So dark. So much not the man she’d never stopped loving. 

When he finally spoke his cold-hearted words stripped away any remaining tiny bit of hope that even the remnants of a friendship remained between them. 

He shoved the ice back at her. “Don’t come to lick my wounds. Mine are deeper than flesh and beyond repair.”

Ouch.

“Give me the date and time we’re leaving for Oakston. Hire your trainers, rent a gym—I don’t care—but this is a business transaction. I don’t mix business with pleasure. Not anymore.”

Business. Good. That’s all she’d wanted.

“We leave tomorrow. Eight o’clock sharp. I’ll meet you at your dad’s gym.”
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Chapter Eight
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THE NEXT MORNING, Stone parked his truck out in front of his dad’s gym. He left the truck idling to keep the air conditioner cooling the cab.

At the back of the truck, he unhitched the tailgate, letting it fall open. He loaded his hands with bags of groceries he’d picked up from Carlex’s Grocery Store and enough bottles to last his dad during his absence. Maneuvering with his full hands, he managed to get the tailgate up and slam it shut with his shoulder. 

He’d given himself a fifteen minute space before Bowie agreed to meet him. He still wasn’t convinced meeting up with her was the wisest choice. He could have easily driven up to Oakston alone, but as much as he didn’t want to be anywhere near her, at the same time, he couldn’t avoid her. Whether he liked it or not, she was his ticket to a fair—as fair as an underground match could be—fight with Walker.

Two weeks. Two weeks together and they’d part once again. Only this time he knew he’d be the one doing the walking and nothing on this bloody earth would change his mind.

Inside the gym, Stone nodded to a couple of local regulars. One nodded back as he picked up his pace on the treadmill and the other guy raised a brow while doing dumbbell incline curls. He caught sight of one of his dad’s employees, a short older man who should’ve been retired years ago, but couldn’t seem to leave. “Hey, Thomas, where’s my old man?”

He shrugged. “Haven’t seen him yet today.”

“Who opened?”

He held out his arms, stretching his blue shirt and allowing hair to poke through the slits between the buttons. “You’re looking at him.”  

Stone shook his head. This guy and his dad were quite the odd fellows. “Tell Dad his groceries are in the fridge and I’ll put his alcohol in the bar fridge in his office.” Moving quickly, he tied the bags, cleared room on a shelf in the lunchroom, and stacked them in the fridge. He stuck the bottles of alcohol in the mini fridge in his dad’s office and locked the door behind him.

Thomas stood where Stone had left him, using a piece of exercise equipment as a leaning post. “I’m going to be gone a week. If he needs anything, phone Dax at the shop.”

“You got it, boy.” Thomas nodded, but was more interested in the sparring match that had developed in the ring.

Stone stepped back outside to see his father lifting a duffle bag into the back of his truck. In two large steps, he met his old man and caught the bag as he was about to chuck it in his truck. “Dad, what is this? What are you doing?”

“Don’t squish mine. There are breakables in there.” His father dropped another bag at Stone’s feet, hard enough to break what he assumed were bottles of alcohol. 

“What are you doing?” Stone repeated. 

“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m coming with you.” Slate shook his head and started walking around the truck to the passenger’s side. “Sometimes I think I raised an idiot. What am I doing? For crying out loud, it isn’t rocket science.”

A stretch limo slowed down beside them before pulling into two empty spaces in front of his truck. 

His father whistled. “Fancy. I guess Oscar cashed in some big bucks with his underground shit. I mean, they call it illegal fighting for a reason...” He walked to the passenger’s side of the truck, muttering about his dislike of underground fighting. Stone wondered if he’d forgotten where Stone planned on fighting, or had he simply dismissed it? Slate opened the passenger’s door and climbed into the truck, slamming it shut after him.  

Stone glanced between the door, the bag in his hand, the bag at his feet, and the limousine. 

How disastrous could his father coming along be? They hadn’t been on a road trip since, well, ever. They were past due for a good outing together.

He heard the passenger’s side window roll down. “Why do you have the air cranked so damn high?” He hollered it so loud a mother passing covered her son’s ears and glared at Slate and then Stone. 

Good grief. 

“Haven’t you ever heard of the open road? The breeze from outside is refreshing. All you young kids today, you don’t know how to live.”

Questioning his decision to let his dad tag along, Stone chucked his dad’s bag in the back and reached for the one Slate had tossed on the ground. A pair of plain-strapped brown sandals stopped beside the bag. His eyes skimmed Bowie’s milky-smooth legs—legs he’d never forget how they felt wrapped around his middle and her sweet sensual sounds of pleasure escaping her mouth with each of his kisses, his touch—by the time he met her eyes, he was lost in the past.

He straightened and cleared his throat. 

She slipped her sunglasses off and her beautiful eyes made something in his gut twitch.

“What’s your dad doing here?” She eyed the bag he clutched a little tighter than needed.

“He thinks he’s coming. Where’s your brother?”

“In the limousine.” She bit her lower lip, a distress motion he remembered. “I arranged for you, and I guess your dad, to stay at my house.” She held her hand up before he could object. “And don’t even bother giving me all the reasons why it’s not a good idea. You’ll have my dad’s gym, including a fighting ring and exercises equipment, at your disposal.”

“I remember.”

She flushed. “I have contacts. I’ve already arranged training sessions—”

“I can figure out my own training.”

Without even flickering her deep blue eyes from him, her hand reached up and touched his chest. Each finger burned the flesh beneath the material of his shirt. “You can’t die on my watch. If you do, then it’s like I never walked away in the first place.”

What the hell did that mean?

He may have inquired if Hawk hadn’t stepped between them yanking Bowie’s hand away from Stone’s chest. Instant longing burned in the area warmed from her touch.

Stone ran his hand over his chest, scolding the feeling. He finished loading his dad’s final bag in the back of the truck to keep his hands busy from throwing a punch at his friend ... acquaintance ... best friend’s friend. He didn’t know what to call Hawk. They were each tight with Dax, but together, Stone and Hawk simply put up with each other. Stone would much rather watch Hawk move it along the sidewalk then follow up this run-in with a conversation. But the way Hawk wedged himself between them, forcing Stone to take a few steps back, told him he had more to say.

“There’s reason number two for my coming along.”

Stone was sure he’d heard him wrong, but just for good measure he said, “Like hell you’re coming along.”

“Reason three, fight club.” Hawk’s waggled his eyebrows. “Am I right? Fight club?”

“Oh lord, he’s an idiot,” Bowie tilted sideways to shoot a look at Stone. “An idiot.”

In an unexpected move, Hawk grabbed Stone’s jaw, digging his thick, strong fingers into his flesh. He moved his head from side-to-side, examining the minor wounds on his face. “Yup, Dax was right, you’re not taking care of yourself.” He slapped Stone’s face with the other hand and stepped back, leaving an empty space between Stone and Bowie. “Since I’m a trained EMT, and there will be no medical care at the fights, you’re looking at reason number one why I’m boarding this fighting train.”

He slid a pair of reflective aviator glasses that had been resting in his wild, messy hair—which Stone didn’t doubt he’d spent way too long styling—over his eyes. His smirk remained. “Plus, I won’t pass up a chance to get a great Oakston piece of ass.” Hawk turned a serious face to Bowie. “I’m not talking about yours, but I bet you attend killer parties and I’m up for anything.”

Bowie pursed her natural-colored lips, making it hard for Stone to concentrate on anything else. “I don’t like you,” she said to Hawk. 

“I don’t like you,” he said right back.

Her mouth dropped open and her eyes flared at Stone for backup he didn’t offer. When she looked back at Hawk, she wasn’t quite as angry. “Most people don’t like me.” 

He shrugged. “Lolita, we have more in common than you know.”

Stone rolled his eyes. “Stop trying to get in her pants.”

Hawk held his hands up in a pathetic attempt to defend himself. “I’m here to keep you from trying to get in her pants.”

Bowie frowned between the men. “Let me save you both the trouble. Neither of you are getting into my pants.”

Hawk chuckled. “Girl, I know how you party.” 

Stone wrinkled his nose at Hawk. “Please don’t tell me you watched Bowie B & Reed?”

“Damn right. Is your bro here too?” 

Bowie shook her head, but he saw the corner of her lips quirk upwards. “You brought a stalker.” He hadn’t brought anyone. “He’s your responsibility. And he better not steal.” 

“You take me as a thief?”

“Stay out of my closet. You’re banned from my wing of the house, Stalker.”

As she walked back to the limousine where Duke awaited, Hawk said, “She has a wing? How many wings does she have? Maybe I’ll get a wing and you’ll get a wing—oh, hey, is that your dad too?” He tossed one of his bags in the back of the truck and Stone pulled it back out and shoved it against his chest. 

“Go home.”

“Hell no.” Hawk threw the bag back inside. “I didn’t just watch Bowie B & Reed, I goddam worshipped it. That woman can drink more than any woman I’ve ever met and still put on a smile the next morning.” He started toward the front of the truck. “Take my bag or leave it, I don’t care, I’m coming regardless.” He fisted his hands in the air. “Fight club.”

He was an idiot.

Stone cursed himself for deciding not to drive his bike to Oakston.
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Chapter Nine
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STONE HAD PLANNED on using the peaceful two-hour drive to Oakston to let the reality of heading into Oakston settle inside him. This wasn’t a simple gathering with old acquaintances. No, he planned to fight illegally again. Ten years ago, he wouldn’t have cared one way or the other, but now, a caution lurked where carelessness once clustered, telling him all the reasons why he should turn his truck back around.

Fight club rang in his ears and he couldn’t be sure it’d come from his mind or loud-mouthed Hawk’s. The cocky bastard and his old man hadn’t stopped gabbing since they’d hit the country road.

It had never occurred to Stone that these two men would have anything in common. While he’d been anticipating a grouchy father and random annoying quips from Hawk, they’d disrupted him with endless conversations about women, sports, and television.

As they encroached on the city, Stone picked up his pace to remain a close proximity behind the limousine through the city. Passing each hotel tempted him to turn the steering wheel and drive into their parking lot. While he felt the need to keep his distance from Bowie, he also fought the knowledge that preparation was key to winning against Walker. He couldn’t argue that Bowie had connections and money to give him his best shot.

Damn the woman for having that much control over this situation—over him. 

Driving through the familiar gates to the private card-access community, Stone left his debate on the other side. From this point forward there would be no time for further contemplation about whether he’d made the right decisions or not. He was fighting. Bowie had the means and money. The end.

He goddam hated the conclusion. 

“So this is where Oscar lived.” Stone couldn’t decipher whether his father’s tone sounded impressed or disgusted. Likely the latter. 

He remembered the first time he’d seen this area and Oscar’s mansion. The lifestyle had quickly influenced Stone to step into the quick and easy, no rules world of underground fighting. When he should have had patience and strength to work his way to a championship like his father, he’d quickly slid into the underground ring hook, line, and sinker.

“These houses are sick.” Hawk rolled his window down and whistled at a woman walking her dog on the sidewalk. 

Stone rolled the window back up and pressed the child-lock button, inwardly cringing at being forced to fill the father-figure shoes Hawk required.

Hawk sighed in triumph. “Damn, we’re going to be just fine here.”

“Keep your pecker in your pants. We’re not here to play nail the neighbour,” Stone growled. 

“You keep that attitude in check and we’ll be fine.” 

Stone’s one hand tightened around the wheel and the other around the gearstick at his right. He didn’t want to hear another damn word about him hooking up with Bowie. The second she’d walked out on him, the door for their future had closed along with his heart. There was no hooking up. There was no them. Nothing. 

The limousine turned at the eight-foot wrought iron ornate gate attached to stucco columns. Mature trees and bushes lined the black fence, deliberately arranged to hide the property beyond. After the front vehicle accessed confirmation, the gates opened for them. The cobblestone winding path led them behind precisely arranged foliage, leaving only the giant statues to watch as they approached the house. 

Hawk whistled when the Mediterranean-style estate came into view. The front wasn’t as nearly impressive as the back. Stone recalled many nights sitting by the pool and watching the sun set over the city with Bowie curled up beside him. His best memories were here. Memories he’d buried under every other part of him.

Parking his truck between the arched front door and outdoor water fountain, he turned to the men.

“Before we go in there, let’s clear a few things up.” He looked at Hawk first. “I’m in the mindset to fight. I’m focused on taking Walker to his knees and leaving him there to bleed. I don’t have room to even acknowledge whatever crap Dax has filled your head with. I’m not here to hook up with Bowie and I don’t want to hear another goddam word on the topic. You’re here because you’re an EMT. End of story. Understand?”

Hawk nodded. He even wiped that smart-ass look off his face for a moment. “And because of our budding bromance—”

Stone shook his head. “There’s no bromance.”

“There’s a bromance.”

“If you have to say ‘bromance’, then I’m pretty sure it’s not there.”

Hawk waggled his eyebrows before he winked at Stone. “It’s there.”

Stone rolled his eyes to his dad. “And you—”

“Don’t you and you me.”

“Dad.”

His dad met his warning tone with one of his own. “Son.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“So do I.”

“You’re going to watch.”

“You’re going to learn.”

“Dad.” 

“Son.”

Stone huffed a breath of frustration and looked out the windshield. Bowie stood waiting by the door as Reed wheeled his chair up the new ramp.

He saw this conversation going nowhere. “Behave,” he simply warned them both before climbing out of the truck. These two men combined were going to be a worse distraction than Bowie.

He grabbed his bag out of the back of the truck and tossed his father’s and Hawk’s on the ground.

“Talk of bromance.” The two men chuckled among each other as they grabbed their bags.

Stone had never been a jealous person, but watching his dad let loose with Hawk definitely rubbed some unknown part of him the wrong way.

He ignored whatever brewed inside him, blaming it on being cooped up too long with Laurel and Hardy. He took a couple steps away when Hawk whispered, “If you’re not tapping that ass, how about I—”

Stone didn’t let him finish. Without a thought, he punched him straight in the stomach. He’d held back, but still the force keeled Hawk forward with a groan.

Stone leaned in. “Don’t put either of your filthy hands on her,” he gritted in his ear. “Understand?”

Hawk gave him a ‘thumbs up.’ “In spades.” 

“Good.”

When Stone straightened, he saw Bowie watching them, curiosity etched across her face. A face so soft and so beautiful he knew she’d be his biggest distraction.

***
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“YOU REMEMBER SUSAN?” Bowie walked to the other side of the kitchen counter where the woman who’d run the Blake household as long as she remembered was preparing a platter of food.

She was intentionally putting distance between her and Stone. Space was her goal while he stayed in her house. Space and more space until they were shouting at each other from across the room.

Considering the spacious width of the hallways and ample space in the rooms, she would think that would leave plenty of space between them. But when she’d accompanied him to his room, the room felt like it had shrunk around them. His body heat swirled around her like a warm breeze with smell of the soap he’d showered with that morning. And if the space didn’t drum up enough complications, her attention would shift to imagining him taking his morning shower, the water trickling over every muscle, and slipping into each groove before continuing its journey down his naked body.

Which brought her back to the idea of maintaining space. 

Space.

Bowie stopped beside the woman who’d been the only woman figure in her life. Susan had been like a mother, grandmother, friend and teacher—the only adult figure besides her dad that she’d ever considered listening to.

The older woman’s brown eyes lit up at the sight of Stone. Bowie bit the inside of her mouth to keep from rolling her eyes at the back-and-forth banter these two used to play.

“Stone Patino, you handsome devil.” She left  Bowie to fend for herself. Bowie grabbed a mug from the tray to keep from fidgeting and flipped it over. She feigned concentration at choosing a tea from the assortment laid out even though her final choice would be green tea. Always green tea.

Swinging the tea bags between her fingers, she casually glanced up to see Stone wrap his arms firmly around Susan’s fragile body. The older woman’s tiny body almost disappeared in Stone’s large arms.

“You look amazing, Susan. Hot damn, I recalled you being a looker back in the day, but never expected you to not age.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and leaned back to thoroughly inspect her. “You do have more grey hair than I remember.” His tone teased, but the lines forming on the edges of his eyes suggested he sensed something different. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “But according to the new receptionist at the shop, grey hair is all the rage now.”

Bowie’s heart sunk. It hadn’t been that long ago that Susan had been diagnosed with breast cancer. Susan touched her grey hair, hair that would soon fall out after the chemotherapy began.

“What do you expect taking care of these two?” She laughed and then sent Bowie a loving smile.

Stone chuckled too and the hopeful sound filled the air with what had become a stale, walk-on-eggshells atmosphere. The constant worry about Susan’s cancer and her brother giving up on his life had brought a poignant gloom over the house. Even in the midst of her father’s death there had been smiles and laughter, but lately everyone forced smiles and laughter was scarce.

The casual smile on Stone’s face fell downwards when his eyes landed on Bowie. She knew by the scrutinizing way he studied her that he was trying to determine what they weren’t telling him. Bowie carried her half-smile hoping to silently remind him what happens under this roof doesn’t concern him. Plus, he didn’t need additional stress or distractions in preparation for the match of his lifetime.

Bowie looped her arm in Susan’s and patted the older woman’s hand. “Susan doesn’t understand the concept of vacation, which is what she’s on.” Bowie glared at the tea tray and the glass tray of sliced fruit and vegetables. “Stop cooking for us,” she scolded in a light tone for the guests, but knew Susan would understand her underlying message.

She brushed Bowie off—as she always did. “Oh, come now. I have to eat and why not prepare a bit extra for everyone else.”

“Because I hired a temporary cook.”

Susan waved at her. “He took the afternoon off.”

Bowie tilted her head at her. “Did he? Did he really take the afternoon off or did you tell him to take it off?”

“Details.” Susan picked up the food tray and carried it to the buffet where napkins and plates awaited. “Help yourselves, boys. You must be famished after your drive here.”

“Boys?” Slate huffed as he made his way to the food. Hawk followed too, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. Stone remained unmoved. His watchful eyes and acute sense of observation made him an incredible and undefeated champion, but when he brought the elements into his everyday life, they proved to be rather irritating.

Bowie ignored him, purposely keeping her eyes on Susan and everyone else—anything else—to avoid hinting at the information he quietly dug for.

“Do I look like a boy?” His father bit into an orange slice and the juice squirted across his cheek.

Susan passed him a napkin. “If you’d rather I call you an old bastard...”

Hawk laughed and Bowie even heard a chuckle from Stone. Slate looked less impressed at the older lady’s bluntness. Get used to it. This woman tells it like she sees it.

“Slate is fine.” He wiped his hand on the napkin before offering her a handshake. She warily took his hand. Bowie would guess they were around the same age, but Susan looked at least ten years younger than Slate. 

“If you think this face looks familiar it’s because I’m a three-time champion retired MMA fighter.” Even when Slate smiled, he still looked older, but charming. Bowie would give him points for an appealing smile she recognized as just like his son’s.

“I know who you are.” She grabbed another napkin and wiped her hand. “I wasn’t sure how sticky your hand would be after eating that juicy orange.” She made a face, and continued wiping her hand. “Still a little sticky.”

Everyone laughed and the sound was contagious, lighting up the kitchen more than the wall of windows overlooking the backyard.

Bowie stepped closer to introduce Hawk, but his attention fixated beyond the back window where Susan’s daughter was watering flowers in large terracotta planters. 

She turned to Hawk and said a firm, “No. Absolutely not.” Her sternness drew the attention of the rest of them, but they were unaware of who or what she was referring to.

Hawk knew. Just the way his overconfident grin rose reminded her of Reed. Only months ago she’d caught her brother chugging down a morning energy drink enjoying Emerie bending over for the lower plants and stretching high for the hanging pots. At the time, she’d felt as disgusted in him as she now felt watching Hawk. Their attitude toward women, the way they used them for one-night stands and discarded them the next morning was revolting. But if she’d been given the choice of her brother now, or her brother then, she’d give anything to replace his now haunted look with his then smugness and lust for life.

Hawk whistled and everyone followed his stare.

“There will be no sleeping with my staff while in this house,” Bowie left no room for argument and yet Hawk did not take a hint.

“How many women on your staff have an ass like that?”

What a douchebag. He would’ve been great friends with her brother before his accident.

“Especially not Susan’s daughter,” Bowie added.

That statement wiped away Hawk’s smart-ass look. “Understood,” he said. “I’m sorry about that,” he whispered to Susan, looking modestly ashamed.

“Keep your hands to yourself and we’ll get along just fine. I’ve worked here for most of my life and you’re not the first Casanova I’ve run into. And by the dumbfounded way the old bastard is looking at me, I’d bet he’s a heartbreaker too.”

Slate smirked. “I won’t deny you’re a real pretty woman.” 

All the testosterone in this room was suddenly more than Bowie could handle. 

“Alright.” Stone stepped in. “Calm down, Romeo.”

Hawk attempted a low-five with Slate out of sight, but Stone caught them both and wedged between them.

“Don’t eat too much because I have a delicious roast in the oven for supper.”

Bowie frowned at her, battling Susan’s need to take it easy when she beamed so wide at helping in the present. But her long term health was currently more important. “Susan—” 

The older woman held her hand up to silence her, make a “tsking” sound. It was all Bowie could do not to rip off the older woman’s apron and send her to rest.

“At six-o-clock sharp supper will be served in the dining room and drinks and social time in the games room.”

Bowie couldn’t keep quiet. She didn’t have to guess that not a single person in this room would want to have social time with her or her conniving brother. “That’s not necessary—” 

The wrinkled hand shot up in front of her face again. “Six sharp,” she told the men before looping her arm in Bowie’s and patting her hand. “Now, where’s that brother of yours?”

“Outside getting some fresh air.” She didn’t mention his constant complaining during the drive or the fit he’d thrown when he’d realized she’d decided to house Stone and the guys during their stay in the city.

“Let’s go say hi to him.” She pulled Bowie along, waving goodbye to the guys who mumbled full mouths of “thank you.” All but Stone, who hadn’t unfolded his arms long enough to pop a single grape in his mouth. He looked ready to chase them down.

The thought made her insides flip, but only once and was doused just as quick. It wouldn’t be her he was chasing.

Outside, she squinted her eyes against the warm sun pelting across her face. The cool September weather was right around the corner. She wondered what Willow Valley looked like in the fall. Did they plant mums in all their flower pots? She could picture the leaves blowing with the breeze down the road, red, browns and oranges ringing in the next season.

Now, walking along the pebble path, arm-in-arm with Susan, toward the large gazebo overlooking the hillside to the skyscrapers of the city, she considered buying another property. She wouldn’t dare sell the house where her father had raised her and Reed, but some days it felt like a prison. She spent days, week, and sometimes months not leaving the property and even though they had a large backyard, it wasn’t the same as owning country land. A private house on the water would be a nice change during the summer. One thing at a time. Right now she had her frowning brother to worry about. He stared vacantly into the distance, even with Susan’s daughter talking to him. 

Emerie Keller’s down-to-earth persona was always refreshing in a world full of facades. She was one of the few people who knew beyond what the papers printed about the Blake family. Bowie remembered the three of them running around together in diapers before the many adventures they’d taken in the halls of this house. They never put on a good face with her. They didn’t have to.

Susan let go of Bowie’s arm and crossed the gazebo. “You need to sit under the sun, boy.” She grabbed the handles of his chair and began wheeling him out of the gazebo.

“I hate this goddam chair and you people thinking you can wheel me wherever the hell you please,” Reed barked at the same time he pulled sunglasses over his eyes and slouched in the chair. 

Giving in just like he’d given up.  

“If you want to be in control, start pushing yourself in your exercises.” Susan wheeled him out of the gazebo and into the sun. “Soon winter will be here and if you don’t get yourself out of this chair, you’ll be stuck inside all day, every day.”

Emerie rested the water hose over the short marble fence. Her smile faded as she spoke. “He seems worse today. Maybe taking him out wasn’t a good idea.”

They’d all debated whether to take him to Willow Valley—Bowie, Emerie, and Susan—like the dysfunctional family they were, but Bowie had refused to leave her brother here alone.

“I wasn’t leaving him.”

“I know.” Emerie lifted her tone. “And Stone agreed to fight?”

“Yes,” Bowie breathed it out, as if saying it loudly might jinx it.

“Your brother doesn’t know how lucky he is to have you.” Emerie touched her shoulder. “Are you okay having Stone back here?”

She didn’t have an answer to that question. She felt like she was balancing on a ledge. The slightest movement, she’d tip right off. It had been years since she’d felt so out of control of her life, and frankly, she didn’t need the reminder.

“I don’t know.”

“If you need to talk, I’m never far.” Emerie’s offer was sweet, and although they’d once been inseparable, they’d drifted apart when Bowie had turned her life’s focus into her social status and Emerie to her studies. They’d never clicked back to the sisterly way they’d been as children and had lingered in something a little more than acquaintance mode, but not quite as close as besties.

Time changed people. Just a single glance at her brother, Susan, then over her shoulder to Stone said just as much. 

Time changed everything. 
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Chapter Ten

[image: image]


STONE HEADED TO the dining room early, hoping to catch Bowie before anyone else arrived. Instead, he found he was among the last few to show up. Even Hawk had decided to join them for supper. The voices echoed from the dining room before he glanced in and saw everyone except either Blake siblings deep in a conversation which expelled contagious laughter and loud voices.

He lingered in the hallway, out of sight from the doorway, standing by a hall table and waited for the guest of honor. It didn’t take long. Bowie walked toward him, alone with her head hanging low, occupied by her cell phone.

Stone stepped away from the table and into the middle of the hallway. “It’s rude for the hostess to show up late to her dinner.”

Her shoulders stiffened at the sound of his voice and her steps slowed. She looked up at him with a forced half smile, the small one that thinned her top lip and always made him eager to latch onto it and ease the flesh back into its original soft plumpness. He shoved the thought far down reminding himself why he’d waited for her.

“This is all Susan. I planned on having dinner sent to your rooms.” She briefly glanced into the dining room and then back to him. “I thought you and I conversing was off limits.”

He shrugged and let his own eyes move to the guests, Susan in particular. “I didn’t plan on being rude.” Which had been exactly his plan. Avoid Bowie as much as humanely possible while staying under the same roof.

Suddenly, as if she’d had enough of playing the quiet, reserved girl, she sighed and lifted her hands in the air. “Just spit it out, Patino. This isn’t a friendly encounter, you’ve made that clear and I don’t want to do the unnecessary small talk, so ask what you need to.”

This woman had always been able to read beyond his layers. Beyond the tough, cheeky and smug man he’d been and now beyond the quiet, silent man he was.

“What’s wrong with her?”

“Breast cancer.”

He cursed.

“She’s going to start chemo soon. She’s staying in the guest house with Emerie and I’ve already hired her help.” She smiled up at him, the sweetest mix of humor and sadness. “Against her strict orders not to.”

Stone chuckled. “She’s always been stubborn.”

“That’s one thing that hasn’t changed.” Stone watched as she looked at the older woman and her face twisted into a pain he wanted to smooth away.

Damn it. 

Absolutely not. 

Stone stepped in and touched her arm, against everything telling him not to. He gave her a little squeeze. “She’s strong and will fight. She has a lot of people to fight for.”

Her eyes trailed down to where he touched her and back up, giving him a cold and distant look. “I know that. She knows that. I told you before, it’s not me that needs you, so please, don’t mistake my asking for my brother as something different. Have sympathy for him, but don’t let it steer my way.”

He watched her walk away, feeling a little flame flicker inside him. Touching her was contraband and he’d always enjoyed breaking the rules. 

***
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SUPPER WENT BY WITHOUT incident. Likely because her brother had stayed in his room and the rest of the table were a delight to be with.

It wasn’t until they were gathered in the games room that Reed decided to grace them with his presence. Slouched in his chair, whiskey bottle in one hand and half in the bag, Duke wheeled him in. Bowie walked directly to him to order Duke to wheel him right back out.

“You’re drunk, go sleep it off.”

“You should have a drink to loosen up,” he slurred.

She bent over and pressed a hand on each of the wheelchairs arms. “Reed, I don’t want a scene.”

He leaned in like he was going to whisper, but his tone was louder than necessary. “You’re the one making a scene.”

“Go to bed.”

“I want to play cards.”

“Cards? You can’t even hold up your head, how are you going to hold up cards, let alone read them?”

“Susan!” He leaned over the arm of his chair to glimpse around his sister. Luckily the arm aided him from falling over, although landing on his ass at this point would look good on him. “Come play cards with me.” He sloppily wheeled around Bowie and she considered grabbing his handles and dragging him out screaming.

“Duke, I’m sorry.” She felt terrible that he’d gone from being her bodyguard to babysitting her brother. But just like the nurses, her brother’s nasty side scared all the workers away. She had no one else who would put up with him. “I thought he’d stay in his room tonight. I’ve got him from here.”

“Are you sure?” 

No, but if her brother drank the remaining whiskey he’d pass out and she wouldn’t have to deal with him until lunchtime the following day.

“Yes. I’ll be fine. Thank you for your extra work. It’s temporary, like I said. Reed will snap out of it.”

He nodded. “I know, Bowie. I’m here no matter what you need and no questions asked. You know that.” 

She did and she also knew he’d be eager to return to his home after watching and protecting them for five days in a row.

“I’ll stop in tomorrow for this week’s schedule.”

“Thank you.” Hoping for the best—or half the best—and expecting the worst, she turned to find Reed had roped both Susan and Emerie away from their round of darts to sit at the poker table. 

Hawk casually carried his beer over. “What are we playing?”

“I’m in whatever it is.” Slate slid a chair out and sat down, placing his beer on the felt table. He pulled the chair out beside him. “Come on, son. Play a round of cards with your old man.”

Stone looked as apprehensive as Bowie felt, but they both walked to the round table and sat across from each other.

The strong smell of booze wafted from her brother sitting next to her and she took the cards after his pathetic attempt to shuffle and did the job herself.

She smiled at everyone. “Alright, what are we playing? Texas hold’em, seven-card stud? Name your poison.”

“Texas hold’em, doll.” Bowie smiled at Slate’s use of the word “doll” knowing that had always been Stone’s special name for her. “And what shall we be betting tonight?”

“Whether you stay or go,” Reed muttered. 

Slate made an amused sound. “Boy, if you’re trying to get rid of us, I’m thinking you betting on us leaving in your state is going to leave you sorely disappointed.”

“Don’t boy me. I’m not your boy.”

Slate raised his hands as a peace offering.

“Texas hold’em it is.” Bowie began to deal out the cards. “And let’s try to keep it civilized.”

What could a couple rounds of poker hurt?

***
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“SON OF A BITCH.” SLATE tossed his cards in the center of the table.

“He’s surpassed my poker abilities.” Susan’s cards were next to hit the table.

“There is no way one man can win this many hands of poker and in your condition. Are you cheating?” Emerie moved Reed’s hands and glanced at his lap. “Nothing.” She sat back. “Nothing.”

“Except the winning title.” Reed’s impressed smirk ran ear to ear, the biggest Bowie had seen in weeks. “Which means you three” —he pointed his middle three fingers at Stone, Slate and Hawk—“are out of here come first daybreak.”

Bowie snatched the cards and the drink he lifted to his lips from his hand. “You’ve had enough and they’re not leaving.”

“A bet’s a bet and I won.”

“You won’t even remember winning in the morning.” They’d all be lucky if he remembered where the washroom was.

“If it means ridding my house of unwanted rodents, I won’t forget.” He reached for his whiskey.

Bowie shook her head. “No, you’ve had enough.”

“I didn’t ask you.” He lost interest in the bottle. “I’d say it was a pleasure gentleman, but I’d be lying.”

“Trust me, I’m sure they feel the same about you.” She swatted his hand when he reached for Emerie’s beer.

“And you—” Reed’s glossy eyes couldn’t hold hers. “They feel the same way about you.”

She didn’t doubt it. “You’re drunk and I’m tired. I’m not fighting with you.”

“I think we should call it a night.” Susan began gathering the cards. “I will make a note for the new chef to have a suitable breakfast ready before your training,” she said to Stone. “As well as something for the two of you.” She smiled at Hawk and Slate. Bowie couldn’t be more grateful to have her step in.

“He’s not training,” Reed said. “He’s leaving.”

“I’m not leaving.” Stone hadn’t said much through the game and now, his voice rumbled across the table.

“A bet’s a bet.”

“The only person betting was you.”  Stone scratched the side of his throat and the way the light hit him, she saw a scar just under his jaw. One she’d never seen before and wondered if it had been from Walker. If so, how many more scars blemished his skin? And did he see them every day he looked in the mirror? A reminder of Walker, of the fight ... of her.

“The rest of us were playing a fun game of cards.”

“Screw you, Patino.”

“Grow a pair, Reed. I’m fighting Walker, deal with it and stop wasting all our time fighting it like the spoiled brat you’ve always been.”

“Aren’t you afraid he’ll beat and bruise you like he did ten years ago?”

“No.”

“Maybe I’ll hire a few more thugs to track you down and beat you in the alleyway like I paid Walker to do that night.”

