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      “Are you sure this is going to work?”

      I finish applying a layer of red lipstick, giving my reflection a nervous check in the rearview mirror of my sister’s ninety-nine Chevy. “I don’t know. But I have to try.” I replace the lipstick in my purse and slump back in the passenger seat. “Whatever keeps our father from handing me over to Banner.”

      My sister, Scout, turns in the driver’s seat, her eyes wide behind thick-rimmed glasses. “Yes, but by all accounts the man you’re planning to seduce is a madman. He might not react well to being played with, Whit.”

      My right leg starts to bounce, drawing my attention to the scandalous hemline of the red, skintight mini-dress I bought for tonight’s mission. It’s something I would never wear. I’m more of a jean shorts and T-shirt girl, but to accomplish my goal, I need to ooze sex.

      Whatever that means.

      “I’ve done research on Maxim Semenov.” Also known as the man I’m going to charm the shorts off tonight. “They might call him The Madman of MMA, but he doesn’t hurt people outside of the octagon. Only in.” I point to my vagina. “Plus I’m a woman.”

      Scout giggles at my antics, but sobers fast. “Okay, let’s go over the plan again.”

      “Okay.” I take a deep breath and square my shoulders. “I go into the training gym and play the damsel in distress. Maxim’s protective nature rises to the surface. And once he’s eating out of the palm of my hand, I tell him that if he loses the fight tomorrow night, I’ll be forced to marry the winner.”

      “And then tomorrow night, he’ll refuse to lose.”

      “It’s a long shot.” Glumly, I look down at my B-cups. “But we’re out of options. I’ve begged Father to reconsider, but he owes too much money to the loan sharks. Banner agreed to pay off the debts if I marry him.” I whine a little. “I don’t get it. Why me?”

      Scout snorts. “You’re drop-dead gorgeous, Whitney. You’re also completely uninterested in men. It makes them crazy. This is only way Banner can have you. Bribery.”

      “Doesn’t Father care that Banner has been after me since I was sixteen?”

      “Obviously not. And now that you’re eighteen, he’s putting the pedal to the metal.”

      I fake-gag on my finger. “Gross. What time is it?”

      Scout checks her phone. “Ten o’clock.”

      “Okay, Maxim should be in there alone now. Putting in the extra hours before tomorrow night’s fight.” I fan my flushed face. “Wish me and my B-cups good luck.”

      “They’re amazing B-cups.”

      With a harrumph, I climb out of the car and teeter on my five-inch heels. I try not to feel naked as I cross the street. But I basically am. If I inhale too hard, my tits are going to pop out. One false move and whoops, there’s my booty. Usually I wear my hair up in a ponytail, but the long, honey-blonde length of it is brushing the small of my back now. I’m grateful there’s no traffic on the road, because someone would probably pull over and ask if I forgot to get fully dressed.

      “You got this,” I whisper—

      Just as a downpour starts.

      “What?” I screech, trying—ineffectually—to keep myself from getting soaked. But it does me no good. I’m drenched from head to toe by the time I dash beneath the awning of Cooper’s MMA Training Facility. Dripping and shivering, I lock eyes with Scout through the car window across the road and mouth what the fuck?

      She gives me a sympathetic wince.

      “Okay, I can use this to my advantage.”

      The plan was to tell Maxim my car broke down and I needed to use the gym’s phone. A ruse that would buy me time to charm him. The fact that I’m soaked to the skin is only going to make me more authentic. And I know all about that. Drama is my middle name.

      Not real-life drama.

      Stage drama.

      I’ve been acting in community and school plays since I was tall enough to ride roller coasters. I’ve never had to transfer my acting skills to a real-life situation, but desperate times call for desperate measures. My father has been betting on MMA fights since Scout and I were born and it was only a matter of time before his luck ran out. I never expected him to pimp me out to the meanest, sleaziest fighter on the scene, but I’m starting to learn what people will do when their back is up against the wall.

      Seducing a madman, perhaps.

      This has to work.

      Never mind that Maxim Semenov has never been seen with a woman.

      Isn’t married, doesn’t date, never glances up when the pretty girls preen beside him at weigh-ins. He’s a focused, driven beast in the octagon. What makes me think he’ll decide little ol’ me is worth fighting for? Eh. Still working on that part of the plan.

      No more time to waste.

