
        
            
                
            
        

    
 



 

 
 
Evernight Publishing ®
 
www.evernightpublishing.com
 
 
 
Copyright© 2015 Jenika Snow
 
 
ISBN: 978-1-77233-344-2
 
Cover Artist: Sour Cherry Designs
 
Editor: Karyn White
 
 
 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
 
 
WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.
 
This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
 
 



 
DEDICATION
 
It’s never too late.
 



 
FIGHTING TO FORGET
 
The Fighters of Absinthe, 4
 
Jenika Snow
 
Copyright © 2015
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
Larson ducked as the massive hand came right at his face. He moved left, then right. Swinging his own fist out, he connected with the muscular abdomen of his opponent, feeling strength when the other man grunted in pain and stumbled back. The MMA fight was currently being held in the stadium of the Convention Center, and was packed full of spectators. The smell of sweat, blood, and aggression quickly filled the arena as the fight progressed.
Larson swung out left, connected with the guy’s jaw, and heard the sound of bone cracking. The fighter stumbled back, blood spilling out of his mouth and nose. The other fighter turned his head and spit out a mouthful of the red, viscous fluid, wiped the back of his hand over his lips and nose, and focused on Larson again. Larson saw his wife in the crowd, her hands by her lips and worry on her face. He hated that Melanie came to the fights, but she insisted on showing her support, and how could he get upset about that? They may have only been married for a year, but he’d known her for the last decade, saw her as the woman for him, and would do anything for her.
He brought his focus back to the fighter, put his personal life and Melanie in the back of his mind, and rolled his head around his neck. Before the other fighter was fully righted Larson was on him, wrapping his arms around his neck in a hug, and trying to take him down. He reached down and delivered a series of short, but effective hits to the guy’s side, knocked his kidneys around a bit, but had to stop and block a few of the other fighter’s punches and kicks of his own.
Larson felt his opponent growing tired, and that was when he did the takedown. Bending and wrapping his arms around the guy’s thighs, he used all of his strength to lift him up, and then slam him back down on the mat. The crowd went wild. Larson was on him a second later, tightening his thighs around his upper body and twisting so he had him in an armbar. The fighter struggled at first, his face a mask of rage. Larson knew this man well, knew of his reputation, the fact he had a short fuse, and the anger on his face at the knowledge he was going to lose was like a shot to Larson’s gut.
“You motherfucker,” the fighter wheezed out, bared his teeth, and struggled more.
Larson tightened his hold on him again, and finally his opponent brought his open hand down on Larson’s thigh for his tap out. Larson rolled off of the other man, but before he could stand the fighter, Haines, was on top of him, his forearm on Larson’s neck and his teeth bared.
“You cheated me out of that fucking title,” Haines said, spittle spraying out of his mouth and his face red. The refs started coming forward, pulling Haines off, but the fighter was a big man, angry at the world, and he’d just lost the championship fight. But acting like this, being a sore loser in front of everyone, told Larson he was unstable.
The refs and Larson finally managed to get Haines off of him, and Larson stood, cracked his knuckles, and braced himself in case Haines came after him again.
“You’re going to regret this, you piece of shit. You’re going to regret a lot, Larson.” Haines stared at him for several seconds, turned his head to spit on the mat, and then left the cage. The crowd booed as Haines lifted his hands and flipped everyone off.
Larson looked out at the crowd, the cage erected in the center of the arena the only thing separating him and the hundreds of people that had come to watch the championship fight. Melanie was closer to the cage now, her worry even more pronounced since Haines had gone psycho. Larson’s face throbbed from the two punches Haines had managed to land on him, and he might have a few bruised ribs, but other than that he was feeling fucking good. He’d just won the championship, had the title and belt to go with it, and he was going to stop fighting and just live his life with Melanie.
This was his last fight, and he’d gone down swinging, taken what he wanted, and could finally have a family with his beautiful wife. He normally did feel this way after a fight, especially with the endorphins and adrenaline pumping through him, but this high was a little different because he was looking forward to just having a normal life. He was getting older, and he’d promised Melanie after this they’d try for babies.
He wanted to just go home and be with Melanie in every way possible to get the adrenaline out of his system, but he had a press conference, an after gathering where he’d speak with the fans, and being with his wife would have to wait.
“And the winner, the championship fighter, Larson Ireland.” The crowd went wild as the ref lifted Larson’s arm with one hand, and using his other hand held the championship belt high above their heads.
Larson left the cage after he spoke with the television spokesman for one of the sport channels, and noticed the women right away. They swarmed up to him, not caring that he was happily married. They just saw a fighter, the winner for tonight, and wanted to be in his bed. It was a common thing he’d been subjected to since fighting in the scene, and before getting with Melanie he’d accepted their offers. He’d fucked them, enjoyed that they threw themselves at him. But not anymore, not since he started dating Melanie, married her, and fallen head over heels in love with her.
He went over to where Melanie was standing beside two bodyguards, but a blonde intercepted him. She was eye-fucking him and lifted her hand to touch his bare, sweaty chest, but he pushed past her. It was the only thing he could do to these women anymore, the ones that were called Chasers in the fighting community. Talking to them just made them want to get into bed faster, no matter what was even being said.
Larson ignored the way the hollering of the crowd around him intensified once he was on the main ground. He walked over to where Melanie stood, embraced her and tried to put the fight behind him. It was hard, though, because his body was still primed to fight.
“I thought that guy was going to kill you,” she said loudly, the crowd so boisterous it was hard to think straight.
“He was pissed he lost the fight, and instead of taking it like a man and true fighter, he snapped.” Larson pulled back and looked at Melanie’s face. She was a beautiful woman, scarred from a car accident when she was five, and having lost her vision in one eye. But despite that, he never saw her as anything but beautiful and strong. Sure, they’d had problems in the beginning of their relationship because of his fighting, but she finally accepted this was his life, and they’d compromised. She’d become supportive, too. So, he’d gotten his belt, and now things were on his terms, and his future was ahead of them.
“I take it you still have to do a lot of face time with the media and fans,” she said and smiled. “I’ll be at home, have a hot meal ready to reheat for you.” She chuckled, and he did the same. “And maybe I’ll rub out your muscles if you’re not too dead on your feet.”
He leaned down and kissed her and told the bodyguards to walk her out to her car. “Text me when you get home.”
She kissed him once more. Then she was leaving the arena with the guards behind her.
****
Larson pulled into the driveway of the home he shared with Melanie, cut the engine, and rested his head on the back of the seat. He was beat, so fucking tired he could have slept right here. The lights were off in the house, but it was after two in the morning. He’d had to sneak out, because the after party was still going strong.
He climbed out of the car, made his way up to the front door, and as soon as he had it pushed open and stepped inside he knew something was wrong. He set his keys on the table beside the door and looked around, his body tense, alert. The sound of the clock on the wall was the only thing he could hear.
“Melanie?” he called out, his heart starting to pump wildly. She should have stayed with him, should have been by his side even if it would have been a hectic night. Making his way through the house he went into the kitchen, the family room, and finally headed down the hallway. With every step he took his heart went faster, harder, and he felt the sweat cover his body. He clenched his hands into fists, curling his fingers into his palms with enough force he felt his nails break skin.
The bedroom door was shut, and he stopped in front of it. Melanie always waited up for him after a fight, always, no matter the time. He was shaking, feeling in the pit of his gut that things were wrong, terribly wrong. Pushing the door open with enough force it slammed against the wall, he moved inside and looked around the darkened room, which was lit only by the moonlight coming through the window. When his eyes adjusted he froze. His heart stopped, his breathing changed, and he felt emotions swamp him.
He felt around for the light switch with a shaky hand, turned it on, and a silent cry left him as he took in the bed. In the center of the mattress, covered in blood and a loose sheet, was his sweet, beautiful Melanie. He could tell she was nude under the sheet, and when he took that first step forward, his knees nearly buckling under his weight, he felt like the world had just been pulled out from under him. He fell to his knees when he reached the bed, gathered Melanie in his arms, and roared out.
“Please, baby, please wake up.” The tears wouldn’t come. He searched his pocket for his cell, but the fucking thing fell to the floor and slid under the bed. He grabbed for the phone on the nightstand, dialed 911, and while the phone rang he blinked back the shock of what was happening.
“This is 911, what’s your emergency?” the operator said.
Larson felt his throat tighten, and he told the woman on the other end about the situation. It was hard getting the words out, painful to have to describe what he saw.
“Stay on the phone with me, sir. I have dispatched an ambulance, and they are en route.”
Larson dropped the phone to the bed, could hear the operator calling out for him, but everything else faded away as he held Melanie again. All he felt was this intense rage, this consuming anger that was controlling him right now. He shook her, screamed out her name, and when the sound of a floorboard creaking behind him sounded he stood and spun. His heart picked up speed again, and the adrenaline pumped through his veins.
There, standing a few feet from him, his sweet wife’s blood all over his chest and hands, and his fucking fly unzipped, was Haines. The fucker smiled, flashed his crooked front teeth, and made a show of zipping up his fly slowly.
“I have been watching you for years, Larson, fucking years. I trained, worked out in hopes that one day I’d have you in the cage with me.” He took a step forward. “You fucking made a fool out of me tonight, made me look weak, and all my hard work and training was for nothing.”
Larson shook his head, tried to get his mind on the situation, but he wasn’t thinking or seeing straight.
“You took from me the glory that I’d worked my entire life for.”
“You’re fucking insane,” Larson said in a tight voice. “You lost, and so you come here, hurt, took, violated what I love?” He roared out the last part, and although he wanted to hold Melanie, bring her back even though he knew she was gone, this threat wasn’t done. The tears came then, angry, hot, forceful.
Haines threw himself at Larson, attacked him and tackled him to the ground. They grappled, tried to get the upper hand on the other, and when Larson threw a punch at Haines the other man hollered in pain. Larson went to pick himself up off the ground and heard the operator shouting on the phone now. Before he could anticipate Haines’s next move searing pain slammed into him. Larson roared out when hot agony filled him. He cupped his neck and slid his hand down to his chest, through the slice in his t-shirt. When he pulled his hand back he saw it covered in blood. Warm wetness continued to fall down his chest, soaking the material of his shirt.
Looking up at Haines, he saw the other man held a bloody knife in his hand. Something snapped in Larson despite the pain that he felt and the blood that spilled out of his throat and chest.
He launched himself at Haines, took the man down, and without thinking, just letting his rage consume him, he grabbed Haines’s head and slammed it on the ground. Over and over he did this until he heard bone crunching, saw blood pooling under the man’s skull, and only then did he fall away from Haines. He landed on his ass, the knife by Haines’s outstretched, still hand.
Larson kicked the knife away, had to crawl on the ground toward the bed because he was too weak from the blood loss, and looked over at his wife. He pulled Melanie into his arms, held her lifeless, cold body close to his, and felt his own life start to slip away. He was losing a lot of blood, could feel it pumping out of him, and knew he’d die right along with his wife. It was how he wanted it, though, because living alone and without her would be a hell all its own.



Chapter Two
 
Ten years later
 
He was all raw power, hard muscle, and indifference. He was a man that didn’t say much, a man that fought until his knuckles bled, his body was coated in sweat, and to where he couldn’t catch his breath. For the last year Tasha Mackenzie had been watching Larson fight at the gym. She’d gotten the job as front desk receptionist when one of the guys who’d originally held the job left for training.
Tasha didn’t mind being around all the sweat and testosterone, didn’t even mind getting leered at by some of the younger fighters, though the latter did surprise her seeing as she wasn’t thin and toned like the women that worked out here. She was thick, with wide hips, a size sixteen waist, and thighs that were far too big for her liking.
Tasha certainly didn’t mind being able to watch the man that stayed to himself, who others didn’t bother, and a man that fought like he was trying to run from something. He fought with so much emotion coming from him that she knew he had secrets. They had to be deep and dark, had to be painful. She knew all too well about trying to hide emotions with another substitute.
She stood and moved around the wall that blocked off the front desk and the gym. She stared at Larson, who was in a ring with another fighter. She was mesmerized by the sight of him fighting, and held her breath when the fighter tried to bring him down. She’d never spoken to Larson aside from a few hellos in passing, but if he knew how she felt about him, that she had feelings for a man she really didn’t know, he’d probably think she was crazy.
It was hard not to watch, especially when there was so much raw intensity on display, so much execution and precision. Tasha held the papers in her hands so tight she heard them crinkle in her grasp. Larson was a machine in the ring, with his thick, tattoo covered arms, and body corded with muscle. He had a scar that covered one side of his neck, right by his jugular, and continued downward to his chest. It spoke of a past that was probably something he was fighting to forget.
She held her breath as she watched him swing out, move to the left then right, and finally bounce on the balls of his feet. His hits could bring a man to his knees, and she had seen it on more than one occasion. Harlond McGrieve owned the back alley MMA training gym, and his daughter Sunny helped run the business. Harlond trained a lot of legit MMA fighters and ones that ran in the underground circuit. Tasha knew enough about the gym that she kept her mouth shut about what happened here, about why some of the men trained.
Having gone to high school with Sunny, they’d reconnected when they met at a coffee shop over a year ago. And here was Tasha, a year later, working at the gym, and knowing that what these men trained here for wasn’t just for the legal kind of fighting, but also the kind that was bare-knuckle and dirty.
At twenty-three years old Tasha had never really been subjected to the kind of violence these men trained for. She didn’t have a perfect life, was more rebellious than most kids her age, and had made a lot of mistakes in her life. Hell, Sunny didn’t even know why Tasha had left during her senior year, gotten her GED, and finally come back to Absinthe heavyhearted.
Tasha didn’t think anyone aside from her parents knew what happened, and that was for the best. If they knew that she’d gotten pregnant at seventeen years old, had a baby and given it up, the whole town would have probably looked at her overly religious parents as if they’d spawned a devil daughter. But it was the father of her baby that had hurt her the most. It was her senior year chemistry teacher who had seduced her, told her promises that they’d be together, and when he’d found out she was pregnant he’d resigned and moved, leaving her alone and with this huge weight on her shoulders.
She shook her head, trying to get the thoughts out of her mind because they’d do no good.
Tasha leaned against the wall and watched as he boxed with a newer, younger fighter. Despite Larson being over six feet in height, and having enough muscle mass that he looked like a tank, Tasha saw something in him that she could connect to, connect with.
She watched Larson circle Brody, the newer fighter, witnessed him take the powerful hits, but give them just as hard, and felt adrenaline pump through her body as if she were the one fighting. Brody threw a right hook, but Larson dodged it just before contact could be made.
Her heart pounded hard at the sight. Blood rushed through her veins, and she held her breath. There was something exciting and dangerous watching Larson take down a guy, throwing a punch to their face and body, and seeing blood explode outward from the violence. Tasha didn’t feel this adrenaline force when watching the other fighters. No, it was only with Larson, the man so much older than she was.
“Hello?”
The deeply masculine voice came from behind her, and she turned her head and looked over her shoulder at the man who stood on the other side of the desk.
“I’m Brandon. I was told by Harlond to come here and start my training.”
She smiled, composed herself, and pushed the thoughts of Larson out of her head. “Of course. Let me get your paperwork that will need to be filled out.” She grabbed the manila folder that all new members had to complete, handed it over to him, and smiled again. “I’ll let Harlond know you’re here.”
“Thanks,” he said and went over to the table and chairs off to the side. She stared at him as he started filling out the forms. He was a big guy, like everyone that came through the doors to train here. She didn’t know much about him aside from what Harlond had told her. He was twenty-eight years old, and had been fighting in the MMA for the last five years. His dark hair was buzzed close to his head. The gauge in his left ear was big and black, and like all the guys here he had sleeves of tattoos. The ink could also be seen through his faded t-shirt.
She looked over at the ring again, saw Larson and Brody clapping each other on the back once, then watched Larson head toward the shower room. But he stopped right before he entered, turned slowly, and for a second just stared right at her. She was frozen, unable to move as his gaze held hers. Even from the distance she could see the way his dark, almost emotionless, eyes calculated what was happening.
Did he know she was watching him, that she had been watching him? God, now she felt humiliated, so embarrassed she felt her face turn red and her body heat. She turned away quickly, sat down, and when she looked at Brandon she saw that he watched her with this knowing look on his face.
Yeah, she wished right then and there that the world would just open up and swallow her whole.
****
Larson pushed the doors open to the locker room, tossed his bag onto the bench, and tried to get his thoughts in order. He was confused, wondering what it was about the receptionist at Harlond’s that had him interested in knowing more about her. In the last decade he’d never felt more for a woman than wanting to have sex with them, use them the same way they used him for a few hours of mindless pleasure.
He went over to the showers, turned one of them on, and then got undressed. He stepped into the water, and closed his eyes. Bracing a forearm on the tiled wall, he focused on the steam surrounding him, the heat and droplets of the water pounding on his back and neck, and didn’t allow thoughts of the receptionist invade his mind. She’d been working at the gym for the last year, that much he knew. He also knew her name was Tasha. He saw her watching him every time they were at the gym at the same time, and he wondered if she was interested in him as a person or in him as the fighter.
The women that he’d been with sexually had only been after him for one thing. They’d wanted sex, wanted to sleep with a fighter, an MMA champion even if that title had been earned a long time ago. And that had been fine for Larson, all he wanted from them.
But there was something definitely enticing about Tasha, something that had his interest piqued, his desires coming forward. He didn’t fuck women that worked or trained at the gym, didn’t even think about it. But with her, for some reason, whatever reason, he did think about it, about her.
After grabbing the soap, he scrubbed it over his chest and hair, and rinsed off. She was too sweet for him, and looking at her, seeing the way she stared at him, told Larson the girl didn’t know half of the person he was, of the dead monster he really was inside. Maybe she saw his scar and wondered what his story was. Some people asked him, if they weren’t intimidated by his size or tattoos, and if they hadn’t been around a decade ago and read the paper. His life had been shit for so long, so volatile, and she was young as hell, and far too innocent and vulnerable compared to him.
Yeah, settling down was not something he’d ever do again, or not something he’d let himself consider. That was a gift, an honor to have a woman in his life that would be his other half. He’d already lost that chance once, and he wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.
Now, if she wanted to fuck, even if she did work at Harlond’s, he was interested in her immensely, and could probably break his rule to enjoy her for a night’s time. Even thinking that, thinking about Tasha in that filthy fucking way, made him feel like a bastard.