The room turned deadly silent—not a whisper, not a movement, not a single sound. In one lone sentence, she watched her brother take away the only chance he had to live and she watched the man she loved break a little more at her brother’s confession. Everything she’d work to protect vanished in an instant, leaving her empty inside—hopeless.

Stone didn’t move, didn’t speak. If she didn’t know him better, she’d think he hadn’t heard. But the latter was impossible since everyone around the table had heard. A tick in his jaw formed, realization fired in his eyes. All her secrets were on this table and she couldn’t pay enough money to make them go away. 

Stone’s slowly moved in her direction. His indicative eyes fell on her. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“Of course she knew.” Was her brother too drunk to not know when to shut up or just plain stupid?

“Bowie?” Stone’s gruff voice pushed out her small, “Yes.”

“You’re not good enough for—” Reed hiccupped. “—my sister. You weren’t good ‘nuff then ... and lookatha mess ya are now.” Her brother’s garbled words barely formed a recognizable sentence. Unfortunately “barely” was the key word and she knew they were all piecing his words together, but Stone was the only one who mattered.

“We agree on something,” Stone gritted out. 

She’d never looked at him as less than her. “Stone—”

He held a hand up. “You had your chance ten years ago. You took the easy way out.”

“The easy way? You think that was easy?”

His fist slammed against the table, shaking the cards. “You don’t get to play the victim.”

“There’s your temper.”

“Reed!” Bowie yelled at him. 

Stone stood and Bowie panicked, reaching for him. Her fingers slid down his wrist as he made it apparent touching him was off limits. “Please, don’t go.” He was Reed’s only chance.

“She’s not asking for you,” Reed snickered. “She’s trying to save me. If it comes to me or you, she will always choose me, I’m her blood. You were just her daddy’s favorite—”

Stone’s chair scraped against the floor and fell over in the same instant he cruised around the table and captured Reed’s throat in one hand. 

“Stone!” Bowie shouted jumping from her chair and meeting him on the other side of her brother.

Gasps and screams clanged with more scraping chairs and hiked voices, but all Bowie could hear was her brother snickering and baiting Stone. Susan and Emerie stood back and even Hawk didn’t interfere. The only person who stepped in was Slate. He grabbed a handful of Stone’s shirt with a firm grip. “Son...”

“He’s drunk and stupid,” Bowie pleaded. Although, if she’d thought he would remember in the morning, a punch in the face might do her brother some good.

Stone pressed Reed’s back against the chair. “Here’s what’s going to happen—”

Reed laughed, so drunk he still thought he had the upper hand. “As if you ever had a say in this household.”

“Tomorrow, I train, but before that, you’ll meet me in the exercise room to do your physiotherapy.”

Bowie shook her head and blinked. “What?” What was Stone talking about?

“Right, like you’ll still be here tomorrow.”

Stone looked at her. “Bowie?”

“Yes?”

“Can you arrange for his physiotherapy for tomorrow morning?”

They’d hired private nurses, nurses he generally chased away each session. “Yes.”

Stone tipped Reed’s head up to look at him. “We start tomorrow morning and will continue until you are out of this chair. And when you’ve recovered, you can step into a ring with me.” 

Stone shoved off him and sent his chair rolling backward. Reed grasped his neck, rubbing where Stone’s fingers had been. “You will have to strangle me before I agree to sessions with you.”

Stone pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Here’s the thing. You may have had control over your sister in the past, but right now, I hold all the cards. In order to save you, Bowie needs me. If you’re a no-show I will be at your suite first thing in the morning, with the camera on my cell phone recording. Whatever shit you pull, whining, complaining ... even if I have to break your door down, I will record it all. If you don’t attend your session, I will release the videos. Do you understand? The world will see all your jogging pants and dirty ass T-shirts.”

The color drained from his already pale skin. “You can’t—”

Stone looked at Bowie. “Do you plan on stopping me?”

She shook her head. 

“Is Duke going to stop me?”

Another shake of her head. 

He looked back at Reed. “You’ve pissed off every source you know. This time, you listen to me and you will do your sessions. I’m not asking.” Stone turned to Susan. “Thank you for supper.”

“You’re welcome.”

Stone walked out of the room leaving a handful of stunned people in his wake.

Reed turned his chair and wheeled to Bowie. “Go get control over that monster! You invited him in here and he’s crazy.”

She glowered at her brother. “I’m done listening to you. If you have something to say to him, say it yourself.” She left her drunken brother and chased Stone down the hallway. “Stone!” 

He didn’t slow down or turn to face her.

“Stone, please?” She touched his arm and his abrupt jolt made her jump back. 

“No.” He shook his arms, not looking at her, but pacing the width of the hall before he stopped in front of her. “You don’t get an explanation. You don’t get your turn to talk. I almost died in that ring. Died, for you.”

“I didn’t know—”

“No!” His loudness made her jump a second time. “I would’ve stepped into a hundred matches after that one to be with you and you let him—” He pointed down the hallway. “Him...” He didn’t finish his sentence. “Stay the hell away from me until the fight.” 
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Chapter Eleven
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STONE COULDN’T SLEEP, which didn’t surprise him since he’d never been one to spend a lot of hours in bed. Late to bed and early to rise, but at his place he always had something in his shop that needed tending to. His dad’s old car, the snow blower, or his bike. He intentionally kept a project on-hand to keep him occupied through the long, sleepless nights. Television and books held no interest for him. He’d always rather use his hands to fix, build, create ... fight.

But tonight was different. Tonight he found himself traveling the halls of the Blake estate because no distraction could quell the anger inside him, the betrayal, the lies and years wasted.

The familiar walls were now beige instead of green and the hardwood floors replaced the once grey carpet. He remembered the hours he’d spent gutting his own house to hang new insulation, drywall, and wood floors. He’d considered building a fitness room in one of the empty bedrooms. There were three spare rooms he’d never occupy with nurseries or his children’s bedrooms. But he’d decided against it, afraid of spending hours practicing on a punching bag and craving the real fight. Instead of taking the chance, he pumped weights at his dad’s gym, where the fighting ring mocked his failure as a fighter and left a sour taste in his mouth, but it was a reality that kept him on his straight path.

All his thoughts tonight led him to Oscar’s kickass gym in the basement. The underground fighter had installed red turf lining the perimeter of the basement with top-of-the-line equipment around a central fighting ring. 

Stone stepped up to the punching bag which had become his enemy. This bag always got him into trouble. When he used to argue with his father, he’d take his frustration out on the bag. When he’d decided to fight, this bag pressed his craving further. And when he’d wanted to walk away from fighting Walker only two days ago, the punching bag at his dad’s gym had given him the adrenaline to keep his word. 

Yes, the punching bag was his enemy but, like they said, keep your enemies close.

He stepped back and took a swing. His flat fist hit the bag straight on and pure adrenaline vibrated up his arm. 

She’d known.

He punched again.

She’d pushed him away in order to protect her brother from Stone’s wrath if he ever discovered his involvement in Walker’s pounding, even after Stone had almost died for them.

Another punch.

She’d known. 

Each blow landed with more power than the one before.

He hadn’t realized how many pent-up emotions pulsed through his body until he let loose. What began as a few punches soon became a full-fledged beating that had him panting until his chest burned. He tried to out-beat Bowie’s betrayal, Reed’s heartless actions, and Susan’s cancer. His inward battle turned angrier as a mixed torrent of wanting to drill Walker to the ground and wishing he’d never been given the opportunity to do so.

Stone stopped and bent down, pressing his hands to his knees to catch his breath. Pain throbbed in his hand. He’d need to ice them before they swelled.

He grabbed his T-shirt, using it to wipe away the sweat beading down his face. Once he finished, he threw it over his shoulders and jogged back to his room. After a quick, cold shower, he changed his clothes and made his way to the kitchen for some ice. He dug handfuls of it out of the ice maker, depositing the cubes into a tea towel. Sitting at the kitchen island, he took turns icing his hand while using his free hand to do research on his cell phone.

Hours could’ve gone by—he never paid attention to clocks during the night. He searched and read articles, blogs, medical sites all relating to breast cancer. No matter what or how much he read, the next topic offered additional information, until the words began to blur together. 

He groaned and scrubbed his hands over his face, grimacing at the pain of his knuckles. His dad would be ticked at him in the morning for not wrapping his hands. He knew better. Hitting a bag without gloves would not only bruise and tear his skin but would cause long-term damages to the joints and bones of his hands. He didn’t have weeks of recovery time available and needed to be smart about his straining—or in this case, venting.

Stretching his sore hands, he decided he better regain his control. He looked up from his bruising hands to find Susan wearing a quizzical look. “What do we have here?”

He almost drew his hands under the lip of the counter to hide the evidence.

“A momentary control lapse.”

“Mmm-hmm. Looks like a stress beating right there.”

Stone shrugged one shoulder. “Nothing that won’t heal.”

“Are we talking about your hands or your struggles?”

He smirked at her. “I only need my hands to heal.’”

She laughed. “Stubborn and foolish. Just like I remember. Let me make you a cup of tea to help you sleep.”

Stone jumped to his feet remembering this lady’s love of loose teas and Bowie’s collection of herbs. “Let me make you a tea.” He ushered her around the kitchen counter to sit on a stool. “Are your teas still in here?” He hiked a thumb toward the old wooden tea cupboard on the far end of the counter. 

“Yes, but I—”

When she began to slip off the stool to assist him, he held up his hand and pointed a warning finger at her. She straightened in the seat and folded her arms on the counter. “Very well.”

Stone opened the doors of the tea cupboard and found five rows of drawers to choose from labeled with names he didn’t recognize—magic dragon, chai, oolong.... 

He grabbed his phone and scrolled the recipes he’d saved earlier in his bookmarks until he found the specific one he had in mind.

He pulled open a drawer and found the loose leaves.

What on earth was he supposed to do with these? Drop them directly in the tea? Then scoop them back out after they sit? How long did they sit? He needed a strainer. Maybe he should pull a video up with a tea recipe he could stick to.

“There are tea balls in the bottom drawer,” Susan said. “You fill the tea ball with your tea leaves, let it steep, and then remove the ball when your tea is ready.”

“Thanks.” He opened a tea ball and abided the instructions, measuring the loose leaves required and adding them. Carrying the tea ball he disappeared in the pantry in search of Bowie’s herbs—if she still had any. To his luck, he found another cupboard similar to the tea cupboard and also neatly labeled. A few curses at his big fingers later as he’d tried to spoon the fine ingredients into the ball, he finished the recipe and struggled to twist the lid closed.

When he exited the pantry, he saw Susan had put on the kettle and fetched two white-colored wide-brimmed coffee mugs with Bowie’s name scribbled across it in neon pink.

“She tries to throw these mugs out, but I like them,” the older woman said. “She pretends that time in her life didn’t happen. Partially because her dad died during that time, a little because she’s embarrassed at her behavior for the show, but mostly because it reminds her of you.”

Stone rested his arms on the counter and leaned closer to the older woman across from him. “I don’t want to talk about her. This is an opportunity to fight Walker for what he did.”

“And Reed.”

Stone huffed. “You can’t protect someone who can’t keep their foot out of their mouth. If he wasn’t in a chair...” Stone would’ve kicked the shit out of him.

“As I recall, you often ran your mouth into trouble.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“And now? Tell me about yourself.”

“I’ve moved back to Willow Valley. I live in the country, but I don’t own animals. I have a shop full of projects that keep me busy when I’m not working full time at my friend Dax’s shop.”

“No ring on your finger. Is there a special someone in your life?”

“I’m looking at her.”

Susan’s cheeks turned a shade of cherry red and she swatted at him as the kettle sounded its boiling point. “Charming as ever, I see.”

He dropped the tea ball he’d prepared into one of the mugs. “Some things never change.” He winked before unplugging the kettle and carrying it back to the counter.

“I see the charming gene passed onto you from that...” She paused. “Charismatic father of yours.”

Stone laughed. That was one way to describe his father. Miserable, drunk, and living on a past dream sounded more appropriate.

Susan placed a teabag in his mug and, without questioning which flavor she’d chosen for him, he filled both mugs to the brim. He slid her mug across the counter in front of her. She wrapped her fingers around it and he did the same, remaining on the opposite side of the counter so he could watch her.

“So no one special, huh?”

“No one. Unless you count this sweet little seven-year-old gal who visits the shop and gabs my ear off about what I’m doing wrong.”

Her smile widened. “Do tell.”

“She’s Dax’s stepdaughter and I don’t know if she spends more time washing trucks at the fire station or getting her hands dirty at the shop.”

Susan laughed. “I’m impressed. It almost sounds like she knows more about cars than you do.”

“My pride wants to say no, but the truth is, she’s brilliant under the hood.” Stone sipped the hot tea, recognizing a lemon flavor.

Susan blew the top of her tea before taking a sip. Her lips scrunched together, her eyes widened in horror and she wrinkled her forehead looking like she wanted to spit the drink out. Finally, she swallowed and let out a disgusted sound. “What the hell is that?”

“Tea.”

“Are you trying to kill me?”

Stone’s face turned serious. “That’s not funny.”

“No, that’s not funny.” She pointed at the cup and then reached for a napkin from the holder. It was too far away so Stone reached over and slid it toward her. 

“That’s good for you.”

“Ohhh ... I see what’s going on here.” She dabbed her mouth. “Bowie told you about the cancer.”

He was never one to give up his sources, but he didn’t have anything to lose. “Yes.”

“It’s not a good time.”

Stone walked around the counter to sit in the empty stool beside the older woman. “Is it ever a good time for cancer?”

“Emerie was just accepted to a residency program at the children’s hospital before I found out about my cancer. I’m excited for her, but I can see her debating her decision, as if I’d allow her to throw away eight years of schooling to take care of me. Yet, here she is, insisting on taking me to my appointments and sticking around to make sure I don’t exert myself. This is her time and she’s too worried about me.” The older woman sighed and reached for Stone’s tea. He let her have it, seeing she needed something to sleep more than him. “Then there’s Reed who’s given up on life and I’m watching Bowie forget the life she worked hard on building to tend to her brother.”

The woman had too many worries. Here Stone had been selfishly worrying about things that seemed minimal compared to the worry on Susan’s plate ... and what life had Bowie worked so hard to build?

“Ahhh, I see the curiosity at the mention of her.” The older woman nudged his leg.

“There’s no curiosity. Anger. I feel angry.” 

Mostly angry at himself for being angry at Reed’s declaration.

“Bowie pulled herself out of the spotlight and stepped into the shoes of a woman. I couldn’t have been more proud watching her cut her ties with the people who had never been good for her.” She paused and huffed a breath. “Reed’s people. While that boy continued to live on the edge, Bowie pulled away. She spent years searching for herself until she leveled to a content place.”

“Susan, with all due respect, I don’t care. I can’t care. You were there this evening and she knew. She knew Reed paid Walker to make sure I lost that fight. She protected Reed, that smug son of a bitch.” He shook his head, his nose flaring as he inhaled deeply to stay calm. “He thinks I don’t deserve her? I would never put her in a situation where she had to choose. Never.”

Susan watched her pointer finger run around the rim of her mug. “Was it Reed she was protecting?”

“Yes, from me because if I’d have found out, I would’ve crushed him.”

“Would you have?”

“Yes.”

“Hmmm...”

“What?”

Susan shrugged. “I can’t help but wonder why you didn’t crush him today? He deserved it. I love the boy, but he’s always been a selfish, spoiled brat. But tonight, you chose to make him fight for his life.” 

“Because when he’s walking, I will crush him.”

“Will you?”

“Why do you keep questioning me?”

Her sincere smile touched his heart. “I don’t believe that’s who you are.”

But she didn’t know him anymore. She didn’t understand the fury built up inside him ready to release, ready to fight. 

Stone touched her hand. “You don’t need to worry about any of that. Focus on yourself and not everyone else. Once you’re better, either they’ll have figured their lives out on their own or you’ll be there to help them pick up the pieces. But you can only help them if you keep your strength to fight the battle you have ahead.”

She sipped the tea again finishing with a sigh then perched a single eye at him. “This needs a bit of your father’s rum.”

Stone chuckled. “He doesn’t share his booze very well.”

“You two still not seeing eye to eye?” 

“He looks at me and sees a career wasted.”

“Maybe you’re mistaking that look. He’s here now, supporting you in something he’s against.”

“I never thought I’d step in a ring again. Especially now.” Now he wished he had a glass of rum. “But I won’t bother you with my petty issues. Tell me about what you’ve been doing. Is there anyone special in your life?”
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Chapter Twelve
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STONE REACHED FOR the towel hanging on the side of the ring and wiped the sweat off his face. 

“Good work.” The trainer Bowie had hired tossed him a bottle of water. “You’re ready for tomorrow’s fight, there’s no doubt. I won’t be around tomorrow, so take it easy before the match. Get your rest.” He nodded at each of the men before he headed up the stairs, to undoubtedly give Bowie an update.

“Take it easy. Get your rest.” Hawk and Slate made harrumph sounds, neither man fond of his trainer. It didn’t matter, this wasn’t a tea party. It was his training. 

“Let’s go out,” Hawk jumped from the stool where he sat each day, his legs propped up on the wood dowel, supposedly supporting Stone, when really, he sat around discussing politics with his father. “We’ve been caged up in this basement for days. Good food and entertainment is in order. On me. Get showered, Patino, you’re driving.”

“I’ll pass.” Stone tossed the towel over the ropes of the ring. “I’m gonna hit the hay early.” 

He climbed off the ring and his father gripped his shoulder. “Come on son. You have all tomorrow to rest up. Let’s take a break. Eat. You have to eat.”

“Fine. But we aren’t staying out all night.” Ironic, he, the son, had to lay down the rules. After a couple of grunts, Hawk and Slate agreed. 

Twenty minutes later the three of them had climbed into Stone’s truck and were headed through the residential area toward downtown Oakston. 

“I vote a strip club.” Hawk sat in the back seat and Stone had left his window locked. “Unlock my damn window, Patino.”

“I second that vote.” Slate raised his hand. 

There was absolutely no way Stone was going to a strip club with his father. The idea of it gave him the heebe-jeebies. It was just wrong.

“We’re not going to a strip club.”

“Strip club, strip club, strip club...” Hawk chanted until his father chimed in along with him like rowdy, horny teenagers. It was a good thing Stone sat in the driver’s side in control of the steering wheel because he made the final decision. 

He drove them to the old part of the city, amidst exasperated sounds of displeasure from the kids in the truck. He parked in a sketchy parking lot at the side of a small bar where he used to hang out when he’d lived in Oakston.

“I bet no one’s ever been murdered in this parking lot.” Hawk slammed the door truck shut. “It’s not sketchy at all.”

Slate walked up beside Stone. “Sometimes the hidden gems are in places you’d never think to look.”

A riddle in the form of a compliment. Stone would take it. 

The bell above the door rang as they pushed it open and stepped into the bar. Oldies rock blasted from an ancient jukebox he was surprised still worked. He’d played a few songs on that machine in his day and danced for hours in the private area tucked around the corner the jukebox sat against. This “hidden gem,” as his father called it, was a place he used to take Bowie in her prime time where no one would recognize her. They could sit anywhere and none of the old men who frequented this bar had any idea—or cared to know—her celebrity status. They could dance for hours, play pool, and drink in a freedom that had been rare and seldom to her.

“Stone Patino!” It didn’t mean the proprietor didn’t recognize him. Reggie threw the towel he’d been drying a glass with over his shoulder, just like any old-school television bartender would do. He set the glass down to make his way down the central rectangular-shaped bar. Staying with the old charm of the place, collectible tin signs hung on the wooden bar top held up by thickly carved columns. Back lights lit the mirror-back shelves lined with alcohol bottles and wine glasses sparkled hung upside down on the rack around the perimeter.

“Reggie, my man.” He grabbed his hand for a shake and pulled him in for a half hug. “It’s been a while.”

Reggie stepped back and ran his fingers through the rust-colored, curly hair. “Too long. Who do we have here?” He nodded at Hawk and his dad. “Oh shit. You brought your old man.” He offered a hand to Slate. “Four-time champion. I’m a huge fan.” He pointed at the poster-size framed pictures of his dad in his champion days hanging against a far wall. “Could I get you to sign them?”

Slate turned on his championship charm. “If you have a marker, I have the time.”

Stone grinned anticipating Reggie’s fan worship and half expected him to pull his father away for some fame time. Slate lived for this shit.

“Drink?” Hawk elbowed his side before he walked to the bar not waiting for Stone’s reply. He ordered a couple shots. 

Stone lagged behind, glancing around to see if there was a single girl he could brush Hawk off on so he’d get some quiet time. Unfortunately, regulars filled the booths in this bar—old men who drank every night. There was a woman here or there, but she’d also be more interested in his drink than Hawk’s flirting.

At the bar, Stone declined a shot and Hawk tossed back two and ordered a pitcher of beer. Hawk slid onto a stool while Stone stood, leaning his elbows on the edge of the bar to watch Reggie pull a poster out of the frame for his father to sign. 

“He’s a legend,” Hawk said.

Stone had been raised with that legend. His success had dragged him away more than he lived at home. Competitions, matches, publicity and promotions had been his father’s main priority. Even when he could make it home early, he never seemed to make it, and had missed birthday celebrations or Stone’s sport games. 

“Let’s grab a seat. Any preference?”

Stone shook his head and tracked behind Hawk to the booth next to where Reggie had two posters laid out on the table. His dad scribbled his John Hancock on the bottom corner of each one.

“Make sure to charge him, Dad. Double since he’s got you signing both.”

Reggie laughed. “I’ll take it off your owing tab.”

“I don’t owe squat.”

“Squatting sounds about right. Hours of squatting if I recall.”

“What the hell else do you do in a place like this?” Stone  good-humouredly harassed the owner as he took a seat in the booth.

Hawk grabbed a chair from a table behind and pulled it to the end of the booth. He turned it backwards and straddled the seat. “That’s what I’ve been asking myself,” he muttered, glancing over his shoulder. A young waitress carried a round tray with their pitcher of beer and three mugs toward them. “That’s more like it.”

“Lock it up, Hawk. That’s Reggie’s youngest sister and you don’t want to be getting mixed up with that.”

Hawk did a once over on Reggie, who paid no attention to them, deep in a discussion about Slate’s last and final fight. When Hawk glanced back at Stone, he gave him a look that said Reggie didn’t worry him. Most men didn’t worry Hawk.

He spun back to the table as the waitress arrived. “Here you go, guys.” She reached the beer between Hawk and the seat, giving Mr. Pervert a front row view of her breasts pushing over the top edge of the tight white shirt with the bar’s logo printed across the front.

“Thank you, Lolita.” Hawk’s smooth voice received a light laughter from the young girl. 

She rested the tray on her hip. “Can I get you guys anything else?”

“Menus,” Stone said.

She smiled at Stone. “You got it.”

Hawk rolled his eyes to Stone. “Why do they always sense the ones that are unavailable?”

“I’m available.”

Hawk took a long slug of his beer. “Sure you are. If you were, we’d be at the strip joint getting you a lap dance.”

“I’m not stopping you.” Stone sipped his beer.

“No, Bowie is. She’s your cock-blocker.”

Stone hauled off and punched Hawk’s shoulder. 

Hawk jerked back, then laughed and rubbed his arm. “At least I have clarification you’re into women. I was starting to think you had a thing for Dax.”

“Screw you.”

The waitress returned with menus, drawing his father’s attention back to the table where they each mulled over the options and ordered. Twenty minutes later, after unexpectedly easy and painless small talk, the food arrived and the men dug in.

“Tell me.” Hawk finished chewing a mouthful of his Angus burger. “Was Stone’s name intentionally chosen to continue the rock family? You know Slate and Stone?”

“Damn straight. His mother wanted to name him Steve, James, or some regular name like that.” Slate scoffed. “This boy was my blood. My legend and I knew he’d be a fighter.” He cut off a hunk of his steak and chewed it before he continued. “He kicked like a warrior inside his mother’s stomach and I just knew he had competing blood in him.” He looked across the table at Stone. “I just hadn’t realized he’d waste it underground.”

Stone took a large mouthful of his beer to keep from saying something he’d regret later. The man’s footsteps had been too big to follow, but that hadn’t been what had turned Stone off—as much as the old man might like to think. When Stone’s mother had left them, he’d vowed never to follow in his dad’s footsteps. On the road more than at home, yet finding a different woman each night to keep him company. Stone swore he’d never be the selfish father and husband his dad had been. Never.

His father’s intense stare baited him to say what neither of them had ever faced. Like hell he’d be dragging up the past in front of Hawk and at a place where his father was respected. He actually didn’t plan on ever going down that road. They’d lived through it, gone their separate ways and ended up in a somewhat normal relationship. What was the point in dragging up the past? What would it accomplish? They liked each other enough. Their relationship wasn’t as close as Dax had been with his father before he died, but it was what Stone had adapted to. He wouldn’t needlessly stir up the pot.

Stone broke the stare between them and picked up his mug with only a mouthful of beer left. “If you don’t drink that beer, old man, I might make you the DD tonight.” He raised the glass to his dad and downed the rest. 

Slate pushed his beer across the table to his son. “Drink up, but remember you have to deal with the hangover in the morning.”

As if he’d reverted to his younger, rebellious years, he took his father’s dare. “If you want to get drunk, you have to get the right poison.” He lifted his hand in the air. “Reggie, bring me and my friend Hawk here a couple rounds of shots.”

“Friend?” Hawk rolled the word over his tongue. “I told you we had a bromance.”
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Chapter Thirteen

[image: image]


IRISH NACHOS WERE Bowie’s favorite go-to food and the best place to grab this delicious dish in Oakston was at Dale’s bar. The sliced and fried potatoes topped with cheese, bacon, tomato, onion, and jalapenos watered and burned her mouth every single time. 

Heaven on earth—even if it was in a sketchy area of the city. The food was delicious and the owners didn’t sell her out to the paparazzi.

She’d tried to convince Duke to eat with her so she wouldn’t be alone, but he never let down his guard, as much as she wished sometimes he would, he stayed on high alert. She should be grateful, but today she felt lonely. 

Lonely. 

How was that even possible to feel with three guests in her house and Susan and Emerie staying in the guest house? Not to mention her brother, but he’d been in a helluva mood since the poker game—a game he claimed not to recall, but the way she caught him eyeing Stone when he wasn’t looking said otherwise. If she were to guess, she’d say she would say her brother feared Stone. 

Good, and after the first day when he’d tried to bail on the physiotherapy session, Stone had taken it into his own hands to burst into her brother’s wing, camera rolling, and dragged his ass out of bed before he’d threatened to post the whining fit he’d thrown online. Multiple times Bowie had wanted to step in and stop him, but she’d kept her distance and let Stone deal with her brother—everything she’d done to this point hadn’t worked. 

After finally getting him to the fitness room, her brother had even tried to scare away the therapist, once again, forcing Stone to step in and put him in his place. 

After only days of Reed’s sessions his therapist had proposed he try stationary bicycle training to improve his cardiovascular endurance. While Bowie been under the understanding her brother couldn’t move his own legs, he could. Even while he’d been sending away the therapists he’d been doing the same exercises his therapist had taught him. He’d been fooling them all and it gave her hope for him. But why bother with the exercises if he didn’t plan on walking one day?

Still, she felt lonely but she’d been lonely the last ten years, what made today—this week—any different? It was an easy answer: having Stone staying in her house, and knowing he knew her secrets but refused to discuss them with her. Sometimes when she smelled his scent or saw him in the house for a brief second, it was like she’d been sleeping the last ten years and nothing between them had changed. Then his bleak expression would greet her—his warning to stay away—and she’d remember how stubborn he’d always been. 

Stone was pissed and rightfully so. She hadn’t brought him here to mix his life up with her baggage, so she’d kept her distance, while still watching her brother’s sessions. She hadn’t talked to Stone, or tried to explain herself. She didn’t need him to understand her decision all those years ago. She needed him to train now and fight for her brother. Her big-mouthed, selfish brother. Sometimes she wondered if he was worth her trouble, but then she reminded herself that he was her blood.

“I can’t tell if you’re real or I’m making you up.” 

Bowie looked up to see Stone standing in front of the table. What was he doing here? And, at the same time, of course he was here. This had been his spot long before it had been her spot. 

Stone leaned his elbow on the top of the seat and slipped off, hitting his back and cursing—loud.

“Have you been drinking? Are you drunk?”

He caught himself and repositioned on the back of the seat. He pointed at her. “You’re quick.”

“Stone, you have a fight tomorrow. What are you doing?”

“I was coming over here to sit in this spot” He knocked his fist on the table. “And remember the good ol’ days, but it looks like you beat me to it.”

She’d continued to be a regular here when he’d left. Truthfully, in the early days of his departure, she’d hoped to run into him here and foolishly dreamt of things between them going back to the way they’d been. What she hadn’t thought was him coming here today—and being drunk on top of it. Where was his father or Hawk?

Wobbling, he slid into the seat and pressed his side against hers. As if that wasn’t enough proof of her presence, he poked her shoulder. “Just checking if you’re real.”

She grunted and slid away from him. Touching was off limits. It didn’t matter how drunk he was. 

“How are you going to survive tomorrow night’s fight in this condition?” she asked as she watched him dig into her late-night snack.

After a good helping, he said, “I’ve missed this.” He stretched out and eased against the seat looking comfortable enough to fall asleep. “I’ve survived a lot worse fights.”

She rolled her eyes. When he reached for her beer, she took it away. “No. You don’t need more to drink. You need coffee or water or food, anything to soak up all the alcohol you’ve drank.” 

She waved at Duke standing at the end of the staff hallway, watching. When he arrived at the table, she said, “Can you order him something to drink without alcohol. Coffee, water, whatever.” If he insisted on grabbing drinks at least something without alcohol couldn’t make him any worse

“Duke!” Stone held his hand out and Duke gave him a firm handshake. “I’m glad to see you didn’t take off after Oscar died and Bowie chased me away so I wouldn’t beat the shit out of her little shit of a brother. Did you hear?” Stone rested his forearms on the table and leaned over it to whisper, “She knew about Reed hiring Walker to take me out that night. She knew and didn’t tell me. She knew and let it happen.”

“I didn’t let it happen. I didn’t even know about it until after the fight.”

Stone shrugged. “Can we believe her? Or not? Should we? Or not? Once a liar, always a liar,”

Bowie rolled eyes. “No, you’re not drunk at all.”

“She knew,” he whispered one more time as if Duke hadn’t heard him the first time. He sat back in the seat. “Wrap your head around that.”

Duke’s attentive eyes darted to Bowie, but he knew better than to ask. “I’m not leaving you alone with him,” he said in a low voice. He waved into the main part of the bar. 

“Why not? I’m not the liar. I’m the guy saving her brother’s ass when he doesn’t deserve it.”

Bowie touched Duke’s arm. “I’m fine. Can you see if Slate or Hawk’s out there. I don’t want him driving.”

“You’re sure?” He eyed Stone again. 

“Yes.”

“I can hear you both.” Stone’s attempt to eye Duke the way he had him turned out looking like he was constipated.

When Duke finally left them, Stone asked. “Why are you worried about me? You’re the one who hasn’t been back to a match since your dad’s death. Hell, you haven’t even been back to the restaurant.”

“I sold it, Stone. It doesn’t belong to me anymore. Why would I go back?”

“Why wouldn’t you? Your life was there. You dined there your entire life.”

“And there’s nothing left for me there. It doesn’t mean I will have a problem attending the match. Worry about yourself.”

“Oooo...” He held his hands up. “Touchy.”

“You wouldn’t even be talking to me if you weren’t drunk.”

He leaned his arms on the table to get closer to her. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“About Reed. Why didn’t you tell me?”

She took a sip of her old fashioned drink before answering. “I’m not doing this when you’re drunk. You didn’t want to know sober.”

“I want to do it now.”

“Because you’re drunk.”

“Pfttt.” He waved his hand at her and sat back again. Back and forth, he was exhausting her. “Drunk, sober, what difference does it make? I want to know.”

“No.”

“So now you’re all tight-lipped.” He sat back up and placed his elbows on the table once again leaning over it. “Nothing like doing a repeat.”

She leaned in. “And what are you doing? You have a fight tomorrow and look at you, drunk to the point of not remembering this in the morning. Sound familiar? Sound like anyone you know? Your father comes to mind.”

“My dad might be a drunk, but he’s not a drunk.”

“Did you hear the words you just said?” Why was she even asking? Of course he didn’t hear them, he could barely speak them.

“He drinks, but he’s not drunk. He’s a drunk but not drunk.”

Bowie laughed. Any other reaction wouldn’t suit. This man was beyond wasted. “Go home Stone.”

“With you?”

She pushed away his hand when it reached across the table. “No.”

“Dance?”

“You can hardly sit.”

He held his hand out. “Dance with me. For old time’s sakes like we used to do before a fight.” When she didn’t react he added, “You owe me doll. You broke my heart.”

She would’ve rolled her eyes if she didn’t believe him. 