      Filling my lungs with one, final deep breath, I push into the dark training facility. There is a light beckoning from down the hallway, where I assume the main floor is located. That’s where I’ll find Maxim. We’ve done enough recon to know he stays at Cooper’s until eleven o’clock, every single night. Without fail.

      The rain drowns out the sound of my heels clicking in the hallway. And it drowns out the sound of leather fists thudding into leather, too, at first, but when the main floor comes into view, there is Maxim in the corner, pummeling a red punching bag. One, two, three, before he whips around and delivers a brutal kick.

      I’ve only ever seen the “madman” on television, since live tickets to his fights sell out—and at astronomical prices. He’s even more impressive in person. Sweat pours down his ripped shoulders and back. He’s muscles stacked on muscle. Six foot four. Thighs like freaking cannons.

      He’s a machine.

      And I suddenly feel very, very out of my depth.

      You have no choice. Banner has to lose.

      Maxim must win.

      Which would normally be no problem, except he’s fighting the only man who stands a chance tomorrow night. Banner. It has been billed as the fight of the century.

      The clash of the titans.

      Is there any possible way I can provide some extra motivation for Maxim?

      I guess we’ll find out.

      “Be the part,” I whisper to myself. “Vanish into the moment.”

      I think of my hamster dying in seventh grade and tears rush to my eyes.

      “H-hello?” I call breathily. “I’m terribly sorry to interrupt, but…” I hiccup a sob and wring my hands. “Is there any way I can use your phone?”

      Maxim’s tape-wrapped fists pause mid-punch and his head turns an inch. “Who is there?” he rasps in a low Russian accent.

      “My name is Whitney. M-my car broke down and the battery on my phone is dead. I just need to call for a tow…”

      I trail off when he turns around and I get the full effect of The Madman himself.

      Sweat drips from his black hair, runs rivulets around intense eyes.

      His swarthy skin is stained with ink, reds and blacks mapped over ample muscle.

      The legs of his shorts strain around his thighs. As if he could easily burst free of them.

      This man could murder someone with a flick of the wrist.

      Maybe even that sharp eyebrow he cocks as he rakes me with a stony expression.

      “Forget the tow,” he says, beginning to unwrap his fists. “You need to call for pants.”

      “Oh.” I feign embarrassment, hugging my elbows. “It was girls’ night out.”

      He tilts his head. “This is lie.”

      I swallow. “I’m sorry?”

      He takes his time answering, slowly unwinding the tape. “If you went out to bar or club like that, you would not be going home alone.”

      “Yes. I would,” I say testily, veering dangerously close to breaking character. “Because I make that decision. No one else.”

      “You are five feet tall, kotik. Hundred pounds.” He rakes me with a look. “Your decisions could be easily…” He searches for the word. “Ignored.”

      For some reason, I provoke him. I think because he’s provoking my body. Making my lips tingle with awareness, my skin heat wherever he looks. And that isn’t part of the plan. “Would you ignore my decision to go home alone?”

      “Nyet.” He wets his bottom lip, a hint of savagery dancing across his masculine features. “I’d help you make the right one.”

      “Which would be…?”

      For the first time, I notice that the front of his mesh shorts are tented. “Waking up with that dress on my bedroom floor.”
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      She is a sneaky, little kitten, this one.

      Normally liars make me very angry, but liars don’t usually look like this Whitney.

      Don’t usually have eyes that make my stomach feel very odd.

      With a low grumble, I rub the area, but it does not dissipate.

      Instead of anger, I find I am curious. To know what is compelling her to lie. To know why she has come in here playing dress-up asking to use the phone. I know little of young girls, but I suspect they do not go places with nearly dead phones. There is intelligence in Whitney’s answers, the challenge of her eyes, and I do not think she would be so stupid to leave her home dressed in such a way without the safety net of a phone. Or a man to protect her.

      A roar builds in my throat so suddenly, it rocks me forward onto my toes.

      “Do you have a man?”

      I growl the question, stomping toward her. Moving in her direction the way I move toward an opponent. With strict purpose. But I do not want to bloody this girl. I want to…

      I want to do things I have never been tempted to do before.

      Things I cannot do tonight of all nights.

      “N-no,” she whispers, backing up two paces. “No man. Not technically.”