Chapter Three
 
He felt something being tugged and pulled on him, heard the distinct sound of people talking, but he couldn’t make out what was being said. Opening his eyes, or trying to at first, Larson blinked, the light so bright it was nothing but this intense whiteness surrounding him. He tried to move, tried to get off the hardness that was beneath him. He thought he spoke, felt his mouth move, but he couldn’t hear himself saying anything, and had yet to see anything aside from the whiteness that blinded him.
Melanie.
He remembered what had happened, the blood, the life he saw gone when he looked at her. Clearing his throat and licking his lips, he tried to rise, but something strong, heavy, pushed him back down.
“Don’t move,” said the distorted voice.
“Where…” He couldn’t form any words. His throat was dry, tight, his lips chapped. He felt weak as hell, like the life had been sucked right out of him. “My wife,” he gasped out. “Where is my wife?” But he knew in his heart she was gone, knew that he’d never hold his sweet Melanie again.
“Don’t move, and just relax,” the voice said again, a little clearer this time. Something went into the crook of his arm, painful, sharp. The sensation of coldness washing through him had him struggling, trying to rise, not knowing what in the hell was going on. And then everything faded and he just let it take him away.
Darkness was better than what he’d face in reality.
****
Larson slowly opened his eyes, stared at the darkened shadows that covered the walls and ceilings, and watched as a car’s headlights flashed along the room. He breathed out slowly. He hated this, hated that all these years later he was still having the dreams about when he’d woken up … when he’d realized he hadn’t died with Melanie.
Getting up, he rested his feet on the cold, hardwood floor beneath him, braced his hands on his knees, and leaned forward. He hung his head between his shoulders, closed his eyes, and waited for his heart to slow down.
“Fuck,” he cursed out low.
Standing, he made his way into the bathroom and turned on the light. The harsh florescent bulb above him made this humming noise, but after a few seconds finally shut the hell up. Bracing his hands on the counter of the sink, he stared at himself in the mirror. His dark eyes had circles under them, and his short hair was in need of another shave. He kept it short nowadays, didn’t want the hassle of tending to it.
Placing a hand on the puckered, nasty looking scar on his neck, he moved his fingers down the length of it and stopped at his chest. Even all these years later he hadn’t gotten used to the ugly sight of it.
“Damn.” He breathed out, turned the faucet on, and splashed his face with water. After drying off he left the bathroom and looked at the clock on the bedside table. It was only three in the morning, but he wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. He’d just go to the gym, or maybe run until he couldn’t stand up any longer. He needed something to get the anxiousness and energy out of him. Fighting or working out were his options, but a good fight sounded a hell of a lot better to let the steam off.
****
Sometimes Tasha thought about the baby she had given up, what that little boy was doing all these years later, and if the people that had adopted him were being good to him. She had only seen him once, right after she’d delivered him, but she couldn’t bear to hold him. So, she’d sent him away and never saw him again, but remembered every detail on his little face, even all these years later.
What was his name? What did he look like now? He’d had a tuft of light blond hair on his head and this birthmark on his little arm. But she’d never see him again. The adoption was closed, sealed, and she had no clue who had him. Even if she had the means to take care of him now, she wouldn’t know where to find him.
But it was better this way, better because she’d been so young, didn’t have the means or support of her family to raise a child, and she knew giving him up would provide a better life for him.
It had broken her heart, but she’d moved on, or at least tried to, and only when she was sitting in the park, like she was right now, and seeing the children running around, did she wonder about it all.
The playground was off to the left about twenty yards away. A family was walking their dog to her right, and joggers were running around the lake. It was a nice day, early still, but she didn’t have to go into work until later, and eating breakfast in a shaded spot at the park helped to clear her head.
She tossed her trash away in the bin beside her and leaned back on the bench, seeing a man in a hoodie and sweatpants running faster than any of the other people. His body was big, and it was clear under the sweat-dampened outfit he wore that he was heavily muscled. But she couldn’t see his face because of the hood.
What was he thinking about? Was he running to keep in shape, or to get away from something that haunted him? She’d done the latter on several occasions, and assumed others had the same problems, the same worries and bad decisions that clung to them like a second skin.
He came closer. His feet ate up the pavement, and she sat up straighter. There was something about him, something that had her interested and curious as to who this man was. The closer he got, the more she tried to look at his face. But the hood he wore was on the longer side, and all she saw was part of his mouth.
He stood a few feet from her, now braced his hands on his thighs, and breathed in and out heavily. He stood to his full, impressive height, pushed his hoodie back, and she parted her mouth slightly. It was Larson, in all his big, muscular, and sweaty glory. He hadn’t noticed her, didn’t even look her way. He started stretching, and she watched the way his muscles flexed and contracted under his clothes.
Tasha started bouncing her leg up and down, thinking she should go up and talk to him. Heck, they’d seen each other at the gym enough times that she should just go up and strike a conversation. And then he turned and looked at her, stared right into her eyes with his deep, dark gaze, and she was at a loss for what to do.
He took a step toward her, stopped, and shook his head. When he looked to the side she caught a flash of his scar, but the darkened expression on his face had her stalling and not moving toward him. She wanted to, wanted to introduce herself finally, but she was feeling this cement sensation fill her, this hardness that told her now was probably not the right time. Hell, maybe never was the right time.
But she grew a set of balls, and stepped toward him. They stood there for a moment, but when she opened her mouth to say something, she saw him take a step back, and she snapped her lips together.
“Hi,” she forced out.
He scrubbed a hand over his hair, but didn’t say anything. She felt like an ass, especially when they stood there for several moments, neither speaking again. He shook his head and turned to leave.
Tasha stood there, not sure what in the hell just happened, but feeling humiliated.
She turned and looked around, seeing a young couple sitting on the bench a few feet away. They smiled, but it wasn’t the kind of smile that was pleasant, but one that said they’d seen the awkward as hell encounter. God, she just needed to either forget about this, about Larson, or garner some strength and go after what she wanted.



Chapter Four
 
It felt weird being here, seeing all these people going into this disgusting, dilapidated building, but she’d wanted to come, had to see this for herself. When she’d overheard Larson speaking with one of the fighters about doing an underground match, she’d felt like a fool for eavesdropping and deciding to do this.
She still hadn’t really spoken to Larson, not even after they’d seen each other at the park, yet he hadn’t said a word. But she’d seen him watching her, like he was curious as to what the deal with her was. Hell, maybe he thought she was a creep because she watched him all the time? She couldn’t help it though.
Tasha had never felt this kind of connection or draw to someone. Well, she had felt something, or thought she had with her chemistry teacher, but that had been different. That had been along the lines of she hadn’t known any better, fell for his charm and sweetly spoken words, and thought she was in love. She knew better now that she was older, knew that it hadn’t been love at all.
She looked around the cracked, uneven, and uprooted parking lot. The building that the fight was currently at was in the crappy part of town, right at the edge of the city limits, and where the drug deals, prostitution, and even where some murders had gone down. She grabbed her purse, had her pepper spray in her hand and ready to go, and got out of her car.
This part of town was scary, and she was stupid for coming here alone, but she really didn’t have any friends, and although she knew Sunny, the other woman wasn’t close enough that Tasha would have asked her to come, or felt okay with explaining why she wanted to come here.
But as the shadows crept up around her, the sound of the lone car passing by on occasion, and the knowledge that blood and gore would happen within this building, had fear and anxiety creeping up on Tasha.
The only saving grace was the fact other people were going in, too. There were younger guys with tattoos and piercings, but there were also preppy looking guys, probably from the local college. The women were scantily dressed, showing a lot of skin, and she’d heard the guys at the gym talk about certain girls like that, ones that they called Chasers because they wanted to sleep with the fighters.
  The door she now stood in front of was tattered and scarred steel, with chipped red paint, a handle that was rusted and looked to be falling off the hinges, and it looked downright nasty. She pulled open the heavy metal and stepped through. There was a long hallway, and the scent of decay, mold, and dirt filled her nose. There were people walking in front of her, some behind her as well, their voices loud, echoing off the high ceiling and walls.
A scary looking man stood in front of another door, this one at the end of the hallway. She saw some of the people in front of her giving the bouncer tickets, and she cursed. Of course she would have had to pay to see the fight. She felt even more foolish that she hadn’t even contemplated that she’d have to have some form of proof to get into the match. She only knew about this place because she’d heard the guys at the gym talking about the location and who was fighting tonight, and how it was in the seedy part of town.
She looked at the guy guarding the door again. There was no way she would be able to get by that bouncer. Hell, he looked like he was itching to beat someone’s ass, and she wasn’t going to be that someone. She also couldn’t try to squeeze her way in on her looks. Tasha knew she was on the overweight side, was a “Plain Jane” compared to a lot of women, and she wasn’t even wearing anything revealing that would have accented her large breasts. Just as she turned around to go back out the door she came through, male voices coming from behind her stopped Tasha.
“Fight. Fight. Fight.” The words came through from a group of three men standing behind her. The one in front, a guy that looked like he should be playing golf instead of seeing bare-knuckle fighting, grinned at her.
“You here for the show?”
“Um.” She didn’t know how to respond. Licking her lips, she nodded. “I was, but forgot my ticket,” she lied, finding it pretty easy. These guys seemed drunk, or maybe they were high, or maybe they were just pumped about the fight? Maybe she could get one of them to take her in? It was a total off the wall thought, but she’d give it a try. It was like she had this wish to see a bunch of guys knocking each other around, beating the shit out of the other for the sole purpose of getting a wad of cash, which was presented to the winner along with the recognition of being victorious.
“It’s your lucky day, sweetheart.” He grabbed her hand before she could agree to go with him or protest. “I happen to have an extra ticket,” he said, flashed two tickets in front of her face, then turned and looked over his shoulder at the other guys he’d come in with. “My date bitched out, so you’re the lucky one I get to watch the fight with.”
She opened her mouth, about to tell him she wasn’t his date, but she also wanted to see the fight. She felt bad for thinking about ditching him once they got inside, but he was wasted, the scent of beer on his breath nauseating, and she was here for Larson.
“You’ll hang out with me, right? Have a drink with me?” he asked, his words slurred.
“Yeah, sure.” A drink and standing by him wouldn’t be so bad. Besides, he’d probably forget about her once the fight started.
“Come on, we don’t want to miss it.” He held her hand tightly in his, gave the bouncer the tickets, and then they were making their way down the long flight of steps that would take them to the bowels of the building. The farther they descended the louder the noise became. When they reached the bottom, the guy turned to her.
“Ready?”
“Ready? For what?” she asked. The bass and thumping noise were ear-shattering. She should just run back up the stairs.
“To watch the fucking fight of the century. Get ready to get some blood splattered all over that pretty white blouse of yours.” He grinned, and then they were moving into the main floor where a cage was erected, people were shouting, music was blasting, and the smell of blood was suffocating.
****
Larson sat down in the rickety metal chair in the basement of the abandoned building where the illegal fight was being held. He thought about Tasha, about seeing her in the park, and felt like a fucking bastard for just leaving her like that. But when he’d seen her he hadn’t known what to say. He wanted to get to know her, wanted to see if what he wanted with her was just a sexual attraction, or if maybe, just maybe, she was the first person that interested him in something more meaningful.
He could hear the shouts from the crowd right outside the door, and swore the damn walls shook from how forceful it was, how excited they were because Mars, the guy that Larson was to fight tonight, was a newer fighter in the scene. He tried to focus on that, tried to get his mind in the game because that was why he was here. He’d set up this fight, needing to burn off his emotions and just feel the pain and adrenaline that it could consume him with.
He got paid for the fights, got paid enough that he could support himself. But these fights were not easy, often giving him broken bones and having him laid up when he allowed himself to throw the match.
He braced his elbows on his thighs and tapped his foot as impatience, adrenaline, and endorphins slammed into him, moved through his bloodstream, and revved him up even further. He stood, rolled his head around on his neck, cracked his knuckles, and started bouncing on the balls of his feet to get his blood pumping even further. The air in the basement of this abandoned warehouse was dank and cold, musty and smelled like mold and age, but even in only a pair of track shorts Larson was hot and sweaty. His blood was pumping something fierce through his veins.
He was alone in the room, waiting for the announcer to call his name to come into the cage. He was old, maybe far older than a fighter should be. But this wasn’t the MMA, and everything that happened at these underground fights was illegal and not set up with rules or expectations. He exhaled loudly, centered himself, and focused on only the fight. Tasha, Melanie, everything that consumed him, none of it was going to be in his mind when he did this. He knew that knocking guys out with one hit didn’t help things when it came to cashing in, but when he needed to be the one that got KO’d, he did what he had to do. But tonight he’d be the one kicking ass, because he needed to beat someone.
He needed this, needed to hurt another fighter as much as he was hurting right now. Feeling his fist slam into another asshole’s face and body would sure as hell make him feel better. One of the reasons Larson had decided to fight in the underground circuit was because of the lack of rules, the lack of giving a shit about anything but good old-fashioned dirty fighting. There was no tape or gloves protecting knuckles, no headgear or safety equipment.
This was raw, unhinged, and bloody as fuck. Bones broke, people could die, did die in fact, and there was no one to stop them. It was dangerous as hell, but everyone going into the cage knew that before they agreed to participate. The money was good for the winners. Underground fighting was also one hell of a thrill, and it allowed Larson to let out the anger and ugliness that festered inside of him on a daily basis.
Larson was all about getting paid for these fights, but tonight he couldn’t care less. He wanted to knock someone’s head off, and didn’t care if they got severely hurt in the process. But despite the fact he didn’t want to think about Tasha when he was about to use violence, he couldn’t help it. She was on his mind, had been since he’d noticed her at the gym, and knew she’d been watching him. He flexed his arms and bounced on the balls of his feet again, getting pumped up for what was to come. When he went out there he’d calm himself, center his body, and focus only on fighting.
Larson heard the announcer continuing to talk, and then he heard his name being called. A knock on the door by one of the bouncers told him he was due out there. He headed toward the scarred door, pulled it open, and took a moment to stare at the crowd. The bodies were shoulder-to-shoulder, and the scent of sweat and booze filled the air. People started going crazy in their excitement.
Tonight they were about to see a lot of blood cover the mat, and that had Larson smiling in excitement and anticipation.