“Fine. As long as you can keep on your feet. I can’t hold you up, you’re monster size.” She slid out of the booth and stood at the end waiting to see if he could do the same. 

“I got this,” he assured her, waggling his eyebrows at her, while his bulky arms leaned on the table and the back of the booth lifting as he sloppily slid out. He stood up at the end and spread his arms out. “See, I’m hardly drunk.” He stumbled backwards and hit the side of the booth seat.

Bowie glanced right and left, glad to find no one watching this fiasco. 

Stone laughed. “Maybe a little drunk.” He scooped her in his arms and pulled her front against him. “Not drunk enough to sweep you off your feet.”

Bowie rolled her eyes, but found it difficult not to enjoy firm embrace. “If you flatten me, Patino, I will hurt you.”

“Not if you’re flattened. Empty threats.”

“Hmmm.”

“You smell good. I love your island smell. Sometimes when I’m walking along the beach or on the main strip I will catch a whiff of your smell.”

“You smell like a homeless person who needs a stomach pump and a bath.”

He laughed. “Do you remember the last time we came here?”

“We fought.”

“Yes, but the makeup sex was amazing.”

She stopped and leaned back. “If you’re thinking this is a way into my pants, you are so far off, Patino.”

“Did I ever tell you that I love it when you say my last name like that?”

“Like I’m ready to punch you in the face?”

“Have you ever punched anyone?”

“No, and I haven’t taken advantage of a drunken man either. So you can scrap whatever sex fantasies you’re creating in that alcohol-induced brain of yours.”

“Recreating. Reliving. Take advantage of me.” His hand bunched the back material of her shirt. 

“You know what, how about you come find me when you’re sober.” She tried to step back but his grip was surprisingly strong for a drunken person. Her hands bounced against his chest. “You want to talk, scream, accuse, or have sex, you know where to find me. When you’re sober.”

“No. That’s not happening and this is not happening.” Hawk yanked Stone from Bowie and she stumbled back. “What the hell, man?”

“I should ask you the same question,” Bowie said to Hawk. “He’s wasted.”

Hawk pointed at her. “I suspected you were a sharp one.”

“Don’t be an ass, he has a fight tomorrow, unless you’ve all forgotten. Have you been training or hitting up girls at the local bars?”

“I was hitting up on you,” Stone muttered.

“Does this bar look like there’s any hitting? Except you and now I know why he dragged us here.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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TONIGHT WAS FIGHT night. 

Stone’s first underground fight in ten years and Bowie would bet her entire net worth that her nerves were more messed up than his.

A couple hours before they were scheduled to leave for the competition, she left her art room where she’d spent the majority of her time this week—most weeks actually—and headed to her wing of the house. She’d hoped the hot water would relieve her apprehensive tremors at the events of the night ahead. The last two fights she’d watched had taken away two people she loved. First her father, when he’d received a concussion that had killed him during his sleep, and then Stone, who had stepped into the ring already likely having a concussion and had barely walked out alive. 

She couldn’t do it again. She couldn’t watch Stone fight. What if he lost? What if they hit him the wrong way? What if he died?

Closing her eyes, she couldn’t tell the difference between the tears slipping down her cheeks and the water dripping down her face.

She could do it again. 

She would do it again. 

Ducking out on this fight could worry the head honchos, and possibly give Stone an opportunity to walk away too.

After she finished rinsing off her body, she twisted the tap off and slipped into her waiting robe. She towel dried her hair before sitting in front of her vanity. Staring at her reflection, she touched her tear-stained face. Pinkish red skin would not do. She blotted concealer under her eyes and reached for her brush. Her hand shook in the mirror’s reflection. 

“Pull it together.” She said the words out loud, needing to hear them, needing to obey them. She was stronger than this. Being raised in underground matches, she could address more than half the people by name, and understood all the risks involved. She’d watched her dad get beaten to the ground and still get back up, had anticipated it. Her thick skin kept her grounded in the crowd.

Tonight’s match would take place in the basement of a high-end restaurant in the core of the city. This wasn’t a slide in the back door event. Those attending would be dressed in their best and she and her guests were expected to play the part. 

She’d arranged for tuxedoes to be delivered to Stone, Hawk, and his dad. Meanwhile her strapless sequin red dress would surely catch the attention of every person dining in the restaurant. Cameras would flash, pictures would be posted and tagged, and the outfit she sported would be sold out everywhere by morning. That was the point, to blend in a way that looked normal and be the socialite she was—or had once been.

But the smell of sweat and blood at the bottom of the elevator, knowing it would be Stone’s blood and sweat, triggered fear, regret, and guilt.

Her stomach turned and the little bit of crackers and cheese she’d nibbled on for lunch threatened to come back up.

A knock on her bedroom door pulled her back to the present and her focus back to her reflection. 

She hadn’t realized she’d been crying again until tears glistened on her cheeks. She was a hot mess. She swiped the tears away, blotted the red areas once again and thanked the stars her face hadn’t swelled with the salty tears. Heading toward her front door, she ran her fingers through her hair and tightened the knot on her robe.

Expecting to see her brother prepared to tear a strip out of her for going through with tonight’s fight, she pulled the door open with her own fight face on. 

But it wasn’t her brother.

Stone stared down at her, first appearing quiet and calm, but he couldn’t fool her when his eyes searched deep into hers.

She was about to ask him what he was doing there, but he spoke first. “That’s what I thought.”

Bowie wasn’t sure she liked the gruff tone he used now. Every word seemed to come out harsh and angry, so different than last night. At first she’d thought he’d only spoken that way around her, but she’d heard him speak to his father and Hawk with the same, almost grouchy tone. He had a rougher edge to him now. 

She tightened the belt on her pink silk robe. “You thought what?”

He lightly rubbed a thumb under her eye and she felt the dampness where his finger moved. “I vaguely remember last night and you’re not coming.” He walked by her and into her suite. A white tank top revealed glistening sweat on his bulging arms and she could see through the dampness of the bottom edge where his jogging pants hung too low on his waist. 

She glanced into the hall, thinking she might find Hawk chasing him down, stopping him from being anywhere near Bowie.

Empty. 

Relief and amity bubbled up her chest. She shut the door and turned to face him, crossing her arms over her front, building a barrier she knew would be useless against him. “You vaguely remember last night? Do you remember asking—no begging me to tell you why I made my decision about not telling you about Walker?”

“No, but I remember you telling me about your dad.”

“Did I? Are you sure? Maybe you misheard me.”

“Did I?”

“Maybe you should be more concerned about your shower and tux.”

“I hate tuxes.” She cringed as he padded his dirty sneakers across her plush carpet. He stopped at the fireplace and touched the framed picture of her father. He didn’t look at her. “I don’t want to fight with you.”

“A good way to prevent an argument is by not bursting into my room and telling me what to do.”

His finger ran down the side of the frame. “I wish I didn’t care. I wish I could do this emotionless thing I claimed back at my place, but that’s not who I am. It’s not who I ever was.”

What was he talking about? 

He turned to face her. “You’re not coming.”

“Like hell I’m not.” Even though, inside, her body cheered his decision, not going wasn’t an option.

In a few long steps he stood in front of her. “Doll, you forget, I know you.” He took another step and she took three backwards. He moved again until her back was flesh against the wall. Even then, he moved closer than comfort or comfortably closer, depending on who you asked.

She shuttered as he ran his finger over her cheek. Why did he insist on touching her after making his feelings crystal clear? His fingertips continued a sizzling trail of desire down her neck, stopping at the "V" of her robe. She watched his finger linger there, taunting and teasing, lighting up the fire in her stomach she’d long thought had vanished.

“I don’t need you to step into that world with me. I’m a big boy and I can handle it alone.”

Her head snapped up to look at him. “That’s not your decision to make.”

“I just made it.”

“It’s my world, remember? You stepped back into my world, Patino. And who’s to say I ever left the fighting scene?”

“Susan.”

She blew a breath. “I don’t tell her everything.”

“Your eyes tell me everything.”

“Doll,” she mimicked. “You’ve been out of this game just as long as you’ve been out of the ring. You haven’t had enough practice to read these eyes.” She fluttered them at him. “You were the one who walked away from fighting, not me.”

He slammed his free hand against the door beside her and she jumped. But her fear vanished just as quickly as his other hand pressed flat against her chest. His fingers dug into the flesh of her collarbone and she felt his frustration radiate off him. “Why are you arguing me on this?” The words strained past his lips. His thick black, sweat-beaded eyelashes swept across his face as his eyes closed and he hung his head low.

Something was off. She’d call it fight anxiety, but the man had never been afraid to get in a ring. Adrenaline and anticipation drove him to the ring. She had to remind herself that the man standing in front of her wasn’t the same man she’d walked away from ten years ago. 

She cupped his face. “What’s going on?” She may not have been around the last ten years, but she could decipher his inner pain through his Neanderthal behavior anytime. 

He pressed his forehead down against hers, and she ignored his perspiration. His fingertips rubbed a pattern into her skin. They stood like that, in silence, bodies blending as one, for a long time before he finally spoke. “I’m fighting.”

She heard the struggled strain through words that were barely a breath. Struggles she’d put there by dragging him back. If her brother’s life didn’t depend on it, she’d tell him to go. Run far away and never look back. But she couldn’t. 

“I know.”

“In a ring.”

“You’re over-thinking it.” 

“I’m old.”

She dug the tips of her fingers into the flesh of his cheeks, needing to distract him. “Over-thinking, Patino.” 

“Patino?” He looked at her with disgust. “Patino was a champion. I shouldn’t be fighting in one of your father’s elite clubs, I should be in a dirty old ring with the rest of the outgrown men grasping at their past.”

“Stop. That’s not true and you know it. You’re over-thinking this, babe.” It slipped out and the second it passed her mouth, she watched a spark of remembrance flicker in Stone’s eyes. He needed to vent his fear, or his uncertainty. He was still Stone Patino, the champion who had walked away by choice, not force.

“Stop thinking. Close your eyes.” His eyes burned through her. “Trust me.” She slid the pads of her thumb over his eyes, drawing his lids closed. A shudder ran from him and united with her body.

She lowered her voice to a whisper as her fingers ran down his throat stopping at his forearms. “Forget the ring, the match ... the past.”

One hand trailed down his thick arm and touched the hand he had still pressed flat against her chest. “Feel, Stone. Just feel the now.”

His forehead pressed solid against hers and her eyes closed with the tune of his low breaths. He flipped his hand between them and caught her hand, bringing it up and draping it around his neck. If she’d expected his objection, she didn’t get it, but maybe he’d gone into the past with her. 

He untied her robe and the cool air touched her naked body as it fell open.

“Tell me to stop,” he rasped. 

Against everything that told her to listen to him, she shook her head against him and tightened her arm around him. 

Her breath hitched when his hand slipped past the material of her robe and landed firmly on her waist.

She felt him lift her chin with his finger and when she opened her eyes, she found his drowsy eyes watching her. His parted lips looked ready to ravage her and succumb to the wants and needs she’d felt all week. Still, he delayed caving into her offer.

Where was his throw-caution-to-the-wind attitude? When had he become such a stickler for following rules? Where was the bad-ass who’d swept her off her feet like no other man had ever been able to?

Within seconds of the thoughts, his mouth crashed against hers. Hard, rough, and filled with his raw emotion. He skipped the teasing nibbles and playful strokes, instead pushing through her parted lips and claiming her tongue as his own. 

She’d started in control, but he’d swiftly overtaken the position. His mouth raked against hers, warm, wet, and with a delicious mixture of his familiar tastes. At some point, his hand had moved behind her head and his fingers clutched a handful of her hair, pulling her mouth harder against him, on the edge of pain. A good pain. His other hand slipped under her robe and slid down her back to cup her bare bottom.

She moaned against his demanding hot mouth. 

He said nothing, but he didn’t have to. His actions said everything and her body’s reaction would have mortified her if she hadn’t dreamed of feeling, touching, kissing him one more time from the moment after she’d walked away from him. She’d never have his heart, or his soul, but dammit she could have tonight. She could have his body. 

His mouth trailed down her throat. “You’re delicious,” he rasped in her ear, biting her earlobe so hard she let out a small yelp. “You smell so damn good too.” He licked her skin and she moaned.

He pulled away, lining his head up with hers. “You know what you’re about to do?”

She bit her lower lip fearing he was about to back out. “Do you?”

“I’m not going to bring you flowers tomorrow and whisper I love you.”

Her heart melted at his words, but she kept her persona unchanged. He’d tried to bark them at her, but if he really didn’t care he wouldn’t have brought it up at all.

“Stop talking and take me to my bedroom.”

He debated and she reflected on how maybe a kiss would’ve been a better incentive.

“I don’t screw in bedrooms.” He pressed another aggressive kiss against her lips and at the same time hiked her into his arms. “The couch looks good.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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THE WATER PELTED against Stone’s back. His head hung down low and after staring at the marble floor long enough to cause it to blur, he closed his eyes. But that didn’t relieve a new stress building up inside him. Flashes of Bowie under him sprawled out on the couch, her robe bunched at his feet, her naked body arching to every touch mingled with his inability to walk away. 

Damn it. He’d screwed her just minutes earlier and had left without much more of a word.

There had to be rules against this shit. Sleeping with the enemy before a big fight.

But she wasn’t the enemy.

She’d never been the enemy.

But damn it, she’d crushed him like an enemy would.

He scrubbed his hands over his face before lifting his head upwards toward the tap and rinsing every last evidence of her from his body. He could wash and rinse until he skinned himself and he’d still feel her touch, caress, and kiss. 

Not sure if he felt more agitated now than before he’d gone to her wing of the house, he moved in lightning speed to finish drying his body and dressing. He slicked his hair back with a dallop of gel and caught his ashamed reflection in the mirror.

He’d made a promise to Oscar never to hurt his little girl. The pledge had been made years before his death, and today he’d gone to her wing intending to honor his word. He didn’t have to. He hadn’t wanted to. But he’d given his word, and he didn’t go back on his word. Which had brought him a shitload of problems this week. Oscar’s death had nearly killed Bowie and she’d turned her back to the entire underground fighting organization. Now, her brother had forced her to step back in because of his selfish decisions. Surprise, surprise, the blame once again fell on that self-centered bastard.

Stone stopped at the mirrored wall in his bedroom and stared at his reflection. He’d always found showering, brushing his hair, and dressing in a suit just to strip down and fight an hour later was mundane. However, the ritual came with elite underground fighting. Act ordinary until the doors closed.

He ran his fingers through his hair one last time before making his way to the living room. Hawk and his dad were dressed and casually standing by the bar with drinks in hand. A surge of something he wouldn’t name—jealousy?—no, but it felt an awful lot like it—ran through him.

His dad spotted him first. “Need a shot?” 

Hell no. He’d had more than enough alcohol the night before. 

Slate smirked. “You look like a bag of shit. How do you feel?”

“Like a bag of shit.”

Hawk turned, his eyebrows drawn together. “Where did you disappear to?”

Stone kept a straight face. 

“Awe, shit.” Hawk downed the rest of his drink and hit the glass with a thud on the credenza. “You screwed Bowie? Come on, man. Dax is going to kill me. I literally left you alone for five minutes and you stripped her naked?”

Bowie cleared her throat behind Stone. “Is everyone ready?”

Stone smiled for the first time today. Wearing a scowl, Hawk’s lips thinned and his jaw tightened, but he remained silent.

Stone turned to face Bowie, unprepared for the burning desire hardly containable inside him. She’d dried her damp hair, hair he could still feel sliding between his fingers. An overly large braid draped over her bare shoulder and lay across her sequin red dress. He should’ve stopped looking there. A gentleman would have. But he didn’t. A sweetheart neckline boosted her breasts and the snug dress cinched her waist and hugged her legs before stopping just above her knees. 

Bold, bright, and stunning. 

Her crimson colored lips were a shade brighter than her outfit and black eyeliner made her glistening eyes pop.

Now that he’d touched every inch of her he wanted to skip the fight and carry her back to her wing. But he could never trust her again and casual sex wasn’t part of his daily routine—although he’d done both of those things with her.

“We’re ready.” He held his arm out for her. She glanced down at his gesture and he found the small smile that lifted her lips adorable. Not a feature she normally let others see and even now, she wiped it away as she looped her arm in his. 

They started out of the room and she subtly glanced over her shoulder at Hawk. “And for the record, I was already naked. There was no stripping.”

Stone chuckled, unable to resist enjoying the side of her he’d once been proud to call his girl.

“Also, change of plans, Susan is staying home and Emerie is already waiting in the limo and will accompany you as your date. Strictly professional. There will be no stripping.” She faced forward and sent Stone a wink.

He felt obliged to tell her no one controlled Hawk or who he decided to sleep with, but it was as much their business as their business was Hawk or Dax’s.

The sun had begun to set. With the front of the house facing east, they were missing the beautiful array of purples and pinks highlighting the west. 

Hawk whistled at the stretch limo awaiting them. “This is a ride I could get used to.” He playfully smacked Slate’s arms a few time before he picked up his pace. He didn’t wait for the limo driver to open the door, doing the pleasure himself and climbing right inside like a child at a candy store. His head popped back out. “They really do have champagne in here. Slate, come on old man.”

Slate grumbled, but hurried along in front of Stone and Bowie. When they were out of earshot, Bowie stopped and pulled Stone with her. She slid her arm from his and her hands landed on her hips looking like a lecture was on the tip of her tongue. “You took off awfully fast.”

“I have a fight tonight and we agreed—”

“Let’s get something straight. I understand what happened between us won’t be repeated and even if it is, it means nothing. When this is done, you’ll go back to your life and I’ll stay here. I can attest to that.” She took a step closer to him and poked his chest. “But you won’t treat me like dirt you scraped off your boot. You won’t kiss and touch me, then give me the cold shoulder. You certainly will not rush out without a word because you couldn’t say no.” She lowered her tone. “Guilt doesn’t suit you. Man up and accept it.”

He grinned. He couldn’t help it. The brief moments they’d ended up spending together revealed more of her old, unfiltered, raw self. She was no longer tip-toeing around his feelings or her insecurities about her request for him to fight.

He bent down and grazed his lips across her silky cheek. “Where has this woman been all week? I missed her.” He straightened and walked to the limo door, holding the door open. “After you.”

Her lips slightly curled up, but her eyes scolded him. “Don’t get all mushy before a fight. Focus on the win.”

***
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STONE KNEW OAKSTON like the inside of the 1969 Maserati Ghibli waiting for him at Dax’s shop. And just like they’d be changing the original parts under the hood of the car, things had also changed also changed in Oakston. The stores which had once occupied buildings now had new signs, new businesses.

Half way to her father’s old restaurant, which she’d inherited and sold, breaking her connection with the underground world, Bowie spoke for the first time. “For those of you who haven’t been to an underground fight” —her eyes landed on Hawk and Slate—“this isn’t just any ordinary underground fight. This is an elite club where only those who can drop a ten-thousand dollar bet at minimum are invited. They bet a lot more money and expect a lot more blood.”

“Little girl, we’ve all seen a movie or two.” Stone’s father’s blackened stare challenged her. 

Bowie didn’t even blink. “This isn’t your typical unsanctioned street fight movie. We’ll walk into the restaurant as if we are there to dine. Acquaintances, family, I don’t care how you envision it, but the guests need to believe we’re there for a fun night out. Smiles, laughter, holding hands, friendly. Don’t draw attention to yourself with a nervous look or an angry fight face. You never know who is watching.”

Hawk grunted. “I don’t think Slate ever looks happy. Do you even smile?” 

Stone’s dad grunted in reply, but did not smile. 

“We’ll be escorted to a private dining room in the back of the restaurant. Once we are in and the doors are closed, a fake door will open to lead us down a long hallway with a private elevator to the basement. If you make it past security and to the basement, don’t be stupid. They don’t just let anyone in. You have VIP passes because you’re with me. You screw up, you mouth off to the wrong person, or give the wrong person the wrong vibe, you’re on your own. And they don’t escort you out the same condition you walked in.” 

Stone had witnessed firsthand the consequences of the security’s suspicions. You landed in an alley bleeding with barely a heartbeat ... sort of the way Walker had left him.

Stone slunk down into the seat, looked out the tinted window, and zoned the rest of the conversation out. 

Once he stepped into that ring, there would be no backing out, no doubts, and no chances to walk away. The second he stood in the middle of the room against Ben the Blazer, he’d either walk away or be dragged out of the ring.

He’d never been dragged away. He’d won every fight in the ring from his first fight. A born champion. Son of Slate the Slaughterer. Born to fight. But he’d been angry and arrogant then. Angry at the world, at his dad, at life, and he’d brought that anger in the ring to win.

Now, he enjoyed his life. He felt content back in Willow Valley. He’d almost believe he didn’t have the fight in him, but then he’d see Walker’s smug look with each kick. He could feel Walker’s goons holding his arms and legs. His stomach clenched at the thought of each punch and suddenly he didn’t feel like the man he’d grown to become. Transported back to his fighting days, he felt the fight pulse through him, demanded the adrenaline rush as if he only breathed to fight. 

Ben the Blazer wouldn’t last five minutes in the ring with him.
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Chapter Sixteen
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HAWK AND SLATE surprised Bowie with their ideal behavior through the restaurant. She even caught Stone’s dad smile and the action took years off the old man’s face. He should do it more, but maybe he did when she wasn’t present.

Bowie walked arm-in-arm with Stone, and let the old feelings of what they’d once been trickle through her. She leaned into his side when he wrapped his arm around her back. The warm feelings of desire coursed in her veins like wild-fire when his fingers tightened at her hip. She inhaled his smell when he leaned down to whisper in her ear, just for show, but she didn’t have to fake a smile. Her deeper worry arose as they were escorted through the private dining area. Each step closer to the false wall broke down a part of her wall. 

She stared at the floor below and she’d swear the modern marble tiles were caving in. She stood above the basement where her father had taken the blow to his head that had killed him. 

That moment had changed everything.

Stone squeezed her waist and she looked up to see the wall in front of her was now open and they were all waiting on her.

Pull it together.

Her behavior was exactly what she’d warned the others against, but that would be the day any one of the men in charge here touched her. Oscar’s daughter. She was untouchable. 

Stone, on the other hand, would be stepping into the last ring her father had ever fought in.

They walked down the long hallway lined with antique black velvet wallpaper and shag carpeting. They stopped at another wall which would open to an elevator. The elevator down to no return.

Stone’s fingers dug deeper into her side and she fought the urge to flinch. She stole a look at him and realized while she’d been lost in her own sorrow she’d forgotten he was battling his own set of emotions. She wrapped her hand over his and loosened his fingers, lacing her hands through his. 

His body didn’t react. A good sign. He was getting in the zone, feeling the atmosphere, knowing his time to fight was encroaching. Her father had mentally moved into the same zone before his fights.

The doors opened and their escort stepped aside. “Miss Blake, I’m sure you can take it from here.”

“Yes. Thank you.” She stepped in the elevator first and the rest followed. One quick eye motion to the ceiling where she knew the cameras were watching silenced everyone for the ride to the basement. 

Her heart strummed a ferocious beat inside her. She’d promised herself never to come back here. And now, shards of this new anxiety scoured her veins as the familiar hum of the elevator took them down. The elevator jerked to a stop and the reflection of them in the mirror disappeared and the smell of cigar smoke and alcohol filled the space. 

She stepped out and onto the plush, blood red carpet, deciding she didn’t like the new row of lighted red tiles built into the middle of chocolate brown walls. Her trembling legs were thankful when she spotted white leather half-moon sofas and coffee tables descending down six levels to the fighting ring—as of now cloaked by a thick red curtain. 

“Let’s go.” Stone nodded for Hawk to follow. 

His father gripped Stone’s arm before he turned to leave. Stone covered the older man’s hand. “Keep them safe. I’m okay.”

Slate nodded with what appeared to be a painful action.

Stone’s eyes landed on Bowie’s for a split second and yet so many silent words were exchanged. She told him to be safe and he promised her he’d walk out alive. Old habits die hard. She watched the two men until the far door shut behind them.

Breathe.

Needing to be the stronger person, she looped her arm in Emerie’s and felt her friend shiver. She hated having to involve her, but she’d had no choice. 

“This way.” She gave her hand a final pat as they approached the top of the stairs. Taking the lead, she made her way down the white carpeted stairs, eyes trained in front of her. She could address each rich regular attendee by name—organized crime members, sports players, even the mayor would be in his regular seat at his table in the top row. Aware of their reserved tables, she chose a table away from all those she planned to avoid, an empty area on the second row. 

After she took her seat, the room faded away and the curtained ring devoured her attention. From top to bottom, the red material taunted her with her father’s memory. Not one person in this room would give a second thought to his memory now. If he weren’t here, alive and ready to win them money, he was nothing. Not like Stone’s father who’d fought, won and was still worshipped for the sport. 

She almost wanted to apologize to Slate for dragging his son here, for dragging him here to watch Stone fight, but it would be a waste of breath for a man who already didn’t like her. She could tell him Stone only took three hits top and his opponent would be down, but she’d be saying it out loud only to ease her own anxiety. 

Damn, this anxiety. It would be the death of her. A joke that fell short in her situation.

She reminded herself she had only three fights to endure and this would be past her ... again. 

Three fights. 

“And she lives and breathes. Here in the flesh.” The sneer of Walker’s voice sent shivers through her body. “And accompanied by none other than Slate the Slaughterer.” He stretched a hand out to Stone’s dad. “It’s a pleasure to be in the presence of a champion.”

Slate eyed his hand without moving. “And you are?”

“Walker Mahon. Old acquaintance of your son.”

Hardness stole the already rigid lines of Slate’s face. “The man prepared to fight a man while he’s down.”

Walker retracted his hand. “Some of us will go extra lengths to bring justice to those we love.”

“From what I’ve read, your love was the driver and one can’t help but wonder what she was doing in another man’s car at that hour and in that condition.”

Bowie’s eyes widened and she almost choked on her own breath. Then she fought the smile tugging at her lips.

Well done, Slate. Well done.

Walker kept his cool, although breaking out in a fist-fight would land both these men with a one-way ticket out. “Unfortunately, you can’t ask the dead.”

“And yet, you’ve already decided the circumstances of that night.”

He leaned into their circle and lowered his voice to a rasping whisper. “Let’s not waste our time pretending either of us were loyal to our bitches and instead agree we’d both punish the one responsible for taking away anyone we love, regardless of fault.”

“I would never call my wife a bitch and a man who does, doesn’t deserve her in the first place.”

“Are you sure about that? Your wife left you.”

“And yours was on her way down the same path. The difference is I accepted her choice while you pretend differently.”

“Maybe it should be you in the ring with me.”

“Don’t make threats when you haven’t played with the big boys.” Slate waved for a waiter’s attention, dismissing Walker.

Instead of leaving, like the beat-down and wounded dog Walker was, he sat beside Bowie, purposely brushing against her side. “It’s been a long while, sweetheart.”

Bowie made it a point to shift her body to the opposite side of her sofa. “Not long enough.” She might’ve been worried if she didn’t know he got off on ignorance. Having Slate at her side boosted her bravery.

“Ouch,” he hissed, amused. He leaned back, lifting an ankle over his opposite knee like he’d had an invitation to stay. “But in the end, you just can’t stay away.”

“This isn’t about me.”

“The hell it isn’t.” He nodded at the ring. “He wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to get in a ring with your pansy smug brother, but Stone gave me a bad rep.”

“You did that yourself.”

“Why him, babe?” He ran his fingers down her bare arm, and her skin crawled at the touch. “I’ve got so much more to offer.” His fingers lingered at the crook of her elbow. “You see his future right over there—” He nodded beyond her at Slate. “A dried up drunk.”

Out of the corner of her eyes she saw Slate shift and she hoped he’d keep his fists to himself. They didn’t need a scene, not at Stone’s first fight.

She tilted her head to where she’d be scrubbing away the evidence of his touch later that night. “If you don’t take your hands of me, I’ll have you removed.”

“Sweetheart, you haven’t been here long enough to call the shots.”

She glanced across the room and made eye contact with the man in charge, a close friend to her father’s. He nodded a promise of safety exclusively for her, obviously having been watching the entire confrontation. 

“Try me. I may not own this joint anymore, but I didn’t just sell to anyone and we both know, I’m untouchable. You only made that deal with Reed because you prey on the weak, but he won’t always be weak. So when you’re finished with Stone, remember, one day, Reed will find you.”

Walker’s stare burned. He brushed his lips against her hair and his mouth settled by her ear. “One day, you and me, will finish what we started.” She stilled as his breath wafted across her skin sending goosebumps over her entire body. 

“I would trade places with your bitch before that happened.”

He laughed. Of course he did. He’d never let on that she’d struck a nerve. “That could be arranged.” She inwardly flinched at his harsh whisper, but refused to give him an indication his words sent fear down her spine. “You’re a sad bitch in love with a bastard.” 

“Do us both a favor and remember that.”

“I’m going to kill him in that ring,” he snickered, but kept his hands to himself as he rose to his feet. Even when he put on a suit and slicked his hair back he still looked like trash. As he walked away, a waitress stopped at their table for orders.

“You alright?” Emerie  whispered.

Bowie smiled at her. “I’m fine. Are you alright?”

Emerie nodded, but the rubbing motion of her fingers resting on her lap said otherwise.

Three fights.
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Chapter Seventeen
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STONE STRIPPED OFF his suit, throwing the pieces over a chair. Unbuttoning his shirt, he caught a glance of the tight lines of his face.

Worry, anger ... regret.

He pressed his hand flat against the wall beside the mirror and lowered his head, closing his eyes as he inhaled long, slow, deep breaths.

He had this.

Blocking out the outside world he let the familiar rush of the upcoming fight liquefy and pump through his blood. Before the grueling hours of training, he’d been afraid that he’d lost his concentration from being out of the game for so long. But he could still sense a punch coming, calculate the speed it would move, and know where and when to lean. He could calculate it all.

Two fights until Walker. Playing in rings didn’t give him the same adrenaline rush as it once had. Sure, his adrenaline pulsed, but not the same wild, need it once had. 

Two fights. 

He finished undressing down to only his fighting shorts tied low around his waist. Standing in front of the full-length mirror hanging on the wall in the small, but clean room he’d been shuffled into, he stared at his reflection. He saw an old man staring back at him. It was comical since the scrawnier, thinner young version of himself didn’t compare to the powerfully thick upper body and he had now or the ridges of his now larger and more defined muscle. It wasn’t his physique that ridiculed him, although he’d have never stepped out of the house with his now overgrown hair and chin stubble. He’d matured but was now stepping into the ring with a young, careless, and cocky fool. The ridiculousness of it scratched at his conscious. 

The poor kid wouldn’t have a chance. Stone would have him down in three hits tops, but he’d put his money on one hit. They didn’t call him Stone Cold for no reason.

He grabbed his wrap from his bag and sat on the chair. Hawk leaned against the doorframe scrolling and typing wildly on his cell phone. 

“Stop fueling Dax.” The last thing Stone needed to fret about was worrying his best friend. The last thing he needed was Hawk’s presence reminding him of Dax’s disapproval. The last thing he needed was Hawk here at all. 

Hawk grinned, but didn’t look up at Stone.

“This shit’s nothing like I envisioned. I expected a grungy warehouse with more rust then light, but this place?” His fingers continued pounding on his cell phone screen.

“It’s elite for a reason, dumbass.” Stone reached down to grab his bag and threw it at Hawk.

“What the hell—” Hawk straightened, raising his hands in question.

“Stop acting like a newbie.”

“I am a newbie.” His eyes looked back down at his cell phone. “Besides I’m texting your dad so chill.”

Chill? They couldn’t be parted for five seconds?

Stone grunted but Hawk ignored him, or whatever conversation he was having with Slate had him so engrossed he didn’t hear him.

Stone finished wrapping both of his hands. He flexed them a few times before stretching his arms out in front of him. He pulled on his sneakers, tied the laces, and stood. 

For the next half hour he released the outside world from his thoughts and focused on stretching every muscle he could. He gave the punching bag hanging in the corner a few rounds, but saved his energy for the ring. To wipe out a boy who wouldn’t see it coming.

Two fights until Walker.

A rap on the door drew his attention. “You’re up in ten.”

He’d make it quick for the kid. Knock him out cold before he even knew what happened. Or maybe he could let him get a few sparing moves in so as not to embarrass him. But knocking him out with the first punch, with any luck, would send him packing from this world. It wasn’t a good world. No matter what he’d thought when he’d been young and stupid, coming here today had been an eye opener. One move, one word, one wrong look and you could end up dead. Those were the risks involved with coming here.

At the door, Hawk gripped his shoulders. “You got this. Deep breaths. Keep moving.”

Stone pulled away. “Dude, what are you doing?”

“Pep talk.” He gripped Stone’s forearms again. “There’s gonna be a lot of—” 

Stone raised his arms and slammed down on Hawk’s grip, breaking them apart. “Stop. What possessed you to give me a pep talk?”

“Slate gave me some pointers to pass on to you before your match.”