      I’ve almost reached her now and my cock is throbbing. Raging in my shorts. What has she done to me, this sneaky little kitten? “What does that mean? You don’t technically have a man? This makes no sense.”

      “Well.” Her tits are taunting me, straining in the neckline of her dress. I want to yank down the bodice and pinch them. Suck them. “There is a man who w-wants to marry me.”

      “Stop backing away from me, kotik. You will fall in those shoes.” I snap, grabbing her elbow, marveling at the softness of her arm, brushing my thumb through the crook with a harsh, amazed sound. “And nyet, you will not marry such a fool.”

      She seems to be having a hard time breathing. Is it because I’m standing so close, forcing her to look up at me? Does she also feel these…urges? “Why is he a fool?”

      “You said he wants to marry you. Yet he has not made it happen?” I run my palms up the outsides of her arms, across her shoulders and into her honey-colored hair. I can’t seem to stop touching her, though I should be shot for doing so with filth-covered hands. “I would not be so complacent, Whitney.”

      A shudder goes through her when I say her name.

      So I say it again. “Whitney.”

      And again. “Whitney.”

      “Stop,” she whispers, swaying closer. “You’re distracting me.”

      “From what?”

      I rub my thumb along the seam of her lips and her eyes turn unfocused. “My…mission.”

      Ah. Now we are getting somewhere. “What is this mission?”

      She shakes herself. “To use your phone. Broken down car, remember?”

      “Hmm.” I am eager to find out how she feels in my arms, so I pick her up and cradle her like a baby, enjoying the way her softness gives against my muscles. She stares up at me, stunned, but doesn’t try to escape. This pleases me. “I will bring you to use the phone.”

      “Uh…thank—thank you.”

      I carry Whitney to the back office, mentally listing other ways to hold her. I could put her over my shoulder, give her a piggy-back ride. Or she could put her legs around my waist, her adorable little wrists locked behind my neck.

      My balls nearly spill a month’s worth of seed at that thought.

      At the image it paints in my mind.

      How easy it would be to wedge my cock inside of her in such a position.

      Would her beautiful face screw up with pain or would she moan, close her eyes?

      Ride me.

      I realize I’ve stopped halfway to the office, my chest heaving with labored breaths.

      “Everything okay, big guy?”

      “No. I am worried what I will do if I get you in back room.”

      Her swallow is loud, as if she is nervous, but I see her nipples have turned to tempting pebbles. Are females always so confusing? “Oh.”

      “I am a fighter, kotik. There is an important contest tomorrow. We don’t allow any…spilling beforehand. Depriving oneself creates an edge. An anger.”

      She seems almost relieved at my explanation.

      The tension in her tiny shoulders ebbs.

      “We could just…um…kiss?”

      Air rifles in and out of my nose. Is she trying to make me come? “You want to kiss me?”

      Her smile is lopsided. “Why start asking questions now? You’ve already picked me up without permission like a caveman.”

      “You are tiny little thing,” I rasp. “I wanted to cradle you.”

      For some reason, her features soften at that. “You don’t spend much time around women, do you?”

      I shrug. “They are around once in a while, but they do not have eyes that hurt my stomach. In truth, I don’t care enough to look at them.” I grunt, bundling her closer. “You…you will be major distraction, kotik. Bad for my career.”

      She purses her lips. “Oops.”

      I hear a strange sound and glance around for signs of a threat.

      Then I realize it’s the sound of my laughter.

      Whitney smiles up at me and my heart jams painfully.

      With a wrench lodged in my throat, I continue stomping toward the back office. “I will murder this man who wants to marry you!” I roar.

      When we reach the office, I don’t know what to do with her. She said kissing. Does that mean I will be on top of her? On the resting couch? I don’t think that would be wise if I want to keep my seed. No, definitely not. With her pinned underneath me, I would ejaculate immediately.

      Neither one of us pretends she actually needs to use the phone. But I still don’t know why she came here. What she needs from me. I want to question her further and determine her game, but I doubt I would be able to focus on anything knowing she’s willing to kiss me.

      Whitney must notice my indecision, because she pats my shoulder. “Could you maybe sit down?” She glances around. “In that chair.”

      It is amusing that this fragile girl seeks to direct me.

      It is alarming how quickly I obey her.