Chapter Five
 
Tasha’s eyes widened at the mass of people pushing and shoving each other and at the scent of sweat and beer that was thick in the air. Those latter scents couldn’t mask the aroma of blood and violence, though. The guy still had a hold of her hand and started making his way through the thick sea of bodies, pulling her like she was a rag doll. She tried to get free of his hold if only to pace herself, but he tightened his hand, looked over his shoulder, and grinned.
The room was lit brightly, and the closer they got to the center the better she saw the main event arena. A crude, caged ring was constructed in the center of the basement. The people surrounded it, beers and liquor in their hands, and drunk, excited expressions covering their faces. Off to one side was a bar where the fans were buying their liquor and getting even more trashed by the second. And off to the other side seemed to be where the women—Chasers—all congregated. They were easy enough to spot, what with their barely-there clothing, their teased and styled hair, and the thick, caked on makeup they wore.
“Are you assholes ready for a grand fucking fight?” The voice that came through the loudspeaker pierced Tasha’s ears and made them ring. She looked around the room, saw the crowd going even wilder, and knew this was so not her scene, not even her element. This was why these people came here, to be shocked, devastated by the violence and bloodshed. The noise, the atmosphere, all of it got their juices flowing, got them hard and aroused, excited about what was about to go down.
Tasha looked around the packed room again, knowing she would see Larson soon, see him in the ring and not just for training. This was the real deal, and she didn’t know, now that she stood here, if she could handle it.
“We have a fight happening tonight between the one, the only, Larson ‘The Champion’ Ireland.” The crowd went wild.  “And we all know when Larson fights, he motherfucking fights to the end.” The crowd went even wilder. The guy holding Tasha’s hand hollered and lifted their conjoined hands in the air, shouting like a madman. “Let’s give some love and encouragement to Larson,” the announcer screamed out.
Finally the guy released his hold on her and started clapping his hands together, and shouting to get the “fucking fight going already”, and acting just as wild as the rest of the crowd.
Common sense told Tasha she was out of her element, and that leaving, pulling herself out of this situation and what she was about to see, was probably the right thing to do. But curiosity and a twisted desire to see what would happen next had her feet rooted to the spot. The endorphins pumped through her, making her jittery and anxious, nervous and excited.
A tall, muscular man stepped out of the back door in the corner of the dilapidated building. He was shirtless, with a lean, muscled abdomen. His head was downcast, his light brown hair hanging over his forehead and kind of blocking his eyes. He had a hoodie on, the zipper undone, and the tattoos on display. He looked calm, collected. Her heart started beating faster when he stepped into the cage and removed his hoodie. He was bigger than she gave him credit for at first glance, and although Larson was a big man, there was something about this fighter that worried her. He didn’t gloat, didn’t even show expression on his face.
A woman clad in a dress that was so short and tight it was a wonder she could even walk, climbed into the cage and proceeded to hold up a large white board. It stated the round would begin, but Tasha knew it was mainly meant to tease the crowd. The man started jumping up and down on the balls of his feet, his head still downcast and his attention on the stained mat.
“I’ve heard of that fighter before.” The guy next to her hadn’t even told her his name, but she honestly didn’t care. “He’s newer to the underground scene, but the last two fights he’s done have been total knockouts.”
Tasha stared at the guy beside her, then looked at the fighter. He had his eyes closed, still bounced on his feet, and she knew that he wasn’t like other men Larson had been in the ring with. He wasn’t cocky, or at least wasn’t acting like it. Larson was like this fighter: calm, collected, didn’t let anyone see what he thought or felt.
“He’s a new fighter, but his reputation makes it known this isn’t some novice. Mars from the West is here to fight our main man, Larson.”
The crowd screamed, some booed, and the women went wild.
“And if you haven’t heard about our man Larson, you’ve been living under a fucking rock.”
“Come on, Larson, show us what you got,” a woman called out from beside Tasha. She looked at the young girl, one that couldn’t be more than nineteen, maybe twenty at the most. She had a face full of makeup on, a shirt that showed she didn’t wear a bra, and a pair of shorts that were the size of some of Tasha’s underwear.
“And now, the unbeatable, the unstoppable, the motherfucking master of the right hook, Larson Ireland.” The announcer hung on Larson’s last name until the crowd screamed.
Roars, cheers, and curses rang throughout the room. All at once, people started pushing and shoving, trying to get closer to the cage. Tasha braced herself, but the momentum was too much and she was forced forward. Another door opened in the back, and the roar of the crowd got louder, if possible.
She stood on her toes as much as she could with the wave-like motion going on, and saw Larson. Her heart pounded harder this time as she took him in. He was shirtless, his dark hair short, and his tattoos and muscle on full display. She saw the scar on his neck and chest, knew that although it was probably a painful reminder of his past—whatever that past might be—it did make him look fiercer, scarier.
She felt the tendrils of excitement and anticipation weave through her. Sweat bloomed between her breasts and down the length of her spine. Was this the thrill everyone had, or was it just the oppressive heat in the room? Maybe it was her nerves coupled with the fact she felt something more for Larson, something deeper, even though she didn’t really know him. She felt like a stalker, like she was hunting this man down because she felt … something for him.
Looking around at the people surrounding her, seeing their flushed faces, hearing their excited phrases, and smelling the scent of arousal and sweat, Tasha knew they felt it. They were alive in this room, experiencing the violence that was soon to come, soon to make them higher, drunker.
She tried to see over the heads in front of her, but the closer Larson got to the cage the harder it was to see him over the people. Tasha looked around, saw an opening off to the side, much closer to the front of the cage, and moved away from the drunken man that had gotten her in. He didn’t even look her way. His buddies were now close to him, giving him a plastic cup filled with beer. She slipped away unnoticed, moved close to the cage, and stared up as Larson climbed in.
Tasha had no clue why she wanted such a close seat for the violence that was sure to transpire, but as her heart beat in time with the shouting in the room, and the adrenaline pumped through her veins harder than just minutes before, she knew that she couldn’t help herself.
A few people had already clambered in front of her. The gap between their bodies gave her a prime shot of Larson and Mars. Tasha had since gotten accustomed to the noise, kind of, but as the people stomped their feet in unison and clapped their hands in time to the pounding of her heart, the room seemed to vibrate and pulse around her.
Larson was now in front of the other fighter, his stance the same as his opponent’s. His back was to her now, and the dark swirls and lines of his tattoo moving along his shoulder blades and down the length of his spine made him seem even more menacing. Women beside her swooned and cheered for him, made crude, nasty remarks about wanting to fuck him, have his babies, submit to him … hell, do anything and everything he said.
“I want you, Larson,” one girl screamed. This was insane, this entire scene like something out of a movie. She couldn’t see Larson’s face, but she could tell just from his body language that he was calm, like the weather right before a storm, right before shit hit the fan.
As she watched, with rapt attention, the two men so close yet so far away, she suddenly felt very nervous, very anxious. In her heart she knew she had nothing to fear, that Larson would be victorious. Larson had proven himself an experienced fighter, had a championship title to prove it, and although she wanted to believe that everything would be okay, this wasn’t a closed circuit of experienced fighters following rules.
Larson rolled his head on his neck, cracked his knuckles, and became tenser right in front of her. How many times did he do this a week? How often did he thrust himself into this dark world? She’d never seen him outside of the gym, and this atmosphere was totally different. He was totally different. She should have turned and left, because heaven knew she honestly didn’t want to see this, especially if Larson got hurt, but her feet stayed cemented.
“Quiet down, you bastards,” the announcer said with amusement in his voice. “Now, for those that have been to these fights before, you know how this goes down, but for those that are new to us the rules are simple.” There was a moment of silence. “There are none.” The crowd erupted, and Tasha winced at the noise.
The two fighters stayed locked in place, not moving, not even breathing it seemed. They stared at each other, their focus like two wild animals about to pounce on the other. There was no bell being rung like in boxing to let the fighters and everyone else know it was time to start, to start killing each other.
“Now, let’s get this fucking fight going.”
While Mars bounced around, his fists up, Larson just stood there, looking calm, collected, about to attack when he was ready. He had since moved to other side of the cage, and now Tasha could see his face. Stone-cold concentration marred his expression, and she was taken aback by how handsome he was, how much he looked like a monster wrapped up in a beautiful, damaged, and hardened package.
Mars lunged for Larson then, his face still a mask of composure, just like Larson’s. But he was in motion now, focused on fighting. Mars brought his fist forward. But it was like Larson knew what the other man was going to do, how he was going to react. Larson moved to the side, blocked the punch with a move of his own, and stepped out of the way again. Mars turned around quickly and started swinging. Larson successfully blocked each one, and slammed his own fist into the other fighter’s face, his side, kidneys, anywhere and everywhere he could land a blow. It was like watching a choreographed ballet performance, one where the moves were articulate, precise perfection, but brutal and damaging. Blood started to pour out of Mars’s nose and mouth, drip down his chest, and land on the rust color stained mat.
Back and forth they danced a dangerous tango, and Tasha could see Mars start to waver from the exhaustion and pain he clearly felt. This was like nothing she’d ever witnessed before at the training facility, like nothing she thought she’d ever come to see. Her heart was in her throat, beating an uneven tempo.
This fighting wasn’t like the UFC she’d seen a few times on TV, obviously. This was so much more raw, unhinged, dangerous, and violent. Mars’s fists connected with the air more times than not, but he got in one hit to Larson’s face. Blood erupted from Larson’s mouth, spraying along the mat and on the people closest to the cage—meaning she got some on her. She looked down, saw her blouse had a few splatters of blood on it, and she was stunned as she lifted her gaze to the cage again.
Blood poured from Larson’s mouth, and she saw his lip was split pretty badly. He also had a black eye forming. But Mars looked like someone had beaten the shit out of him, and he was hanging on by a thread. Everything seemed to slow at what she knew were the final seconds of the fight, the final blow about to be delivered. Larson took a step back, wiped the blood from his mouth and chin, and turned his head to spit out a mouthful of blood and saliva.
He reared back his heavily muscled arm and brought his fist to the side of Mars’s face. The young fighter spun around, looked stunned for a second as he stared off into the crowd, then fell forward, slamming face-first onto the mat. Blood splattered out of his mouth and coated the mat like a grisly murder scene. But it was the tooth that came out right along with that blood and spit that had her gasping and covering her mouth.
Oh my God.
She looked over at Larson, saw he still had no expression on his face, but that blood covered his chest and knuckles, even still came out of his mouth. She turned her attention back to Mars and saw several people checking his pulse and then rolling him over. Then they carried him off the ground, and the sound of him groaning told her she hadn’t just witnessed a murder.
Tasha let out a breath, not realizing she’d been holding it in. When her gaze went back to Larson she was startled by his expression now. Although he wasn’t looking at anyone or anything in particular, she could see the cold detachment on his face. A minute passed, and then he took the back of his hand and ran it over his check, smearing the blood that had splattered there. He moved his hand down his chest, trying to wipe off the blood, but only smearing it more.
A man called Larson off the stage, and when the man was out of the ring, the other guy handed Larson an envelope. She wasn’t a fool. She knew that was his winnings for beating the shit out of Mars. That was the point of these fights, to win money and nearly kill people.
She licked her lips, suddenly feeling lightheaded. Despite all the violence she’d just witnessed, a wave of arousal slammed into her so hard she sucked in a lungful of air. She had to get out of here. This wasn’t right. Her arousal was too intense, too misplaced for what she’d just witnessed.
Turning on her heel, she started shoving people out of her way, trying to get out of here because she couldn’t breathe all of a sudden. This was insane. She was insane. Tasha gasped for air, suddenly feeling so claustrophobic crammed into this coffin like building that could fall in around them at any given moment.
She’d been a fool to think she could handle this, witness Larson in full-on scary mode. But all of that didn’t dim her desire for him, the need and want that filled her at just the thought of him. Maybe she was sick in the head and desperate for something that wouldn’t be hers? She just needed to get out of here and think, because staying would only make things worse.