“My old man had plenty of time to give his pointers to me at Bowie’s, but he was too busy having a drink with you.”

Hawk straightened, his lips curling with disgust. “What the hell is that?”

“What is what?”

“You gonna cry me a goddam river because your dad and I get along?” He folded his arms over his chest.

“Screw you. I don’t know what you’re doing here anyway.” Stone stalked by him but Hawk gripped his arm again. 

“Making sure you don’t end up dead.” His cold tone brought Stone’s eyes to meet his. “Are you so blind you don’t see how much your dad wanted to be here? And you sent him to the bench. Like a time out. Punishment for some bullshit you two had years ago.”

Stone grabbed the front of Hawk’s shirt and shoved him back, pinning him against the door.

Hawk grinned up at Stone’s raised fist. “Do it. Give it your best shot and when you see your dad and me enjoying a drink by the pool tomorrow, why don’t you take a good look in the mirror. I didn’t stir any shit between you two. It was there long before me.”

Stupid ass was right. 

“When you pull up your big boy pants I’ll meet you outside.” Hawk hiked up an eyebrow, daring him to throw the punch or let him go. Stone shoved him before stepping back and turning away. The door slammed shut and he let out a roar of frustration as his fist connected with the punching bag.

Shit.

After ten minutes that felt like a lifetime he opened the door. The crowd awaited him, bets already made, the anticipation rising.

He tracked Hawk without making eye contact and followed the long hallway to the curtained door where the announcer’s voice echoed through the speakers. “Ben the Blazer will be competing with a long-time champion who’s been out of the scene but is back, bigger and better, Stone Cold.”

He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Forget your dad. Forget me. Hell, forget Bowie and focus on not getting your ass whooped.”

Stone shrugged Hawk’s hand off, threw open the curtain, and walked into the cheering crowd.

Shouts and whistles welcomed him as he made his way up the platform. He’d once waved and bounced down the aisle way like an idiot. Today, he walked.

With one hand, he gripped the ropes and climbed up the edge of the ring. Holding his hand up to the crowd, he enlightened their cheers before slipping between the ropes. The movement brought a round of resentment through him. These were the same men who’d cheered his opponent in his last fight.

As he straightened in the ring, he inhaled the intoxicating air of the fighting atmosphere. It curdled inside him.

A ring girl wearing a lacy bra and panties entertained the crowds, while the men prepped in their corners.

Stone searched the crowd for his people and when he found them in the second row, he wished he hadn’t. Bowie’s worried eyes locked on him and his old man’s stare was harder than anyone else’s in the room.

What was he thinking?

Stone could never make out his dad’s expressions. Was he as impressed with the elite fighting club as Hawk? Or did he still hold the grudge of disappointment in Stone choosing underground over MMA? His choice had been rebellion, a young man’s silent fight against his father. Resentment harboring in the pit of his stomach for as long as he could remember, surfaced. 

What had being a professional fighter gotten his dad? A title? A trophy? A lineup of women he couldn’t keep his hands off of? A wife who’d left him and her son, destroying Stone’s childhood because of his dad’s indiscretions?

The bell sounded and Stone looked across at his opponent. Ben the Blazer bounced from side to side, punching his fist into the other palm, and then repeating with the other hand. He looked eighteen, maybe nineteen, but nothing over twenty. His movements were sloppy, his eyes too scurried, but he worked out. His body appeared to have the strength to send a good punch.

“Get your head in the game,” Hawk shouted at him as he took slow steps to the middle of the ring.

His father had tried to train him at a young age. Stone had retaliated. Slate had hired trainers to teach him, to prepare him for his future in fighting. Only, with each punch, each miss, each swing, Stone had grown to resent his father. Resent their life. His dad’s life. His choices. The career.

The bell sounded now to commence the match, a fight that would leave one of them bleeding on the floor—would leave Blazer out cold. 

The sparring began a test for each opponent to feel the other out. Stone knew the drill, but as he prepared to dodge the first fist, he stilled. Blazer’s fist connected with his jaw, sending a sting through him and feeding a rage he’d ignored for so many years. One side of his mouth curled the slightest as a new feeling rolled over him. 

They continued a short spar around the platform. He heard the crowd cheer and boo. Some thought he’d lose this fight. Others hollered for him to get in the game.

Stone was in the game. He blocked a punch, but didn’t swing himself. As Blazer’s fist headed to his stomach he anticipated the pain from the force of contact before it hit. 

Each punch fed his anger. 

Each contact was punishment and he waited. Waited for the right time. His opponent would weaken and lose his fight and Stone would be ready.

After the hits.

After the pain. 

After the punishment.

He’d win this damn fight, there was no doubt about it, but he’d damn well feel the fight first. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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BOWIE WINCED WHEN Blazer’s fist connected to Stone’s face and the crunch echoed in her ears.

What was happening? She raked her brain for an answer. The trainers had confidently informed her he’d be ready for today’s match. And the kid across from him looked like an average Joe in comparison to Stone. 

Yet, blood dripped down Stone’s nose and over his swollen lips, mixing with blood oozing from another cut. The ends of his hair dripped in the red stain instead of the sweat from exerting himself.

He was off. Something wasn’t right. He didn’t shield the punches, and he lacked reflex, as if intentionally allowing Blazer to hit him.

She zoned out the music and the announcer giving a play-by-play that made her stomach turn. 

Where was Stone Cold? Blazer should have been knocked out with one punch and they should have already been leaving. What was this game Stone was playing? Was it a game? Or had he lost his fight?

“Doesn’t appear that Stone has kept up his regime.” The announcer’s voice scaled across her nerves.

“What the hell is he doing?” Slate barked beside her as an uppercut sent his son stumbling backwards.

Stone smirked at his opponent and it hit Bowie. “He’s angry.”

“I’d be angry too if I let the guy get that many punches in.”

She shook her head, recalling fighters who had gotten a high off being on the receiving end of the punches for the beginning of the match. This wasn’t Stone’s style.

“He’s battling his emotions.” When Stone got to his end point, Blazer wouldn’t even know what had hit him. Stone would drill him to the ground, hard and fast, one hit and he’d be finished.

“I guess you should have kept your legs closed, girl.” She was so tired of this man disliking her, glaring at her, blaming and scolding her like a clueless child. At the same time, questions arose within her. Was this about her? About them? Or his discovery about Reed? 

“What the hell did your father teach him?”

“My dad didn’t fight like this. But then again, my dad didn’t hold onto anger. He didn’t have any to hold.”

“Are you trying to say something, girl?” 

Neither looked at each other through their conversation, they couldn’t pull their eyes away from what appeared to be Stone’s defeat. Another punch to the jaw and the crowd cheered and groaned.

“Maybe you’re pointing the finger at the wrong person. I’ve been to every one of Stone’s fights and this is the first time he’s used this method. It also just so happens, it’s the first time you’re here.”

Slate stopped drilling her and shouted at Stone. 

Bowie had never been one to flinch at a punch thrown in a match. She’d cheered as men pummeled her father and he pummeled them. She remembered watching Stone fight and never felt the sick feeling turning in her stomach now, but then she hadn’t been back since her dad’s last fight.

Her breath caught in her chest, and she’d swear she could hear the loud throbbing of her worried heart. She stood paralyzed as punch after punch landed on Stone’s body, his sides, stomach, face. Each contact coiled inside her until she couldn’t hold back anymore, couldn’t keep quiet, refused to.

“Take him down!” The sound of her shattered voice shot through the crowd. Stone’s body turned taut, and slightly moved in her direction. So slight, no one but her—and maybe Slate—would notice. 

Knock that mother sucker down. 

The next hit came from Stone. The cocky fighter had been too distracted reveling in his foolish pipe-dream of thinking he was invincible to Stone Cold to see it coming. What had his coach taught him? He lacked awareness of his opponent’s physical and mental condition as much as the movements. He didn’t notice Stone regroup his stance, left foot forward, knee slightly bent or the concise way Stone pulled his elbow close to his body, clenching his fist. The uppercut to Blazer’s jaw sent the kid slumping onto the ring floor, motionless—knocked out cold. Half the crowd grew silent.

Bowie held her breath until the bell sounded twice, ending the fight, and the crowd exploded in response. 

He wasn’t dead. He wasn’t dead ... yet. 

The referee grabbed Stone’s arm and raised it above them, broadcasting the winner. In Stone’s corner, Hawk jumped up and down, throwing his arms in the air. Slate remained quiet at her side.

Bowie’s eyes fell closed, brushing aside Stone’s current victory. He’d been hit too many times. He’d likely sustained a concussion worse than the little twit lying on the ground. Would he survive the night? Was she doomed to watch another man in her life die, whether it be Stone or her brother?

The flush of emotions clouded her judgement, maybe even scared her to death. Before she even knew what had happened, she’d marched up the walkway, climbed through the ropes of the ring, and stood inside the bloody box staring at Stone.

He walked to her, a cut above his eye and more bruising on his body then she’d ever seen, aside from the night Walker had pummeled him. Even that night, she’d refused to attend the match, long before her brother had told her what he’d arranged.

Her hand shot up now, and without thinking she slapped the smug look on his face. A dash of surprise drew his battered eyebrows together, but not anger. Never anger with her. Tears collected along the rims of her eyes. He caught her hand as it fell away from his cheek and turned it over to kiss her trembling palm before pulling her against him.

Goddamn bastard should’ve been furious with her reaction in front of the crowd, but instead, he comforted her. Without standing in the glory of his victory or energizing the crowd like he once would have, he simply helped her out of the ring and led her to the back room.

He’d changed. So much had changed. 
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STONE’S EARS BUZZED. The room spun around him. If he hadn’t been sitting, he’d likely have fallen over his weak legs. He heard his dad talking, but his voice sounded like a mellowed background compared to his drumming head.

He hurt. Son of a bitch, he hurt. 

The rush of the fight might have masked the punches as they’d landed on him, but as the adrenaline wore off, his sides ached each time he moved. The slash on his eyebrow stung and the pain radiated in his jaw spurring him to say as little as possible. He’d never been hit so many times in a ring. He’d never let anyone hit him during a match. 

He knew that he’d have to unearth what the hell happened in that ring. He couldn’t fight this way again. He wasn’t as young as he’d once been, and his body wouldn’t just bounce back. He ached everywhere. Morning would be a bitch. And no amount of pain would fix whatever he’d mentally stumbled upon before the fight. 

Walker. Bowie. His dad. 

His head throbbed at the possibility of all of the above. He needed to escape three sets of watchful eyes in the room with him.

“Hold still.” Hawks fingers gripped the side of his face, tilting his head as he cleaned up a wound on his jaw.

“I’ve never been so disappointed,” his father huffed, wearing out the length of the floor with his pacing. “I’m not even sure what to categorize what I saw tonight. This is not what I watched you train for.”

Hawk gripped his face tighter. “Do you want to bleed out?”

Stone glared at him through his damp eyelashes. “It’s a scrape.”

Hawk ignored him, focused on his task of patching up Stone’s wounds. The brash bastard was an entirely different person while he worked on a job.

His dad’s lecture continued. Stone was too tired to protest, so he zoned him out instead. What he couldn’t zone out was the haunted look Bowie cast at Hawk as he cleaned his wounds. Huddled quietly in the corner, she hadn’t said anything and he worried she was reliving the night of Oscar’s death. That was on him. For loathing the woman he’d spent a ridiculous amount of time caring about.

He needed to crash in bed, or get drunk. Or both, but not in that order. 

When Hawk finished with his cuts, Stone stood. His father met him almost chest-to-chest, finally pausing on his speech. His nostrils flared with his deep inhales and his chest rose and dropped. He poked Stone in the chest. “First thing in the morning, you meet me in Bowie’s basement so I can teach you to fight.”

“I know how to fight.” 

“Not from what I watched today.”

“I won, didn’t I?” 

“You keep this rate up and you’ll be in the ground.”

He heard Bowie’s small, surprised intake and his father’s recklessness of mouth around her angered Stone.

“He’s right.” Hawk came up beside his father. “You can’t not have a concussion after the beating you took to the head. You need a CT scan.”

“I’m fine. You asked me your questions and I answered. I can handle it.”

“I’ve been hearing a lot of ‘I got this’, ‘I can handle it’ bullshit from you this week and what I saw didn’t add up to your convictions.”

“It’s two more goddamn fights. I don’t need your training. In case you didn’t notice, I’ve done fine without you.” Stone pressed his fingers into his father’s chest—not surprised it was almost as hard as his. “And don’t just think I’m talking about fighting.” He lowered his voice, his head pounding behind his eyes. Now wasn’t the time, but when was? “I was the man of the house when you weren’t there. I took care of Mom before she hit her limit and took off. I made her laugh when tears overtook her because you were out partying with a different woman each night instead of being home with your family. I cleaned up the mess you left. You could never be more disappointed in me than I am in you.” 

His dad’s jaw tightened and Stone wondered if his old man would hit him. A normal person might’ve stopped at that point, but not Stone. 

“I would have gone with Mom if she’d asked and I would’ve done your job taking care of her because the only person you can take care of is yourself. And you’re not very good at that.”

Stone stepped back and put his hand out. “Let’s go Bowie.” Surprisingly, her hand slipped into his. He felt the vibrations of her shaking around her hand. “You two take a taxi back to Bowie’s. Or home, I don’t give a shit either way.”

He led Bowie out of the room. They were escorted out a back door to Duke waiting beside her limousine. “Shit, Stone. What the hell happened?”

“Nothing whiskey can’t fix.”

Duke grunted. “You’re ready for the after party?”

“Take us home.” Bowie let go of Stone’s hand and climbed into the limousine.

“Did you at least win?”

“Knocked him out cold.”

Duke grinned. “Thata’ guy.” He slapped Stone’s shoulder and apologized when he winced.

Inside the limo, his strained body collapsed into the seat and his eyes fell closed. He could feel himself drifting into sleep almost immediately. Hawk had mentioned a concussion and he didn’t doubt he had one. He’d have to make sure Bowie woke him up throughout the night.

“What was that?” Bowie sat beside him, but far enough away he couldn’t even feel her warmth or dip on the seat. 

“Fighting.” He kept his eyes closed, ready to let sleep take him.

“Bullshit. I didn’t ask you to fight if I’d thought you were going to be stupid about it.”

“You asked me here to win and that’s what I did.” 

“You’re supposed to have your shit together. I had my PI look into you before I even considered you an option. Your life looked solid.”

“It is solid. Can you lower your voice?”

“You haven’t even hashed it out with your dad and you bring him along!?” His head practically exploded with her shout. “What is going on with you? I refuse to watch another person I love—” She cut her sentence short as if saying too much.

His eyes landed on her and he watched her battle wanting to say more, yelling at him, or bursting into tears.

“Bowie, not now.” Moving with the little effort he could relish, he reached across the seat and pulled her shoulder until she pressed against his side. “I’m okay,” he whispered against her head before resting it back against the seat. “I’m not going to die.”

“Said every fighter ever.” He heard the tears of her voice. 

“I’m sorry.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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THE NEXT MORNING Stone didn’t sleep in. As much as his aching body objected, he opened his eyes before dawn. His head banged a tune of pain worse than any hangover.

He felt Bowie asleep against his side before he glanced at her. She’d kept him alive, he’d give her that. Her hair sprinkled across his bare chest. In the darkness, he couldn’t make out colors, but he’d bet an ugly pattern of purple and blue highlighted his tanned skin. He’d pay for the pressure her body pushed against his, but for a moment, he pretended he was lying in the future he’d once dreamed of. He lifted his hand and gently moved her hair away from her face to get a better look at her. He tilted his head so the small stream from the bathroom light fell upon her face. She hadn’t washed off her makeup, but she’d changed into a T-shirt and pajama bottoms. He’d always liked the natural side of Bowie, one she hadn’t shown the world but opened up to him. The side where oversized T-shirts and baggy pants weren’t cool, but she loved the feel and didn’t care.

They’d planned on getting a dog together. Before kids. She’d always teased him that a dog would soften him before they had a baby—and they’d name the dog Bridge. He still, to this day, stopped in front of Willow Valley’s local pet store and peered through the window at the dogs for sale. He’d never gone inside. He’d never planned on buying a dog, but instead he’d needed a reminder of the pain she’d caused him to relieve the anxiety of emotions whenever he thought about her.

Now, he laid here, in her bed, a familiar bed, and he was still lost with her. He could blame his pounding headache and hazy morning exhaustion, but he was lost whenever she was near him.

He was a damn fool, just like Dax had said, but had he ever been anything different?

Sleep beckoned him and drifting back into dream world where he hadn’t been an ass the night before, threatening Hawk, exploding at his dad, allowing Blazer to whoop him, welcomed him. He even contemplated ignoring the whole night, blaming his high, or the win, and pretending none of it had happened. Maybe he’d done that ten years ago, but not today.

Today, he had somewhere to be. Slowly, he slipped from beneath her as not to wake her and every joint screamed bloody murder inside him. 

Back in his room, he took a long shower, letting the water massage his bruises and swelling before rubbing his muscles with heat cream rub. He dressed in jogging pants that he let hang low and lose, and an oversized T-shirt, to keep pressure from his healing joints. Sitting on his dresser were painkillers—he couldn’t ask for a more efficient EMT than Hawk. He gratefully swallowed them with water. He couldn’t blame Hawk for getting along with his dad. Hawk was basically the younger, less famous version of his dad. The word man-whore came to mind.

After a walk through the house, Stone found his dad pummeling a punching bag in the basement. He could leave, turn around, run, and not face the shit between them—they were both good at that. But he didn’t. 

He walked—which seemed to take him forever—across the room, grabbed each side of the bag and held it as his dad put a few more rounds into it. Silence had always been their conversation. Ignoring their past, pretending the present was real, and not expecting much for the future. 

“Did you take some painkillers?” Slate continued punching the bag.

“Yeah.” 

“And rubbed in your muscles?”

Stone nodded. 

Slate grabbed the bag and stared at his son. “You get one swing. One swing for whatever anger you have pent up inside you. Make it count.” 

“Dad, I’m not fighting you.”

“You’ve been fighting me your whole damn life.”

“I thought I was past it.”

“Did you?”

Stone shook his head. “No. But I thought I could let it stay in the past.”

“You mean sit back there, in the back of your head”—he tapped his son’s forehead with a strong finger—“and fester into last night?”

“I got worked up last night. Back in the ring, I remembered why I’d started in the first place. Resentment and anger at you. Missing Mom and needing an outlet that totally pissed you off.” He sighed. “But I’m in my thirties for Christ’s sake, I should be over this.”

“Can a child ever be entirely over losing a parent?”

“Hell if I know. I thought I was over Bowie too and look how that ended up.”

“No you didn’t. You just discovered that you could live on without her.” He couldn’t argue there. “But it’s way too early for that subject.”

Stone agreed. It was way too early to get into this conversation, but he’d known his dad would be waiting here for him.

Slate pressed his fingers into his closed eyes. “Your mom was one of those girls. A one night stand that I knocked up.”

“I know.”

“I never planned on settling down, and I sure as hell didn’t want a kid. But man up, they said. Marry her, they said. Take responsibility and it will come to you.  So I did.”

Stone bit back from saying he’d never seen his dad “man up” to the responsibilities he’d had.

“But I sure as hell wasn’t cut out for married life. I wasn’t that guy. I was living my dream, what I’d worked my life for, and a ring on my finger didn’t change me. Call me a bastard or a selfish prick, but I can’t change it now. But I’m sorry I drove your mom away from you and I’m sorry she wasn’t the type of woman to take you with her.” He took a deep breath. “I love you, son, and I wouldn’t want to lose you, but if you’d have been happier with her, I goddamn wish she had taken you with her.”

If an apology had been what Stone was fishing for, he found it lacking. He’d known his father’s regrets for a long time, but he’d chosen to hold onto his anger and keep his distance when his dad asked him to grab a bite at the local bar or head down to the race track. He’d thought the distance would be good, but now he saw the wasted years between them.

“I would’ve been happier if you hadn’t slept with my eighth-grade teacher.” He half smiled to lighten the mood and Slate nodded his silent acknowledgement.

“We can’t change the past, boy.”

“Or my ninth-grade teacher.”

“I learned after that.”

“You would think.”

His father grinned. “I don’t want to talk about Mrs. Haney.”

“You’re such a womanizer.”

His father rubbed his hand on the back of his neck with a guilty grin. “It wasn’t hard back in the day. Now all the ladies look at me like I’m a dirty old man.”

“Dad, they look at you like the hero they did or didn’t get their chance with.”

His dad shrugged  

“You hungry?” Stone asked.

“You’re not going to practice?”

Stone laughed, but it cut short when pain vibrated in his ribs. “No. I’m too old for this shit. My body is punishing me for last night.”

“That wasn’t age.” Slate slapped his shoulder and Stone grimaced at what felt like shards of glass under his skin. “That was stupidity.”

“Noted.” 

His dad wrapped his arm around Stone’s shoulder and squeezed. “Dad, you’re killing me here.”

His deep laugh split the quietness. “Wait until tomorrow’s wrath.”

Stone groaned. 

“It will be nothing compared to this girl. Fighting won’t be the death of you, son, this spark of a woman you’ve never gotten over will be. She’s one firecracker, isn’t she?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve never had the pleasure to get to know her. You kept her away before and she steers clear of us now, but from what I saw last night, I like her.”

“Do not hit on her.”

“I’m not the Patino she has her eyes set on.”

Stone shook his head. “Too early. I need coffee, food, and a hot tub.”

***
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BOWIE DIPPED THE BRUSH into the acrylic paint on the pallet that was filled with over a hundred dried colors she’d mixed and never washed away. She combined two blues now, creating a thick highlighting royal blue color which she stroked and blotted along the river her mind pictured from Willow Valley. She’d spent last week painting multiple canvases of the area, each one like the page of a storybook—her life’s storybook. Only her painting style wasn’t as traditional as the common storybook. The bright and bold acrylics on the canvas told a tale with an abstract touch. The image before her had been the hardest to start. All week, she’d stood in front of the blank canvas wanting to capture the moment when Stone had dived into the water to pull her out.

Heroic, loving, beautiful. The valour of which such art was created around. 

But she’d been unable to envision it—to see him. Not physically of course, no one missed Stone’s massively impressive and handsome physique. To feel the scene through her fingers she needed to know what his intent and emotions had been in those moments. 

Had he saved her from obligation? His kind heart? Or his love for her?

The differences changed how she viewed the memory, how it affected her, which in turn, directed the brush in her hand.

This morning she’d awaken with the answer she’d craved all week and had headed straight to her art studio, a large space with skylights and framed windows. After spending the night with him, waking him every hour only to have him comfort her, and then remembering the protective and loving way he’d led her from the ring, and held her in the limo, she’d felt the answer. 

She rested her elbow in the palm of her other hand which and rubbed her free hand over her chin, examining what she’d begun. The bold shades of green popped in the background and contrasted against the multi-colored brown dock along the width of the bottom. The scenery didn’t catch her attention. She zeroed in on the main focus: Stone.

Within moments of stepping into her studio, she had lost herself in her work anticipating this exact moment. She could stay here for hours and forget about the outside world, her brother, Susan, and even Stone. The piece in front of her didn’t portray their broken relationship or their struggles, but rather the raw representation of his bravery and the difficult love he’d carried for her all these years. She’d begun with the intention of painting him diving into the water, but she’d ended up with him carrying her limp body out of the water. The deeper she stared into his anguished eyes, the longer she lost herself. His shamrock-colored green eyes touched her like they would no other. 

She eyed her work, ran her fingers along the hard lines of Stone’s face, so close to the paint she almost touched it. As close as she should ever come to the man himself.

A movement caught her attention and she glanced around the easel. Stone’s back faced her.

Rarely since Reed’s accident did anyone interrupt her painting time. She hadn’t heard the door open.

How long had he been standing there? Had he stopped to study all the canvases before the one he stood in front of now?

He wore a new, fresh T-shirt that was missing the bloodspot stains. Hopefully Hawk wasn’t so offended that he’d continue to re-bandage them for him. She would offer, but space, as they’d originally discussed was best for them. Whatever they were doing was a dangerous game.

When he glanced over his shoulder and make eye contact, she wiped away her thoughts and tried to smile. A relaxed look greeted her, one she hadn’t seen since his return. She noticed his cheek stubble. Morning, afternoon or night, that stubble did things to her insides she’d never admit. 

“These are incredible.”

She felt her cheeks grow hot. Bowie Blake blushing at a simple compliment. Foolish girl.

“Thank you.” She swallowed down the praise as concern consumed her. “How are you feeling?”

He shrugged and she saw him try to hide the flinch of pain it caused. “When did you take up painting?”

She set her brush down and stepped away from the easel, rubbing her hands on the front of her jeans, smearing colors from these paintings she would treasure forever.

His eyes followed her hands. “By the looks of it, quite a while.”

“I’ve always painted.”

“Always as in a piece here or there during school?”

A small smile found her lips. “Always as in, yes, while we were dating.”

“Like this? You’ve never shown me these.”

“And you didn’t introduce me to your dad.” There had always been a world of obstacles between them.

He turned back to her paintings. “Two entirely different subjects.”

The canvases sitting on random easels in her studio exhibited the parts of his hometown she’d experienced. She wondered if he would recognize the areas when her focus of each canvas was on one single subject. Would he know a flower pot hanging on a street light was the one at the corner of Willow Valley’s main street? Or would he distinguish the bridge in the forest? She knew the one he stood in front of now was obvious. The cement wall edge with his father’s championship poster was a replica of his dad’s gym.

“Bowie, these really speak. Where do you sell them?”

She walked up beside him. “I don’t.”

He glanced at her. “Why not?”

“I don’t paint them for people. I’ve given a couple away to Reed and Susan as gifts, but not to sell.”

He folded his arms and swayed back on his feet while he examined the painting of her falling into the water. “Why do you paint them?” 

“Why do you fight?”

“I don’t fight anymore.”

“What do you do?”

He sent her an interrogative look. “Didn’t you hire a PI to look into me?”

“I want you to tell me.”

He looked back at the painting. “I restore vehicles.”

“That’s your day job.”

“That’s my passion.”

“From fighting to working in oil. Tell me about this transition.”

He looked at her and his stare intensified. “I needed something to keep my hands busy, my brain occupied, anything to keep from thinking about you.” 

“Oh.” Taken aback, her eyes moved away from him. When she looked back at him, his attention had turned back on her art.

“It worked. I can work on a car all night long and be content.” He described her passion for painting. “I’ve been mad at you. At the beginning, it was bad. I couldn’t understand why you wouldn’t talk to me after everything we’d gone through together, after all the plans we’d made. I played our fight that morning through my head over and over looking for a sign as to why you’d have me arrested and then throw a restraining order at me. But nothing made sense. I was angry until I couldn’t be angry anymore.”

She sucked in her bottom lip and clamped down, causing a pain nothing like what he’d endured.

“And, finally, I gave up. On you, on life, on me. I’ve just been living each day, going through the motions, and not facing the trials of my life. Like ignoring the shit between me and my dad. I was terrified a confrontation with him would follow with his disappearance. Like my mom leaving and you. He was the only person I had and if my mom left, why wouldn’t my dad leave too?”

“Because he loves you. I can see how much he loves you.”

He shifted to face at her with that intensified look again that made her knees weak and her heart skip a beat. “We can’t do whatever this is we are doing to each other right now. I can’t take that to a fight with me when my heart’s not in the fight to begin with.”

“I wasn’t looking for anything last night. I just thought that maybe it would relax you.”

He shook his head and made a noise that sounded a lot like a groan. “Doll, you do all but relax me.”

She guessed her small smile was highlighted again by a blush. “I’m sorry.”

“We have to keep our relationship strictly about business—I have to keep it business.” She’d never expected anything different ... had she? “I’m here to fight Walker. That’s all.”

Fight Walker and then fight her brother? The question had briefly popped into her head this morning. If he planned the latter, it terrified her.

“Okay.”

“I don’t need any more of your trainers. I don’t need a trainer at all, but with my dad’s persistence, I guess I’ll be taking some pointers from him. I suppose it’s only fair after the scare I gave him last night.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you hashed it out with your dad. I’d give anything to have my dad back.”

His sympathetic nod contradicted his following words. “Strictly business.”

“Strictly business.”

She didn’t turn with him as he walked by her. Her eyelids fell shut, a part of her breaking—the last bit of hope she’d had all these years.

“Thank you for keeping me alive last night.”

She opened her eyes, but couldn’t turn around. Taking a deep breath, she said, “You’re welcome.”

“That won’t be necessary again. Stone Cold is walking in the next ring and you don’t have to come.”

But she would. She had to see the fight with her own eyes. She had to know that he was preparing to defeat Walker and save Reed. She couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to Reed after his body healed. Would Stone come back for him? Beat him back into a chair?

She turned to face him. “What are you plans for my brother?”

He said nothing, but his back muscles tensed.

“I can’t let you heal him just to beat him up again.”

“I won’t touch him.”

“Stone?”

He’d never intimidated her—most people didn’t. But walking into a room with Stone had intimidated every last man and left every women drooling. Even in his condition now, his vast stance didn’t decrease. Only this time, when he stalked across the room stopping too close for comfort, she felt a bit daunted. 

“You know what would really hurt him? Not physically, but the thing that would really get him?”

Bowie shook her head at his menacing voice, almost afraid of the answer. 

He lowered his tone and a satisfied expression settled on his face. “If I got the girl.”

That wasn’t what she’d been expecting. Torture, slow, horrible torture, but the girl? The girl? Did he mean her? If he did, did that mean he was going to try and get the girl? Going to try and get her?

“Your brother’s an ass, always has been, but in some warped way, I understand why he hired Walker. First your dad died, then the threat of you leaving him—” He shook his head. “It’s twisted, but I get it. I don’t agree with it, but I get it. Just like I don’t agree with your decision to cut me out of your life when you should’ve been straight up with me, but I get it.” He took a step closer to her and ran his finger along her shoulder. “He will heal, walk and live again and maybe then, when he thinks all is good, settled, and he’s happy ... maybe six-months or a year...I’ll take away the one thing that scares him—” His fingers trailed up her bare arm and his hand cupped her face as he leaned in close. 

She felt his breath sweep across her lips, and could almost taste him. “I will take you.”
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Chapter Twenty 

[image: image]


TWO DAYS LATER Stone hit the grocery store and grabbed supplies for an afternoon barbecue. He’d had more than enough practice time in the gym. His fight was this evening and he felt good, without an ounce of regret or anger—but with a little pity for the poor kid that would step in the ring across from him.

Physically, he had bounced back as good as he needed for tonight. Sure his bruises had transformed from reddish colors to blues and purple but, by the time of Walker’s fight at the end of the week, they’d be a fading yellow color. He planned on taking the next half a week easy, to completely repair his body before the fight with Walker.

But inside, he felt a content peace like he’d adapted to during his days in Willow Valley, only better. Burying the hatchet with his father had lifted a weight heavier than he’d ever imagined and although the truth about why Bowie drove him away was now out in the open, he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it. But at least he felt something. 

Stone had fired up the barbeque in the outdoor kitchen, complete with a “U” shaped counter, two mini fridges, sink, and a wood beam roof, but his dad had quickly taken over in the top-of-the-line grilling center. Susan had supplied a variety of sauces for grilling the meat and, with her inability to not be involved, she supervised Slate’s grilling techniques making Stone grateful he’d walked away.

Standing under the gazebo, leaning against the wood frame, he sipped his beer.

“Maybe you don’t get too bloodied up tonight and we can stay for the after party.” Hands in his pants pockets, Hawk stopped in front of Stone.

“How do you know about the after parties?”

He nodded at Reed, sitting by the pool alone and looking as cranky as he did in each physiotherapy session. But his cursing, pouting, and threatening didn’t frighten away the nurses as it once had. With Stone supervising, the sessions had been going by smoothly.

“He has an active mouth when he gets a little booze in him,” Hawk said. “Which seems to be all the time.”

“He has an active mouth regardless.”

“I’m more concerned about you not smashing that pretty face of yours.”

Stone scratched his jaw, angling his head. “Are you saying you’re more concerned about my well-being than getting a piece of ass? Is that what I’m hearing?”

“You are my ticket to a piece of ass.”

Stone chuckled. “I’ll keep my pretty face away from fists.”

“That’s all I ask.”

“Listen, I wanted to talk to you about the other night—”

Hawk held his hand up. “Stop right there. Go cuddle with your dad and Bowie, but leave me the hell out. You dealt with your shit, good enough for me.”

“Alright, I guess the least I can do is get you a beer.”

“You could put in a good word with Marnie about me. You’re with her all day and I see you two chatting.”

Stone pushed his back off the beam and walked away. “No.”

“Come on, man, she shuts me down.”

“Because you’re an ass,” Stone shouted over his shoulder.

“Just tell her I saved your ass.”

“Begging isn’t becoming of you.”

“You damn well owe me, Patino!”

Stone chuckled all the way to the covered outdoor kitchen. Susan’s loud shout stopped him on the other side of the counter.