      I settle her carefully on her feet and sit down in the overstuffed armchair, stretching my arms out on the rests, though my hands dangle well over the edges. I didn’t bother to turn the lamp on in the office, so Whitney is backed by the halogens from the main floor, rimming her in light like an angel, and my chest starts to lift up and shudder down, my palms sweating. I’m very aware that I could rip off her tight, flimsy red dress with a swipe of my pinky.

      I make a rough sound when she steps between my outstretched thighs and settles her hands on my shoulders. Tentatively. This has brought her tits even closer, those tiny buds straining so close to my face, I might live up to my nickname and go mad. This is when I notice her smell. Fresh fruit. Cantaloupe, grapes, pineapple. It imprints on my senses forever.

      “I guess I’ll just go for it, then,” she whispers, lowering her face to mine.

      My fingers dig into the arm rests.

      Her soft, painted mouth touches mine and she sips at my upper lip. Feather light. My lower lip is given the same exquisite treatment. She teases my mouth so softly, but my cock reacts as if it is being suckled, standing straight up like a column in my shorts. I open my mouth to groan and she hesitates a second, before sliding in her tongue, lapping at mine like the kitten she is. And I can no longer let her explore.

      I reach for her hips and drag her down into my lap, giving her no choice but to straddle me, though I am so much larger, her knees do not even reach the seat of the chair. Caught off guard, she loses her balance slightly and her tits land hard against my bare chest, her hair falling forward over one wide blue eye.

      Beautiful. So beautiful it feels as if someone is sawing my windpipe in half. It is also obvious that whatever game Whitney came here to play, she is clearly very innocent.

      She pushes up slightly, but the hem of her dress is caught between us, so the material pulls and out pop two luscious, little tits.

      My hoarse moan is loud in the small office.

      “We cannot let me spill, kotik.”

      “Right. Right.” Whitney scrambles to pull up her neckline, but the dress is too short. She cannot accomplish the task without sacrificing the material covering her ass.

      “See?” I rasp, reaching behind her yanking the hemline up and over her hips, baring her backside. “This is why pants are important, da?”

      She stares at me with pink cheeks. Nods.

      And then she slides closer in my lap…and her warm pussy pins my cock to my belly.

      Every nerve ending from my head to my toes twists into tight knots, my balls wrenching up and digging into my lower body. Ordering me to ease the pain. But I can’t. I can’t.

      I drop my head back and pant up at the ceiling.

      Whitney’s face appears over mine, her lips brushing my mouth and there is no more gentleness after that. I clutch her young ass in my hands and urge her to hump me through my shorts. And…oh God. One rub of her pussy and I almost shout the ceiling down.

      It is wet.

      I can feel the moisture through my shorts.

      This beautiful girl is attracted to me, but I don’t have time to find that shocking. Or surmise why she is not terrified, does not recoil from me like everyone else. No, I have no time to speculate because she moans, the sound long and stuttered, then her hips start to rifle up and down, dragging her sex all over mine, her tiny ass muscles flexing in my palms.

      Blyad! This is very dangerous. But her excited breaths make me crazy. Her arousal is my responsibility and I know I will not be able to stop this torture until hers is over.

      “Maxim,” she sobs against my lips. “What is happening?”

      I want to remind the sneaky kitten she never asked my name. But instead, I rear up and capture her tricky mouth, brutalizing it with mine, suctioning her into thorough, invading kisses until her fingernails are buried in my shoulders. My cock is a vessel of pain and agony at this point but she rides it, grinds on it, as if there will be no consequences.

      “Are you going to come on it, little kotik?”

      “Y-yes.” Her eyes glaze over. “Oh God. I can’t stop rubbing…”

      “I am allowing this torture, Whitney,” I say through my teeth. “Because I know how rough I will be on you tomorrow. As soon as my fight ends, I will fuck you full of my seed.”

      “Only if you win,” she gasps.

      My eyebrow goes up at that. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.” Her forehead grinds into my shoulder, her hips pumping hot and fast. “Otherwise I have to marry Banner.”

      The bellow that leaves my mouth shakes the glass of the office window.

      Rage like I’ve never known boils up like oil, black filtering into my vision.

      My chest is going to cave in. My muscles are going to leap from my flesh.

      Whitney is trying to scramble off my lap, but I catch her waist and lunge to my feet. Two steps and I pin her down on the couch, dodging her flailing arms. “Explain yourself.”