Chapter Six
 
Larson left the fight as soon as he had his winnings. He grabbed his duffle, pushed past all the Chasers that came clamoring over to him, and didn’t stop to talk to anyone. People wanted his autograph, wanted to speak with him and hang all over him. He didn’t want any of that shit. He just wanted to get home, shower, and not have to think about anything as he drowned himself in alcohol, and let the adrenaline rush from the fight numb his inner pain for a time. His body throbbed, and his face ached fiercely. But he liked the agony. He hadn’t known if he’d throw the fight and just let that younger fighter knock him around when he’d first set up the match. Sometimes that was what he needed, the pain that came with the punches and hits. Tonight he’d needed to kick ass though, because giving that beat down instead of receiving it made his head lighter and the internal, emotional darkness he carried a little less intense.
Pushing people out of his way, Larson tried to be civil, to be appreciative that they came and watched the fight, but he needed to get out of here. He headed toward the back exit, pushed open the doors, and saw over his shoulder that the two bouncers stood in the way so no one else could come through. There was a set of stairs that led to another door on the side of the club, one that came out in an alley, and wasn’t used by the spectators. He was safe to make a clean getaway¸ head home, and drink until he passed out.
He fought to forget about his pain, to forget about his loss. Although it had been ten years and he knew things moved on, he still had anger built up inside of him. Haines was gone, dead, but so was Melanie. It wasn’t like he held onto the past, wasn’t like he pined for a woman that had been gone from this earth for the last decade, or was still in love with her. Larson wasn’t, but he’d always love Melanie. She’d been his wife, and he’d always hold a special place for her in his heart. But the world moved on, and he was trying to desperately do the same. It just wasn’t working out that way. The earth didn’t stop on its axis, and Larson had put the past behind him, to a degree. But moving forward didn’t mean he didn’t still feel pain and regret, didn’t hate himself because he hadn’t been home to save her. It was what it was, and he didn’t know if it would ever change for him.
It was the same routine every time he fought, and although he’d enjoyed the lustful advances from many women in the past, used them to help him forget things, ease his self turmoil, his mind hadn’t been his for a long time. In fact, he hadn’t just been thinking about the fight, but also about the brunette that worked at the gym. Tasha was a girl far too young for him, far too innocent as well. But he saw her watching him constantly, knew that she saw something in him that would never be.
He didn’t speak with her, didn’t try to take for her what she’d be willing to give. He moved on with his life, keeping her away because no matter how beautiful she was, Larson could never be anything to a woman again. He’d hurt them like he’d hurt Melanie, and he couldn’t handle that kind of devastation again. So he fought until he couldn’t fight anymore, hit harder than the next guy, but also took hits because he needed that pain.
It was that pain that helped him forget, to wash away the agony he held so deep inside of him he couldn’t even breathe sometimes. He wanted to keep Melanie’s memory alive, but he knew doing so was only detrimental. And he needed to stop, needed to finally allow himself to forget that bad, dark place. He’d go to her grave tomorrow, talk to her, tell her why he had to stop this, why he had to stop thinking about the past. He was going to die if he didn’t.
He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall of the building. The brick was rough, corroded from the weather, and it went through his shirt. The sting from the brick made him feel alive, and he pressed his back more firmly against it, loved that he had to grit his teeth as he shifted on his feet and the material of his thin shirt didn’t stop the abrasion.
He walked away from the wall, rubbed his eyes with his fingers, and breathed out.
He was so tired, but it had nothing to do with the fight. The exhaustion he felt was on the inside, deep in him and having no chance to escape.
He could see his truck in the distance, the shadows wrapped around it, yet the moon full and shining a silvery glow on it. The front of the building could be seen from where he’d parked, so he quickly made his way toward his vehicle before a mob formed outside. There were a few other fights going on, and the majority of the people would stay and watch all of them, but there were always stragglers that left after a particular match.
He stopped when he got to his truck, but heard the sound of someone trying to start their car. The engine wouldn’t turn over, the sound of it straining and struggling to start seeming loud in the still night. He could have left, not worried about all that shit, but this was a nasty part of town, and he didn’t want to run the risk of no one helping them.
Larson tossed his duffle in the back of the truck, and headed over to the small, light blue Honda. Inside he could only see the hands of someone holding onto the steering wheel, but he heard them cursing softly in a feminine voice. Larson tapped his knuckles on the glass of the driver’s side window, and the tension came from the person on the inside.
“I’m fine, but thanks,” the female said, muffled and kind of hard to make out.
“You seriously want me to leave you stranded here? You do know that this is a seedy part of town?” He rested his hand on the top of the car, closed his eyes, and rubbed his eyes again with his other hand. “Seriously, I can’t do that. Let me at least call you a cab if you need me to, or a tow truck.”
Several seconds passed, and she hadn’t moved, hadn’t responded.
“I’d tell you I’m not some serial killer or rapist, but you probably wouldn’t believe me, and rightly so.” He took a step back, staring at her through the closed window. “But I can make a call for some help if you need me to.”
She tightened her hands on the steering wheel for a second before finally releasing them and opening the door. He moved farther back, giving her space and, he hoped, a bit of comfort. First he saw her legs, saw the open toed shoes she wore, the jean capris, and then when she stood and he faced her fully he felt surprise fill him.
It was Tasha. “You work at the gym,” he stated without question, and felt stupid for even mentioning that. Of course he knew she worked at the gym. She was always staring at him, watching him, and he found her fascination with him … endearing and curious. She stared at him with wide eyes, her embarrassment clear on her face as her cheeks turned red.
She cleared her throat, looked around for a second, and then finally faced him again. “Yes, I work at Harlond’s place,” she said, her voice soft, almost too quiet.
He stared at her, curious as to why she was here, and also worried that she’d thought it was okay or safe to come here alone.
“You’re here by yourself?”
She nodded, looking over her shoulder when the entrance of the building slammed open and a group of men walked out, clearly drunk. “Yeah.”
“Why?” He was pissed, angry that she’d come here alone.
She shrugged.
He curled his hands into fists at his sides, not angry at her, per se, just angry at the fact she hadn’t been smart enough to at least come with someone else.
“I was curious.”
Yeah, he could understand that. The underground fighting circuit was something people tended to get curious about. “It’s not safe that you came here alone. If someone started shit with you inside, there wouldn’t have been much anyone could have done, or much anyone would have done.”
She swallowed, and he watched her throat work.
“That was foolish coming here alone, Tasha.”
Her eyes widened even more. “You know my name?”
He knitted his brows. “Of course I do.” He stared at her, and took in the long fall of her brown hair. She had it in a ponytail that hung over one shoulder, and her large brown eyes seemed to hold a lot of expression, but there was also a hint of worry behind her dark gaze.
“I didn’t think you did,” she said softly again.
He looked around the parking lot, knowing that he needed to get them out of here. Even though he could handle himself, and take down someone that wanted to start shit, he couldn’t stop knives or guns. The fights were held at places the police tended to stay away from. This was a bad part of the city, and even though occasionally a patrol car made rounds, it was a local hangout for junkies, prostitutes, and violence did happen here that had nothing to do with the underground.
“I’d feel better if you at least got in my truck. We can call a cab or tow truck, or I can take you home?” He kept on alert, watched for anything that looked out of place, and wanted to just get her in the vehicle and drive away from this shithole.
“Okay, thanks.”
They made their way over to his vehicle, and once they were both inside he looked at her. “I have a cell if you don’t, although a young girl like you probably does. Do you want to call a tow truck?”
She was digging around in her purse, pulled out her cell, and cursed. “Of course,” she said under her breath, and held up the phone so he could see the screen.
There was no signal.
“Damn. It must be the buildings blocking shit.” He grabbed his cell and saw that he didn’t have service either. “We can drive away from the buildings that are probably blocking everything, and hopefully service will kick back up.”
“Okay.”
He stared at her, didn’t say anything for a second, and when she finally looked at him again he spoke. “You can trust me, even though you don’t know me.”
She smiled, and the sight did something to his chest. He felt it tighten, felt his heart beat a little faster. Shaking his head, Larson faced forward again and started his engine. He didn’t know if he liked the rush of adrenaline that he got when he looked at her, saw her smile, or scented the sweet, floral fragrance that came from her.
They drove in silence for the next ten minutes, and once out of the city he pulled over in the parking lot of a small coffee and bakery shop. It was open twenty-four hours, but it was after midnight and there was only one person currently inside. He checked his phone, saw he had service now, and looked over at her.
“You have service?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yes, thanks. I’ll call a tow truck and have the cab pick me up here.”
He looked at her profile, saw her nervous expression, one that was slightly uncomfortable, and wanted to reach out to her. It was such a sudden, powerful urge, one that he wanted to hold onto, but he kept his hands on the steering wheel and clenched his jaw.
“Thank you so much again,” she said.
“Listen, you don’t have to waste money on a cab or tow truck. If you can wait until the morning I have a friend that works at a small garage on the outskirts of town. He owes me a favor, and he can get your car and tow it to the shop, if you want.” He didn’t know why he was going out of his way for her. He didn’t know her, had done his good deed for the day by getting her out of the shitty part of town, but this feeling inside of him wanted to do more. He didn’t want to end the night like this, and that was an uncomfortable, foreign feeling inside of him.
The women he’d been with since losing Melanie had been one-night stands, women that were just into the empty pleasure he could give them as much as the sex he wanted from them. But looking at this girl that had to be at least a decade younger than his thirty-six years, made him want to actually spend time with her. He wanted to know about her, wanted to know why she watched him at the gym, why she’d come to the fight tonight.
He shouldn’t want anything from this woman, shouldn’t want anything more than to help her out and be on his way. Larson certainly didn’t deserve any kind of happiness in his life. Starting his life over didn’t mean finding an impressionable young woman. He was damaged, a piece of him twisted and bent inside. Larson honestly didn’t know if he’d ever get that piece straight and be good to another woman.
She was looking at him, maybe wondering why he was offering such a thing, or maybe she was nervous about accepting. Hell, just because they saw each other at Harlond’s gym several times a week didn’t mean shit. They didn’t know each other, didn’t know anything about the other. Tasha was right to be wary of him. He was a bad man, had done horrible things since Melanie had died. He’d gotten into illegal fights for the sole reason that the pain he received and inflicted gave him pleasure and a reprieve from his emotions.
“Listen, it’s just a suggestion. I don’t care if you accept my offer or not.” And that was a lie, because a part of him did care if she accepted or denied him. He wanted to help her out, and he felt weird for needing to want that so damn badly.
“Why do you want to help me?” she asked, and the earnest sincerity in her voice had the tenseness in his body leaving marginally. He breathed out and leaned back against the seat.
“Honestly?” he asked and looked her way again.
She nodded. “Yes, of course.”
“I don’t know.” He saw her throat work again as she swallowed, watched as she looked away, and he felt the unease come from her. Larson was good at picking up on what others thought, was good at seeing how they felt even if they didn’t say anything. He’d used that intuition to work through life, understand people, and fight with them.
“Okay, well thank you for the ride—”
“I don’t know why I want to help you, because frankly we don’t know each other. But I do want to help you, Tasha.”
She looked at him then.
“I see you looking at me, watching me at the gym, and I’m curious as to why.”
She licked her lips, but didn’t respond. “I don’t mean to stare. I’m sorry.”
She seemed weaker right now, vulnerable and innocent.
“Tell me why you were at the fight tonight. Why you went there by yourself knowing that it had to be dangerous.” He waited for her to respond, wanted her to tell him the truth. But how would he feel when she told him? How would he react when she told him that she’d come there to see him, which in his gut he knew was the case? And how would he feel when he let himself feel something besides self-hatred, when he allowed himself to actually … care about someone again?



Chapter Seven
 
Tasha sat in the darkened cab of Larson’s truck, smelling the aroma of the clean sweat and masculinity that poured from him. He wore a pair of loose fitting workout pants and a white t-shirt. He watched her, the shadows wrapping around him and making him seem slightly menacing. Licking her lips, feeling the delicate skin parched and dry, she didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to actually answer honestly. What would he say if she admitted that she watched him because she was fascinated, because she wanted to know what his story was? What would he say if she admitted she’d come to the fight to see him solely, because she’d heard the other fighters at the gym talking about where it was being held? Even hearing that in her head made her feel like a creep. But she wanted to be honest, too.
“I overheard the guys at the gym talking about it¸ and that you were going to be there tonight. I wanted to see you fight.” She didn’t look away, although his gaze was penetrating and made her feel bare.
“And why would you want to see me fight?” he asked with this hardness to his voice, but it was a steeliness that was just him, and not anger directed at her.
“I don’t know.” That was the truth, to a point. “I mean I know, but I don’t, if that even makes sense.” She did look away then, stared at her hands in her lap, and didn’t know why she felt so nervous around him.
“You know how dangerous it was to go there alone.”
“Yeah, I know, but what can I say? I wanted to see you.” She looked at him then. “I don’t want to seem like some kind of weirdo, but there is something in you that I feel is the same with me.”
He looked away, and she saw the way he tightened his hands on the steering wheel. “You and I are nothing alike¸ Tasha.”
She couldn’t respond. Her throat tightened, clenched at his tone. It was like he was reprimanding her, and she felt like a child. Tightening her hand on the strap of her purse, she pushed the door open. Maybe this had been a bad idea? “Thank you again, Larson. I can find my own way home, and I’ll have the tow truck get my car tomorrow.” She smiled even though he didn’t look at her.
Climbing out of the car when he didn’t respond to anything she said, she felt foolish, even more so than before. Why did she think going to see him and telling him anything had been a good idea? What had she expected from him? Did Tasha actually think he’d tell her he wanted something with her, felt something for her as well?
You’re a damn idiot.
Not looking back, but feeling his gaze on her, she entered the bakery and made her way toward the counter for a cup of coffee. She’d get over this, put Larson and everything she felt, or at least thought she felt for him, behind her. That was smart, even if it didn’t feel right.
****
Larson felt like an ass, and it seemed when it concerned Tasha he felt like that more times than not. They hadn’t addressed the whole park situation, but he’d prefer not to. The point was he had thought it best if he just acted indifferent, stayed away from her, and, he hoped, let her know without actually saying anything that he wasn’t for her. He knew she was interested in him in some form, had seen it countless times while with a woman for a night, or listening to the Chasers try to get him to take them home.
But despite the fact he knew Tasha wanted him, she didn’t come right out and say so, didn’t thrust herself at him. He liked that about her, liked that she was reserved, quiet, and shy even. She had strength though, and although she kept to herself and seemed very vulnerable, she had taken the initiative and spoken to him at the park and come to see his fight. But he didn’t like that she hadn’t used her head either, and come to that fucking shit warehouse.
Tightening and releasing his hands on the steering wheel, he wanted her, wanted to be with her, and that scared him. It scared the shit out of him in fact. He started the engine, about to go to the gym, or maybe for a run in the park, needing to get out of here, away from her, and put everything that had to do with Tasha out of his mind. But even with his truck idling, the engine purring, and his need and common sense telling him leaving her at the coffee shop was the best for her, he ended up cutting the engine.
“Fuck,” he cursed low, watching her as she went up to the counter and ordered something, and he found himself getting out of the truck before he even knew what he was doing.
He went into the bakery, walked right up to her, and when he reached out and touched her shoulder, this spark of electricity moved through him. She turned around, the stunned expression on her face tangible, and all he wanted to do in that moment was pull her in close and kiss her senseless.
“What are you doing?” she asked softly. She looked behind her at the cashier that had been about to take her order, then turned and faced him again.
“Listen, I push people away, have for the last ten years.” He breathed out after he admitted that. He’d never said that to anyone, despite the fact it was clear in the way he acted. “I just don’t see myself as being good for a woman, and as much as I want you, and yes, Tasha, I want you, I don’t want to fuck you up with my issues.”
She was silent for a moment. “You want me?” she asked, and although they were standing in this bakery, it being the middle of the night, and the young kid behind the counter watching them, Larson didn’t care. All he cared about was trying not to hold himself back from the first thing that felt real in a long time.
“Yeah, Tasha, I do, and I want to get to know you, for you to get to know me, even if it’s not the best for you.”
She smiled. “I’d like that.
“But I don’t think you’ll like what you see once you know the real me.”
Her smile faded, but he wasn’t going to sugarcoat any of this, wasn’t going to pretend like he wasn’t damaged, that he didn’t have baggage, and if they really started this … whatever this was, that things might not be flowers and walks on the beach.
“You don’t know what I’ll think or feel, Larson, but I am glad you want to try … something.” She looked away. “I don’t know what all of this means, but I do know that I don’t want to just forget about you.” When she looked at him again there was that vulnerability on her face that he’d seen so many times. “I’m not perfect either, and I’d like to be able to share myself with you, all aspects.” Her cheeks heated as she stated that last part.
He reached out and held her cheek in his hand, feeling the hotness because she blushed. He should have told her he wouldn’t take her home, that it wasn’t right, they didn’t know each other, and because he knew his past would come back and ruin whatever he wanted with this young woman.
But Larson didn’t say anything to her, didn’t deny that he needed to, that she was the first woman to actually make him feel something besides this hatred inside of himself. He took her hand and led her out of the bakery, and helped her into his truck. Once they were both in the vehicle he breathed in and out a moment, contemplating what he was doing.
“We don’t even know each other, Tasha,” he said as he stared straight ahead.
“I know,” was all she said. She reached out, took his hand in hers, and he turned to face her. “But I’d like to get to know you. I can’t honestly say why I feel this strong connection to you, but it’s there, and it won’t go away.” She smoothed her hand over his. “I don’t want it to go away.”
They stared at each other, the heat surrounding them, the electricity moving through him. Fuck, he could feel her, sense her, and he wanted her like he’d never wanted another woman since all that shit happened with Melanie. Even though it had been a long time ago, and even though he remembered what he’d shared with his wife, what he felt for Tasha was different.
He’d never felt the kind of arousal, the kind of attraction for anyone … ever. This was different from what he had with his former wife, and that was nice. He liked that he could feel this with Tasha, that she looked up at him with desire and acceptance. She may not know what his past was like, but he didn’t know what hers was like either. She could have had something happen to her, could be traumatized, and maybe that was why they both felt this connection to each other.
“Larson…” She said his name softly, and his whole body lit up with the sound of it coming from her lips.
“Yeah, Tasha?” He wanted to call her baby, wanted her to come home with him, to be with him and ease this intense need he had for her. It had been building, growing inside of him, and he needed to get it out. But he didn’t wait for her to tell him what she wanted. He leaned in, grabbed her behind the neck, and pulled her forward. She made this small gasping noise, and then he had his lips on hers, kissing her like he’d never kissed a woman, and felt this completion fill him. It felt right to have her like this, to finally ignore his darker, pathetic side and just take what he wanted because she wanted it, too.
He kissed her, licked at her lips, and sucked her bottom lip into his mouth before releasing it and licking the erotically abused area. His cock was hard, throbbing behind his zipper, and he knew that he couldn’t stop this. He didn’t want to.
“Take me to your place, Larson,” she said softly against his lips.
His heart thundered, and his mind waged war with what he really wanted.
This isn’t right. You’ll ruin her, ruin what you want with her. You can’t even control yourself or the emotions you have. How can you be good to her, be good to any woman?
But Larson didn’t stop, didn’t turn away. Instead he felt himself move closer to her. “You sure?” He didn’t want to ask that question, because the truth was he just wanted to take her to his room and fuck her until they both were too exhausted to even move.
She pulled back an inch, looked up at him, and he swore he held his breath. She licked her lips, those lush, thick and full lips that he’d just been kissing, sucking at, and wanted more of.
“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life, Larson.”
And that was all he needed to hear. He pulled back from her, but then thought better and leaned in and kissed her again. He was going to devour her, and he wouldn’t stop until both of them couldn’t take anymore.