“It says stir frequently.” She ripped a wooden spoon out of Slate’s hand and began stirring a pan on the stove.

He grabbed it right back, sauce flying in the air between them. “If you don’t let it simmer you won’t taste the flavor.”

With their backs to Stone, he took a large step in reverse, his head moving from Slate to Susan as they bickered and hoping neither saw him. He didn’t want to get involved.

“You let it simmer, but you also stir.” Susan dug through a drawer and pulled out another wooden spoon, holding it in the air like a trophy. “If you can’t share the utensils, get out of my kitchen.”

“You won’t be ruining this delicious meal, woman.”

Susan swiftly turned and pointed the spoon at Slate. “Call me woman like that again. I dare you to.”

“I’ve had worse beatings than with a wooden spoon.”

“Why don’t you decide that after you touch my sauce again. Get over to your meat before you burn it black.”

Slate glanced at the grill, cursing at the billowing smoke.

“It sounds like your dad is hitting on my Susan.”

Stone smirked as he turned to find Bowie sitting, bare legs crossed on a wrought iron bench concealed by the tree beside him. Every corner of this property was a maze waiting to be discovered, like this little nook where the bench was hidden by tall shrubs behind it and two large trees on either side.

Stone folded his arms and leaned the side of his arm on the tree. “Your Susan?”

“Yes.” She folded the book she’d been reading on her lap and he peeked at the thin-strapped dress hanging low in her front. “What else would I call her? My chef? Estate manager? Those titles don’t suit how I see her. I like ‘my Susan.’”

He chuckled. “I always thought your Susan would end up with your dad.”

“My dad?” She laughed. “Oh gosh no. My dad was a man of little interest in dating or marrying. I don’t ever remember him talking about a woman. It was always the restaurant chain and fighting.” She let out a little laugh. “Besides, I don’t think Susan likes the smart-ass types. AKA, your father.”

“My dad doesn’t like women for more than one night, so it’s probably safe to say we don’t have to worry about those two getting together.”

“I wasn’t worried.”

“Really?”

“He’s not a bad guy, Stone. Maybe he’s made bad choices, but that doesn’t make him a bad guy.”

“Bad choices don’t just stop one day.”

She bit her lower lip and drew her eyebrows together. “Don’t they?”

“You sound like Susan.”

“Do I?”

He laughed and sat down in the empty spot beside her. He stretched his legs out and his body released an approving groan at the almost relaxed position. “Yes. She does that whole ‘question your reply’ thing.”

Bowie’s eyes lit up. “Yes, I know exactly what you’re talking about. You end up questioning everything you think you knew and never really getting a solid answer out of her.”

“Precisely.”

“I guess I could call her my shrink too.”

He crossed his ankles and lifted his arms to cup the back of his head. Silence crept up on them, and for a long while they said nothing, which Stone didn’t mind. Talking was overrated. They used to talk, like the young, fearless—stupid—young adults they’d been. Lord, they’d shared everything with each other and look where that had gotten them. Silently sitting on a bench, afraid to speak.

Bowie broke the silence first. “Thank you for supervising my brother’s sessions. He’s making amazing progress. I just hope he continues when you leave.”

“If he doesn’t, I’m only a phone call away.”

“Really? You’d drop everything in Willow Valley to drive to Oakston to make sure my brother, the guy who had you almost beat to death, continues with his physio?”

Stone shook his head. “No, but I will make one call to Duke and he’ll get back on track.”

“Oh.”

What had she wanted from him? To drop everything and come back? To claim her for his own like he’d suggested days ago? These were thoughts he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to address or answer.

“From my observation, I assume that you deposit Duke’s money, which makes it impossible for Reed to fire him, which makes him a valuable asset.”

“Yes, I suppose.” He caught her squeezing her hands together out of the corner of his eye. “Can I tell you something? Now that you’re not drunk and demanding answers.”

He knew her explanation was about to unfold. Answers he wasn’t sure he wanted right now while in fight mode. 

He nodded.

“I wasn’t just trying to keep you safe from Reed, although he had way too many connections for comfort. You had these dreams of getting married and having kids, living in a house in the country with dogs—” She smiled at him. “Bridge, I loved that name.” He remembered. “Bridge, running free on the property, a garden growing fresh fruit we’d eat randomly in the middle of the day while sitting on a porch swing. You talked about walks on the beach and eating at small fry trucks and, although it all sounded wonderful—and fattening—I saw myself gaining thirty pounds on your diet—”

He didn’t mention that he’d noticed the changes of her body from her early twenties, or how the extra weight she’d put on filled in her curves and gave her the look of a woman instead of a girl.

“When my dad died, things changed inside me. I couldn’t see any of that anymore. I saw my dad’s house, a house that you had planned to take me away from to a life I didn’t know. I was scared, Stone.”

He pressed his lips together, refusing to tell her she should’ve talked to him first to express her qualms. He damn well wouldn’t have dragged her to Willow Valley if she hadn’t felt ready and he knew somewhere she’d known that.

When she touched his hand, he looked into her soft eyes. “I know you would’ve done whatever I needed, but when you showed up on my doorstep, bruised and battered, almost to the point of not recognizing you, and my brother had that done to you—I couldn’t.”

“That was my decision to make.” His bark came out gruffer than he’d intended, but he was tired of concealing his emotions. They’d wasted years, like the years lost between him and his father.

“You’re right. But I wasn’t taking away your dreams and plans when there was only emptiness inside me. I knew I wouldn’t be happy with you and all I wanted was for you to be happy.”

“Why are you telling me this now?”

She didn’t answer right away and pulled her hand away from his to slouch back against the panels of the bench. “Reed’s not the only one who gave up on life and, honestly, I don’t even know what life is anymore beyond my paintings. If you found that happiness in Willow Valley, if there’s a woman that you like, or a dog you want to buy, you know the truth now, so don’t wait any longer. Take the plunge, live your life.”

Frustration bubbled through him and he couldn’t sit for another second. He shot to his feet, wondering if she had heard her double-standard. It sounded like Reed was currently in the same frame of mind as she’d been ten years ago. Only Bowie hadn’t been slapped with a restraining order to stay away from her brother.

He took a few steps then turned and pointed at her. “The woman is you, the dog is ours, and depression happens, but you don’t shut out the people you love and hide in a room full of painted memories of them.”

She shot to her feet. “That’s not fair.”

“Really? Because you hunted me down and paid one-hundred thousand dollars to have me save your brother. From a situation he purposely put himself into. How are you allowed to be that person and in the same sentence disregard my rights to help you?”

She opened her mouth. Shut it. Opened it again and shut it again. Then she wrinkled her nose.

“I know you lost your dad. I was there with you, remember? I saw you fall into a pit of sadness. Hell, I saw the same symptoms behind your brother’s shield, but the reality is, you two don’t know how to deal with real life. You can’t buy your way out of things, pay Walker to get rid of me, pay me to get rid of Walker. That’s only half the solution. At the end of the day, it’s the people who are with you that count, but only if you don’t push them away.”

“Like the way you pushed your dad away?” She folded her arms and stubbornly perked her eyebrows.

“Doll, I’m stronger than your hurt feelings. You can lash out and try to piss me off, but it won’t work.”  

“You know what, you’ve turned this all around. I was the one saying sorry. I was the one trying to explain how I felt. Can’t you just listen and, I don’t know—” She threw her hands in the air. “Have some sympathy. I can’t change the past, Stone.”

“Can you acknowledge that you were wrong?”

She narrowed her eyes and leaned back. “I’m not going win this, am I?”

“No.”

“I should have told you about Reed and Walker.”

“Yes.”

“And not slapped you with a restraining order or pressed charges.”

“I agree.”

She inhaled and then blew out a deep breath. “Wow, it sucks being so wrong.” Stone laughed and she swatted his chest. “Shut up.”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, kissing the top of her head. “Don’t worry, I was in the same boat with Dad and Hawk after the other night. I get it. Let’s go eat because we have a fight tonight.”

“Which I’m attending.”

“Bowie—”

“It’s at the Grand Hotel, and I already have the penthouse reserved for all of us where I plan on leaving Reed during the fight, kicking or screaming.” She patted his chest. “And thanks to you, he can kick and soon he’ll be walking.”

“You don’t have to come.”

She looked up at him. “I do, and as long as you don’t plan on getting your ass whooped, I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll knock him out cold, just for you.” He winked at her before looking up and watching another Susan/Slate moment unfold. Susan held the wooden spoon up to his father’s mouth for a taste test. They appeared awfully friendly and even though he’d just reconciled with his father, he wasn’t opposed to a physical warning to stay away from Susan. They didn’t need another parent/teacher scenario. 
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Chapter Twenty-One
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TWO FIGHTS. 

Standing in front of the mirror, Bowie pressed a hand against her unsettled stomach feeling the two sheer strips in the middle of the black dress.

Dress the part. Wear the smile. Act the part.

She could barely remember her list, trying not to think of Stone’s last fight.

Black dress, six-inch heels—she’d forgotten how much she hated wearing high heels—hair swept over one shoulder and black eye shadow that made her eyes pop.

Smile, laugh, and act normal.

Her smile in the reflection trembled and she turned away, disgusted that she’d lost her basic acting skills. She grabbed a black sheer shawl on the way out of her bedroom and found Reed sitting in his chair staring out the hotel window at the purple and pink hues radiating the sky as the sun began to set.

Glancing around, she asked, “Where is everyone?”

“They’re waiting in the hallway.”

She found her clutch on the hall table and stuck her cell phone inside. “We’ll be in the hotel all night. The fight is in the basement and the after party on the third floor. I’ll have my phone on so if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”

She hated leaving her brother alone, but with Emerie busy, Duke watching over Bowie, and not wanting to drag Susan to the hotel, she didn’t have another alternative. She felt more confident leaving him now as Reed had seemed to mellow into an almost content state since Stone began supervising his physiotherapy sessions.

“Do I ever need anything?” His grim tone almost sliced through the small hope she had, but her cranky brother wasn’t winning this round. “I only sit in this chair.”

She sighed and made her way to the empty chair beside him. Sitting down, she reached for his hand. “You were incredible this week. Don’t you see that? You are so close to walking. After the bicycle training, you will be starting the gait training and that will have you walking.”

He didn’t move under her touch. “Why do I deserve to walk when she can’t? Why am I alive when she’s dead?”

“Reed...”

“I promised her a good time and I let her drive.”

“You were both intoxicated.”

“Is that a good excuse? Is that even as excuse an all? I don’t remember a damn thing after that. Hell, I don’t remember much before that. That was my life and don’t pretend like it was a good life because I know how you felt about it.”

“You made bad choices, mistakes. If you don’t like who you were, then change. You don’t have to be that same guy if you don’t want to be. And if you do, fine, that’s who you are, but don’t give up when you’ve been given a second chance. Find something to live for.”

“Like Stone walking into your life again.”

“He didn’t walk in. I hunted him down for you, so you could live.”

“Did you?”

She smiled, remembering how Stone had mentioned Susan turning the tables on questions. Maybe she’d rubbed off on all of them.

“I did. I one-hundred-percent did it for you first and foremost because regardless of what a jerk you can be, you’re my brother and I love you.”

“You love me after what I did to Stone?”

It had taken her years to get to this point in her life, and possibly almost losing her brother in the accident assisted with her answer. “Yes.”

“Because I’m pathetic. Before my accident you hardly said two sentences to me. I’d hang around in your studio for hours while you painted and you’d ignore me.”

She sighed. “I would’ve chased him away eventually. You just gave me a good excuse to do it. But yes, I’ve been mad at you. You had the man I love beaten so badly he almost died.”

“I didn’t want it to go that far. Just enough to make him lose the fight. If he lost it, I knew you’d leave him. After dad died you ... you couldn’t even talk about fighting. I figured if he was forced to keep fighting, you’d get rid of him.”

Bowie glanced at the clock behind them. “I have to go. I can’t be late for this fight. You know how it is. We’ll talk later.”

He caught her hand as she stood and when her eyes landed on his, she found a remorse and guilt she’d never seen in him. “I was wrong about him. Back then and now.”

Her heart sunk at the words she’d dreamt of hearing. Words that opened a door she’d nailed shut.

“Stone’s a good guy. He’s good for you. He’s good to you and that’s all Dad ever wanted for you.”

Tears gathered in her eyes, and she rapidly blinked them away. There was no time to reapply her makeup. 

“Don’t let my mistakes keep you from the happiness you deserve. I’m sorry, Bowie. I’m so sorry.”

She rubbed his hand for a minute, unable to talk past the building lump in her throat. “You’re a good guy, too. Your choices aren’t always the best, but your heart is good, Reed.” She squeezed his hand. “Dad wanted you to be happy too.” She lowered her voice to a whisper and the words were almost impossible to push out. “I forgive you.” He was her brother and her blood. “Maybe it’s time you forgive yourself.”

He nodded.

“I’ll check in later, alright?”

He shook his head. “I’m fine. Go celebrate his win tonight. Go to the bar, have a drink and let loose. Don’t be my parent tonight. Act like the single woman you are.”

She laughed. “I’ve enjoyed being single.” 

Reed laughed too, a sound she hadn’t heard in months. “You’re a liar and I love you for staying by my side even after everything. I’m sure you can find another room to occupy tonight.” He winked at her.

She lightly slapped his arm and straightened. “You’re a pig.”

“The man loves you as much now as he did back then.”

“I know.”

“And you love him. Don’t let that go again.”

She smiled and, for the first time in forever, her heart felt the same emotion. She couldn’t run into Stone’s arms right away, but he’d given her the opening of that possibility. Now she was ready to fight for him, for them.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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STONE WON THE fight. Two punches and the guy dropped to the ground for the count. While the rest of his group couldn’t contain their enthusiasm and relief that he hadn’t sustained injury or even a hit, Stone worried that it had taken two punches to knock the guy out. One punch too many. 

The after party that had once given Stone an ego boost, lacked the effect tonight. The idea of mingling with drunken rich people showing off their wins left a sour taste in his mouth. Hawk was making rounds, hitting on all the single ladies—or married, Stone wasn’t sure he was that fussy.

Back home, Stone had a routine he enjoyed: working at the shop, hitting the local race car track, or enjoying a barbeque supper at Dax’s place. His life hadn’t turned out exactly like he’d once planned, but being back here made him realize how much he liked his life now and how much he wanted to spend that life with Bowie.

But there were too many unanswered questions about them that plagued him. Was she ready to move to the country? Was she ready to be a couple? Was he ready to be a couple? Did he trust her? 

The list went on and on. The fact he even had a list, that he contemplated what a future could be between them, scared him. Especially after spending so many years angry with her. Did he forgive her for her fear, her lies, and her betrayal? Or had the baggage between them constructed a wall they couldn’t move past?

Right now, Bowie stood at his side, smiling and shaking hands, playing the part she’d once played to perfection. But when she thought no one was looking, he caught glimpses of boredom in her eyes, felt her body tense as people approached them. She’d lost the enjoyment here too. They’d both moved past this world.

Stone sighed an inward relief as the couple they’d been chatting with—a rich businessman and his hooker play-toy—moved onto the next victims of their tedious conversation. He felt Bowie also loosen, but only briefly before she cautiously, and firmly, moved against his side. Like all his opponents, he read her signals and took her cues, whether intended for him or not. He instinctively placed a hand on her back.

Was she looking for protection or safety and, if either, the question was, from whom?

The overcrowded ballroom offered little space between the tables and couch loungers surrounding the dance floor which ran up the entire center of the room. He struggled to scan the areas through the flashing strobe lights, but it didn’t take long to spot the enemy weaving his way around gathered groups. Walker’s menacing eyes set on them, one eyebrow cocked and, in a break of the flash, it exposed the scar that ran beside one eye.

“Stone Patino.” Walker clapped his hands as he approached. Stone would swear people moved from his path in fear. “As I live and breathe.”

Stone’s arm tightened around Bowie’s waist, a protective instinct as much as to prevent starting their fight early.

“What a fight tonight. Bravo. Here I thought after the Patino and Ben debacle you’d gone and lost the touch. I figured too much time away.”

“A fair fight runs through my veins.”

Walker faked hurt, touching his chest and making a pout noise before he offered his hand. “No hard feelings.”

Stone hadn’t acknowledge his handshake which didn’t piss Walker off as much as amuse him. Everything amused him. The next time Stone touched him it would be inflict pain.

“If there were no hard feelings, we wouldn’t be fighting next week.”

“I don’t do anything for nothing. A pretty penny came with our—” Walker squinted an eye and puckered his lips “—altercation.”

This egotistical jerk’s attempt to put a wedge between him and Bowie was a waste of all their time. Try as he might, Stone didn’t believe a word that came out of this bastard’s mouth. 

“I think what you’re referring to is called a coward’s fight.”

“I had to make sure the job I’d been paid for was carried out successfully.” He glanced at Bowie who’d curled deeper into Stone’s side, but still remained the part of a strong and bold individual. Walker gave her a once over and it took everything not to punch him in the face.

Bowie made a disgruntled sound. “Drop dead, Walker, and preferably before you waste all our time in a fight you’re doomed to lose.”

He chuckled. “It’s nice seeing you again too, Bowie. I never tire of our special moments.” He looked back at Stone. “Aren’t you curious who hired me?”

“No.”

“Not even a little bit?” Walker pinched two of his fingers together in front of Stone. “Deep down, maybe part of you already knows the truth. Maybe that part of you actually doesn’t want to know.”

In a rapid move, Stone shuffled Bowie behind his back and stepped so close to Walker their chests touched. “Listen here you goddamn coward, you won’t be buying yourself out of this fight. No amount of money will make up for what will be left of you when I’m finished.”

He wanted to punch Walker’s smugness away. 

“I guess secrets don’t stay hidden in the Blake household. Did she tell you about last month? When she begged me not to fight her brother? Did she tell you her proposal?” He winked at Bowie. “And how far I let her go before telling her it was Reed or you and nothing she offered would suffice?”

Goddamn asshole. 

“You ever lay a hand on her and I will kill you myself.”

“I wasn’t the one being handsy.”

Stone grasped the front of the jerk’s pressed shirt, crinkling the material through his fingers. “You son of a bitch, I should hit you now.”

“Do it.”

Stone heard the commotion arise around them as a circle cleared and onlookers gathered.

“Stone?” Bowie came to his side. “He’s lying just to get you going. He made the proposal and I turned him down flat. Your ego still bruised, Walker?”

“You’re a tease, bitch.”

Stone couldn’t control the rage growing inside him and, at this point, he didn’t want to. Stone hit him. Screw the fight, screw the security, and screw this damn world. He didn’t need a ring to pound this man to the ground.

Walker didn’t even make a sound. Stone could have sworn he’d caught a smirk when he took a step back. He grasped a handful of Walker’s hair and brought his face to his. “Say you’re sorry.”

“Stone?” He heard the worry in Bowie’s voice and after a quick assessment, he confirmed security was circling them. His heated body ached to finish Walker, take him out and walk away from this world with Bowie forever. But he wouldn’t walk away. Not with security closing in on them. What would happen to Bowie?

“You’re dead.” Stone gritted in his ear before he pushed him away. He lifted his hands in the air. “Nothing to see here. Just some friendly rivalry before Saturday’s fight.”

Walker wiped the blood from under his nose. “He’s right, nothing to see here.” He silently sent Stone a warning glare that rolled off of him. “Until Saturday. Try the caviar. It’s to die for.” He patted Stone’s shoulder as he passed. Stone had to count down in his head to calm his nerves. 

Bowie looped her arm in his, flipping his hand over to look at his knuckles. Her fingers ran across them. “You’re going to get us killed.”

“He deserved it.”

“Maybe, but now not only have I embarrassed him, but you’re on his list too.” 

“He’s on my list.”

“Let’s grab the guys and get out of here before you get into more trouble.”

“Meet me by the front door.”

***
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BOWIE COULDN’T PUSH her way through the crowd fast enough. Passing the crammed-full dance floor, she envied and pitied the young, flaky women dancing in too short and too tight outfits. It felt like a lifetime ago when that had been her. She remembered the freedom and bliss she’d felt with each sway of her hips, but looking back, her life hadn’t been realistic. There was no future for the women here unless their goal was to marry an illegal fighter or remain the mistress of the married rich men.

She needed air away from these people.

“Bowie’s is in the house! Booyah!” The voice charged up behind her and she cringed as he rubbed against her back. “It’s been a while, baby.”

She took a step away as she tried to turn around, but the crowd shoved her back against Dale, something or another she’d never known his last name—no one did. The sleazy, loud-mouth man had always been the not-very-discreet-guy to buy your next high from, and in turn, he received magic access to parties where he didn’t belong.

She pressed her hands against the front of his tacky band T-shirt underneath his suit jacket and stepped away. “I see you’re still around, Dale.”

Trying not to cringe, she fisted her hands at her side to keep from wiping her dress with whatever residue stuck to her hands. She’d bet the stickiness had dripped from his slicked-back hair, and would go even further to guess it was grease and not hair gel.

“Wouldn’t miss a party like this.” He leaned forward filling her air with the scent of cigarettes and marijuana—a drug not many at this party would be interested in purchasing. They preferred hard core, a quick high and helluva fall. “I heard your man is back in the house and champion tonight.”

“He’s around.”

“Are you looking for a little fun tonight?” He patted his pocket where she knew baggies were ready to be exchanged for serious cash.

“Not my thing Dale. It never was my thing.” 

He smirked his yellowed and brown-lined teeth at her. “It was always Reed’s thing and he has enough for him, you, Stone, your shadow over there.” He nodded in Duke’s direction. He’d circled around, far enough away to give her space, but close enough to protect her if things went south.

Her mission to escape altered. “What?” 

“The hard stuff. I know he likes to party, but he’s going to be partying all week.”

“You went to his room?” Dale’s grin dropped to a frown. “You sold him drugs? What drugs, Dale? Give me names and quantities.”

Dale held his hands up. “You know, he told me not to mention it to you if we crossed paths. Maybe we could keep it on the down low.” He lowered his voice which was still loud over the music. “Just like him being in a wheelchair.” He stepped back and zipped a finger over his lips. “I got both your backs. If he doesn’t share, I have lots I can set you up with.”

A bad feeling ran through her. Reed hadn’t touched the stuff since the accident. 

Why now? Why so much?

Dale slipped past her, planting a kiss on her cheek she didn’t even feel. Her body numbed as a blur of this evening’s events played in her head: Reed’s apology, his blessing to pursue Stone, and his almost serene ambience. 

Fear descended over her and kicked her concern into panic. Her brother planned to hurt himself, more than likely kill himself.

Her feet moved without order, her heart pumped louder than the music. She didn’t care who she pushed out of the way or who she insulted, her brother’s life took priority to pissing off strangers. 

The halls seemed never-ending, the elevator took longer to chime open and she almost exploded watching each floor pass until the doors finally slid open.

Her hands shook as she dug through her purse for her key card, knocking a trail of contents, lipstick, Kleenex, and change down the hallway floor to their suite.

She groaned when her repeated card swipes didn’t line up correctly. When the door finally opened, she pushed it open and dropped everything.

“Reed! Reed!”

She prayed Dale had exaggerated and she was jumping to conclusions when really her brother had simply fallen asleep.

Running through the main area, she checked the kitchen and living room, both empty.

“Reed! Answer me!” She remembered playing hide and seek in hotel rooms as kids when they’d been left with Susan while their dad fought in the ring. At the time, they’d been too young to know details of his extracurricular activities. At the time, they’d been happy and free, giggling as they ran through the rooms, looking for one another.

Her shaking hand turned the knob now and threw the door open. She hadn’t been nearly prepared for the outcome which unraveled before her. 

“No!” The scream ripped from her chest at the horrific sight of her brother’s body sprawled out on the floor. Dale’s white powder spread across the table by the window like puffs of a cloud dotted with a rainbow of pills.

What had he done? What had he taken? 

At his side, she dropped to her knees and lifted his torso, feeling his neck for a pulse. “Reed, talk to me. Wake up. Dammit.” Her fingers weren’t steady enough to feel the pulse or there wasn’t one to find.

“No, no, no,” she chanted, pushing harder into his neck.

Hands covered hers and she knew they were Stone’s before he spoke. “There’s a pulse.”

“Call 911 and move her.” Registering Hawk’s voice was nearly an impossible task, but when Stone lifted her, she felt her world crumbling around them.

Were they too late? 
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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“THEY HAD HIM drink charcoal to soak up the drugs and they’re keeping him overnight.” Bowie leaned against the elevator wall listening to Stone update his father on Reed’s condition. 

She stared straight ahead at nothing specific. Not the chipping paints on the closed doors or the scraped buttons on the right. Not the lit red sign indicating the floor numbers as they declined. 

Nothing. Just like the emptiness inside her.

“The doctor tried to send him for a psych evaluation after what he believed was attempted suicide—” Stone paused and she could hear Slate’s muffled rambling, unable to make out specific words, but knew it was his own assessment of Reed’s undertaking. “Bowie tossed around some connections and had the whole thing dropped.”

Reed needed a psychiatrist, but not a recommendation from this hospital. Too public, too many snitches around each corner ready to sell information to the highest bidder. Bowie would phone around in the morning and get him into a private facility.

“We’re heading back now. Don’t wait up we can talk in the morning. We just waited for him to be transferred to a private room. They’ll release him in the morning.”

She couldn’t wrap her head around the fact her brother had tried to take his life when she finally had seen him smile, witnessed him take steps toward his recovery.

The elevator doors opened and Stone cut his conversation short, sliding his phone away and grasping her hand as they stepped into the chilly hallway. 

Antiseptic, bleach, all the familiar smells dredged back up from the day she’d barrelled through these exact same doors with Reed when their father had been rushed to emergency. Only hours ago she’d run down this long hallway thinking she’d lost her brother too. The selfish jerk had planned on leaving her.

Walking down the hall, slipping into the limo, and the ride home was a blur. It wasn’t until she stood in the foyer of her house that she realized how angry she felt inside. This was her home and although she’d grown up here and had an abundance of good memories, lately the memories have been sad, depressing and hopeless.

“Are you hungry? Thirsty? Tea?” Stone’s unceasing kindness wasn’t deserved after she’d dragged him here to fight, do something he’d long given up and left behind.

Bowie didn’t answer. She couldn’t find her voice or the words. She walked to the table in the centre of the foyer and stared at the tall vase that Susan maintained with fresh, brightly colored roses. They represented optimism and hope in a world that had grown so cynical she couldn’t recognize anything different. 

Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, held it until her head leveled her emotions and then blew it out, releasing all the events from the last ten years. The sadness that had put her into hiding, the fear of saying something that might offend the only people left in her life. She inwardly dug out the woman who didn’t stand back and watch events unfold but instead stood up and did something about it.

She wouldn’t fade away because her brother couldn’t get his shit together. She wouldn’t baby him anymore. She wouldn’t dream through her paintings instead of living her life right now. She had wasted so many years of her life. She refused to push the anger and resentment of the past and present back under the surface any longer. 

Opening her eyes, she seized her anger and thrust her hands out, hitting the vase and sliding it off the table. The shattering glass and the splashing sound of water on the marble floor was an eye opener for her. When had she lost who she was?

Ignoring Stone’s surprised sounds, and tired of following everyone else’s rules and suggestions, she stalked to the hall table against the wall and swiped her arms along the surface. Two more vases and a pottery figurine knocked over and crashed to the floor at her feet. 

Adrenaline pumped through her as she decided to take charge of her life.

Grabbing an umbrella from the cast iron umbrella stand, she swung it at the mirror. The glass cracked and shattered to the ground. Damn, that felt good.

“Whoa!” Stone’s arm wrapped around her waist and lifted her away from the mess. He set her down and grabbed the top of the umbrella. “What are you doing? Take a breath, Bowie. Calm down.”

“Calm down? All I’ve been is calm and look where it’s gotten me? Reed just tried to kill himself!” She let go of the umbrella. “He did it at the hotel on purpose. He planned it all along because he didn’t want to do it here, where I live.” She let out a humourless laugh. “I don’t understand how someone as selfish as him can still have empathy.”

“He needs to talk to someone about the accident.”

She poked Stone’s chest. “Don’t you make excuses for him. You’ll end up disappointed just like me. Face the truth, he hated you. The way you and my dad clicked drove Reed to despise you.”

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

“He went wild after dad died.”

“I was there.”

“And when dad left you his bike, Reed snapped.” 

He grasped her shaking hands. “Bowie, I don’t care about any of that.”

“I lost you because of him. I can say I would’ve driven you away, and maybe I would have, but I also would’ve chased you down afterwards. I couldn’t have stayed away from you that long. I wouldn’t have wanted to.”

He rubbed the pads of his thumbs on her skin and in a soft voice said, “Doll, we can’t change the past.”

Bowie slipped her hands away and stepped back, feeling his resolve seeping into her. “I’m done living this life.” She threw her hands in the air and twirled. “It’s all fake.” She stopped and faced him again. “Or at least, I’ve been fake, in a way that’s different than the sham I played on television. And you know what’s real?”

He shook his head.

“Me, right now. This moment, realizing my secrets and truths have been exposed. You know about Reed hiring Walker, you know everything I’ve been hiding. And I’m tired of hiding. I’m finished trying to fix Reed.”

“Baby him.”

“Excuse me?”

“You baby him. If you’re laying it all out, you should’ve had him admitted to a hospital long before today and you shouldn’t have been protecting him from the mess he’d dug himself into. It’s not your job to act like his parent.”

Tears burned her eyes. “Life is hard.”

He shrugged, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his suit pants. “It’s not rainbows and money.”

“I pushed away the only person who contested my decisions. You were always straight-forward whether I liked it or not, and sometimes I was...”

“Spoiled.” He grinned. “Spoiled is the word you’re looking for.”

She laughed and swiped away the tears. “You, you’re real. And my feelings for you, they’re real. I ignore them, and deny them with this mix of anger and guilt and all I can think about is whether you have a dog or not and if you named it Bridge.” She let out a breath. “And I’ve asked myself every day since you’ve arrived how I’m going to survive when you walk away from me, because, Stone Patino, I’ve gone and fallen in love with you all over again.”

***
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HE’D WAITED TEN YEARS to hear her say the words. 

In two large strides, he stepped over the glass and grabbed the sides of her head, not waiting another second to hungrily devour her mouth. 

Her lips parted and met his tongue with forceful, passionate strokes. She moaned against his lips, melting in his arms. Her fingers slid up his front and snaked around his neck at the same time he wrapped his arms around her to crush her front against his.

He couldn’t get enough of her taste, her lips, her touch—her. He’d always been a sucker for touching and tasting her, and that certainly hadn’t changed over the years.

He grabbed her ass and lifted her. When her legs wrapped around his middle, he carried her to the table in the center of the room that she’d only moments ago pushed a vase from. As he set her down, her dress hiked so far up that her lace-covered ass pressed against the marble.

Her fingers worked to unbuttoned his shirt and he unzipped the back of her dress while kissing a path down her throat. She felt damn amazing. His fingers gripped the top of her dress, slowly sliding it off her shoulder and kissing every inch of skin he revealed. Her hands slid under his shirt warming his abdomen and flaring a heated trail moving downwards.

Just as he was about to slip the dress off her shoulders and over her breasts, he stopped. “I can’t do this.”

Her hands froze right at the zipper of his pants. When her rigid body began to pull away, he sensed he’d offended her. 

Lacing his fingers through her hair, he cupped the back of her neck and pulled her forehead to his. “It’s not that I don’t want to, doll.” He felt her relax in his arms. “You’re fresh dealing with Reed and I won’t take advantage of that. This doesn’t have to be now or never.”

He felt her nod against him. He placed a finger under her chin and lifted her eyes to meet his. “I don’t have a dog. I wake up every morning, every single goddam morning, and you’re there. For that brief morning of haze, I feel complete, whole again, until my hand reaches to the empty bed beside me. I’m not leaving you again. I won’t. This time they’ll have to handcuff me and drag me out.”

She grinned at him. “They did handcuff and drag you away last time.”

“Is that what you want?” 

“No.”

“What do you want?”

She bit her bottom lip, tempting him to latch on again. “Take me to your house.”

He smiled at the one thing he’d wanted to do all his life. He slipped her dress back into place. 

“Okay.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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STONE DIDN’T RUSH down the highway out of Oakston. He wanted to give Bowie the opportunity to change her mind. But a half hour outside of Oakston she fell into a deep sleep and her escape from the night’s events thwarted him from speeding along the country roads toward Willow Valley.

By the time they hit the outskirts of his home town he still didn’t feel tired. Instead of driving straight to his house, he took the scenic route and detoured along Willow Valley’s main strip. Still dark, with the sun only slightly beginning to rise in the east behind them, Stone steered his truck in the empty parking lot along the beach and parked.

Bowie stirred, head facing him, mouth slightly apart, but eyes remaining closed. The relaxed features of her face eased his worry about her. She’d been through a lot in the last week, facing her fear of underground matches, fighting with him, and now hospitalizing her brother. It was too much strain for one person to carry and her outburst had proved the point. A break away from the bumpy trail her life currently bounced down would be good for her.