      I regret shouting when her eyes grow round and a little fearful. “My father b-b-bets on the fights and he lost. A bunch. And now he’s in debt. Banner promised to keep the loan sharks off my father’s back if I marry him.”

      The veins in my neck twist, ready to pop. “Do you want to marry this svolach?”

      “No.” The more violent parts of my rage slowly dissipate at her answer. “That’s why I came here. I thought…m-maybe…”

      “What? That I would sample the pussy and want to buy it for myself?”

      She slaps me across the face. Hard.

      My ears actually ring.

      Impressive.

      I’m not used to tempering myself around women. I reside in a man’s world, a brutal one, and we speak plainly. Crudely, even, at times. On top of that, there is the matter of my pride. It has been damaged by the proof she seduced me with ulterior motives.

      Did she truly want me at all?

      “If you talk to me like that, you are no better than him,” she hisses, taking advantage of my shock to launch herself past me, bounding off the couch and stomping for the door. “Forget it. I’ll be better off with the devil I know.”

      “You will not take another step away from me, Whitney!”

      She takes another step. Several, actually.

      I catch up to her halfway across the main floor, wrapping an arm around her middle and hauling her off the floor. With her back against my chest, she struggles in mid-air, and I do not like it. She is not supposed to fight me. Or be angry with me.

      Why was I not more sensitive with my words?

      “You will marry no one but me, kotik,” I growl in her ear. “He will not last a round with you on the line. That is a vow.”

      “Let me go.”

      There are tears in her voice.

      They rip at my heart like metal claws.

      “Whitney, I have made you sad now, too? First sexy. Then angry. Now crying.” Agony leaves holes in my gut. “I am not good with this kind of thing. I only know I will break Banner’s face tomorrow and you will be mine. Never his!”

      At least she has stopped struggling.

      Cautiously, I set her down, bracing for another impressive slap.

      “I just wanted to avoid one husband,” she says, tossing her hair and looking back at me over her shoulder. “I never said I wanted another.”

      “Details, details. You are mine.”

      I reach for her, but she steps out of my grasp. “We’ll see.”

      I’m left stunned and ravaged as she struts toward the door and pushes out into the night. I am also determined. Violently so.

      My fists curl into unbreakable stones at my side.

      Banner will regret the day he coveted what’s mine.

      Whitney.
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      The next morning, front row seats to the fight are delivered to our apartment door.

      They are wrapped in a note that simply says, “Your Maxim.”

      “I guess it worked,” Scout muses around her toothbrush. “Not bad for your first seduction, Whit.”

      “More like my first anything,” I grumble, rubbing at my tired eyes.

      Sleeping last night was a challenge. Not only am I worried about the outcome of the fight tonight, but my body wouldn’t stay still. I wrestled with the sheets until they were bunched between my legs and I was flushed and uncomfortable. Unable to move in a way that achieved the same friction I found on Maxim’s lap.

      My heart is restless, too.

      So much of my meeting with the MMA fighter was unexpected.

      I wasn’t supposed to like kissing him so much.

      Wasn’t supposed to forget my mission in his arms.

      Wasn’t supposed to find him endearing and honest and sweet.

      At least until he referred to my vagina as saleable goods.

      Grumbling, I toss the tickets onto the kitchen table and head for the coffee pot.

      “We’re going, right?” Scout asks.

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “Do it out loud,” she suggests.

      “Okay.” I stick in a coffee pod and lower the lid, smacking the button for a large. “I want to use the tickets. But I’m also wondering if it would be wiser to stay as far away from the fight as possible. Like maybe I’ll watch from the airport. So I can flee the country if Banner wins.”

      “Are you really planning to run?” Scout asks, her toothbrush dropping to her side, her expression distressed but firm. “If you are, I’m coming with you.”

      “No. No way. You are the smart one, Scout. You’re finishing college. We need you to design the next space shuttle.” I give my sister a reassuring look. “I won’t run. I was kidding.”

      Scout shifts in her socks. “I don’t want to be without you. But I can’t stand the idea of you suffering through marriage to Banner just to stick around for me.”

      “If Banner can pay Father’s debts, he can pay your tuition,” I point out. “My acting gigs are barely covering your book expenses. You’re racking up so much student debt. Maybe marrying him will be for the greater good.”