Chapter Eight
 
He led them inside, and although she knew this wasn’t the smart thing to do because her body was on fire just being in his presence, she also wasn’t going to stop it. This was moving so fast all of a sudden, and the chemistry and electricity bouncing between them were intense and consuming. He shut the door once she was inside, and she looked around. The house was small, kind of bare of any kind of décor, and it smelled like Larson, spicy and masculine.
“You want a drink?” he asked with his deep, hard voice.
She nodded. Yeah, she needed a drink, because she knew why she was here, knew that she had agreed to come to his house—hell, asked him to come to his place—because she wanted more from him.
When he came back with two square glasses partially filled with what she assumed was whiskey, she didn’t hesitate to drink it all in one swallow. She gasped, breathed out as fire traveled right down her throat and filled her. He lifted an eyebrow, took the glass from her, and finished off his own. When he set the glasses on the coffee table they stared at each other for a moment, neither speaking, neither seeming to breathe. And then he erased the space separating them, pressed his chest right up against hers, and the air left her in a rush.
God, he was just so big, and even though that was obvious at first glance, actually feeling him right up against her, making her feel so small and feminine, really cemented the fact that Larson Ireland was a powerful man in all respects. He lifted his hands slowly, grabbed her waist, and moved her backward until she finally felt the door stop her.
“I’m not a good man,” he said slowly, almost void of emotion.
“I’m sure that’s not true,” she responded, then looked down to see the scar on his neck that disappeared beneath his shirt.
“No, I’m not.”
She lifted her gaze to his again, saw that he was being serious, but right now she didn’t want to talk about this. “Just be with me. The other things can wait, Larson.”
He didn’t move, didn’t respond, but then leaned down and kissed her again. He placed his hands on the door right beside her head. He pressed his erection into her belly, and Tasha shamelessly moaned at the feeling. It felt like he was hiding a steel pipe between his legs: long and thick, and so damn big. A gush of wetness slipped out of her, and she shifted on her feet, needing to appease this arousal in her that had been growing since she’d seen Larson.
His mouth was so close to hers, taking control and showing dominance. He lowered his mouth to her cheek, then lower to her neck. Larson dragged his lips up and down her throat, sucked at her pulse, and moved his teeth along her flesh until there was a sting of pain and pleasure. Not able to hold her eyes open at the feeling, she let her head fall back against the door.
He ground his dick into her again, over and over until she found herself reaching up and holding onto his biceps for support. He was rock hard and tense beneath her palms, and she slid her hands over the bulging definition of his arms, and up to his shoulders.
“God, Larson, is this really happening? Are we really doing this?” Tasha hadn’t meant to say anything, but the words tumbled out of her of their own accord.
He didn’t answer her, but that was okay because she was lost in the sensations. She felt his lips move along the shell of her ear, and a shiver worked through her whole body. He groaned and pressed his entire length against her, harder, more demanding. There was no place on her body that Larson wasn’t touching.
He pulled away only enough that he had his mouth close to hers once more. “I don’t know what we’re doing, but I do know I’m not about to stop.” He lowered his gaze until he was staring at her lips.
“Then let’s not stop,” she whispered.
He inhaled deeply, and then his mouth was on hers. He ran his tongue along her bottom lip, and then did the same to her top. She could hear him dig his nails into the wooden frame of the door, like some kind of crazed animal unable to control himself. But God, Tasha wanted this, wanted it rough, raw, and without any boundaries.
She opened her mouth, took his tongue between her lips, and sucked on it. He tasted spicy, yet sweet from the whiskey. Tasha wasn’t going to go slow or act timid. She wanted it fast and hard, and right now.
****
Larson was harder than he’d ever been. His cock throbbed, and all he wanted to do was rip her fucking clothes away, feel the wetness of her pussy, and get lost in the mindless pleasure he knew could be had with her. Larson felt alive holding Tasha, felt warm and good, and not empty and dark like he had with the previous women he’d been with sexually over the last decade.
A groan left him at the image of her on his bed, naked, willing, and ready. The only thing that mattered right now was this woman giving herself to him, the right and warm emotions she made him feel. He wasn’t about to fucking let that go.
He didn’t break their kiss as he reached between their bodies with one hand, all but tore the capris and panties off, and groaned when she kicked them aside. She was hot and sweet, and surrendering herself to him like no other.
When she put her hands on his chest and pushed him away, taking a step back was a really hard thing to do. But she wasn’t stopping this; he could see that on her face. Instead she tore off her shirt and bra, and there she stood, naked, her nipples hard, and her thighs glistening from her arousal.
He swallowed hard and moved his hand down to rub his palm over his erection. The damn thing was liable to explode right through his pants if he didn’t add a little bit of pressure to the bastard. He could have got off from looking at her alone. He heard the soft noise that came from her, and like a good girl she stepped closer to him.
As he took in her body, every damn glorious inch of her, possessive need slammed into him. She was nice and thick, with thighs that looked like they had the strength to hold onto him when he plowed in and out of her pussy. She had a small amount of trimmed darker hair covering her mound, but not enough that he couldn’t see her smooth, wet lips. She was womanly with a belly that was nice and round, and hips that were wide enough that he could wraps his hands around while she rode his cock. Her tits ... God, her tits were a work of art.
He scrubbed a hand over his jaw and couldn’t tear his eyes from them. They were big and round, and way more than a fucking handful. Her nipples were hard, and his mouth watered for a taste. Larson didn’t want to restrain himself from sampling Tasha.
He took hold of her shoulders and pulled her closer. Her lips were swollen and red from their kiss, and a surge of proprietary need slammed into him knowing he made them look like that. He took her mouth in a brutal kiss at the same time he used his body to move her back until she was pressed against the door again. Moving one of his hands behind her, down her back, and over the generous mounds of her ass, he groaned against her mouth and squeezed one globe.
“Your ass, God, your ass, Tasha.” He panted against her and squeezed her bottom again, and again, and on the third time he loosened his hold. “It’s so fucking perfect.”
“Just be with me already, Larson.” Her eyes were closed, and her voice was soft and sounded drug-like.
He moved back enough that he could get rid of his pants, reached behind his back and grabbed his shirt, and pulled the material up and over his head. Then he stood there, just as naked as she was, and his cock so fucking hard he could have drilled holes through steel.
Making his way back toward her in three quick steps, he used his other hand and gripped her behind one knee. Larson brought her leg up to wrap it around his waist. He reached between their bodies, took hold of his cock, and started rubbing the head of his dick along her pussy, spreading her lips with the bulbous crown, and just wanting to shove deep inside of her. This was so fucking filthy to do to her, but he couldn’t stop, not when he needed her so badly.
She opened her eyes and licked her lips. “Let’s forget about everything aside from right now, Larson.”
“I want to be inside of you, baby,” he breathed out roughly.
“Then be inside of me.”
He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers.
“I want you, Tasha. I’ve never wanted a woman like this, never needed one this badly.”
“Then be with me, Larson, because I feel the same way for you.” And then she was the one taking his mouth in a bruising kiss. He reached under her ass with his arm and lifted her easily off the ground. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and the movement caused her pussy to align perfectly with the head of his erection. But he needed to play this safe, because not using protection, even if he wanted to go raw inside of her, would be a dumb fucking move.
She dug her heels into him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Larson moved them out of the foyer and into his bedroom. Once he had her on the ground he quickly went over to his bedside table, pulled it open to grab a condom, and slid it on. Then he was back to her, had her lifted up again, and turned so he could brace her back against the wall by the door.
In a great surge Larson pushed his cock into her, but had to force himself to go slow at the tight feel. She was wet, soaking even, but fuck was she squeezing him in an iron-like grip.
“You’re so big,” she moaned against his mouth. “You’re stretching me so good, Larson. God, it feels so good.”
Yeah, it bordered on the painful side to him, too, but dammit, it felt incredible. He moved slower into her, felt her inner muscles milking him, and cursed. “Christ, Tasha.” He didn’t want to hurt her, but at this rate he’d come before he was fully inside of her.
Holding her tight, and keeping his dick buried deep inside of her, he pulled her away from the wall. He wanted her under him and on his bed. There were no lights on, but his curtains were open and the moon’s light came through. Seconds later he had her in the center of his bed and pushed another inch into her. Larson leaned back, took hold of her legs, and pushed them as wide as they could go. He was used to taking control in the bedroom, used to not giving a fuck about the women he slept with because they didn’t mean anything to him. But Tasha was different, and he couldn’t quite place why she meant anything to him.
He didn’t mean that in a bastard-like way, just in a way that confused him. He didn’t know her aside from her name and the fact she worked at Harlond’s. He didn’t know her background, her likes and dislikes, or even if she had family. She was young, only twenty-three, and compared to him she had to be so damn inexperienced in life.
She braced her feet flat on the bed and gripped the comforter beneath her. Larson put his thoughts aside and looked between her thighs. He was riveted to the sight of her pussy stretched wide around his length. Her cunt was red from the blood flow of her arousal, and so wet her inner thighs were glossy from her cream.
Her eyes were barely open when he lifted his gaze and looked at her face, and her chest rose and fell violently, her breasts shaking from the force of it. Curling his fingers into the soft skin of her thighs, he thrust the rest of his dick into her until his balls slapped against her ass and she’d taken every fucking inch of him. He gave her a moment to grow accustomed to his size, and then started to slowly pump in and out of her. He worked his cock into her, making her take all of him.
Her clit was swollen and just begging for attention. He placed his thumb on the hard little nub, rubbing it back and forth until she writhed on the bed. Soon the sloppy sound of her wet pussy sucking at his cock filled the room, and the smell of their sex slammed into his nose. Damn, he was close to coming, so close, but he was holding himself back.
“Come on, baby. Come for me.”
She arched her head back, and her mouth opened on a silent cry as she did just that. The rhythmic pull of her inner muscles milking his dick would have sent him over the edge, but Larson didn’t want it to end just yet. This wasn’t going to stop until he’d tasted her, licked her cream clean, and showed her that her pleasure was greater even than his.



Chapter Nine
 
When her tremors subsided Larson pulled out of Tasha reluctantly and had her turned on her belly and shoved a pillow under her hips. He pulled her legs apart again, grabbed her hips, and popped out her ass. Maybe he should have gone slow, been gentle, but he couldn’t. He was like a madman now that he finally had her.
Her cheeks were now spread, and he had an unobstructed view of her asshole. God, he was going to fuck that at some point. Her pussy was spread, too, all juicy looking, swollen and pink from when he’d been plowing her.
“Why’d you stop?” she asked with a shaky voice.
“Just admiring the view, Tasha,” he said and spanked her ass lightly. He wanted to see his cum slipping out of her, wanted to see her crying out, her mouth open, her eyes closed, and her body accepting all he had to give. Larson moved lower and onto his belly so his face was right up in her cunt. She smelled sweet and musky, and he knew she’d taste the same way.
He ate her out, licked her slit from pussy hole to clit, and then moved back down again. Shoving his tongue into her opening, he fucked her with it until she started grinding herself back against his mouth. “That’s it, baby,” he growled.
“Oh, God. What are you doing to me?” Her words were muffled against the bed, but he didn’t stop licking her to answer. He flattened his tongue and moved it to her clit and sucked the little pearl into his mouth at the same time he shoved a finger into her.
Curling the digit around until he felt that little hidden bundle of nerves, he pushed another finger into her and started stroking. She was murmuring incoherent things, and he moved his mouth away to watch what was about to happen.
“Come on. Give me this. Give it to me, Tasha.”
“Oh. My. God.” She lifted up her ass a little more, and a tremor worked over her entire body as she came. He pulled his fingers out and went back to rubbing her clit. He was to the side as he watched her pussy hole clench and relax. She was screaming into the pillow now, but he didn’t stop rubbing her until she fell onto her belly and begged him to stop.
“Oh God, Larson.” She sounded exhausted, but when she turned her head to the side he could see a small smile on her face.
He took hold of the root of his shaft and started stroking himself. He could get off on the look of her pleasure alone, but it seemed she had other things in mind. Tasha rolled onto her back and reached for him.
“I’m not ready for this night to be over with, Larson.” When he was between her splayed thighs, and was positioned at her entrance again, he stared into her eyes. Slowly he pushed into her this time, never taking his eyes off of her. Resting his arm beside her head, he buried himself in her wet heat and thrust into her nice and easy.
In and out, keeping the same pace every time, and experiencing the buildup of his orgasm, was all Larson was thinking about right now.
He felt his climax approach. It started as a tingling at the base of his spine and moved quickly through him. “I’m going to come.” He bumped her clit with the root of his dick, and she mewled.
He leaned in and kissed her just as his orgasm tore through him. He came harder than he ever had. It sucked the air from his lungs, stole his sanity, and he knew that he would never be the same.
Larson groaned once more and stilled as his pleasure finally receded. He pulled out of her, and they lay there for several minutes, neither saying anything. He went to get off the bed, maybe to get her something to clean up with, or maybe to leave her alone so he could get his head on straight. But before he could get off the bed she spoke.
“Just hold me.”
He looked over his shoulder at her and saw the way she looked up at him, so shy, so soft, as if they hadn’t just fucked right now. He turned over and lay beside her again, and he wanted to hold her. Damn, did he want to hold her.
You have nothing to lose.
But he did, and that scared the shit out of him. He reached out and ran his finger along the bridge of her nose. He didn’t want to worry about the past anymore, didn’t want to hold himself back from Tasha. He held her, kept her close to his body, and inhaled her scent. He’d finally found peace while with this woman. He closed his eyes, let himself succumbed to the darkness, and found solace in sleep. Larson found the kind of serenity where the nightmares of his past didn’t try to take him away.
****
Tasha sat across from her mother and father, the tension and uncomfortable feeling increasing the longer she was in their presence. It was like this ever since she’d had the baby, and although that was years ago, it still felt fresh whenever she was with them. They didn’t let her forget her “shame”, that was for damn sure.
“How’s work?” her father asked, but his focus was on the cell phone in front of him.
“Fine,” Tasha replied, pushing the food around on her plate, uninterested in the meal and the company. It was always like this, because no matter how much time had passed, her parents always brought up what had happened. It was like they couldn’t drop it. She’d moved on, yet they still lived in the time where she’d made them a “disgrace”, had disgusted them, and brought shame on their family name. It was like their family name was something to be prided on, or like it was royalty.
“Are you planning on going back to school like we’d talked about?” her mother asked.
Tasha stared at her mother. Genny Mackenzie was a fickle, religious woman that made everything a frantic mess. She was devoted to the church in their town, and although Tasha had also grown up in the church, loved going and the people there, it was her parents that had made her feel like she’d done something that could never be forgiven. Yes, she’d made a mistake, a big one that created a new life, but also one that left Tasha broken inside.
Would she always feel shame for what she did? She had back then, but she’d grown into a woman, knew the rights and wrongs of what had happened, but also knew that what she’d done wasn’t a sin that would lead her to hell. She now realized that even if she had kept the baby she couldn’t have supported him, couldn’t have given him the life he deserved. But according to her mother it didn’t matter how much time had passed because Tasha was still going to hell for what she’d done. Unless she fully got forgiveness from God she’d have a seat waiting for her in that fiery pit. Tasha didn’t believe that, but she also didn’t argue the subject with her mother anymore.
She looked at her plate of food, pushed it aside, and set down her fork. “I met someone,” she stated without looking up, and when the silence stretched out she finally looked at her parents. They stared at her, and she stared right back.
“You met someone at this fighting gym you work at?” her mother asked with this snap in her voice.
“Yes.” Tasha nodded and straightened her shoulders. “I did.”
Her mother just shook her head, and her father leaned back in his chair, breathing out heavily.
“Have you told him about your … problem?” her mother asked in a pinched voice.
“My problem?’ Tasha asked, although she knew what her mom was referring to.
“Don’t be snappy with your mother, Tasha. You know exactly what she’s referring to.” Her father, Theodore, tossed his napkin on the table and crossed his arms over his chest.
“You mean the baby I had when I was seventeen?” she asked, not going to do this again. “The baby I gave away all those years ago that you still throw back in my face like it was the worst possible sin I could ever commit?” This was an ongoing conversation, or more aptly an accusation her parents threw at her at any opportunity.
“You’re being overly dramatic, Natasha.” Her mother used her full name when she was angry with her. Ever since Tasha was old enough to make up her own mind she’d gone by Tasha, not Natasha, because thinking of her birth name made her think of her mother and all the times she felt let down.
“No, I haven’t told him, but I will.” She looked down at her hands that were folded on the table. “I really like him, have for a while now, and don’t want to keep anything from him.”
Her mother pinched her lips. “So you plan on being serious with this boy?”
“Man.”
“What?” her mother questioned, and raised a plucked blonde brow.
“He’s a man, Mom. He’s much older than me.” She was going to have this escalate even further by going down this road, but if things got serious with Larson he’d have to meet her family at some point. It was a necessary evil.
Her mother shook her head again, the disgust clear on her face. “Again, Natasha?”
Tasha leaned back, not responding.
“I thought you learned from the last time, or at least were smarter than getting involved with men that only look for one thing from you.” Her mother stood, grabbed the plates, and shook her head as she left the dining room.
Tasha looked at her dad and saw the disappointment in his eyes, like she always did when she looked at him. “I don’t know what to say,” she spoke, saying exactly what was on her mind. “This is my life. I’m an adult, know what’s best for me, live on my own, and I wish, just for once, I could come here and not feel like I was seventeen telling you about being knocked up.”
Her father breathed out in exaggeration. “Do you have to be so crude when you speak?”
She closed her eyes, ready to just leave. This was the same routine every time she came here, yet she still visited, hoping one day it wouldn’t be like this. “Dad, I just wish you and Mom would understand and accept that I’m happy.” She opened her eyes. “I made mistakes when I was younger, but for how long will you hold it against me, tell me I’m going to hell unless I ask for forgiveness?”
Her father didn’t respond.
“A baby was created, a new life. How much of a sin can that be?” Before her father could respond, she grabbed her bag that was on the floor by her feet, stood, and slung it over her arm. “Bye, Dad.”
He still didn’t respond.
“Bye, Mom,” she said, turned, and left her parents’ house, feeling even shittier than she had when she decided to come visit. Her happiness was overshadowed now, and she hated that, hated that she let them control that part of her.