But was that all this was? Or would be? A getaway for her, a vacation to refresh before returning to her life? He’d heard her declaration, but he took it with a grain of salt considering the events leading up to it.

He scrubbed his hands over his face. 

“Tired?” Bowie’s soft voice flowed like a breeze through the truck’s cab. 

“No.” He was rarely tired, although fighting and training had sure drained him.

He tilted his head to watch her stretch her arms out and sit straighter. Her eyes gazed over the white sandy beach still coated in a lightening dark. “What time is it?”

“Likely before six.”

“What time does it get busy here?”

“Businesses open around ten and morning breakfast earlier.”

“It’s beautiful. No wonder you enjoy living here.”

“How are you feeling? You want me to drive to my place so you can get more sleep?

She shook her head. “I like it here. It’s peaceful.” She stretched her legs out on the dashboard and he followed her gaze across the darkened water. 

Right now, without a soul on the beach, it was peaceful. But when once the tourists awoke and headed to spend a day at the beach, it would be a mad house.

“What are you thinking?”

He shrugged. 

She sat up abruptly. “I have to call Susan and tell her about the mess. I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

He touched her arm to stop her from searching for her cell phone. “I messaged my dad and he cleaned it up.”

“Oh.” She slunk back in the seat and scrubbed her hands over her face. “I’m sorry. Tell him I’m sorry.”

“He understands.”

She made a skeptical grunt. “I bet.”

“What would make you happy right now? It can be anything in the world. What would make you smile right now because I’ll do it.”

She laughed. 

“I’m not joking. We’ve spent a week tip-toeing around each other in a situation that’s been scary all around. So forget all of it. Where is the sporadic jump on a plane and jaunt to Paris for the night girl I used to know?”

She smiled. “That was a good week.”

He grinned back. “I thought I’d get to see more of Paris.”

She laughed. “Are you complaining?”

He shook his head. “No, being wrapped up in the sheets was my favorite part.”

“Mine too.”

“So do you want to go to Paris? Me and you. For a couple days, or a week.”

“To sightsee?” The innocent way she asked sent desire straight to his groin. 

“If that’s what you want to do.” If sightseeing included random make-out sessions and sex in public places they shouldn’t, he was ready.

She shook her head and sucked her lips in before pursing them out again. Desire took over her sleepy eyes. Would pulling her onto his lap right here and having sex with her in the parking lot be as unethical as taking her on the table at her house?

“We should stretch our legs. Do you want to go for a walk?”

She smiled at him. “You’re really firm on this no sex, huh?”

Desire darkened his eyes and every grain of him wanted to forget whatever gentleman shit he was trying to abide by. “For now.”

“What about a make out session? Kissing? Heavy petting?”

He glanced down at her in her black dress with only panties between them if she climbed onto his lap. “Not a good idea.” 

“I think it’s a really good idea.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I’ve never had sex on this beach before.” But they’d had sex on the beach more than once and a few times on her dad’s boat.

“What happened to just making out?”

“The longer you leave me, the hornier I get.”

Stone laughed and rubbed one eyebrow. “Damn, Bowie, you know how to turn a guy on.”

“You.” She touched his thigh, transmitting fire through the material of his pants. “Only you, Stone.”

He caught her hand and brought the top to his lips. “Let’s get some air.”

She pouted at him.

“We should have a conversation before complicating things.”

She retracted her hand and reached for her shawl lying between them on the console. “We’re beyond complicated and, if I recall correctly, you’re a better talker after sex.” She shrugged. “But if you insist we go for a walk, let’s get this over with.” 

She wrapped the sheer shawl around her shoulders. “I didn’t ask to come to Willow Valley to talk, so I hope you have a great sex spot on this walk.” She quoted the last word as if it were code for something before she hopped out of the truck.

Stone kicked off his shoes and his socks followed. He reached behind him in the cab for his suit jacket before jumping out. 

They walked barefoot to the cement parking lot edge and then sunk their feet into the cool sand. 

Bowie gasped. “That’s cold.”

He slipped his hand in hers and they started their walk to the water’s edge, staying a short distance from the wet sand. They continued beyond the public beach and along the private properties. When the sun began to lighten the sky, giving it a subtle, romantic glow, they turned around to start back.

“Are you planning on devouring me on the loungers?” she asked as they approached one.

“No.”

“The water? You’re planning skinny dip style.”

He chuckled at her extreme personality turnaround, while recognizing this woman from his past. Was it her lack of sleep? Her traumatic day? Or was this her breaking through the barriers of uncertainty she’d been living behind for the last ten years?

“I love water sex.” This woman was relentless. 

He squeezed her hand. “You love sex in general.”

She circled in front of him, forcing him to stop walking. “If you know this then why are you denying what we both know is mind blowing?” She rose to her tiptoes and gave him a quick peck on the lips before returning beside him and leaning into his side. “We should have done it in your pickup.”

He inhaled the cool air between his teeth. Relentless. 

“We could double-decker on the swing set naked.” She pointed at the playground they were approaching. “I haven’t been on a swing or slide since-forever. I feel like today’s the day to relive my childhood.” She let go of his hand and took off running across the distance. 

Stone laughed to himself, but found his inner child too. He took off in a sprint behind her. She passed the swings where he found himself contemplating a naked double-decker with her. She climbed a ladder to the second platform and leaned over the top, waiting for him to catch up. “Getting slow in your old age, Patino?”

“I was enjoying the view.”

“This view?” She turned around, stuck her rear out and gave it a slap. She glanced over her shoulder at him, still giving him a great view of her ass and said, “You want a piece of this then you have to catch me.”

He rubbed his hands together. “You can’t outrun me, doll.”

“Maybe not, but will you be able to fit through the tunnels?” She took off running, her laughter fading.

Stone grabbed the wood on each side of the slide and hauled himself up to the second level as she climbed to the top. He ran across the deck and hoisted himself to the next level. His hand just missed her shoulder when she took off laughing down a winding slide. He gripped the wooden beam running along the top of the slide and shot his legs out in front of him. When his feet hit the sandy ground at the bottom, he caught a glimpse of her darting underneath the main level. He tracked behind her, chasing her around the poles, sand spitting up under their feet. 

When she started up a ladder, he grabbed her ankle, bringing an excited scream from her. “Was it me you were calling slow?” 

She laughed, shouted, and pleaded all at the same time while attempting to wiggle free from his grasp. He took his time ascending the ladder while firmly holding her ankle. When he reached the top she’d flipped over on that round, sweet derrière of hers, still struggling to yank her foot free. 

Stone grinned. 

“Neanderthal.” 

His grin widened as he deliberately pulled her legs slowly closer to him. He bent over and with his free hand brought her face to his and tasted her laughter. 

Delicious. 

He laid her back down on the wood surface, spread her legs apart and settled between them. Their lips didn’t part the whole way down, growing harder and more forceful. She arched against his hand running over the material covering her breasts. He needed to taste them. His hands slid behind her back and unzipped her dress. 

“We have to get out of sight,” she panted, and he didn’t know how she was thinking about anything else. He could hardly focus on her words when she tasted so damn good. “I saw a beach hut over there.” She shoved her hands between their chests. 

“Really?” he huffed, taking a glance around, but he saw nothing but the fog of lust around them. “No one’s even up yet.” 

“You want to have sex where kids play?”

“I would have sex on the sand right now.” 

She shook her head, more laughter spilling from her swollen lips. “No. Remember the eighty grit rub on our asses last time we did that?”

“Alright. Where’s this beach hut?”
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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AN HOUR LATER, after stumbling across a locked beach hut, failed break-in, and morning dog walkers, Stone drove them to his place. 

“Hungry?” He pulled a carton of eggs from the fridge and a pound of bacon from the freezer. He dropped the frozen meat in the sink and flipped on the hot water to thaw it. 

The way she strutted around his kitchen really looking as if seeing it for the first time kept him from sweeping her up and making love to her on the kitchen table. What was the rush? He shifted the growing hardness below.

“Yes.” She ran her manicured fingers along the wood table and over the chair backs. Having Bowie here felt right.

He set a couple pans on the oven before slicing the package of bacon open and filling one pan. 

“It’s cozy here.”

“Cozy?”

“Yes.” She blushed a shade of pink that put a little color on her porcelain skin. “I mean, it’s not small, but it’s not huge either. It’s cozy. Perfect.”

“You haven’t seen it all.”

“Give me a tour and maybe I could borrow a T-shirt.” She pulled the hem of the dress she’d worn to a fighting match, in a hospital, and a stroll on the beach.

“Alright.” He turned off the stove and slid the pan of sizzling bacon to a cool burner. “This is the kitchen. I built these cupboards from old barn board I picked up at the antique mall in town. I had the stone counters custom cut to fit my space.”

“They’re beautiful. I know you’re good with your hands—” From her provocative look he knew she wasn’t referring to building and the blood rushed down south. “—but I had no idea you were talented in the way of building.”

He held his hand out and led her to the sunroom. “I built this from our inspiration.”

“I knew that.” She walked to the wall of windows and looked out over the acre of land that led down to the brush around the river. He walked behind her and wrapped his arms around her front. She leaned the back of her head against his chest and he rested his chin on it. 

“It’s nice in here. I bet this is a nice escape during the cold winter months.”

“Especially in the winter, with the fireplace burning and the television on low enough that you can still hear the crackle of the wood. Stretched out on the sofa with a coffee and blanket is like camping.”

“Sounds incredible.”

“It is.” He kissed her head.

“Maybe we could have a campout in here tonight? Is that a pull out sofa?”

He nodded. “Throw a few cushions on the floor by the fire and we can sleep there.”

She tilted her head to look up at him. “Oh, the romantic.”

“I’ve dreamed of nights with you in front of that fireplace.”

She twisted around and wrapped her arms around his neck, stretching upward to kiss him. “It sounds perfect.”

“The bedroom’s this way.”

She lifted her eyebrows. “Now who’s the horny dog? Had a taste and can’t get enough?”

He bent down and nibbled on her ear. “T-shirt,” he whispered.

She laughed and lightly shoved him away. “Lead the way, stud.”

He chuckled. 

Down the hallway, and he pushed open each door of the three spare rooms and let her gander at their emptiness. Two bedrooms consisted of a bed and the third room bare to the walls—emptiness he’d never been able to see beyond. But now, standing in the doorway and watching her walk a circle in each room, stopping to peer out the window, he envisioned her holding their child in a nursery that she would over decorate but he would love, but would razz her about anyway. He could hear the baby giggle and see Bowie’s smile. 

Life, he saw life.

On her way out of the last empty room she grinned at him. “I see you thoroughly enjoyed furnishing these rooms.”

“I’ve been tempted to store car parts in these rooms.”

“That’s something. Is this your bedroom?” She’d already started toward the double doors at the end of the hallway.

He didn’t answer and she didn’t wait for the go-ahead—being the brash woman he remembered.

Inside his bedroom, he leaned against the doorframe, crossing one ankle over the other. 

The same feeling applied to this room—a room he’d only used for sleeping. With the woman sauntering in his private space, future sleep would only be one aspect of this room. He’d bet she was mentally placing her stuff around his room. She’d need three quarters of the walk-in closet to fit only a third of her wardrobe and would no doubt request he convert one of the spare rooms into another closet The built-in vanity between the bedroom and master bathroom would be sprinkled with loads of makeup, hair tools, scarves and jewelry. She’d replace his red, plaid quilt for some high thread count comforter and toss his pillows for feather pillows. 

All her changes would be okay with him. Besides, her beds had always been adorned with the softest bed sheets—some Egyptian crap.

He grabbed a T-shirt from the tallboy as she walked around.

“Again, cozy.” She leaned against the wood slat, rustic footboard. “I really want to get tangled up in your sheets.”

His thoughts exactly after their near sex adventure had gone sour. 

“What about breakfast?” But he’d already throw the T-shirt on the floor and tore his over his head. 

She giggled and skittered back on the bed when he almost jumped to the edge. He dropped to his knees and lifted one of her legs to his mouth, kissing a trail of warm, smooth sweetness. He’d missed these long pillars of softness and he heard her small gasp when his mouth started a trail up her thigh. He pushed her dress up as his voyage of her body continued. When he bit the side strap of her panties, she dug her fingers through his hair. He pulled them down no more than a couple inches and licked her skin alongside the lace material.

He wanted to kiss her sweet sounds, almost a whine, but in a good way. He continued pushing her dress upwards, over her dipping middle where he sprinkled more kisses before progressing to her lace bra mounds. He cupped her covered breasts and licked the flesh rimming the top of the material enjoying more small, quiet sounds. 

He needed her dress off. She stretched her arms as if hearing his thoughts and he pulled the dress over her, loving the tangled mess the action made of her hair. 

Tossing the dress behind him and not caring where it landed, he sat back and soaked in her beauty. Damn gorgeous. 

The sex in her wing had been too fast and with too many clothes on to appreciate her. But now, he could really look at her.

“Hey,” her voice drew his eyes to hers. “Thank you for bringing me here.” She reached her arms out and he settled on top of her giving her nose a light kiss.

“You’re beautiful.”

“I meant what I said before. About falling in love with you. I never stopped loving you, but there’s a new side of you, a more mature side and that’s the side I’m falling in love with.”

He pushed her hair down the sides of her face. “I never stopped loving you, either. I was angry. Wounded. Hurt. But I didn’t stop loving you. You had always kept me guessing what new and exciting side of yourself I could love all over again. Nothing’s changed there. You still keep me guessing.”

“And that’s good?”

He nodded. “But I’m not rushing you, Bowie. If you’re not ready, if you need time with your brother—”

She shook her head. “No. I’m done with him. I’ll put him in rehab but he’s toxic and I don’t want to be a part of that anymore.”

“He’s your brother.” He knew she didn’t mean it. The Blake siblings had always found it easier to run from problems than face them—who was he to judge after his past with his dad? The only difference between them was Stone had fought against his father while the siblings had run to him to dig them out of their troubled situations.

“Rush me, Stone. Sweep me off my feet. Show me what it’s like to be a part of your world because I never want to spend another day away from you.”

“We’re on the same page there. But it’s not all beach huts and bed tumbling with me.”

Her lips curled upwards in amusement. “Really? What else is there? Tell me?”

“Cuddling.”

Bowie laughed. 

He cocked his head back. “I’m dead serious. Even cuddling before we fall asleep and before we get out of bed in the morning.”

“I think I can suffer through cuddling.”

He kissed her. “Right now I’m wearing too many clothes when you’re practically naked beneath me.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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THEY ATE A late breakfast after they’d fallen asleep for a few solid hours. It wasn’t until early afternoon that they finally showered, which included more kissing than washing.

Still wrapped in a towel, he caught her waist and pulled her close to nuzzle her neck. “I want to show you something, but you need clothes. I messaged Ava and asked her to drop them off.”

“Ava?”

“Dax’s wife.”

“Dax is married? Your Dax? Womanizing Dax?”

He chuckled, his warm breath against her cool skin. “Yes, he’s married and has the cutest step-daughter and new baby.”

“Wow. Thank her for me.”

“You can thank her when we go to their house for supper on Friday.” Bowie liked the sound of that, for the sole reason that maybe he’d considered not fighting Walker on Saturday. 

“Meet me in the kitchen when you’re dressed, and choose the shorts because you’ll be spreading your legs.”

Reaching for the shorts, she said, “Spreading my legs? Wouldn’t a dress give you better access?”

“Get your head out of the gutter, doll.” He slapped her rear end. “We won’t need to be naked. I’ll be waiting in the kitchen.”

Bowie scrambled to dry and get dressed, anticipating his plans for the afternoon. With no makeup, she brushed her hair and rubbed a bit of his cream to moisturize her skin before rushing down the hall to meet him. 

He held out a pair of sneakers and she gave him a frown. “Put these on.”

She took them reluctantly “These are not pretty.”

“It’s not about looks, doll.” He nodded toward the back door. “Follow me.”

They walked the brick path to his back shed. She could picture flower gardens, a swing hanging from the line large maple tree, and vegetables growing in a garden.  

Stone held the door open and she ducked under his arm. The cool air in the shed was a nice surprise. He grabbed her hand, sending tingles to her fingertips as he weaved her around vehicles. Some were covered and others uncovered with tools spread about like each project was being worked on. 

He stopped in front of a covered piece and Bowie’s heart flip-flopped thinking she knew exactly what was under the tarp. She reached out and touched the cover, tears burning her eyes. “Is this...” Her breath caught in her throat. 

He let her hand slip away and walked to the end. He fisted the material in both hands and without a word, he lifted it away, making a swoosh sound that covered her gasp. 

At the sight of her father’s bike, the tears slipped down her cheeks. “You kept it.”

“Of course I did.”

She touched the leather seat and ran her fingers down it. “It looks exactly the same.”

“I didn’t change a single detail.”

“He loved this bike. I remember riding on the back when I was a little girl. He’d drive to the outskirts of the city and we’d simply ride. For hours. The wind, the country air, just the two of us.”

He held a helmet out to her. “Wanna go for a ride? I’ve packed a lunch, and we can drive as long as you’d like.”

She took the helmet. “Yes.” She could barely push the word through her emotion. 

“Do you want to drive?”

She bit her lower lip thinking about it and finally shook her head. “I would rather sit on the back, with no worries, and enjoy the ride.”

“Okay.” She watched Stone climb on the bike and grab his helmet. He looked as handsome and adventurous as her father once had.  

She positioned the helmet on her head and when she struggled to fasten the strap, Stone reached over and clipped it for her. Stepping up, she slid one leg over the seat and straddled behind Stone, purposely rubbing her front against his back.

“You tease.”

She laughed and tightened her grip around his middle. She inhaled all the wonderful smells of him, smells like his sheets, his towels, everything.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes.” 

The bike roared to life and Stone kicked the kickstand up. The path in front of them was clear to the door left wide open waiting for their departure, just like the road before them giving them a second chance to their future.

***
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THEY RODE FOR HOURS along the shoreline taking detours to all of Stone’s favorite spots. 

When lunchtime rolled around, he pulled off the main road toward the spot he’d been driving to show her. They traveled down the bumpy gravel road and turned onto a hidden path in a bush. Less than a minute of driving later, he parked the bike at the edge of the brush.

“Where are we?” He helped Bowie off the bike and she stretched her arms above her lifting her tank top enough to see a line of skin. When she wiggled her hips, he couldn’t resist, and pulled her against him and stole her mouth with his until they were both breathless.

“We’re stopping for lunch.”

“And then dessert?” Her sensual smile and second wiggle of her hips against him made him consider dessert first.

“God, I’ve missed you.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I missed you too.”

“I feel like I’m dreaming and fear waking up.”

He felt the sting from her pinch. “I’m not going anywhere. In time, I hope you believe that.”

Stone pecked a kiss on her button nose before he opened the box on the bike and took out the lunch he’d packed and a wool blanket.

Taking her hand, he led her down the dirt path between hovering trees and overgrown weeds. Through a sunny opening at the end of the path, they stepped onto a hill that overlooked the water. 

Stone set the bag of food on the ground and spread the blanket under the alcove of shade the trees made in one area of the brush.

Bowie unpacked the sandwiches, unwrapped one, and handed it to Stone before unwrapping her own. She set a bottle of water between them and stretched out her legs. Stone could watch her forever. 

“You’re staring. Eat your sandwich.”

“I like the view.”

She laughed. “How many secret places like this do you have?”

“I guess if you’re sticking around you’ll find out.”

They finished their lunch and Stone stretched out on his back. Bowie lay beside him, resting her head in the nook of his arm. He kissed the side of her head, thinking how easy he could lift her on top of him and start something neither of them would be able to resist, but he liked simply lying here with her. 

Cuddling.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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THE NEXT MORNING, a sound from the kitchen woke Bowie. The warmth of Stone’s body was missing against her and when she rolled over she found the cushions beside her empty. 

Had she heard a vehicle? And muffled voices? 

She slipped on one of Stone’s T-shirts and ran her fingers through her tangled, un-brushed hair before making her way into the kitchen. She halted at the sight of her brother sitting in his wheel chair. An inner anger overtook her and she stalked across the room and punched Reed square in the nose.

“Hell, Bowie!” He grabbed his nose. “I didn’t come here for this shit!”

Stone tossed a tea towel that landed on Reed’s lap. Her brother snarled as he grabbed it and pressed it against his bleeding nose.

Bowie also let out an unladylike curse and flexed her stinging hand, not realizing punching someone hurt so much.

“Here.” 

She turned as Stone tossed her a bag of vegetables.

She caught the bag and placed the coolness on her knuckles then turned her attention back to her brother. “What are you doing here?” He wouldn’t spoil this too. Not now, now when she felt more alive than she had in years.

“Stone invited me.”

Her head jerked to Stone who leaned his hip on the counter. He’d put on clothes, jeans and a T-shirt. She loved his tight T-shirts and they almost distracted her from the reason she’d looked at him in the first place—almost.

“Why did you invite him?” 

He pulled out a chair from the table and placed it beside Reed. “Sit down.”

Bowie crossed her arms. 

“Sit down!” His bark didn’t scare her, but she sat anyway. 

Stone moved in front of them and folded his arms over his chest, lifting one hand to rub the stubble on his chin, like a parent contemplating their next move. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

“How about why you invited him here.” She shot her eyes sideways in her brother’s direction. 

They’d finally had time alone, time to become acquainted again, heal from their wounds and move forward and he’d dragged back the man who’d torn them apart in the first place!

Stone rubbed the bridge of his nose as if her speaking had annoyed him. “Alright, I’m not going to pussy foot here. You two need to get your shit together.”

Bowie stood and Stone pointed at her. “Sit down.” 

She sat, but not without snarling at him.

Stone debated silently to himself for another minute or two before looking at her brother. “Reed, you need to go see a shrink and deal with the accident. No more bullying people who want to help you. No more paying people to leave you alone. And you will finish your physiotherapy during it. Understood?”

Reed grunted a quiet, “Yeah.”

When Stone’s firm stare turned to her, she sunk a little deeper into the chair. 

“Doll, you need to stop blaming Reed for coming between us or anything that followed in your life. You hid, you ran away, you are responsible for not standing up for yourself. No one can take care of you if you push them away.”

Stone pointed at Reed. “That also applies to you and I still haven’t forgiven you for Walker, but I never liked you to start with so it’s a lost cause. But you two—” He looked between them. “You two have always been tight, and breaking that now will only bite you in the ass ten years down the road. I get where you’re both coming from, but let me tell you, I’ve been angrier at my father for way longer than this hot mess and I regret every second I’ve wasted. It doesn’t matter if you hug and make up now or tomorrow or in a year, but you’re both stuck here for the week, or until Bowie can make an arrangement for you. Come Saturday, I will fight Walker—” 

Bowie gasped. She’d thought the fight talk was over.

His eyes softened as he spoke to her. “I’m fighting him. End of story. And speaking of stories, I plan on marrying you.”

Two blows of unexpected topics left her speechless, in a good way.

“Do you hear that, Reed? I’m marrying your sister and I believe we’re moving here. Not because I say so, but because we say so. And there’s nothing you can do or will do to stop it.”

“I didn’t plan on it.”

“But you’ll be standing by my side as a groomsman whether you want to or not and, if I have to, I’ll stand by your side every second of your sessions if you don’t behave.”

Reed solemnly nodded. 

“Susan packed you a bag of clothes.” Stone nodded at the bag behind him on the floor, but her mind was still reeling. Had he just proposed? 

Was it a marriage proposal if there’s never a proposal? Did he plan to ask or was this it? Did it matter either way?

“Get dressed because we’re going to the racetrack in an hour. All of us. You too, Reed.” Stone clapped his hands looking accomplished with himself. “I’m going for a shower.” He beat a tune like drums on the counter top as he walked away. “Oh.” He turned back and pointed at Reed. “Duke’s your new best friend. There will be no suicide attempts under this roof. Come tomorrow or whichever day Bowie can arrange, you’ll be back in Oakston in a psychiatric ward and poor Duke can have a break from you two.” He looked at Bowie. “Friday night, it’s me and you at Dax’s barbeque before heading into Oakston Saturday morning with Hawk and dad.”

She watched him leave the room. She would much rather have chased him down and stepped into the shower with him. But if she went without at least semi-dealing with their “hot mess” he’d likely throw her out of the shower.

“I’m sorry about the other night, Bowie. I just wanted to forget.”

She turned to her brother. “For a few hours or for eternity?”

“You know the answer to that.”

Bowie stood up, rage pulsing through her. “I’ve done everything for you! Even after all the bad stuff you’ve done to me, you thank me by trying to kill yourself?”

He shook his head, so slow, so tired looking. “It’s not about you. I was just thinking about myself.”

“What else is new?”

“I’ll go talk to someone.”

“Stone’s sending you regardless.”

“Yes, but I will talk. I won’t sit there and ignore them; I will deal with this.”

She crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows. “Good.”

“And I will keep up with my physio.”

She’d believe him when she saw it. He’d always been more talk than action, unless the action benefited him. 

“It’s a start. You look like you need a shower. There are spare rooms down the hallway with connecting bathrooms.” She half smirked. “If your nurse didn’t come, and Susan and Emerie aren’t here ... does that mean Duke’s bathing you?”

***
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STONE LATHERED THE shampoo in his hair and rinsed the bubbles away before reaching for the soap. Bowie beat him to it. 

“Hey.” She’d stripped naked and stood before him, sending a quirky look. “You plan on marrying me?”

He moved his head out of the water and pushed his hair out of his eyes. “That’s what I said.”

“I love my house. I have memories of my entire life there.”

“I know.”

“I can’t sell it.”

He reached for her hand. He didn’t care where the hell they lived as long as they were together.

“Once I move here maybe we could have getaway weekends back to the house in Oakston.”

He smiled and pulled her under the water with him to kiss her. Grateful, excited, and looking forward to his dream future with the only woman he’d ever loved. He cupped her face and pulled away. “We can go back anytime.”

She slapped his chest. “That’s for surprising me with Reed. You could have let him stew a bit. I wasn’t ready to see him.”

“I’m tired of playing games. Life is too short. Let’s mend our fences and walk down the aisle drama free.”

She wrinkled her nose. “How can I be mad at you when you say it like that?” 

“You can’t.”

“No, I can’t.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and slightly swayed from side to side. “I will phone around for Reed tonight and get him a place for the morning.”

“That’s a good idea.”

“I might handcuff you to the bed come Friday night so you can’t go fight Walker.”

“Like you said, Walker would kill Reed on a good day. Leaving him to deal with this later will only lead to what you’ve been trying to prevent. I can fight Walker and walk away unharmed.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.” He kissed her. 

She shook her head and pulled away from the kiss. “Every time you step into that ring it’s a risk. Concussions don’t just happen from a punch in the head. It could be a punch to the leg and your blood—”

“Rushes to your brain. I know the risks, but we don’t have another choice. Your money couldn’t buy him, and Walker’s out for revenge. I have to do this. I have to stop it once and for all.” 

“I don’t like it.”

“We don’t want Walker holding anything over a Blake or a Patino. After eliminating the conflict between us, we can all move on. Away from that world, once and for all.”

She sighed. “That’s what I want. More than anything. Thank you for stepping in and taking this on.”

He rubbed her nose with his. “I would do anything for you. Anything. I like these handcuffs you speak of.”

Bowie played with the dripping damp hair at the back of his neck. “Really?”

“I might be opposed to them Friday night, but tomorrow night is looking freed up.” He kissed one of her hands and lifted it above her head, pinning it to the shower wall. “Maybe I will cuff you to the bed...” He kissed her other hand and repeated the same motion, trapping both her hands above her head. He pressed a wet, hard kiss against her mouth. Her body arched for his, but he stood too far away. 

“Don’t tease,” she pouted.

He smirked, his shade of green eyes darkening with whatever thoughts he contemplated while having her trapped against the wall. “I think we need some good ol’ fashioned teasing.” He lingered his lips centimeters away from hers. She bit her lower lip, anticipating his kiss. His tongue lightly traced the outline of her lips and her eyes dropped closed at the exhilarating sense. His teasing would be the undoing of her.  
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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ENGINES ROARED, TIRES squealed, and cheers radiated from the crowd. This was Stone’s kind of rush. The atmosphere from Willow Valley’s race track resonated through the open window of his truck and pumped adrenaline through his veins, reminding him of the deeper person he’d become.

The gravel hit the bottom of his black sneakers as he stepped out of his truck. There had been no damn way he planned on arriving at the track in Bowie’s flashy—but not in a good way—limousine. His supercharged truck arrived in the flashy style he was accustomed to. 

Stone stretched his arms in the air. He heard Reed complaining from inside the car parked behind them. Because Duke and Reed had driven to his place with Slate and Hawk, they’d all piled into two vehicles for the ride to the track.  

“There’s no way in hell my chair is rolling through this dirt and I’m not about to broadcast my chair at a damn race track in Hicksville.” Stone only had to glance at Reed and the spoiled brat clamped his mouth shut.

Strone glanced around the parking lot looking for the arrangement he’d made to help Reed get around and spotted the golf cart making its way down the rows of cars.

His dad and Bowie climbed out of the truck, also doing stretches. Hawk moved into the driver’s seat and rolled the window down. “Call me when you’re done and I’ll head back.”

Stone sent him a questioning look. “I thought you were hanging out.”

Hawk pressed a hand against the chest of his shirt and batted his eyes at Stone. “Look at how far this bromance has come in only a week.”

Stone rolled his eyes. “I could’ve just dropped you off.”

“Excuses.”

“Just go. Go check in with Dax.”

Hawk glanced at the clock in the dash. “I’m not a snitch.”

“That’s exactly what you are. You’re Dax’s snitch.”

He shrugged. “Of course if he’s not at the shop it’s a damn good excuse to pop into Marnie’s bay. She’s got that ugly ass jeep she’s restoring.”

“I know, I work there. You’re barking up the wrong tree with that one.”

“Grrrr,” Hawk howled in laughter and then threw the truck into gear. He spun up some dirt as he peeled out of the lot at the same time the golf cart stopped beside Stone, also spitting up its own wave of dust. 

The souped-up, red tribal body golf cart suited the speedway over a regular one. The V8 engine produced more power, more noise, and more style. But Stone was biased since he’d been the one who took the original golf cart and reconstructed the beast machine before him.

Jesse Tank, owner of the track, spun the golf cart to an abrupt stop beside Stone and hopped out. “Where the hell have you been?” He raised his hand for a half bro hug that Stone stepped into, slapping his back. “It’s been dull around here this week.”

Engines roared, debunking his claim. 

“I’m sure the summer crowds keep you busy enough.”

Jesse laughed. “They do, but you know it’s always after hours that are the most fun.” He tossed the keys at Stone. “You look like shit. Who used you as a punching bag? I would’ve liked to see the man who got anywhere near you with his fist.”

“You think the other guy is walking after this. Don’t mess with the man and his drink.” The rule to underground fighting was: don’t talk about underground fighting.

Jesse laughed. “I gotta split but I’ll catch you around.”

Stone nodded as Jesse took off in a jog toward the track. Stone walked around the six-seater—not his first choice but they had a group of five today. He slapped the hood of the beast before climbing into the driver’s seat.

Bowie slowly walked to the machine, eyeing it.

“Jump in, doll.”

“What are we doing with this? What is this?”

“A golf cart my son’s turned into a piece of art.” His dad slid into one of the back seats.

“It’s—nice.”

His father chuckled at Bowie’s choice of word.

Stone rubbed his hand along the top dashboard. “She didn’t mean it, Roni.”

Bowie’s perfectly primed eyebrows rose. “Roni? You named a golf cart?”

Stone leaned toward her and lowered his voice to a whisper. “If you keep insulting her, there’s not much I can do if she decides she doesn’t like you.” He patted the seat. “Are you coming or not?”

Bowie laughed and climbed in. “I guess so. Sorry, Roni.”

Stone straightened in his seat. “She doesn’t like suck-ups.” As he spun the vehicle around, a half laugh and half-scream escaped Bowie. Her hands shot up to grab the body of the golf cart and another chuckle sounded from the back seat. 

He stopped beside the Jaguar and lowered his voice again so Reed wouldn’t hear. “This is how your brother is going to get around without drawing attention to himself in a chair. And who knows, maybe he’ll have some fun.”

“You got this for my brother?”

“I wasn’t going to leave him to pout in the car.”

She smiled. “Thanks, Stone.”

That ounce of genuineness amped up his plans to sweep this woman off her feet.

***
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THE AFTERNOON WHIZZED by from the covered grandstand where Stone had gotten them VIP platinum access. Although the tickets to the area cost a nice chunk of change, there was still a decent turnout of fans, just as there was every weekend during the racing months. Duke’s version of his relaxed demeanor around the house vanished in public where protecting Bowie and Reed were his main objective. Even with reduced people in the grandstand, his watchful eyes roamed back and forth looking for potential trouble. Luckily, the people around them were invested in the races and not the Blake siblings.