      My sister chews her lip. “I put too much pressure on you, Whit. My younger sister should not be hustling to pay my tuition.”

      “Like I said, you’re the smart one. It’s going to be worth it.” I go to my sister and wrap her in a hug. “Something good will happen with either outcome. Banner wins, we pay the bills. Banner loses, I’m free and we’ll find another way to make ends meet.” I smile. “Hey. Maybe that audition next week goes well and I finally get that big break.”

      “You know I’m pulling for the latter, right?” Scout says, solemnly, pulling back. “I don’t want you trapped in loveless marriage.”

      “Of course I know that.”

      Scout considers the tickets on the kitchen table. “Anyway, something tells me all this worry is going to be for nothing. You clearly had an effect on Maxim.”

      “Nah.” She laughed, ignoring the weight in her throat. “It’s just the blue balls talking.”

      

      
        
        Later that night

      

      

      

      It was not the blue balls talking.

      Maxim Semenov came roaring out of the tunnel like a demon from hell.

      I sit straight up, gaping at the sight of him from the front row.

      He’s seething. Gnawing on his mouth guard like a dog chewing shoe leather.

      His muscled arms glisten with sweat, his brawny torso heaving in the flashing spotlights.

      Banner is already waiting in the octagon and I tear my eyes off Maxim long enough to determine that my wanna-be husband has turned white as a sheet. Maxim’s visible rage has turned the crowd into a roaring, bloodthirsty machine.

      They scream and stomp and batter each other’s shoulders, their cheers growing more and more deafening the closer Maxim gets to the octagon.

      “Holy shit,” Scout whispers beside me. “Maxim is going to kill him.”

      “This can’t be because of me,” I murmur.

      “It is. You have a magic vagina.” Scout glances down at her own lap. “You think it’s hereditary?”

      We share a laugh and I close my eyes, savoring this moment where my fate hasn’t yet been determined by a fight. Or by two men, rather. My sister and I spent the whole day getting ready, dancing to music that reminded us of growing up. We raided our closets for dresses worthy of front row seats and I wore white to be ironic, since I might have to get married, depending on who wins tonight. Scout is in black, her hair in a riot of mahogany waves, glasses perched on a nose identical to mine.

      I open my mouth to tell her again how pretty she looks, but I’m distracted by the sudden approach of several men in black suits and earpieces. If they didn’t look like street fighters themselves, I might wonder if they were secret service.

      “What’s going on?” I shout over the noise.

      One of them stands directly in front of Scout. “Excuse me, miss. Your presence is being requested in a private box.”

      Scout does a double take. “Me?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “By who?” I ask, sidling closer to my sister.

      “Easton Brawn.”

      “What?” we both screech at once.

      Easton Brawn is a gangster. He is notorious in this city for his brutality. His utter unscrupulousness. There are whispers that he is the actual devil. He was a murdering, loansharking, racketeering phenom in his twenties and despite all that, he found a way to buy a stake in Ultimate Battle Corporation. It has bought him an air of legitimacy, but everyone knows he’s just as corrupt as ever. What does he want with my Scout?

      “No.” I hold on to my sister’s arm. “She’s not going.”

      “I’ve been authorized to bring her to the box by any means necessary.”

      Scout turns terrified eyes on me. “What does he want with me, Whit?”

      “You’re not going to find out.”

      The guard listens to his earpiece a moment. “I beg to differ, ma’am.”

      The bell chooses that moment to ding in the octagon.

      But I pay it no attention, because the guard takes my sister by her elbow and pulls her from the seat. “Hey!” I lunge for her, but another man steps in front of me, this one even larger than the one who is kidnapping Scout. “Get out of my way!”

      “Mr. Semenov requests that you remain seated and wait for him.”

      This guard belongs to Maxim. Not Easton Brawn?

      I shove at his chest. “Well too bad!”

      The crowd seems to suck in their collective breath and though I’m terrified for my sister, I have no choice but to glance up at the cage. And there’s Maxim approaching Banner. They circle each other and I catch a glimpse of Maxim’s eyes.

      They are laden with fury. Cold, ruthless fury.

      Maxim says something to Banner that lifts Banner’s upper lip in a snarl, but his anger comes too late. Maxim attacks Banner with swift vengeance, delivering a neck-snapping right cross to his face, a cracking kick to the ribs, a drop elbow to the back of his neck.