Chapter Ten
 
The crowd went wild right on the other side of the wall Larson leaned against. He pushed away from the crumbled brick and plaster of the abandoned building where the underground fight was currently being held, cracked his knuckles, and felt adrenaline fill him. He was full of energy tonight, would fight and get the hits in instead of the other way around. He was happy, damn happy, and fighting to let off that steam was just what he needed. He’d also been challenged, and because of that he had to uphold his reputation and therefore not back down.
He thought about Tasha, but promptly pushed her out of his mind. She had no place here tonight, no place with this violence and gore. There was a knock on the rusty door, and a bouncer pushed it open, stuck his head inside, and told him it was time.
Larson pushed the people out of his way once he left the small room where he waited for his turn to hop in the cage. Tilting his head in acknowledgement toward a few of the fighters he’d seen throughout the years, he made his way toward the crudely erected cage in the center of the room. He got himself pumped, anticipating what was to come.
He moved forward just as the other fighters dragged their sorry asses out of the ring. Larson faced off with the fighter that stepped forward.
Come on, motherfucker, let’s do this.
The other guy wasted no time and charged forward. Larson slammed his fist into the other fighter’s face, and felt the surge of adrenaline flood his body from the impact. It felt good to deliver violence and felt fucking fantastic to see the blood pour out of the other man’s nose because he had just broken it.
Larson slammed his fist into the other guy’s face again and again until blood covered his knuckles, splattered across his bare chest, and made him feel even more alive. His energy kept building, kept taking control until there was no sane and logical part of him left. He hit the man again and loved that his eyes rolled back and he fell to the ground. Larson was still so juiced up, still needed to kick another motherfucker’s ass because he wasn’t nearly done yet.
He turned in a circle, staring at all the guys lined up to fight and at all the people crowed in to watch the mayhem. He lived for this shit, had done this to get out his aggression, and of course make his living. These fights were straight-up street rules, and that was exactly how Larson liked it.
The crowd went wild when they had to pull the fighter out of the cage because he was out cold. The next fighter to take the center stage grinned. The end result would always be the same. Larson didn’t prance around what was happening, just held his fists up, prepared for another win, and threw a left hook. The other guy fell back on his ass without even being given the opportunity to throw a punch.
A total knockout as they said in boxing.
Sweat dripped down Larson’s temples, and he tasted the metallic, tangy flavor of blood in his mouth from the last guy that had managed to hit him. The other guy finally pulled his sorry ass off the ground, and turned his head to spit out a mouthful of blood. The crowd went wild once again, and he had to give the scrawny fuck some credit for having balls.
More sweat dripped off Larson’s bare chest and fell to the rust stained color mat that once had been white. The other guy suddenly charged forward. He swung left, and then right, but Larson easily dodged the attempt. The other fighter caught his jaw, and Larson stumbled back. His lip split, and blood dripped down his chin. So this little shit had some bite in him. Good, because Larson didn’t like things to be easy.
Larson ran the back of his hand over his mouth and noticed the blood smeared across it. I hope you enjoyed that hit, because it is the only one you’re going to get.
He charged forward, and saw the fighter’s eyes widen before he slammed his fist into the side of his head. The guy stumbled backward, and Larson could have easily kept going, but he didn’t want to kill the guy ... not tonight at least. The guy lay passed out on the floor, a bloody mess. Spectators roared out for more, and the adrenaline pumped through his veins.
For the first time in his life he was fighting to live, not to forget.
****
“How’s everything going?”
Tasha looked up from the paperwork she was filing and stared at Sunny, Harlond’s daughter, and also the woman who was with one of the fighters. The woman was gorgeous, with a body that was curvy yet in shape, and a face and personality that were just as beautiful. She’d always been gorgeous. For a long time Tasha had felt like she was never good enough, never pretty enough. All through high school she’d been made to feel as though she was this overweight Plain Jane that couldn’t even get a date to Homecoming. But then all that changed when there was the affair with her teacher. After that ended and her life seemed to go downhill emotionally and socially, she just gave up on the idea that she’d be with anyone.
But now she smiled, thinking of Larson, about the way he made her feel, about the fact he loved her, wanted to be with her, and that when she was with him she didn’t feel like she had to pretend to be anyone but herself. He accepted her for who she was, didn’t want her to change, and never made her feel like she was less than what she was. He was a good man with a scarred past, but he was hers, and she wouldn’t change any of that for anything or anyone.
“It’s good.” She couldn’t keep the smile out of her voice.
Sunny smiled in return, and then looked over her shoulder. Tasha did the same, saw Larson in the cage with the Russian fighter named Mack, and her heart sped up as she looked at her man.
“I can see he cares about you.”
Tasha turned around, surprised at what the other woman said. “Excuse me?”
Sunny gave her a small smile. “Before London and I got together and let everyone know, I was so scared to be with him, so afraid of what my dad and the other fighters thought.” She shook her head. “It wasn’t because I was afraid to be with him, or ashamed. It was because I knew how hard a fighter’s life was, knew their reputation.” Sunny moved closer and sat in the empty seat beside Tasha.
“I didn’t know that.” Of course she didn’t. She’d only been working here for a year, but hearing Sunny open up to her like this made her feel even more wanted and connected.
“But Larson is different. He isn’t like the other guys here, doesn’t care about the title of being a champion, of winning, or anything else that almost seems superficial sometimes.”
Tasha looked at Larson again, saw him clap Mack on the back, and then he climbed out of the cage and headed to the locker room. “He is different.” Tasha hadn’t meant to say anything out loud, but when she turned back around and faced Sunny it was to see this smile on the other woman’s face.
“I don’t know what’s going on between you two—”
“I—”
Sunny held up her hand, cutting Tasha off. “Don’t worry, I’m not here to try and talk you out of it, or tell you it isn’t a good idea.” Sunny surprised her again by reaching out and grabbing her hand in hers. “I don’t judge. I just want to say that whatever is going on between the two of you is making Larson happy, and I haven’t seen him like that in…” She paused. “I’ve never seen him like that since I’ve known him, actually.” This sad expression covered Sunny’s face.
“You know about his…” Tasha didn’t finish, because although she was pretty sure Sunny knew about Larson’s past from being a part of the gym, she didn’t want to confide something to the other woman that Larson didn’t want said.
Sunny nodded, let go of Tasha’s hand, and breathed out. “I know about everything Larson went through, as does most of the town. But it isn’t because he shared any of it with anyone. He’s a private person, as I’m sure you know, and it was all over the news. I heard about it while working in the gym when some of the newer fighters were asking about it when they realized who he was.” This sad look crossed her face.
“He is a private person, but things have … progressed between us.” She stared at Sunny. “I love him,” Tasha said softly, so only Sunny heard. The sound of men fighting together, fists and legs hitting punching bags, and of curses in friendly banter, filled her ears.
“And he loves you,” Sunny said without question.
A smile covered Tasha’s face. “He does.” She felt her cheeks become hot and knew she was blushing.
“I’m glad you’re happy, and I’m glad he finally found someone that can make him feel like he deserves to be loved.”
“Sunny, can you help with these?” Mack called out.
Sunny stood, smiled down at her, and patted her on the shoulder. “If you want to talk I’m here. I know we haven’t really sat down and talked other than gym related stuff, but I’m here.”
“Sunny,” Mack called out again, the Russian fighter sounding sterner.
Sunny smiled again and turned to leave.
For several moments Tasha sat there, thinking about everything Sunny had said, and wanting to see Larson at that very moment. She stood, looked into the gym, and saw that everyone was occupied with their own workouts. She looked at the locker room door, thought about how she’d do this, then grabbed a stack of freshly laundered and folded towels and headed to where Larson was.
****
Larson got out of the shower, grabbed his towel, and quickly dried off. He wanted to take Tasha out tonight, maybe for a drive, or maybe just spend the evening with her inside, watching a movie, and holding her close. It had been so long since he’d been able to even think about doing that with a woman again. And although it may seem bland in comparison to what he could have done with her and where he could have taken her, sitting on the couch with her in his lap, holding her, and just enjoying her company and presence, was what he yearned for.
Yeah, he fucking yearned for it. It was almost enough to have him chuckling at how romantic he had come to feel when it concerned Tasha. He left the shower room and headed out to where the lockers and his clothes were, but he stopped when he saw her standing just inside the door. She held the towels close to her chest, and he knew by her stance and the way her fingers tightened in the material of the towels that she felt a little uncomfortable standing there.
“Tasha,” he said softly, and moved toward her. He had the towel wrapped around his waist, so he willed his dick not to harden just from the sight of her alone, and moved closer to her still. She didn’t move, and although he should have told her being in here wasn’t the right move since they were at the gym, he didn’t give a shit.
“I don’t care that anyone could come back here right now. I just wanted to see you.”
He smiled, loving this woman so much that she’d never really know the extent of it. “Come here, baby.” He held his hand out to her, gesturing her to come forward. He needed to hold her, to kiss her, and he didn’t care where he was.
Yeah, he might have nearly kicked London’s ass back in the day when he’d found out he was in the locker rooms making out with Sunny, but this was different. He knew that London had just been so in love with Harlond’s daughter that he hadn’t been able to help himself. Larson had been in his dark place back then, not sure he’d ever be able to understand that kind of need again. But now he understood it with a passion, and was going to show Tasha how much she meant to him.
He pulled her closer, tangled his hand in her hair, and kissed her senseless. While he continued to devour her mouth, he pulled her away from the door, around the row of lockers, and past the showers. Stepping into one of the empty stalls in the corner, he reached out and closed the curtain, sealing them in the shower. Pressing her to the wall, he smoothed his hand down her chest, cupped her breasts, and loved how she moaned into his mouth.
“I feel how hard you are,” she whispered.
“I’m hard for you, always for you, and only for you,” he responded, and ground himself into her belly. She was so damn soft, so curvy, and so his that he could have come just from dry humping her like a damn teenager.
The sound of the locker room door slamming open pierced his lust-fogged brain. And the sound of some fighters coming in cursing, laughing, and talking about what their plans for the weekend were, could have, should have made him stop. But he continued to kiss her. What surprised him was when she pushed on his chest, got to her knees, and pulled his towel away.
He stared at her, his chest moving up and down from the force of his arousal, and watched as she smoothed her hands over his lower abdomen.
“You’re so hard, so defined.” She continued to run her hands over his body, then higher until she was touching his pecs. “This is pretty bold for me to do,” she whispered, clearly mindful that there were guys right on the other side of the wall.
“I like this bold part of you.” He was having a hard time breathing due to how aroused he was.
She grabbed his cock, and before he could even formulate an action she had his dick in her mouth. She sucked at him, stroked him with her tongue, and then cupped his balls with her hand. He groaned, snapped his mouth closed and gritted his teeth. Slamming his hand on the tiled wall in front of him, he watched her hollow out her cheeks and take more of him into her mouth until the head of his erection bumped the back of her throat.
They were both mindless with desire, and he couldn’t handle this right now. He didn’t want to come in her mouth in the shower stall of the gym, even if it was hot as fuck. He wanted her in a bed and under him so he could worship her.
He lifted her off the ground, slammed his lips against hers, and speared his tongue in her mouth. For several long seconds he didn’t do anything but fuck her mouth with his. When he heard the other men leave, he hauled her ass out of that shower, quickly got dressed, and turned her to face him.
“I have to have you now, Tasha.”
She breathed hard. Her mouth was red and swollen from his kisses and sucking his cock, and finally she nodded. “Good, because I need you, too.”