Stone couldn’t peel his father from the fence line. Even when their ordered lunch arrived, Slate ate it at as close to the track as he could get. Because Duke was acting as security for both of the siblings, whenever Bowie wandered away from her brother, who stayed under the overhang, Stone took on the responsibility of protecting her. As it turned out, he never stopped. Whether she stood with him and his dad or with Reed and Duke, Stone found himself alert of her environment, reading the body language of those around her. It was instinct without the feeling of hassle and exactly what he wanted to be doing for the rest of his life.

When the race ended and the crowd headed to the far side of the property where trailers and tents were set up in the camping area, Stone had a quick word with Jesse by the fence. After confirming prior plans, he returned to his group to help Duke by grabbing Reed’s free arm and hauling him up and to the golf cart waiting for them.

He tapped the back of the golf cart and nodded at Bowie. “Hop on.”

“What?”

“Hike your cute ass on the back of this.”

“Gross,” Reed muttered. “Keep those thoughts about my sister to yourself.”

Stone held Bowie’s hands and helped hike her up onto the back of the golf cart. “Or what?” He moved to the side of the golf cart to look at the miserable ass. “You gonna make me?”

Reed glared at him. “I’m not going to be in this chair forever and yes, maybe when I’m up and walking, we can have a match. Lord knows you deserve it for being an arrogant prick today.”

Stone chuckled. “Thata boy. I look forward to this match.” He sat beside Bowie and kissed her cheek. “Relax. I won’t fight your brother, but did you see that boost of confidence in him?”

She smiled. “I guess if that’s what you call it.”

Stone twisted to the front and yelled, “You know where to go Duke.”

The golf cart rumbled to life and they jerked as he took off. They made their way to the gated driver’s entrance. A worker waited and let them inside.

“Where to?” Duke hollered back to him. 

Stone grabbed the frame of the golf cart and twisted. “Over there! Where the cars are lining up.”

Jesse waited for them beside three cars that Stone had worked on over the years. He’d worked on plenty and sometimes, rather than paying him, Jesse traded for space or use of the track. Today was one of those times. 

Stone helped Bowie off the back and met Jesse with another handshake. “Jesse, you know my dad, Slate.”

“Nice to see you, sir.”

His father grunted. “Enough with the sir nonsense. Slate is good.” Stone wrapped an arm around his dad’s shoulder and gave him a squeeze. Today had been great with him, and he looked forward to making this a weekly event.

“And this is Bowie and Reed J and their bodyguard Duke. Everyone, this is a friend of mine, Jesse Tank.”

Reed cursed and muttered. “Now all of Hicksville will know we’re here.”

Jesse zipped his lip. “You have my word.” He held his hand out and Bowie shook it. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

“I’m not a fan, but if you plan on hanging around long enough maybe my sister can get an autograph.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

He shook Duke and Reed’s hands. “Take your time. It’s yours for the night.” He waved goodbye and headed to the men standing by the stock cars they’d be driving.

Stone clapped his hands. “Are you all ready to burn some serious rubber? You can drive solo or sit shotgun. I’ve arranged professional drivers to take you for a spin on the track. Dad, Duke, Reed, take your pick. If you choose to drive, there’s a brief instructional class you’ll breeze through.”

Duke stepped back, arms straight and hands folded in front of him. His eyes did a perimeter check confirming their surroundings remained safe and private. “I’m going to sit this one out.”

“I’ll take you for a spin Reed,” Slate said. 

“No. You’ve been drinking all afternoon, you’re old, and I don’t like you. I’ll take a professional.”

Slate laughed. “Your loss, son.”

“I doubt it,” Reed muttered.

Stone looked at Bowie. “Woman, you’re with me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Doll, you’re with me.” She walked past him, and slid, surprisingly easily into the window of the closest stock car and gripped the steering wheel.

“Alright.” Stone slapped his father’s shoulder. “See guys on the track. Oh, and dad, you have been drinking so take a professional.”

“I got it, son.”

Stone walked to the passenger’s window of the stock car and bent down. He grinned at Bowie. A day outside had erased most of the makeup she’d applied this morning and he liked her natural side. He liked all her sides, mostly he liked her on top of him, but that was for another day.

“What are you thinking?”

“Race car driver looks sexy on you.”

Bowie laughed. “Alright. Never mind. Teach me to drive this thing, hot shot.” She flexed her fingers on the wheel.

Stone chuckled. “Alright speed demon, let’s start easy. You need to suit up.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Suit up?”

“Doll, this isn’t about looking pretty.” He patted the roof of the car, straightening. “Get out.” 

Stone turned to the man waiting to suit them up and shook his hand. “Stone Patino.”

“I’ve seen you around and heard of your work. Clayton Fisher.”

“Nice to meet you.”

A smirking Bowie joined them, wringing her hands together. She stopped beside Stone and quietly said, “I was a little eager there.” 

“I caught that.” 

“You each get a suit and helmet.” Clayton held an oversized fire proof suit out to each of them. 

Bowie reluctantly took hers. “Is this necessary? How fast are we going?”

Stone smirked at her. “It depends who’s driving. Suit up, doll.”

She frowned, but in ten minutes they were both in the car, her in the driver’s seat and Stone helping her strap on the seatbelt. 

“Shouldn’t I be having the instructional class you were talking about?”

“I’m going to give it to you.”

“You are?”

He nodded. 

“What do you know about racing a car?”

“Doll, once these tires hit the track and your heart is pounding with excitement and we are rocketing around the track, you’ll understand how I used to feel in a ring.”

Bowie frowned. “Used to?”

He finished the buckle and touched her chin. “Yes, used to.” His thumb trailed over her lips and he heard her light gasp. “God, I love your lips. I’ve dreamt of these lips, touching them, grazing them, devouring them.”

Her hand touched his and for a split second he thought she might push his hand away, but she didn’t. Instead, she leaned forward and grazed his lips, tentative and soft. She smiled against him. “A girl could get used to this.” She pulled away and forced a smile. “Teach me to drive this thing before I chicken out.”

He sat back in his seat. “You? Chicken out? I do believe that would be a first for Bowie Blake.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Nine
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THE WEEK HAD gone by way too quickly. Stone had driven her and Reed to a private hospital earlier in the week and she’d left feeling good about her brother’s direction. She’d stopped by her house for another bag of clothes—her choices—and updated Susan and Emerie on the week’s events and letting them know their presence wouldn’t be required at the fight on Saturday.

Friday evening had eventually rolled around, even with Bowie trying to prolong the days and nights as long as she could. She spent the majority of Friday worrying about Stone’s fight with Walker the following evening. Her fears had been heightened when she’d heard that the fight had been moved to Walker’s business—a strip joint in the bad end of town. The whole thing seemed sketchy.

“You’re nervous.” Stone’s husky whisper didn’t lessen what she’d once again label anxiety, only it wasn’t over today’s simple dinner with his friends. 

“I’m not nervous.”

He chuckled and lifted their hands. “You’re cutting off my blood circulation. Relax. These are nice people.”

Stone guided her up the stairs. After one knock, he pushed the door open and walked inside. Didn’t people lock their doors in small towns? 

“Hello?”

“Uncle Stone!” A curly brown-haired girl ran down the staircase and halted in front of them. 

“Hey, Olivia.” 

The girl planted her hands on the hips of denim shorts and a pink T-shirt. “Dad said you took Charlie for a ride.” She gave him an accusing look. 

“She drove like a dream.”

“Did you stay off gravel roads?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t rev her the way Dad does, right?”

Stone shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

The girl smiled showing a missing front tooth and looking relieved with his answers. 

“Olivia, this is my friend Bowie. Bowie, this is Dax and Ava’s daughter Olivia.”

“Hi, Olivia.” Bowie gave the little girl a small wave.

“Are you staying for the campfire?”

Bowie looked at Stone for confirmation and after his nod she said, “Yes, we are.”

“Me and my brother are having a sleepover with Wanda, so we won’t be at the campfire.”

Stone ruffled her hair. “Next week, doll.”

Olivia beamed a smile, and then grabbed Stone’s hand and dragged them through the house and into the backyard. On one side of the porch, Bowie recognized Dax standing beside Hawk by the barbeque. Hawk glanced at them and rose his beer in a salute with a nod before jogging over and offering both of them a beer. 

“Haven’t seen much of you two this week.”

“Those are the better days.” Stone raised his beer in a salute before swallowing a mouthful. He gave Bowie’s side a squeeze and she could hear the underlying tease in his voice. The tension these men had arrived at her house with was slowly decreasing. She’d go as far to say they even liked each other.

Hawk walked to Bowie’s side and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, wedging her away from Stone and against him. She’d go as far to say Hawk had grown on her and vice-a-versa. 

“See that white haired beauty over there.” He nodded to the women gathered on lawn chairs under a tree and cooing over a newborn. She recognized the woman holding the baby from the auction and believed it was Dax’s wife Ava. An older lady with grey curls spiraling from under a weaved straw hat played peek-a-boo with the baby bringing rounds of laughter from all of them, including the beauty Hawk spoke of. She had a mass of fabulous grey-dyed hair she’d streaked all kinds of colors through, in a way that weaved with the pin-up fifties woman look she had going on. Curled thick bangs were flawlessly positioned around a red bandana with thick curls rolled down one side of her shoulder onto the red and white polka-dot, halter top dress she wore.

She glanced up and the “piss off” look she sent Hawk made Bowie smile. 

“Fire, she is.” He made an appreciative sound that rumbled through him and against her. “That woman is going to be under me by the end of the night.”

She rolled her eyes. How this man had grown on her she’d never know. She picked his hand off her shoulder and stepped away. “Some things are better left lingering in that dense head of yours.”

He chuckled, then stuck one hand in his pocket and rocked back on his feet as he sipped his beer. His stare never leaving his conquest.

Stone slipped his hand into Bowie’s. “Let me introduce you to the rest of the group.”

“Yes, please.” 

“Put in a good word for me,” Hawk called after them. 

“No,” Stone said. 

“You owe me, Patino.”

She threw a “behave” look at Hawk as Stone led her to the women.

“Good afternoon, ladies.” 

The older woman shot to her feet and touched, the now, yellowed bruising on Stone’s face. “I’m not going to ask, but I hope you’re finished whatever it is you’ve been doing.”

Guilt poured through Bowie knowing his big fight was tomorrow. 

Stone leaned in and kissed the older woman’s cheek. “Soon, I promise. Wanda, I would like you to meet Bowie Blake.”

When Wanda leaned back, Bowie’s heart broke at the fear she saw in the older woman’s eyes, which she quickly wiped away as she faced Bowie. 

Bowie held her hand out. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Handshakes are for strangers.” The woman held her arms open. “A friend of Stone’s is a friend of mine.”

Bowie hugged the older woman and the smell of incense filled her nostrils.

“Bowie, this is Ava, Dax’s wife and their baby.”

“Olivia is a sweetheart,” Bowie said. 

Ava smiled. “Don’t tell her that. She thinks she’s one of the boys.”

Bowie laughed. 

“And this is Marnie. She also works at the shop.”

Hawk’s obsession stood and shook Bowie’s hand with a firm grip. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You as well. Loving the hair.”

“Thanks. It’s generally covered in grease.”

“Marnie uses all her free time to work on her forty-six Jeep Willy in the shop,” Stone said. 

“I know.” Bowie couldn’t help but test these waters. “Hawk’s told me all about it.” 

Marnie rolled her eyes as she sat back down. “I bet he has. All that man thinks about his what’s in his pants.” She glanced at Wanda. “Sorry to be blunt.”

“Oh sweetheart, you aren’t telling me anything I don’t already know.”

Everyone laughed and Bowie could see herself getting along just fine with these ladies. The man still glaring at her from the barbeque would be a different story. She wasn’t sure Dax Colyn would ever like her.
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HOURS LATER, WANDA had taken the kids for a sleepover, leaving the adults in a quiet, peaceful zone around the crackling fire pit. 

Besides Dax’s sour mood, a reminder of why he disliked Bowie, the night’s events had taken Stone’s mind off his fight the next evening. He welcomed to distraction after spending a week catching the worry in Bowie’s eyes whenever she didn’t think he was looking. He couldn’t miss it. Even now, during the casual conversation, she’d get lost in her own thoughts and stare into the flickering orange flames. 

“Let’s play a round of truth or dare with some courage right here to make it fun.” Hawk carried a bottle of whiskey in one hand and held five shot glasses with his fingers, distributing them before he sat down.

“Are we in high school?” Dax muttered, passing on a shot glass. 

“I’m in.” Ava eagerly took a shot glass surprising Stone. She generally held a reserved teacher-like manner. “I love our little guy, but I’m in need of some adult fun.”

“Adult fun?” Dax grunted, staring into the fire. “This is just a means for Hawk to get unsolicited information from Marnie.”

“Good luck.” Marnie rose her glass to Hawk before drinking the remaining contents and tossing it aside.

Ava hit Dax’s shoulder. “Stop being a Downer Dax and be a Daring Dax.”

“I dare you to hit me again.” 

“Dax is starting.” Ava hauled off and hit him again. He barely moved at the contact. “I win,” she gloated, kissing his cheek.

“How about a truth?” Dax said. “Who has put out a restraining order on an ex?”

Stone’s smile dropped, identifying where this game was headed. “You already had a turn,” he grunted at Dax.

Bowie covered his hand. “Stone, it’s fine,” she whispered. His hand fisted under her touch.

“I have.” Bowie raised her shot glass at the same time Ava said, “I have.” 

Dax lowered the arm Ava held the shot glass out with. “You don’t count. Your ex was trying to kill you.” Dax’s eyes landed back on Bowie.

“It counts.” Ava was stern as she held her shot glass out again. 

Hawk sat between the women and filled both glasses.

“How about a new game,” Stone suggested. 

Marnie shook her head. “No, my turn.” She looked across the campfire directly at Hawk. “Who got a piece of ass in Oakston?”

Hawk chuckled, sitting back in the chair. “Let me see.” He rubbed his chin, and Stone couldn’t decide which was worse, Dax belittling his girl or the mixed up flirting between Hawk and Marnie. 

“I’m trying to decide if you’re asking because you want confirmation I am who you think I am—”

Marnie laughed. “I don’t think any of us need confirmation.”

“Or if you’re jealous.”

“You debate that.” Marnie pointed the neck of her beer bottle in Hawk’s direction. “In the meantime, answer the question.”

“Zero.”

Marnie pressed her lips against the rim of the bottle. “Hmmm...” 

“Hmmm what?”

“Apparently those Oakston women know how to spot an egotistical poser.”

“Really?” he questioned.

“Really,” she answered.

Dax groaned, abnormally grouchy this evening. “I hear enough of this bickering crap at the shop and now you bring it into my backyard.”

“Stone? Bowie?” Hawk said.

“Yeah?” He hadn’t been paying attention.

“You two both got a piece of each other’s asses. Show of shot glasses.” He waved the bottle in their direction and Stone held his with Bowie’s. They’d be calling a taxi ride home. 

He shot back the burning liquid and sucked a breath between his teeth. Dax needed a couple shots to chill the hell down. He slapped his hands together and rubbed them. “Alright, my go. It’s a dare. I dare one—or all—to jump the fence and get us some corn from Mr. Barkley’s garden.”

Sounds of objections and encouragement broke out around the fire. Mr. Barkley was one of Dax’s cranky old neighbors who watched his garden like Mr. McGregor from the Peter Rabbit story books. 

“This is awesome.” Hawk jumped to his feet. “I’ll do it. I loved doing it when we were young and I’ll enjoy it even more now.”

Ava pulled him back to his chair. “You’ll end up arrested and charged with breaking onto private property. Mr. Barkley does not fool around.”

“As long as, if I get caught, Wanda’s ready to flirt my way out with bribes of homemade jam, I be fine.” Hawk stood back up. 

“Sit down,” Dax barked. “You’re the only one stupid enough to try and Stone’s just trying to get you out of going back to Oakston with him.”

Stone sent Dax a warning look. His best friend may have disclosed his underground matches to his wife, but as much as Stone liked Marnie, she hadn’t been around long enough to share such secrets. Stone didn’t share this part of his life with anyone.

“You all passing?” Stone asked. “No one brave enough? Let’s see a show of glasses.”

All the glasses moved forward and Hawk filled them up. 

“Your turn,” Hawk said to Bowie, pushing the game along to ask Marnie whatever perverted question he was pondering.

“You don’t have to play,” Stone told her. 

“I don’t mind. Truth. How many of you have successfully broken into the beach huts on the beach after hours?”

Stone chuckled. “I’m sitting this one out as a major fail.”

“They really have those huts locked up,” Bowie laughed.

“To keep the teenagers from fornicating inside and making the biggest mistake of their entire life.” Once again Dax turned this around to Stone and Bowie. Stone was about at his limit. He hadn’t brought her here to feel unwelcome and awkward. He’d wanted to show her what a great group of friends he had—mostly his best friend and the life he’d created when no one thought he could—but that very man was really starting to piss him off. 

“Man, you’re walking a fine line,” Stone warned. 

“Me? What the hell have you been doing all week? Playing house with a socialite who will drop you on a dime for the next high around the corner.”

“Dax,” Ava hissed, but he ignored her.

“I don’t want someone in my house that has the ability to do to people what she’s done to you!”

Stone stood, taking Bowie’s hand and pulling her to her feet. “Fine, but remember who the hypocrite is that set the ultimatum.” He pointed at Dax and his friend also rose to his feet. 

“She’s dragged you back down the rabbit hole. Don’t come running back to me when she leaves you there bloody, almost dead, and alone. Screw it, don’t take Hawk with you because you deserve whatever is coming.”

Anger shot through Stone. He was two steps around the campfire to shut Dax up when Hawk went flying by and tackled Dax to the ground. 

Gasps erupted around them as Dax and Hawk rolled on the ground. Stone could’ve jumped in and taken both of them out, but he sort of liked having Hawk on his side. Why or how or even when Hawk had discovered his own brain was beyond Stone, but he had to admit he enjoyed it. 

“Dax!” Ava shouted, circling the foolish grown ass men. Sure, that had almost been Stone, but after tomorrow he’d see enough fighting to last him a lifetime. 

“Hawk!” When Marnie stepped in to break up the men, Stone did too, yanking Hawk off Dax and pushing Dax back. 

“Enough!” he yelled. 

Everyone stood back, staring at one another, and just when Stone thought they were good, Dax attacked him. 
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“WHAT THE HELL IS SHE doing here?” Dax shook his head, clinking the ice cubes in the Ziploc bag he had pressed against the side of his eye. Even after their wrestling match in the backyard, Dax was still being a stubborn ass. 

“You know why she’s here.”

“What the hell are you doing, man?” 

“I’m winning back my girl. Of all people you should understand that.”

Dax threw his hands in the air. “Son of a bitch. I knew this would happen. I damn well knew if you went back she’d hook her claws back into you.”

“Dax, I love you like a brother, but you’re going to have to trust that I know what I’m doing.”

“I don’t. I don’t trust you. I don’t trust her,” he growled the last word out as he pointed out the kitchen window where Hawk, Ava, and Bowie lined the porch staring in. Marnie had called it a night and Stone didn’t blame her—they were a mess of friends right now and no one needed to see their boss have a mental breakdown or get the shit kicked out of him.

“You and Ava played a dance around your feelings for years. Your dad saw it. I saw it. I watched you spend your evenings at the bar with Hawk picking up random women that hurt your chances with Ava, and I said nothing. I stood back and let you live your life. You were miserable and hid what you really wanted. The last ten years, that’s been me. There’s more to what happened, Dax and maybe one day I will tell you, but not until you trust me first.”

Dax brought the ice pack in front of him to re-wrap the towel around it. When he pressed it back against his head, he said, “I trust you.”

“Good, because I need you to get a hold of that private investigator and pay him what he needs to make sure he’s in Oakston tomorrow night, on call.”

Dax’s shoulder’s stiffened and he straightened. “What’s going on.”

“Bowie told me Walker’s fight is in a strip club he owns. On his turf, his rules, and with his men, giving him the upper hand. I don’t trust him. Bowie will have Duke and I know Dad and Hawk can defend themselves, but I get the feeling there’s more. Walker wouldn’t fight unless there was more at stake.”

“What are you thinking? Same thing as the alleyway?”

“I don’t know, but if I need backup, Quinn Barker has access to people. Get him on our side because I want to walk away from this alive. I want to start my life with Bowie.”

Dax’s lips thinned and Stone half expected another Bowie lecture, but instead, he grasped Stone’s shoulder. “I’m on it.”
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED BACK at Stone’s house, Bowie had gone from feeling like a normal person with a normal life back to the burden of a businesswoman with a business her father had introduced her to. She wished she didn’t blame him—he was dead—but sometimes she wondered what her life would’ve turned out like if he hadn’t been so deep in underground fighting. If he hadn’t dragged Reed and her into it. 

But she would’ve never met Stone. That was the only plus she could come up with and the man guiding her down the hallway now to his bedroom was worth every heartache.

“Bowie, we need to talk.”

That was the beginning of a sentence nobody wanted to continue. She let go of Stone’s hand and pulled her smoky smelling sweater off. “I’m going. End of discussion,” she said and started to unbutton her shirt when Stone caught her wrists and pulled her to sit on the edge of the bed besides him. 

“I wasn’t going to try and stop you.”

She sent him an I don’t believe you look, but he only chuckled and touched his finger under her chin. 

“Doll, we both know you don’t listen to reason.”

“I listen to reason, but sometimes your reason and my reason don’t mesh.”

He softly kissed her lips. “I don’t want to fight with you. I want you to be safe. Duke comes tomorrow and you promise me that if anything goes awry, you will leave.”

Her hands grasped his forearms between them. “I won’t leave you.”

“You have to leave me. If it goes south, if Walker has some plan, Bowie, doll, they won’t just kill you. We both know that.” They’d torture her. “Promise me you’ll leave and be safe.”

She closed her eyes and nodded. “I promise.” She looked up at him. “Don’t leave me again.”

“I love you, Bowie.” He brushed his lips over her cheek. “I will fight my damn hardest to come back.” That was all she could ask for, all he could do.
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Chapter Thirty
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WALKER’S JOINT WAS the dive Dax had expected. Underage girls dancing on the stage and gave lap dances to old men who should be at home with their wives.

He hadn’t expected anything better from Walker. Hell, even the name of his bar was distasteful—Hump a Bitch.

Bringing Bowie in here made his stomach curdle, but he couldn’t worry about being unable to convince her to stay home. She was her own strong, independent woman and he respected her for it. Duke, on the other hand, was another story. Stone had sat down with him and gone through a game plan to keep them all safe. He didn’t care if Duke killed every last person in the joint, as long as Bowie, Hawk, and his old man walked away safe. 

Bowie’s hand trembled inside his as they were led down a sketchy hallway lined with doors, some shut while others were left open and more underage and/or drugged women performed sexual acts on their clients. Even Hawk look disgusted in their surroundings, but they all kept their opinions to themselves. 

He hoped to hell there was a ring beyond the doors they approached. He hoped they weren’t being set up.

Two bulky men with obvious guns holstered to them awaited at the doors. They stopped and two more men walked over from hidden areas on each side. After each of them had been frisked for guns, they were given access.

He breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of two opponents already fighting in the ring, and a mix of the rich bastards he despised sitting among sketchy characters he’d bet were Walker’s regulars cheering them on. He even recognized the referee making it as legit as an underground fight could get.

Stone leaned into Bowie’s ear. “We’re good doll. Did you see the referee?”

She nodded. “And the chief of police.”

The corrupt bastard eased Stone’s prior worry. He might be into underground fighting, but offing an ex-fighter and his family wasn’t likely up his alley. 

“Follow me.” Their guide slapped Stone’s arm and he took a deep breath to keep from drilling him to the ground. 

Stone kissed Bowie. “Do not leave Duke.”

“I won’t.”

“Promise me, Bowie.”

She smiled at him, a tiny, sweet smile. “I promise. Kick Walker’s ass.”

“I promise.” He kissed her again, harder, longer and slipped in a stroke of tongue before nodding for his father and Hawk to follow him. 

Their room consisted of sheets hung on rope or stapled on the wall, giving them little privacy. 

“You have five minutes and you’re up.” The creepy douche held up five fingers before pointing to Stone. “Five minutes. If you’re not ready, I’ll drag you out of here.”

He’d like to see him try.

“Smug prick, eh?” Slate said. “I could take him. Hell, I bet Hawk could take him.”

“I could take him alright, then I’d burn this goddam place to the ground,” Hawk hissed, walking to the open edge of the sheet and looking around it. “What the hell kind of joint is this?”

“Walker’s kind of joint.”

Hawk made a face, and stayed on the edge of curtain as if guarding their area.

Stone started stripping down. He hadn’t worn anything fancy, denim and a sweater over a T-shirt. If they’d all walked in wearing suits and tuxes they’d have drawn attention to themselves. 

“There has to be a back door,” Stone whispered. And by back door, he didn’t mean the literal back door. “The chief of police wouldn’t have walked through the front door, or the back door. They have to be connected to another business, or they have an underground tunnel. A quick escape.”

“Nothing we can figure out right now,” Hawk said. “How about you pummel Walker like we came to do and then let’s get the hell out of here.”

“If there was a raid, they’d have a way out. Watch for it. If things go wrong, watch where the chief of police goes.”

Slate gripped his bicep. “We’re not leaving you, son.”

“If it comes down to dying, you both leave.”

“He’s coming back,” Hawk nodded down the hall at the same a thudding sounded, as if the jackass was hitting the wall on his way down. “You ready, princess, or do I get the pleasure of dragging you out.”

Stripped to his fighting shorts, hands wrapped and mouthpiece ready, Stone straightened at least a foot and a half taller than the twerp threatening him. “Do you want to drag me down?” Stone wasn’t opposed to a quick backstage—so to speak—fight and this man was getting on his nerves. 

“Boss man says no one lays a finger on you.”

Stone would bet he just made that up. Stone held his hand out. “Lead the way, princess.”
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STONE STEPPED THROUGH the ropes and into the ring. Walker did the same. Older, bigger, wiser. He’d aged like Stone, maintained a fit body like Stone, but he’d never stopped fighting—a con for Stone who’d stepped away for ten years. 

“Son?” Stone circled back to the corner of the ring where his dad climbed to stand up on the edge on the opposite side of the rope. Slate waited until his son was close enough to grab both sides of his face. “You’ve got this. Keep moving. Pay attention. You’re smarter than this shit.”

Stone nodded. 

“You nervous?” his dad whispered. 

“I’ve never been so goddam nervous in my life.” His body rumbled with nerves.

His father leaned his forehead against his. “Stop envisioning that day in the alleyway. That was his day. Today is your day.”

Stone nodded against him, although forgetting was easier said than done.

“You got this, boy. You got this.” He patted his shoulders, gave them a squeeze and then parted. 

Stone’s body buzzed on high alert like volts of electricity pulsed through him. Every sense captured something around him. He smelled the old blood and sweat left by the fight before and the bleach when they’d attempted to clean up before this fight. He heard the hum of distant music and loud voices of onlookers. He could feel the clammy sweat in his palms as he flexed his fingers clashing against the cool basement air. But when it came to his sight, he didn’t look around the room, didn’t care whether the club had added private encased booth tables at the back, or if they’d replaced light fixtures above the tables. He knew Duke wouldn’t let any harm come to Bowie and it left his mind free to focus on his opponent. He’d been waiting long time to be here. Had dreamed about it.

Walker’s narrowed stare might intimidate other opponents, but for Stone, it only edged his plan for revenge. 

They met in the center of the ring, the referee standing beside them with his arm extended outwards preparing to commence the fight.

“This isn’t about fighting you, Patino,” Walker sneered. “I could care less. Everyone is betting on you to win. I have my men betting millions on me. This is my cash out deal.”

What the hell was he going on about?

“Let’s just have a fair fight.”

Walker’s devious smile sent chills down Stone’s back as Walker said, “As fair as one can be down here.”

It was a threat. Of what, Stone wasn’t sure but anticipated the moment Walker revealed it. He played dirty. Only time would expose his plan.

The bell sounded. 

Round two began and Walker stayed back. His devious smirk alerted Stone that now was the moment to uncover his scheme or strategy. And no sooner had the thought passed through his head did three theater-size screens light three walls in the room. The blank screen flickered just as quickly to Reed sitting in a chair. At first glance, Stone felt his anger rise, thinking these two had ganged up on him once again. He wouldn’t put it past the spoiled ass. But with further scrutiny, he could see Reed struggle to free his arms from the back of the chair. Blood oozed from his nose, over his lip, and down his chin. 

“What the hell is this?” Stone barked.

Walker stepped to the center of the ring and held his arms out wide. “Every punch you give me, my guy in there, Jud, will inflict one just as painful to Reed.”

Stone stalked across the ring, slamming his body into Walker’s without lifting a fist. They wobbled, but steadied and Walker only grinned. “You take me to the ground and your girlfriend’s brother goes down too. Hard isn’t it?” The sinister look in his eyes darkened. “Deciding if the man who paid the man who kicked the shit out of you is worth losing the girl.”

“I will track you down when this is over.”

His left lip lifted. “You won’t be walking out of here alive. We both know it.”

Stone stepped back. “Let’s fight.”

“Just so you understand I’m not bluffing.” Walker made a signal and this Jud bastard punched Reed in the face so hard his chair flew backwards. 

Stone bit back the urge to thump Walker with the same force, but the blood streaming from Reed’s nose as Jud up-righted him prevented Stone from acting.

“Let’s fight,” he repeated.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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WHAT HAD SHE done?

She’d unknowingly set Stone up. For a split second she’d considered her brother’s involvement, but the punch to his face quickly eliminated the possibility. Reed’s lack of involvement didn’t take away the fear bubbling up in her chest. One of the two men in her life wasn’t walking away from this fight alive. And knowing the choice was Stone’s, she already knew which one.

She stood, but Duke’s long fingers wrapped around her wrist and pulled her to the bench beside him. “You’ll only make it worse.”

She looked at him. “He’ll give his life for Reed.”

“I know.”

“He’ll die.”

He didn’t let go of her wrist as the fighting began—a one-sided fight. Stone dodged his punches and kicks, but when his only defense was to block, he let Walker make contact.

“And what do you propose to do?” Duke asked. She didn’t have to look at him to know he’d be planning an escape plan. If Walker could coordinate a scheme to kill her brother or Stone, they all knew there could be more coming—something including her.

“I have money.”

She tugged her arm, but Duke’s grip only tightened. He brought her face to his, and in a raspy whisper he said, “This isn’t about money. It’s a sick revenge he’s plotted and we both know he hasn’t forgiven you for the time you bruised his ego. Stone can take care of himself, but we need to go. Now.”

She shook her head. “I’m not leaving him.”

“If you don’t, we both might be joining him.”

She tried peeling his fingers from around her wrist, but the battle was useless. “You go. I’m not leaving him. I brought him here and I won’t abandon him.” She glanced at the ring. Although Walker wasn’t getting in many shots, both men seemed to be wearing down. 

“Bowie, if you stay, Walker wins.”

“Duke, you’re going to have to knock me unconscious or drag me out kicking and screaming because I love that man and I’m not leaving him.”
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STONE NEEDED A PLAN. This dancing game could only go on for so long. He would tire, Walker would tire. If he didn’t give Walker the satisfaction of letting him pummel him, he’d turn the tables and change the rules. 

Between dodging Walker, making sure Duke had Bowie under control, and keeping tabs on Reed and his captor, Stone spotted his solution: a painting on the wall.

Taking advantage of Stone’s distraction, Walker threw a punch and hit the side of Stone’s face. The unexpected impact sent him tumbling backwards, but he kept his footing. 

His vision blurred, but he focused on a brightly painted picture hanging on the wall behind Reed. Stone recognized the unusual painting style: Bowie’s style.

There was his goddam answer. He almost cheered and punched Walker just for fun. But it was only the beginning of a plan. Where the hell was Reed being held? Walker wouldn’t take him to Bowie’s house, and that only left a handful of places and people to whom Bowie would have gifted her art.

Stone refused to punch Walker, as much as he wanted to, and as much as both he and Reed deserved a good beating. But it was the woman in the audience that kept his fists at his sides. He’d never hurt Bowie the way Reed had. He wouldn’t be responsible for hurting someone she loved. Instead, he jumped around the ring, dodged every few punches and accepted the one or two his opponent got in-between.

“You can’t do this forever.” Sweat beaded on Walker’s forehead. It took a lot more work to swing and miss than to dodge. He was wearing himself down. If Stone could keep him busy until someone made it to Reed, he might walk out of this alive. Might being the principal word.

“How many rounds are we going to play?” Walker huffed.

“As many as you need to actually get in a good hit.” Stone heard his own breathlessness, but it shaped from rising anger. “I can do this all night, but you’ll only be embarrassing yourself.”

The insult twisted the features of Walker’s face and impelled a blow to the face. The taste of copper stroked Stone’s tongue.