Chapter Eleven
 
He inhaled deeply, took in the light floral scent of her hair, and closed his eyes. He’d never thought he’d find a woman that made him feel alive again, that made him feel like he didn’t have to fight to try to survive. Just being with Tasha made things good, better, and he didn’t want to let that go.
Larson was used to taking what he wanted when he wanted it, but he’d always be gentle with her, show her every second of every day for the rest of his life that she meant so much to him. He’d tell her about Melanie, about his past, and let her know that he wasn’t replacing her with the memory of his deceased wife, but making new, glorious memories with the woman he’d grown to love. He’d show her that she meant more to him than anything else on this planet.
She pulled back and looked up at him, and he cupped the side of her face, smoothed his thumb along her cheek, and reveled in the fact her skin was buttery smooth. He leaned down and kissed her soft and slow.
“I want you so much,” she whispered against his mouth. “It seems I just want you so much more than the last time, and those feelings grow every second I’m with you, Larson.”
He groaned, kissed her hard and long, and loved that she was being honest with him. “I have things to tell you, too, but right now let’s just worry about the here and now, baby.”
She nodded, and he smiled against her lips.
With her hands still on his chest he felt her smooth them down his abdomen until she pressed her fingers against his erection that all but demanded to be free. She unzipped him, undid the button, and then she was wrapping her fingers around his erection. He groaned at the fact it she was bold enough to just touch him, to go after what she wanted. It made it that much more pleasurable.
Moving his hand behind her head, he cupped her, held her as he deepened the kiss, and moved his tongue faster and harder against hers. His mind and body screamed for more, to be rougher, harder, but he fought those urges because right now he needed to show her that he could be a gentler man when it came to her.
When she moaned against him he moved his hands to cup her ass, squeezed the globes, and then lifted her easily. She wore these terrycloth type workout pants, ones that he’d seen her in at the gym as she worked the front desk. He’d imagined touching her, seeing how they felt as they molded to her ass.
Lifting her off the ground easily, he loved that she was all curved, all his. She wrapped her legs around his waist right away, ground her pussy on his cock, and he grunted from the contact. The hard length of his dick prodded between her legs, and he wished the material that separated her from him were gone. With their mouths still fused, and her legs wrapped around him firmly, he started to move them toward the bed. He laid her on the mattress, took a step back, and looked his fill at her.
“Take off the clothes, baby. I want to see every part of you.”
She breathed in and out fast, her breasts rising and falling from the force. She slipped her pants and underwear off, tossed them aside, then went for her shirt and bra. The thatch of trimmed dark hair that covered the top of her mound beckoned him, but the sight of her bare pussy lips had pre-cum slipping from the tip of his cock. The way her legs were wide open, giving him that prime shot of her wet, swollen, and red pussy, made him feel feral. He grabbed his shaft, started stroking himself from root to tip as he stared at her luscious body, and groaned.
She sat up and reached for him. Tasha pushed his hand away, and although he wanted to be in control, he let her lead the way. She was the one who started moving her hand up and down his dick, grabbed his balls with her other hand, and made him on the verge of coming just from the gentle pressure and motion she tortured him with.
When she leaned forward and wrapped her lips around the crown of his shaft, he about came right in her mouth. Throwing his head back, he closed his eyes and let the feel of her working him over wash through his entire body. She sucked on his cockhead, stroking the root of his erection, and he speared his hand in her hair. Larson thrust back and forth into her mouth gently at first, but the way she hollowed out her cheeks, sucked him in good and deep, had him nearly losing it. He pushed her back on the bed until she was lying on it once again, her legs spread, and her lips parted as she breathed in and out harshly from her arousal.
Tasha rested against the mattress and watched him. Larson lifted his hands and smoothed them down her legs. The sound of her swallowing filled the too quiet room. He quickly removed his clothing, not wanting to torment them any longer, but also impatient to be with her. When he stepped up to her again and touched her legs, all he did for a suspended moment was stare at where his hands rested on her inner thighs. A tightening started at the base of his spine the longer he stared at her pussy. He felt the same way she did, his feelings growing exponentially with every passing day, and the more time he spent with her.
“Please,” she whispered into the darkness. “I need you, Larson. I think I’ll always need you.” She closed her eyes and let her head fall back when he moved his fingers along her silky folds.
He needed to make this good for her because she didn’t deserve any less. “Look at me when I’m touching you, baby,” he said in a hard voice. He was hardened naturally from the experiences he’d gone through, but he was trying to be the man she deserved … the man that he deserved for himself.
She lifted her gaze to his, and for several long seconds he didn’t speak. They just stared at each other while he continued to keep a firm, yet gentle hold on her inner thighs. Slowly he removed his hands from her. Sliding his palms up her body, he stopped right below her breasts. Larson could feel how fast and hard her heart was beating. Moving onto his knees between her legs, he leaned forward and ran his tongue along her cleft. He loved eating her out, loved licking the cream from her pussy, hearing her moan, and reveled in the fact that it was because of him she felt such pleasure.
She tasted sweet and slightly musky, was soft beneath his lips, and he felt this rope in him draw tight before snapping in half. He started licking and sucking at her, wrapped his lips around her clit until she was pulling at his hair and moaning. She moved her hips back and forth, up and down, thrust her pussy firmly against his mouth, and then he felt her explode around him as she came.
“Please, Larson” she whispered, pleaded and begged into the darkness. “I need to feel you inside of me.” She lifted her head and stared at him.
“You’re so beautiful, Tasha, so giving and warm … so mine,” Larson whispered. “You’re mine, baby. No one will have you but me.”
“I don’t want anyone else to have me … ever.”
Although being gentle with her was coming more naturally than it ever had in his life, Larson still had to rein in his desire to thrust right into her. He caressed her in gentle sweeps of his fingers, mouth, and tongue, until goosebumps formed along her skin.
“Every part of you is mine.” He moved his hands up so they rested right under her breasts. He couldn’t help but continue to tell her that she was his, irrevocably, undeniably. “Look at me.” He waited until she obeyed, and then he caressed her breasts, stroked her nipples, and loved that she arched into his touch.
He leaned up and took her mouth again, and Larson became lost in the sensations of their lips, tongues, and hands moving along each other’s bodies.
She ran the pads of her fingers across his bare chest, and he shook slightly when she moved over his scar. “I hope one day you’ll tell me how this happened, but until then I just want to love you, and when you feel comfortable telling me, I’ll love you even more.”
He froze at her words and the earnest, honest expression on her face. It had only been a short time since meeting her, but he knew, deep down, as soon as he touched her, let his emotions consume him, that this was the one woman he could be with truly. No woman had ever made him feel like that, feel like if he didn’t have her he’d lose his fucking mind, lose his sanity and not be able to return. But it wasn’t just about sex. It was about claiming Tasha as his.
“Tell me this is right, that you want this, too,” she said, as if she was delirious and trying to prove that what they were doing was right, that what they felt wasn’t wrong.
He gripped her chin in a soft hold, waited until she stared into his eyes, and then he spoke. “This, right here, you and me, is what is right. It feels good because you are meant to be mine. Only the best things in life are worth fighting for, and if there was no battle in securing what you want, then it really isn’t worth it.” He stared into her face. “It took me a long time to realize that, Tasha.”
“Larson,” she said his name softly.
“You are worth fighting for.”
She swallowed, her throat working as she did.
“Now, just say you’ll be mine no matter what.”
“I’m yours, Larson.”
And then he kissed her hard and possessively, and knew that good things in life didn’t happen every day. He wasn’t about to take this for granted. Never again.



Chapter Twelve
 
His big body rested against Tasha’s, pressing her into the mattress and sending a lovely, heavy sensation coursing through her. She thought about what he’d said, about what she’d just said to him. It wasn’t strange to be in love with a man that she hadn’t known for very long, that she had also been pining after for the last year. There was something about him something that made her feel whole when she knew there was a part of her that was broken. But there was this darkness in Larson as well, a darkness that called to her, as strange as that seemed.
“I want you so much, baby,” he murmured against her throat, and she loved how his stubble scraped along her skin. He was so muscular, so big and heavy that she felt her breath leaving her. It was a pleasurable sensation, a safe feeling.
Warm, hard male flesh molded into hers, making the sweet anticipation of release just a reach away. Whatever it was about Larson didn’t frighten her, didn’t make her question why she felt this intensity. It just was, and she accepted that.
Larson’s narrow hips fit perfectly in the cradle of hers, and the hard, impossibly thick length of his cock parted her lips. He moved his hips back and forth, rubbed her slickness along her pussy with his dick, and coated his shaft with her arousal. She was so ready for him she was about to scream. She was wet, unbelievably so. A guttural groan left him, and he jerked his hips forward.
“It feels so good, Tasha baby. You feel so good.” He curled his fingers around her upper arms and pressed his hips into hers again, but harder this time.
Over and over he did this, his length sliding up and down her cleft as he rocked against her. The tip of his erection bumped her clit on every upstroke, and Tasha had to bite her lip or she would have begged for him to move harder, faster. She rose up slightly and stared down the length of her body. She saw his cock moving between her folds, watched the tip of his shaft rubbing her clit, and saw the pre-cum spilling out of him.
“My need for you is so damn intense.” He was dry humping her, and bringing her closer to an orgasm. Another bump to her clit and she squeezed her eyes shut. So, so close to feeling that explosion. She fell back on the bed and breathed out as the sensations moved through her. He had his mouth at her throat, was kissing and sucking at her skin, and she loved that he was erotically abusing her flesh.
He pushed up from her, one forearm braced on either side of her head, and looked down at her body. The dark slashes of his eyebrows were knitted in thought, and the muscles in his jaw jumped beneath his stubble covered flesh.
Tasha pushed herself up on her elbows and kissed the underside of his jaw. He groaned, and she heard him inhale deeply. When she lay back down, she took Larson’s hand and placed it between her breasts. He braced himself on his other arm and stared down at where his hand was on her body. She then pushed his hand lower until he was cupping her pussy.
“I’m so wet for you,” she whispered, groaned. God, she was acting so wild and wanton.
“Yeah, baby, you’re really fucking primed for me,” he whispered.
He rubbed her clit softly for few seconds, back and forth until awareness traveled through her, starting between her legs and working its way up her body. Her nipples tightened as blood rushed to them. He latched his lips onto her neck again, licked and sucked at her skin until it felt abraded in a good way.
“You’re so responsive.” He ran his tongue up her throat. A moan left her, and he breathed out. Her senses were attuned to the little touches of his fingers on her body, to the scrape of his teeth on her collarbone, and to the rubbing motion of his hand between her thighs. He lowered his head, trailing wet kisses along the top of her breasts before finally latching his mouth on an aching, hard nipple.
God, so good.
The wet sounds of his lips around her turgid flesh filled the room. Larson’s harsh, guttural groans filled her ears. Without thinking, Tasha grabbed him behind the back of the neck and brought his mouth to hers. She swiped her tongue along his lips, loving the harsh sound that came from him. The musky, sweet flavor of her was still on him, and she grew wetter from it. For several moments he gave in and allowed her to explore his mouth.
“I need to be with you without anything, Tasha, but I understand if you’re afraid.”
Her heart thundered at his statement.
“I’m clean, always used protection, but with you I want it to be different. I want to feel all of you.”
She was on the pill to regulate her period and also to help prevent any surprises with pregnancy if she actually had sex. Although she shouldn’t be stupid about this and insist he use a condom, she trusted Larson, loved him, and wanted this, too. “I trust you. I want to be with you … all of you.”
Larson looked down at her, and lifted his hand to run his thumb along the swell of her bottom lip. “No more waiting for that right moment to be with someone forever, Tasha.” He smoothed his finger over her cheeks now. “No more fighting to forget.”
She wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but she knew that when the time was right he’d tell her. Larson moved his thumb back to her lips, and Tasha opened her mouth and sucked the digit between her lips. He moved his other hand between their bodies, bracing his weight on his elbow, and placed the tip of his dick at her entrance. She was so nervous, but she knew she wanted to do this more than anything else.
“So good, Tasha. You feel so good and right. Perfection.” He kissed the top of her head and continued to push into her.
She’d been with him already, but the stretching and burning sensation was still intense. And when he was fully inside of her she sighed. The feeling of being completely filled by the man she loved was breathtaking. He cupped both sides of her face and kissed her possessively.
“Tasha…” Larson said softly, but harshly, and started moving back and forth in her, slow and easy at first. The broad head of his dick stretched her when he got to the entrance of her body, and then he pushed into her again. He did this over and over again until she was sweating with pleasure and pain. With every inch he sank into her, Tasha felt filled, claimed.
“So good, baby.”
He leaned back slightly and watched himself push into her and pull back out. She rose up on her elbows once more, saw the massive, long, thick length of him pull out of her.
“You’re mine. I’m tired of fighting myself for it, and just want to give in.” He growled out the words, and thrust back into her. The play of muscles that rippled along his shoulders and biceps spoke of his strength. A gush of moisture slipped from her, further aiding in his penetration. He pulled out slowly and pushed back in. Over and over he did this, slow and easy thrusts that had her lifting her hips in hopes he’d go faster.
Beads of sweat dotted his brow and chest, sliding down his hard, tattooed and scarred body, and making her more aroused. She wanted his sweat to drip on her as he pounded into her. She wanted to just … feel.
“I know you’re holding back, and I don’t want that, Larson.” Something shifted behind his dark eyes after she spoke, and his movements picked up, as if he couldn’t control himself after she said the words. His cock slid in and out of her, the momentum faster and harder as his hips slapped against hers and the sound of wet flesh filled the room.
“Christ, baby,” he said harshly. He leaned back on his haunches and gripped her inner thighs. When he pushed her legs impossibly wider and stared down at where his cock sank into her pussy, she felt herself go higher in her arousal. When he lifted his gaze back to hers he said hoarsely, “Look. Watch as I take you.”
The pleasure was insurmountable, but when she braced herself on her elbows and stared down at where their bodies met once again, the ecstasy rose. He pulled his cock almost all the way out, and the glossiness from her cream shone on his dick. He placed his thumb on her clit and moved the bundle of nerves back and forth, over and over, and then she exploded without any preamble.
Lights flashed before her eyes as her orgasm claimed her. But Larson didn’t relent as he thrust in and out of her, drawing her climax to the peak then keeping it there until she couldn’t breathe. When the world came back into focus the image before her had her arousal racing to the forefront again. He looked wild, untamed, and full of heat. Sweat dripped down his chest in droplets and landed on her breasts. His super short hair was wet from his perspiration, but he had never looked so good to her.
Before she could even blink, he moved onto his back and had her straddling him. His hands were on her waist, and he lifted her, forcing his cock to almost slip out before he impaled her on him again. Tasha’s head spun as he did this continuously. All she could do was brace herself with her hands on his pectoral muscles as he fucked her on his shaft.
Grunts and groans left him and grew louder, and she knew he was close. Taking matters into her own hands, Tasha pressed all the way down on him and ground her pussy on his pelvis. She was sensitive, sore even, but she wasn’t going to stop this. A gasp left her when her clit rubbed against the short, coarse hairs on his lower belly.
“Yeah, baby. Fuck.” He tightened his hold on her waist as she took over the rocking motions. Up and down she moved, sinking harder and faster on his cock until her head grew dizzy from it all. She was going to come again.
The taste of sweet release was so close that on the next down stroke she ground her clit against him. The explosion inside of her rivaled the one before. She threw her head back and cried out as her pussy clamped down on his cock, milking him for his cum. Larson dug his fingertips into her, and his low, animalistic grunt signaled he’d found his own release. If it were possible, she felt him harden even further inside of her.
She collapsed against his chest, their skin sweaty and their breathing loud. He wrapped his arms around her and rolled so they were on their sides facing each other. The heavy length of him was still buried in her body, and spasms continued to travel through her. Closing her eyes and resting her forehead on his damp chest, she listened to the sound of his heart beating.
After several minutes of silence, and the feel of Larson stroking his fingers up and down her spine, she pushed back and braced herself on an elbow, staring down at him. For a second he just looked at her, and then lifted his hand to cup her cheek.
“I’ve waited a long time for you, Tasha.”
Her heart stalled, just stopped right in her chest.
“Larson…”
“It’s the truth, Tasha, and I want to make this work, no matter what.”
She smiled, lay on her side right up against him, and stared at the ceiling. “I want that, too.” She looked over at him. He was staring at the ceiling, too, his jaw locked tight as he looked deep in thought. “I love you, Larson, I really do,” she said softly, and when he looked at her Tasha’s heart jumped in her throat.
“I love you, too, baby, and everything will work out because I’ll make sure it does.” He kissed her on the forehead, and she loved this gentleness in him. “I meant it when I said I wouldn’t let anyone or anything take you away from me, not even me. I swear I’ll be a good man to you, make sure you’re safe.”
Good, because thinking of Larson not by her side was painful, and she didn’t want to have to go through that, not now that she knew he felt the same way for her.



Chapter Thirteen
 
When he came to there was a beeping sound beside him, maybe the reason he woke up in the first place. Larson turned his head and stared at the blood bag hanging from the IV pole, followed the red tube all the way down to his arm, and saw the blood was being transfused into him. He looked around, saw that he was clearly in a hospital room, and then everything came rushing back to him. Before he could get up a nurse was by his side, her hand on his arm, her touch soft.
“Relax. You’ve been through a lot.”
“My wife,” he croaked out.
Her smile faded, and sympathy filled her expression. “I’m sorry, but your wife didn’t make it.”
He closed his eyes, already knowing as much, but a small part of him knew the truth. “The other man,” he mentioned Haines, knew that he’d killed him, or at least he hoped he had, but he needed confirmation.
“The police will be in once you’re feeling better. They’ll talked to you about everything, and then a social worker can speak with you if you feel you need … to talk to someone.” She said the last part empathetically.
“Just tell me,” he said in a harder voice, looked at her with hard eyes, and wasn’t about to jump through hoops just to get the information he wanted and needed. “I need to know, please.” He said the last part in a softer tone.
She didn’t answer right away, but he could tell by her expression she’d tell him whatever he wanted because she felt sorry for him. He hated that, hated the pity on her face.
“Yes, the other man has passed away. But don’t think about any of that right now.”
She checked a few things on his IV pole, his chart, then patted his hand and left him alone.
He wanted to just get out of this fucking bed, leave the hospital, and never look back. Scrubbing his hand over his face, felt the beard across his cheeks and jaw, and just relaxed, or tried to. Dropping his hand to the bed, it gave a thump as it hit the mattress. He knew he should feel some kind of relief that the man that had taken everything from him was gone. But all he felt was this emptiness, this sorrow and darkness that slowly filled him. He’d never be the same, he knew that, and he embraced it.
****
It had been a week since they’d been together sexually, and although Larson still wanted Tasha so fucking fiercely, he also didn’t want her just for sex. Tonight he’d invited her over, made them dinner, and now she was sitting on his couch in front of the TV. There was some rerun on, a movie about a boy that got lost, a woman found him, and the boy’s father ended up with the woman. It was sappy as hell, a total “chick flick” but she’d turned it to the show, and he liked that she’d made herself at home.
He grabbed a glass of wine for her, a beer for himself, and left the kitchen to head to the living room and sit beside her. “Anything good?” he asked, although he knew this movie from the late nineties was not something a man would probably watch. Maybe that was sexist, but he wouldn’t have chosen it as cinematic entertainment. Still, Tasha could do whatever she wanted. He’d hold her close, smile, and keep his mouth shut.
She looked at him, wrinkled up her nose, and shook her head. “Are you kidding me?  I was never one of those people that liked sappy romances, but I couldn’t find anything else on.”
He grinned. She was certainly a woman after his heart. His thoughts went to why he’d really called her over here tonight. The somberness in his body went to anxiousness, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt like that. It was strange to feel so vulnerable with a woman when he’d kept himself strong for so long. But Tasha had opened his eyes, opened his heart, and he wanted, no, needed, to be honest with the woman he loved.
“You’re thinking about something serious. I can tell,” she said, and he felt her gaze on him.
“How about we have that talk?” He turned on the couch, kept her close, but stared at her in the eyes, hoping she saw the seriousness in his expression.
“Okay,” she said softly.
It took him a while to see how he’d proceed with this, but he knew he had to, knew he had to be open and honest, and see where the cards landed. They couldn’t fully move forward unless he came clean with his past. Tasha was his life now. He knew that and felt it in the very recesses of his soul.
He touched the scar on his neck, watched as she lowered her gaze and stared at him as he did the act, and all the memories from his past came rushing back. But it wasn’t an unpleasant sensation. In fact, he felt this freeing emotion consume him at the fact he was finally going to tell someone. Sure, everyone who’d read the paper or watched the news back then knew about his past and the murder, but he’d never actually spoken the words to anyone. He kept it in, deep inside of him, and lived with that.
“Over a decade ago I was married.” He paused, kept his eyes trained on Tasha, and tried to gauge her reaction.
“Go on,” she said softly, placed a hand over his, and smiled.
“I was married over ten years ago, loved Melanie so damn much, and thought I’d start a family with her.” He didn’t know how it would make Tasha feel with him saying that, but he wanted her to know that part of his life. “I was in the MMA, competing in my last fight with a man named Haines, and I beat him. I got the championship title, and was ready to retire and finally give Melanie the attention I’d neglected while I was in the fighting scene.”
She breathed in and out softly, and as he stared at her face, he didn’t see any discomfort at where this conversation was going, but only open and honest acceptance.
“I came home after the championship to see Haines had raped and murdered Melanie.”
She gasped, covered her mouth, and he saw her eyes grow large and watery. “I am so sorry.”
He shook his head, knowing she meant her sympathy, but needing to get this out.
“I’ve never told anyone about any of this. But they knew. Everyone knew because it was national news, made headlines, and it rocked the Absinthe MMA.” He looked at the TV that had since been muted. He saw the couple embrace, the man cupping the woman’s face, and the love on their expressions.
“I would have been too young to have seen that in the news.”
He looked at her again and nodded. Larson took her hand in his, stared down at her delicate fingers, at the way her fingernails were painted this soft pink color, and how she was so fragile compared to him. No one in the training facility talked about his past. They knew better, so it wasn’t like Tasha could have heard anything there.
“Yeah, I figured as much, but I’m glad you didn’t hear about it.” He continued to look at her hands. “It was gruesome and grisly, and I’d hate for you to have that memory, even if it was part of my life.” His heart was beating so fast it felt like it was going to burst through his chest. “But Haines attacked me at the house. I hadn’t known he was there, and when I went after him, so consumed and blinded by my rage, I was sloppy in my actions. He cut me.” He let go of her hand, touched the scar on his neck, and pulled the collar of his shirt down to reveal it on his chest. “I thought I would die that night, wanted to in fact, but I’d called 911 when I’d first found Melanie, dropped the phone, and totally forgot about them in the situation. They saved my life.” He said the last part hard, without emotion. “And for a long time I hated that, hated that I lived and she died.”
“I’m so sorry, Larson. I can’t even imagine what that must have felt like for you, to have to live your life with that memory.”
He looked at this young woman that had changed something inside of him, made him feel this contentment and heat that had nothing to do with the fact he wanted her body like a fiend. She was sweet and honest, gave as good as she got, and was so damn strong it made him proud.
“I wish things had been different for you.” She gave him this sweet little smile, and he leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead.
“Things are different now. I won’t lie and say the last ten years haven’t been me living in this dark shadow of anger, fear, hatred, and wanting to feel pain and inflict it. But then I saw you at the gym, felt this emotion inside of me that was good and warm, and I didn’t know if I liked it.”
She nodded. “I understand. How could you not feel even more afraid after what you’d been through and lost?” She moved closer to him, and he gladly pulled her into the hardness of his body. She was so soft and smelled so good that for just a moment all he did was hold her and inhale deeply.
“I want you to know that the past is the past, and although I’ve kept everyone at a distance, told myself I would never be with a woman because they deserved better, I will do everything in my power to show you that you are my world now.”
She leaned back, her mouth slightly parted. He cupped the side of her face.
“I don’t want you worrying that I’m holding onto a memory of Melanie, trying to replace her with you because that’s not what this is.” He smoothed his finger along her cheek, meaning everything he just said. “I want to make this work. I don’t want to lie to you, hold anything back. All I want is honesty between us.”
She looked up at his face, and the emotion in her expression was raw, unhinged.
“I want to tell you something, because I believe in honesty, too.” She looked down, licked her lips, and pulled her hand away from his.
He let her take this time to herself, didn’t rush her, pressure her, or try to get the conversation moving along. This was hard for her. Hell, it had been hard for him to talk about what happened, and he’d give her all the space and time she needed.
“When I was seventeen I had a relationship with a man much older than me, a man that I shouldn’t have done anything with because of who he was.”
He didn’t say anything, just let her take this breather before she continued.
“He was my teacher in high school, would ask me to stay after class so he could help me with my studies, and, well,” she lifted her gaze to his, “one thing led to another.”
She didn’t need to elaborate what she meant, clearly. “He took advantage of you,” Larson said, feeling anger that some man had controlled this young woman and taken something from her that she wasn’t mature enough to give.
“He didn’t, but others said that. My parents said that.” She inhaled deeply, and exhaled slowly. “I knew what I was doing. I was seventeen, and you and I know that’s not a child, not really.”
He didn’t argue the point with her, because if he had a daughter and that happened to her Larson would have felt like it was rape in every way. “How old was he?”
“Thirty,” she said without hesitation.
“He took advantage of you,” he said again, harder this time.
She shrugged. “It happened regardless, and…” She stopped, and he had a feeling whatever she was about to say was what they were really talking about. “I got pregnant.”
There was this long silence between them. He didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to comfort her. Hell, he didn’t even think she would welcome comfort at this moment, not by the way she kept twisting her fingers together and bouncing her feet on the floor.
“I grew up going to church every Sunday, my parents instilling in me that I needed to save my virginity until I was married because that’s what God wanted for me. Being with him meant I was a slut, disgracing them, their name, and the church.”
He hated that she was so upset right now, her voice shaking, her fear and pain evident.
“School was almost out, but I left before I was showing, got my GED, had the baby, and gave him up for adoption.” She kept twisting her fingers together. “But it was better for him. He got the life I’d never have been able to give him.”
He pulled her onto his lap, not about to have her deal with this alone. “I’m so sorry. Have you seen him? Your child I mean?” He didn’t know how to ask the question, or if he even should ask it.
“He’s not my child, hasn’t been from the moment I gave him up.”
“That’s not true,” he said and pulled her back so he could look in her face. “In here,” he placed his hand on her chest, “he will always be yours.”
She smiled, her tears slipping down her cheeks. He leaned forward and kissed them away, tasted the saltiness of her pain and sadness, and pulled her in for a hug. She rested her head on his chest.
“I feel like I should be the one to be comforting you. Your life, and what you lost, is so much more painful than mine.”
He shook his head. “Your pain is just as hard, just as real. I’ve never dealt with losing a child, and although your son is still alive, it’s still painful for you, still a loss, and that shouldn’t be disregarded.” He ran his hand up and down her back.
“I’m sorry about your wife, Larson.”
“Thank you, baby, and I’m so sorry about what happened to you.” He felt closer to her after sharing these things and hearing her past. “Did you tell your teacher about the baby?” He didn’t know if it was okay to even talk about this.
“I did, and he accused me that it wasn’t his, and if I told anyone both of our lives would be ruined.” She was playing with the edge of his shirt now, running her fingers back and forth over the material, but having calmed down a bit.
“But nothing happened to him?” It would seriously piss him off if that asshole didn’t have any kind of punishment or shame over what he did with Tasha.
She shrugged. “He stayed for the rest of the year, but it really was such a short time left in the year. I could tell he was worried I’d talk. He ended up resigning, and last I heard, which was years ago, was that he moved out of Absinthe and was working at a different school.” She gave a humorless chuckle. “He probably screwed one of his students there, too.” She looked at him then. “I haven’t had contact with him, and don’t plan on it. That was a different time in my life, and I’m glad it’s over with concerning him.”
He continued to hold her, and it was a peace that filled him with the contact. After a long silence he sensed her asleep against him, her breathing even, steady, and he liked that she trusted him, and that he felt the comfort to trust her with the darkest part of his life. She was his world, his life now, and there wasn’t going to be anyone or anything, not even his nightmares, that would stop him from loving this woman.



Chapter Fourteen
 
Larson pulled up to the cemetery that was about a half hour away from where he currently lived. After all the shit that had happened he’d moved out of that house he’d shared with Melanie, but couldn’t bring himself to leave Absinthe. He loved this city, had grown up here, and a part of him had felt leaving would have been like he didn’t care. But that changed, and although he was moving on with Tasha, he also wanted to stay here and create a new life with her.
He got out of his truck, but turned and grabbed the flowers he’d brought for Melanie’s grave off the passenger’s seat. The cemetery was small, intimate, and most of the residents of Absinthe weren’t buried here. This was an older plot of land, with generations of families that were buried beside each other.
Melanie’s mother and father were laid to rest here, and this had been her wish before she passed and they’d talked about the grim stuff. But he was glad he could give her this one last request. As he made his way around the headstones, past the large trees that provided shade to the numerous gravesites around him, he finally stopped in front of hers.
There were dried flowers tipped over in the plastic vase, but he hadn’t brought them. He hadn’t been to her site in a while. There were people, a social community in Absinthe made up of elderly women that brought flowers to the gravesites. It was a nice gesture, but also very sad.
The headstone was a marker for death, a reminder that life was not infinite.
He sat down, braced his knees on the hard ground, and set the bouquet of flowers right in front of her headstone. In the beginning he’d come here every day, let his anger and sadness morph into one, and had cried his rage out. But he was ready to move on, and that was why he’d come here today, why he’d told himself that he couldn’t live in the past any longer.
Melanie Elizabeth Ireland
Beloved and cherished Wife, Daughter, and Sister
The dates below her name were also damn depressing. She’d been so young, so damn young that she’d had her whole life ahead of her. He traced the engraving, breathed out, and finally relaxed.
“I’m sorry I haven’t been by. It’s been a long time, Melanie, and I’ve held in a lot of rage these past years.” He heard a chirp right above him, looked into the tree, and saw a brightly colored bird staring down at him. It chirped again before flying off. He looked at the headstone again. “It’s time for me to go, to move on.” A gust of wind whistled past him, rustling the tree branches and sending a chill through his spine despite the heat. Tilting his head to the sky, he watched the clouds move slowly above him.
It had taken him all this time to realize that he didn’t have to feel these kinds of emotions, that if the right person came along he could start over. “I’ve met someone, a woman that I think you’d like.” He smiled as he thought of Tasha. “She’s sweet and kind, and I love her, Mel. Dammit, I love her so much.” There had been a part of him, in the beginning when he first felt things for Tasha that had him experiencing guilt. “I feel so happy with her. She makes the pain and darkness go away, and I want to have a life with her.”
He breathed out once more, looked around the cemetery that seemed so calm right at this moment, and smiled. Melanie would have wanted him to move on, to find happiness again. They had certainly talked about it during their marriage, and if he’d died before she had then he’d want her to find someone that made her feel whole again.
“This is goodbye, but I will never forget.”
She wouldn’t have wanted him to keep the pain inside until it ate at him from the inside out. And he was going to start finally allowing himself to let the light in, to let the light that Tasha brought with her inside of his heart. Because he knew that she was the one person, the only person that had brought him back from the ledge.
****
One year later
Larson stared at Tasha as she cursed. She was cooking for him, and although she said she wasn’t best chef, he knew that no matter what she made—or burnt, he’d love every bite. She looked over her shoulder and gave him a sympathetic smile.
“I didn’t think it was possible, but I burnt the spaghetti.” She turned fully around and held up the pot with the noodle. Taking the ladle in her hand, she scooped up a large chunk of the spaghetti, and he saw that it must have stuck to the bottom because it looked hard and was black. She tossed the pan on the stove, breathed out, then winced and held her stomach.
He was up a second later and in front of her. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” He covered her hand with his, felt their child kick wildly, and grinned.
“She’s getting too big to be crammed in there.” Tasha laughed when their daughter kicked again and again.
“Not much longer and we can hold her.” He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead, then dropped to his haunches in front of her and pushed up her shirt. He stared at her big, round belly, and marveled at the thought that his child grew inside there. He was going to be a father, and God would he try to be the best dad he could.
They’d moved in together shortly after they’d decided that they couldn’t be without each other. Having her here was the best thing for Larson. He felt like he was finally whole again, like he could allow himself to be loved and love in return.
It had been a stressful year at times because he’d taken her to Melanie’s gravesite, when she’d asked. He hadn’t wanted to at first, but she said she wanted to know about the woman that had been in his life, and that he’d loved.
Larson couldn’t deny it and say he wouldn’t have wanted to do the same if the roles had been reversed. Once he’d taken her to the cemetery they’d moved on, hadn’t spoken about his past or hers, and had fallen into this loving, fantastic, and incredible relationship.
Now she was having his baby, and he couldn’t have been happier.
She had gotten pregnant shortly after they’d moved in, but he couldn’t be happier because of that, and wanted a future with Tasha that was filled with a houseful of children. Although they weren’t married yet, he was letting her lead the way. When she was ready, he was ready.
Tasha hadn’t put her life on hold, and was going after what she wanted, She was taking a few online classes, was nearing the end of the semester with them, and then she’d be able to relax with their child. If she wanted to continue with her school he’d support her, and if not, well, he’d support her in whatever she decided.
This sadness crossed her face, and he stood and grabbed her shoulders. He knew why she was upset, or what she was thinking about. “Baby, they’ll come around. How could they not when you’re their daughter and you carry their grandchild?”
“You remember how they acted when I brought you over, Larson.”
He nodded once. Yeah, he remembered how her parents had looked at him like he was shit on their shoe, how they’d ignored him when he’d spoken. They’d been rude as hell. That one night months ago when they’d gone over to tell them the good news about the baby, her parents had started spouting off to Tasha how she’d ruined her life again because of a man.
After the verbal abuse to their daughter Larson hadn’t been able to stand it. He’d taken Tasha out of there, away from people that had done nothing but cut her down instead of embracing her and the good news.
“Honestly, and I feel like a total bitch, but I don’t care if they come around or not.” She rested her head on his chest, and he held her tightly. “I don’t care if they’re in my life or not, because they had their chance.” She pulled back and looked at his face. “They haven’t contacted us, haven’t tried to be in my life since I told them I was pregnant. It doesn’t matter because they have never made me feel like I could be happy.”
“You make me happy, baby,”
She smiled after he spoke. “And that’s why I don’t care about what they think anymore. For all these years they’ve done nothing but look at me like they wish I hadn’t been their daughter. But you make me feel like I could be happy without feeling guilt.”
“You have nothing to feel guilty about.” He smoothed his hand over her cheek.
“I don’t need that negativity in my life, and if they don’t want to be in my life, or our baby’s, that’s on them.” She smiled, and it was sweet and soft, and so damn genuine he felt his heart tug with emotion.
He picked her up, cradled her in his arms, and she let out a little squeak of noise. Larson left the kitchen and into the living room where he sat down and rested her on his lap. He grabbed the remote, turned on the television, and just held her.
“I love you so damn much.”
She smoothed her hand over his chest. “And I love you. I always will.”
It was what he wanted since he’d met, what he’d always dreamed he’d never have again. He rested his hand on her belly, felt their little daughter kick, and smiled. Yeah, he was content and happy, and he’d always make sure his woman was the same way. They both deserved this. Dammit, did they both deserve this, and he wasn’t going to let anyone ruin that.
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