Just as Stone straightened, rubbing his jaw, the bell sounded, ending round two. His eyes played a daring game with Walker, not letting him in on his plan. 

When he made it to his corner, Hawk placed a damp rag on his bleeding eyebrow. “Is this how they play down here? Unfair fights that are going to get you killed.”

His dad leaned through the ropes. “He euchred you son. Is there another way out that doesn’t include a body bag?”

“I hope so. Hawk, go and get Reed to safety.”

Hawk drew his eyebrows together. “Where the hell am I going to find him?”

“Don’t look at the screen now, but ask Bowie who she gave the picture behind Reed to.”

“What?”

“Keep tending to me.”

Hawk bent down, grabbed tape from his bag and ripped a piece off for the slash above Stone’s eye. 

“The painting on the wall behind Reed belongs to Bowie, but she doesn’t sell them. Find out who she gave it to. It could be Reed’s house or possibly Susan or Emerie’s. I don’t know, but I know she will remember. Dad, punch the pole so they think we’re being euchred.”

Slate slammed his fist on the pole and cursed.

“You need to go now, and make it quick. Pick up your bag, throw a fit about supplies, and storm out. We have one chance to get you out of here alive.”

Hawk already had his head down, digging in his bag. “I hope this works.”

“If it doesn’t, I’m sorry.”

Hawk glared at him. “You mean if they kick the shit out of me and I end up leaving in a bloody body bag.”

“Yes.”

“Sounds like a goddam delight.” Hawk stood. “If we make it out of this alive, you owe me.”

“Anything.”

Stone prayed they’d make it out alive. Hawk stormed off the ring in an enraged hurry which received looks from those around him. Stone pressed the rag to his nose and tilted his head up to casually watch Hawk continue a scene with Bowie before making his way to the exit. Two security guards stepped in front of him blocking his escape. 

Shit. 

He couldn’t make out the words being exchanged between the three men, but Hawk didn’t throw the first punch and he didn’t get in the next as the second security guard fastened his arms behind his back and let the first one begin a barrage of punches.

Shit. 

Stone grabbed the ropes, but his father pushed his shoulders down. “No, son. You can’t help him.”

“He’s here because of me.” Stone hoisted himself from the chair at the same time Hawk keeled to his knees.

Slate grasped his shoulders again. “If you go out there you’ll piss everyone off. You’ll follow and just for good measure, I’ll be next and dont’ think Bowie and Duke are safe. Let him go.”

Shit. 

Hawk fell flat on the ground. One of the men grabbed his ankles and dragged him out the door.

Son of a bitch. Son. Of. A. Bitch. 

“Hey.” Slate slapped him across the face. “Focus, dammit. Focus and finish this.”

Stone sat back on the chair. “I can’t. If I hit Walker, Reed gets it ten times worse. Bowie is out there watching.”

“Then stall.”

“Stall for what?” That was only the beginning of Hawk’s beating. 

It was over. 

Walker had won.

“Hope to god your boy Hawk wakes up.”

Stone rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head. “You and I both know that’s not going to happen. I’m stalling the inevitable out there.”

He could jump around the ring and dodge Walker’s swings until sunrise, but, in the end, he’d still end up giving up, giving in, to save Reed. And once he was down, Walker wouldn’t stop until Stone took his last breath and who the hell here was going to stop him? 

“Dad, I love—”

“Don’t you say goodbye to me.” His father gripped the side of his head and pulled him close to him. “You stall.”

“Tell Bowie—” 

“No.” 

“I love her. I’ve always loved her. I built my house for her. You give it to her.”

“You goddam tell her yourself when you walk out of here.”

“I’m not walking out.”

“Yes, you are.”

Stone grabbed the back of his dad’s neck. “Dad, these are the risks when you step down here. I knew them, you knew them and even Bowie knew them. It’s not a fair fight and there are no rules. I’m sorry I was so angry for so long.”

Slate only shook his head. 

Stone lowered his voice to a choked up whisper. “I love you, Dad.” He hugged his father before standing to his feet and raising his hands indicating he was ready for the next round. 

He looked at Bowie and stopped walking mid-ring. She silently begged him for a plan, but she’d seen what had happened to Hawk, their only plan had failed. This time he couldn’t send her their silent promises. He couldn’t promise to be safe, or walk away alive, because today, he wouldn’t be leaving here with a pulse.
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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NO. NO. NO. 

Bowie left the comfort of Duke’s protection. How she escaped his grip or if he’d simply let her, she didn’t care. Her legs could hardly hold her, but her feet and mind understood that Stone had given up. Walker would claim his revenge, success, and the final win. 

She’d been around too long not to know the result would be death. Stone was walking into his death. 

“No!!!” she screamed, running down the walkway. “No!” She shoved through a couple of men and almost tripped on a stair. “Stone!” 

He turned to her only seconds before the match commenced, before he stepped into the middle. He said something that must’ve ticked off the referee because arms flared and voices hiked.

Walker stepped in and settled everything down. By the time she reached his corner, Stone was walking toward her. 

“No, no, no.” Her head shook until he gripped it and covered her mouth with his. 

“Shhhh,” he whispered against her. “Doll, don’t. Leave the stage. Go back to Duke where you’re safe.” 

“Don’t you leave me. Don’t do this. I can’t—I can’t—”

His fingers pushed her hair back and angled her head to look at her. “You know I don’t have a choice.”

Tears streamed down her face and she’d swear she saw one run down Stone’s cheek too. His eye was already swollen and the tape job Hawk had done on his eyebrow gushed out blood.

“I just got you back. If ... if you die.” She struggled for a breath. “You can’t die. You’ll die if you step in that ring.”

“And if I don’t, Reed will die. This isn’t on you.”

“Please no.” All she had left was begging a useless tune that wouldn’t change anything. 

“It’s not Reed’s fault either. You live. Get on your dad’s bike and ride. Swing on a tire swing. Maybe don’t climb on high branches but—”

A winded, gasping laugh met his lips. 

“You live,” he gruffly said against her. “You goddam live.”

“No.” 

“I gotta go.”

“No.” She gripped him harder. 

“Bowie—”

She repeated the one word that would never change his mind. He peeled her fingers from his shoulder and passed her off to his father. “Take care of her for me, Dad.” 

“I will, son.”

“No. No. No!!!” she screamed as he walked away. 

She felt Slate grip her shoulders, the only thing keeping her standing. “Do something!” she yelled at him knowing he couldn’t do anything without getting them all killed. Knowing this was the end. 

The fight. 

Stone’s death.

***
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EACH BLOW NUMBED THE pain of the previous hit until Stone’s whole body went numb. His legs shook, but he continued standing. This man could kill him, but he’d damn well not kick him while he was down.

He faded in and out of a dizziness that promised something better if he just caved into the darkness. 

But he refused to bow, refused to sink while he could still think. But even his jumbled thoughts made him wonder what was real or what was imagined. 

Was he still standing or had he fallen to his knees? 

Blood, sweat and, hell, even tears stung his eyes, blurring his vision. He could hear the roaring thunder of people. Sick bastards. To think he’d mingled with these people, and at one time looked up to them, wanted to share the high of his win with them. Now, they would watch him die—they cheered his upcoming demise.

His legs buckled sending his knees slamming onto the hard surface of the ring. He wiped the back of his hand over his eyes.

“Get up.” Walker grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled his head back with such force that Stone’s neck made a sickening cracking sound. “Get up you goddam pussy.” 

Stone’s eyes drifted shut or rolled back in the back of his head, he couldn’t tell for sure which through his swollen eyes. When he opened them again he had difficulty seeing through the tiny slit. With the awkward angle of his head, his eyes landed on the screen—on Reed. He wasn’t dying as long as Walker kept his word—but how trustworthy was a con artist? For Bowie’s sake, he prayed Walker kept his word this one time. They both couldn’t die on her.

Stone tried to focus while still going in and out of consciousness. Navy suits invaded the screen, swarming the room. He blinked, trying to read the yellow writing on their uniforms, but unable to make out the words. Were those bulletproof vests? And were guns being aimed? He couldn’t say for sure until one of the men bent down in front of the camera and the yellow writing spread from one end of the screen to the other—police. If it was a hallucination, it was the best damn thing he’d seen all night. One man freed Reed while the other arrested Jud.

Stone squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled long, deep breaths. He had to pull it together. If this shit was really going down, he needed to be geared to fight.

Walker cursed and his voice sounded a little clearer now. He breathed in again as Walker released his hair sending him off balance and forward. His hands hit the floor, catching and balancing him. He wanted to pass out, but he refused. Walker just let go of the wrong man.

Stone took one last look at the screen to see a face invade the space. “Track where this is streaming to now!” one of the officers barked the order sending the room around Stone into a scattered rush to escape the eyes of the men on the other side of the screen.

“This is your fault!” The referee pointed at Walker on his way off the stage. “You’ll be in a pile of shit. Watch your back.”

“Stone we have to go.” Bowie knelt down in front of him and touched his face, tilted his head to look at him before feeling her way down his body. Even if her touch inflicted pain everywhere, it was the best damn pain in the world. “Can you walk? Can you stand?”

He felt his father clutch one arm and Duke the other as they lifted him to his feet. He fought his wobbling legs, the excruciating throbbing in his head that blurred his vision and swallowed down the bile rising up this throat.

“That son of a bitch is not walking away from this. Take her.” Stone thrust Bowie at Duke. He only needed one punch. One good punch. 

He limped across the stage with a speed that even impressed him given his current condition. “Walker?”

The arrogant prick turned with a sneer, but it didn’t fool Stone, he saw the worry behind his eyes. The police would be swarming the joint soon—his joint—and no one wanted to be left behind for the Feds.

“Buy your way out of this one.” With every last morsel of strength, Stone lifted his fist and sent an uppercut to Walker’s jaw. The strike sent him flying against the ropes and his lifeless body collapsed to the floor.

With his teeth, Stone pulled the knot of his wrap free. Pain stung his hands as he unwrapped it.

“Son, we have to go.” His father came to his side.

Stone tossed the material at Walker’s feet. “Tie him up. He owns the property and if they find him here he’ll be behind bars.”

Duke dragged Walker to the corner of the ring and Slate helped him tie Walker to the ropes. 

Bowie stepped in front of him and he rested his arms on her shoulders. “Hey, doll.” He closed his eyes and leaned his forehead on hers. “I thought that was it for me.”

“Talk to me. What’s your name?”

She was checking him for a concussion. “Stone Patino.”

“Where are you?”

“Fight club.” 

She smiled at him. “Who am I?” 

“The woman I’m going to marry and drag out into the country.” He wrapped his arm around her and against all his painful muscles. “I’m right here.”

Slate and Duke finished tying up Walker. 

“Let’s go.” His dad and Duke helped him climb out of the ring and together they guided him the back way out of the building. 
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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“BOWIE, HAVE YOU ever eaten deviled eggs before?” Susan asked. 

“Yes. I love your deviled eggs. That’s why I asked you to show me how to cook them.”

“Uh-huh.” Susan slowly spun the bowl filled with the eggs Bowie had sliced in half as directed. “Did it occur to you while slicing these that they didn’t look quite right?” 

Bowie shrugged. “No, not really. Why?”

“Because what you should have done was slice them lengthwise, not widthwise.” She took the last egg and knife from Bowie’s hand and cut the egg, demonstrating the lengthwise cut. She scooped the yolk into the bowl with the rest, set her sliced white egg on the table and picked one of Bowie’s eggs out of the bowl and set it beside. Bowie’s egg rolled over.

“Ohhh, yes, I see it now.”

“Child, you need to take cooking classes.”

“Maybe I could just hire a cook.”

“I know how to cook.” Stone walked into his kitchen—their kitchen now—pulling a T-shirt over his taut, teasing muscles. They’d stayed in bed together most of the morning and she still wanted to drag him back there and strip him naked all over again.

It would be better once his bruises and muscles had completely healed. Sometimes she couldn’t tell the difference between his moans of pleasure or groans of pain. She couldn’t wait to rid the reminder of last month’s fight—although it felt like a lifetime ago.

He stopped by her side to kiss her. Sliding his arm around her, he bent down and pressed a hard kiss against her mouth, even pushing his tongue through her lips for a taste before pulling away. Apparently he couldn’t get enough of her either. 

Still holding her, he glanced at the eggs and chuckled. “It’s a good thing I know how to cook or we’d starve here.”

Bowie playfully slapped his chest. “There’s takeout in Willow Valley.” She paused and looked up at him. “Right? There is right?”

He chuckled again and she knew she’d never tire of the sound. “Yes, there’s takeout.” 

“Delivery?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” She clapped her hands together. “We’re good. Let’s scrap the rest of this and call in takeout.” Bowie started grabbing vegetables from the counter island and carried them to the fridge only to turn and bump into Susan as she pulled them back out. 

“That’s nonsense when we have perfectly edible veggies here. I’ll finish the appetizers while you two go finish setting up lawn chairs, campfire and lights or whatever you have planned.”

“Done, done, and done.” Stone caught Bowie once again, pulling her against him as if he couldn’t get enough. She could get used to this. “I have to outdo Dax if we’re stealing his barbecue night.” He looked at Bowie. “If you’re done here I have something to show you.”

“I love your surprises.” He’d spoiled her since their arrival in Willow Valley.

“I know.” He kissed her nose. “Come on.” He tugged her toward the loft stairs.

“Did you rub yourself in?” Susan hollered behind him.

“I sure did.” He held the door open for Bowie and she ducked underneath his arm.

“I mean with cold ice run for your muscles. Not sex oil.”

Bowie laughed and heard Stone chuckle. Standing on the first stair, she turned and stuck her head under Stone’s arm as he said, “We’ve got it covered.”

“And don’t you two be having sex in the loft while I’m fixing your guests food just below. You make the walls shake.”

Bowie grinned at him. “I told you we were too loud,” she whispered.

“If you’re not screaming my name then we’re not doing it right.” 

She bit her lower lip as a smile tugged the corner of her lips upwards. “We’re doing it right.”

“Damn straight.” He moved to the other side of the door to prop it with his back and planted a hot and heavy kiss. She giggled against him and pulled away before he ripped her clothes off. 

“We promise, Susan.” She looked around Stone and saw Susan ignoring them, already having placed a cutting board on the counter and having carried a colander with stalks of washed celery hanging out the top to it. 

“I don’t promise anything.” Stone nibbled on her ear. He glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t you be having sex with my old man when he’s done chopping the wood and comes in needing to cool down.”

Susan rolled her eyes as she started chopping a stalk of celery. “That old bastard drives me crazy. You won’t have to be worrying about any of that.” At the end of the celery, her knife hit the cutting board with a loud thump and she dumped the cut pieces into a glass divided dish. “I tell him to bring veggie burgers for Emerie, and what does he do? Shows up with all beef and gives me a speech about not eating meat. The man is intolerable.”

Bowie glanced up at Stone with an instigating smirk. The first two weeks of their arrival at Stone’s house, Susan had stayed with them making sure Stone healed and Bowie was fed. But after spending time in the cute town of Willow Valley, enjoying the beach, the small community and the fresh air, she’d decided she wanted to spend her days fighting the cancer here. Susan and Slate had been bickering like an old married couple ever since. Of course, she’d discussed the move with Emerie before any final decisions had been made. And after her daughter had applied and been accepted for an internship at the local exotic animal clinic the two of them had rented a little cottage on the water. Bowie loved having them close, only a short drive away. With Slate always popping in, the two of them couldn’t seem to find a nice thing to say about the other. It was cute watching them act like clueless teenagers.

“She’s a little too defensive,” Bowie whispered to Stone, but loud enough for Susan to hear.

“Agreed. We better hurry to be back to chaperone them.”

A stalk of celery flew across the room and hit the door frame. “Get out before I practice my knife throwing next.”

Bowie laughed and giggled as she darted up the winding staircase to the loft, her recently converted art studio. 

***
[image: image]


STONE HADN’T EVER BEEN the romantic type. Where would he have learned how to woo a woman when his father had been his model.

When he’d first decided to win Bowie over in their early twenties he’d utilized his brash and overconfident refusal to accept her rejections to a date. After one date, they’d clicked and for whatever reason he’d never had to sweep her off her feet, or swoon her. She’d liked the down-to-earth, straightforward and real person he’d been—the person he still was. 

She’d planned their trips across the world since she’d already journeyed to most places before. She’d picked the hotels, the restaurants, and the best places to shop and explore.

While he still didn’t find it necessary to sweep her off her feet when a simple ride on her father’s bike, or when he’d started transforming the loft into her art studio would light up her face. She rewarded the simple things he did with her wholehearted smile. He enjoyed that smile in those moments. He never wanted her to feel as alone as she had in the last ten years and he never wanted her to question his love for her. 

“We should jump around and moan extra loud just to get a rise out of Susan.” She cast her troublemaking smirk at him as she reached the top of the stairs. “I’ll scream your name real loud and it’ll drive her nuts.”

Stone chuckled at her twisted sense of humor. 

“I’m even willing to knock over some cans of paint for effect.”

“You’re bad.” He trapped her with his arms and kissed her. “Oh, Bowie, baby!” he yelled and Bowie squealed her approval. 

“Yes, Stone, give it to me!” 

Stone heard a whimper that belonged to neither him nor Bowie. She heard it too and moved back eyeing him. “Was that you?”

The whimper sounded again and then turned into a small growl. 

Bowie’s eyes sparkled in that way he would never get enough of. 

“Oh my god, there’s a dog in here.” She squeezed his neck and jumped. “Did you buy a dog? Did you buy us a dog!?” She glanced around the room, arms still wrapped around his neck. 

“Not a dog.” 

Another bark sounded.

She looked at him, her smile from ear to ear. “That’s definitely a dog.” She planted a kiss on his lips. “You bought us a dog.” She let go of him and snapped her fingers. “Here little guy. Stone, where is he?”

Stone laughed and walked to the closet. Bowie chased behind him, clapping and jumping up and down. He stopped at the door and she ran into his back. 

“Oh! I’m sorry. I’ve never had a pet before.”

He kissed her nose, giving her a gentle push back and then opened the door to the closet. In a square box with three-foot sides, three sets of playful, excited eyes looked up at them.

Bowie covered her mouth with both hands, pressing so hard the skin lightened around her grasp. “You got puppies.”

“I did.”

She reached down and squeezed his hand. “You got more than one puppy.”

“Three. Siblings, so there’s a boy and two girls.”

Bowie bent down and reached her hand into the box of the awaiting German Shepherd puppies. She laughed as they all scrambled to sniff and lick her hands. 

“You three are so adorable. Which one of you should we name Bridge?” Her voice altered like she was talking to children. “Are you a Bridge?” She stroked the belly of one that rolled over for her. “Or are you Bridge?” The next one pawed at her arm. 

Stone bent down and picked the third one up. “I think we should call this little guy Oscar.” 

Bowie stood and ruffled the ears of the dog he held. “Do you like that name? Are you an Oscar?” She smiled at Stone as the dog nibbled on her hand. “Thank you.” She reached over the dog for a kiss from Stone.

“There’s another surprise on this one’s collar,” he said against her lips. 

She quickly pulled away and felt Oscar’s collar until she found a small bag tucked under it. “Did you just put this here?” She held the bag between them.

Stone set Oscar back in the box which riled all three into a barking song of objections. “I’m not giving away all my secrets.” He took the bag from her and touched the side of her face with one hand. “Bowie, it’s not been a secret that I plan on marrying you and now that we’ve settled together here and started the life we’ve always dreamed, I want to make it official.”

A tear slipped down her cheek as he lowered to one knee and took the engagement ring out of the bag while never taking his eyes off his beautiful future. “Bowie Blake, I’ve loved you from the first moment I saw you. Your smile, your laughter, your beauty, but it wasn’t until that first date that I really fell in love with you. I’d grown up in a broken family and I didn’t know the first thing about a relationship, but I knew with you, I could figure anything out.” 

She bent down and wrapped her arms around his neck, sitting on his knee. “I love you, Stone.”

He hugged her back, steadying his foot as they swayed with her weight. “Doll, I haven’t proposed yet.”

“Oh yeah.” She sat back, but didn’t get off his knee. “I’m sorry.”

He wiped a tear from under her eye. “Bowie Blake, will you make me the happiest man alive and be my wife?”

“Yes, yes, yes.” He slipped the emerald cut halo diamond engagement ring on her finger. “It’s beautiful.”

He tucked a piece of stray hair behind her head. “You’re beautiful.” He kissed her. A kiss that quickly turned heated, but was abruptly interrupted by three puppies wanting to run and play. 

“We’ll finish this later,” she promised. “I also got you a surprise in the bedroom. A hint, they’re metal and cold. I was going to do a whole you’ve been a bad boy play, but then you go and propose and bring home three puppies.”

“I can be bad,” he growled. “Very, very bad.” He lifted her over his shoulder and spanked her rear end.

“Not in front of the puppies,” she laughed.

Stone lifted the box and the three puppies barrelled out. “Come on guys,” he whistled as he walked toward the stairs. 

“Stone, put me down.” She slapped his back. 

“Nope. I’m getting Susan to babysit the puppies so you can show me my surprise.”

––––––––
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Chapter One
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DAX COLYN PARKED his turbocharged, jacked-up Ford truck alongside the front of the thriving restoration shop. He rolled the passenger’s window down to admire his truck’s jet-black paint job reflecting off the mirrored glass windows. Then his eyes took in the remarkably fascinating sign hung at the front of the building which he’d made himself from car parts lying around the shop. In the evening the back lit up and highlighted the name “Colyn & Son”. Dax couldn’t be more proud to have constructed the only restoration business in Willow Valley with his father. 

For as long as Dax could remember, his father, Rowdy, had always had a passion for re-building cars. He’d reconstructed car after car and flipped them for a profit. Dax remembered helping him work on them from a young age all the way through his middle school years. While his friends had been playing sports, Dax had played in grease. 

So it hadn’t been a surprise that Dax had jumped at the opportunity to be partners when his father had presented a business plan to open Colyn & Son Restoration. However, at the time, Dax had only been in his first year of high school, and his stern father had one stipulation: graduate high school and obtain a college degree first. Dax had nailed both of those while working all his extra hours in the shop. 

He’d acquired his hard working gene from his dad, who’d recently been promoted to fire chief at the local fire station where Dax volunteered. His dad still managed to find time to work at their shop but no longer had enough time to enjoy and unwind with his son and a good frosty beer at Buck’s Bar. That was okay with Dax, though. He often found other—more satisfying—ways to unwind at night. 

The bar on the main street, across from the beach, was known to attract tourists. Most locals didn’t step foot inside the wild place, but it was an easy place to hook up with attractive women looking for casual, one-night stands. Now that it was September, the pickings were slim, but Dax hadn’t been complaining last night.

Now, with the sun barely up—he’d always been an early riser no matter what—he rolled the window back up and cut the roaring engine. Scrubbing his hands over his face, he took a deep breath and battled his pounding headache. He hurt everywhere. But, damn, it had been worth it. 

Ready to start his morning, he grabbed the duffle bag he’d left in his backseat for mornings just like this and climbed out of the truck. Squinting against the morning sun, he slipped his sunglasses down from his head and slid them over his eyes.

As he pressed the lock button on his key fob, he recalled the evening he’d just spent with a spicy redhead. He’d parted ways with her only minutes earlier but the flashes of their night together eased his headache. Still, he’d wished he could have pounded an hour or more in the gym and grabbed a quick shower and well-needed pot of coffee before coming to work, but the fire station was located conveniently beside the Colyn shop—his dad had planned that well—and had a well-equipped gym, showers and coffee that wasn’t half bad. Starting his day here instead of his condo would make it easier to prepare for dealing with the new high school co-op student Rowdy had arranged to be Dax’s shadow for the next twelve weeks at the fire station. Dax didn’t think babysitting a co-op student was a good use of his time but he couldn’t say no to the chief.

“Those shades aren't going to hide the fun you had last night.” His buddy, and volunteer fire fighter, Hawk slapped his shoulder. “I give you credit for trying to disguise your hangover, but I'm guessing no one will miss your blood shot eyes.”

Dax chuckled, tossing his bag over his shoulder. “What the hell are you doing up so early? You don't have a co-op student to babysit.”

He shrugged. “Maybe your morning routine is rubbing off on me.” He looked Dax over. “Last night’s clothes. No perspiration. I see you didn't take your morning run on the beach.” He gave an approving nod. “You hookup with Red?”

Dax smirked at him. “I wasn't walking away from that piece of ass.”

“She wasn't walking away from you.”

That was true. Red hadn't been shy about her motives the night before. Dax liked a straightforward woman who wasn’t afraid of her sexuality and who told him what she wanted.

“Jealous?” 

Hawk shook his head. “I didn't go home alone. You’re not the only one who can catch a nice piece of ass.”

Dax laughed, but the motion only caused more pain. The gym was going to kill him.

***
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AT NINE O’CLOCK SHARP, Dax stood in the apparatus bay between two fire engines. His body still felt the burn of his workout, but his mind felt more clear.

He folded his arms across his thick chest, ignoring the objection of his sore muscles, especially his shoulder, where a previous injury still swelled. Narrowing his eyes on his shadow for the next twelve weeks, he sneered at the teenager’s unsuitable attire. The rusty-haired boy—“Rusty” would be a good nickname for him—might get away with not wearing steel toe boots and letting his pants hang so low they looked ready to fall off his ass at school, but not at the fire station. There were co-op safety regulations that clearly stated the clothing requirement the boy had to follow and he’d obviously not paid them much attention. The program had limited positions for kids and it aggravated Dax for one of them to show up without reading the placement outline.

Dax rubbed his scruffy jaw line and asked, “Did you read the placement outline?”

The boy nodded, his long, wavy bangs falling over his eyes. He made a small flipping motion with his head to toss his hair back before saying, “Yes, sir.”

Yes, sir, his ass. 

“Go home and read it again. If you can figure out what you’ve done wrong, I’ll see you back here tomorrow morning at the same time. If not, don’t bother coming back.”

The boy blinked.

Dax arched his eyebrows. “Do you need me to show you the front door?” He glanced beyond the boy where the large four-fold doors stood wide open looking out onto a side street of the main.

Another short shake of the head. “No, sir.” The boy looked around as though one of the other men would swoop in and save him. But this station was half volunteer and half paid, so there weren’t as many around at this hour. This kid better get used to managing his own shit because life wasn’t all a hand out. 

Finally, the boy turned and stalked out of the bay, his pants hanging way below his backside. Dax felt bad for the poor bastard whose daughter this boy pursued.

***
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AVA ANDERSON PARKED her car down the street from the local fire station. She popped open the trunk and rummaged around the teal and white beach bag packed with all the necessities for an afternoon at the beach. She swapped out her work high heels to a pair of comfortable sandals and then rummaged some more through the bag to confirm she’d packed an extra change of clothes so she could also get rid of her constricting skirt and blazer.

Breathing in the warm September air, she enjoyed the short walk to the station. These hot end-of-summer-weather days were Ava’s favorite. They promised one more day of soaking up the sun and splashing in the water with her daughter before the winter weather came about. 

Stopping in front of the station where the doors were wide open and bright red fire trucks towered inside the bay, she saw her daughter had beaten her to the water part. Soaked from her blonde damp curls to her sandaled feet, the six-year-old was quite a sight. The girl didn’t notice her mother as she dipped a sponge bigger than both her hands in a soapy pail of water before raising it as high as she could reach on the truck. Ava smiled as she watched more water dripping down her daughter’s arms than meeting the red paint.

Ava took off her sunglasses and stepped inside the bay. “I thought we might go to the beach today.”

Olivia’s wide eyes turned in the direction of Ava. “Mommy!” She tossed the sponge in the direction of the bucket, missing completely, but not noticing it flop onto the wet cement as she barreled toward her mother. 

Ava bent down for a wet hug, cringing as the liquid made dark imprints on her navy clothes. “Were you good for Grandpa?”

Olivia pulled away. “Yes. Can Grandpa come with us to the beach?”

“Grandpa’s an old man. He’d wrinkle into a prune sitting around the beach.” Behind her daughter, Ava watched as Rowdy Colyn picked up the wayward sponge and tossed it into the bucket. He hardly fit the description of an “old man.” His hair may have peppered silver over the years, but as fire chief he maintained a daily regimen of exercise for a fit and healthy body.

“I wanted to go work on Charlie.” Olivia pouted her lower lip which was more adorable than she knew and Ava attempted to keep a serious face. “But Grandpa said you were coming to get me, so we decided to wash the trucks instead.” She tilted her head and gave her mother one of her cutest toothy smiles. “Can I work on Charlie after the beach? Please? Just for a little while?”

The vintage black Impala, AKA “Charlie”, sat in one of the bays next door in the Colyn shop. It had been Rowdy’s car in his teenage years. From the moment Olivia could walk and talk, the two of them had spent oodles of hours working to restore it.

Ava kissed her daughter’s button nose before looking at Rowdy. “I could stop by after we grab a bite to eat. Do you want to stay after six?”

Rowdy shrugged. “Either we work on Charlie or go home and talk about working on Charlie. Might as well get the work done.”

She looked back at her daughter. “You better thank Grandpa with a seriously massive bear hug.” She set Olivia on her feet and the girl darted across the distance between her and Rowdy for a hug. Rowdy launched her into the air, spinning her around. 

Old man, right.

“I’m going to change. Can you watch her a few more minutes?”

Rowdy nodded and Ava walked toward the day room, smiling at the conversation behind her. 

“She can finish washing the truck, the whole side, before she goes.”

“Grandpa, that would take too long.”

“Oh, Ava!” 

She turned to catch Rowdy jogging up to her. “Yes?”

“When you drop Olivia off at the shop, can you check Dax’s shoulder? Maybe ice it with that cold or heat gel stuff or an ice pack if it’s still swollen. He really buggered it up when the truck flipped two weeks back. The ambulance managed to get him to the hospital that day, not sure how, but he needs a follow up and he cancelled this week.”

Ava quietly eyed the man before her, wondering if she’d mistakenly heard him. Why would she check his son’s shoulder? She wasn’t a professional doctor or nurse and she certainly wasn’t on close enough terms with Dax to ask him to flash his bare shoulder without it getting awkward quick. The man exuded a ruggedly aloof persona and she doubted her opinion mattered much to him.

“Are you joking?” she asked.

“Is my son’s damaged shoulder funny to you?”

Ava frowned at him. “You know you’re the fire chief, right? You can instruct him to give you the follow up papers from the doctor or threaten to suspend his volunteering until you receive it.”

“We both know how stubborn Dax is. He’d take the latter. Just do me a favor and check his shoulder and report back to me.” Rowdy turned and walked away.

“Rowdy—”

“Grab a few supplies at the drug store on the strip and I’ll reimburse you.”

So that was settled. 

Taking a deep breath, Ava pushed through the door. She couldn’t say no to Rowdy after everything he’d done for her the last seven years, taking her in when she’d been pregnant and had nowhere to go. 

But darn it, this? It was clear which parent Dax got his stubbornness from.

~End of Sneak Peek~

To continue reading, pick up the first Bad Boys of Willow Valley book. 

DAX, Bad Boys of Willow Valley, Book #1
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Contemporary romance author Shannyn Leah loves olives, lip gloss and reading (and writing) romance novels. Her love of words started at an early age and soon grew until, during her teenage years, she’d started writing her own novels. When her mom pushed to finally publish some of the stories, she quickly amassed two complete romance series (By The Lake and Caliendo Resort series) and, in 2016, released her first Fantasy Romance entitled The Gatekeepers (Part One of the Winters Rising series).

When she’s not writing contemporary romance books into the early hours of the morning, Shannyn can be found antiquing with her two favorite people, her momma and sister, in their picturesque London, Ontario hometown.

Shannyn would love to get to know her readers as you get to know her (just don’t send her any carrots!)
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Join her mailing list to be notified when new books are released, exclusive excerpts and prizes:

Shannyn Leah’s Newsletter

Visit her webpage for extras: 

Shannyn’s Webpage

Shannyn loves discussing her books on both her Author Facebook page and her Secret Sister Fan Page. 

If you wish to get in contact with her, please email her at Shannynleah@gmail.com
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	      Did you love Stone? Then you should read Dax by Shannyn Leah!

	    

    
	    
	      [image: Dax]
	    

	  
	    
Dax Colyn is one of the bad boys of Willow Valley. A fearless volunteer firefighter and hard working, sexy mechanic, he makes all the woman swoon and he likes it that way. He keeps people at a distance since his mother died. He doesn't want to let anyone in, much less a woman he knows he could fall in love with.Ava Anderson keeps people away, too. Haunted by her tortured past and constantly fearful of the future, it's only her daughter Olivia and Dax's dad Rowdy that she's let in. But when tragedy strikes, it pushes Dax and Ava together, forcing them both to let go of their fears. They soon learn how hard it is to keep pretending and how easy it is to let others in. Especially when those people are family."Dax" is the first in the "Bad Boys of Willow Valley" series from author Shannyn Leah.

	    

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at Shannyn Leah’s site.
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