      Banner goes down, hitting the mat like a limp noodle.

      He doesn’t get up.

      Not even thirty seconds has passed.

      Maxim looks directly at me and beats his chest, roaring loud enough to rival the crowd.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      I can feel my heart beating between my thighs, my flesh turning slick. I’m going to be claimed. Like, he’s going to claim me. Drag me back to his cave. That shouldn’t turn me on.

      Right?

      Scout.

      My sister is ten feet away now, struggling in the guard’s hold. He turns her at the end of the row and guides her up the stairs. Toward the luxury boxes. And I can see Easton Brawn outlined in one of the rooms, a cigar perched between his lips, his devilish eyes riveted on my sister. What does he want with her? What is going on?

      I try to get past Maxim’s guard, but he sidesteps, blocking me. “Scout!”

      “Whit!” She shakes her head, calling to me over the riot of noise, chanting, screaming. “I’ll be all right! I’ll call you!”

      Her eyes widen at something over my shoulder and I turn, just in time to find Maxim pounding out of the ring with me in his sights. Just like last night, the front of his shorts is tented. This time, however, there are millions of witnesses, including the crowd. And television. Not to mention whoever is filming this with their phones. So like…a billion. And yet, my sex is hot, melting like warm chocolate, tingles racing up and down my body, every inch of me craving his touch. His kiss. “Come to me, Whitney,” Maxim booms.

      My legs are shaking.

      If I take a step, I’m going to fall.

      But I don’t have long to wait before I’m tossed over Maxim’s sweaty shoulder and carried off into the dark tunnel he exited from. Frantically, as the arena starts to disappear in our wake, I search Easton’s box for a sign of my sister and see their side by side silhouettes, but there is nothing I can do for Scout now.

      Instinctively, I know there is going to be no speaking to Maxim until he’s had me.

      He’s keyed up and shaking with adrenaline.

      I am a fighter, kotik. There is an important contest tomorrow. We don’t allow any…spilling beforehand. Depriving oneself creates an edge. An anger.

      How long has he gone without relief? Days? Weeks?

      Longer?

      “Maxim—” My breathing sounds loud in my ears. “How long since you’ve, um…”

      He spits his mouthpiece out onto the floor. “Month.”

      Oh lord.

      “And before that, you—”

      “I have not had woman before, kotik. You will be my first and only.” We are almost to the end of the tunnel now. People are jumping out of Maxim’s way, rightfully gaping at the giant carrying the girl over his shoulder. “Usually after fight, I fuck my hand. Several times.”

      Jesus. It’s going to be a long night.

      I’m nervous. Of course I am. A six-foot-four beast with a month’s worth of frustration is about to take my virginity. But for some reason I’m not scared. For some reason I trust him not to hurt me. Maybe it’s the way my tears turned him soft last night. Or the fact that I slapped him with all my might and he only reacted with mild shock, zero anger. I don’t fully understand my reasons, but I find myself wanting tonight to happen.

      Wanting to be the one who relieves him.

      Eager to be the one, even.

      “I hope you have a lot of c-condoms, then,” I whisper.

      Maxim laughs. “No, kotik. I have none.”

      I open my mouth to address that shiny piece of information, but we enter a room and I get distracted. From my upside down position, I can see we’re in a physical therapy room full of long, elevated leather-covered tables. The kind athletes sit on while trainers wrap their wrists, ankles. And several of those trainers are still in the room.

      “OUT!” Maxim shouts.

      The room is empty within ten seconds, the door slammed shut.

      My back lands on one of the tables and Maxim climbs on top of me, making the wooden legs creak. There’s no hesitation in him. He’s already shoving down the waistband of his shiny, navy blue shorts, sweaty chest heaving, his eyes black with arousal. “I win fight. Now you open your legs for me, Whitney.”

      I’m learning a lot about myself right now.

      For instance, it doesn’t matter that I’m fiercely independent or that I’ve attended several marches for women’s rights. Whatever feminine mechanism inside me that is conditioned to submit to the alpha is alive and well and whimpering with lust. He came tonight to win, so he could have me here on this bed afterward. It drove him. And my thighs open automatically, begging for the chance to be his reward.

      “Yes, Maxim,” I breathe, pulling down the straps of my dress with shaking hands. Letting his starving eyes feast on my bare breasts. My peaked nipples. “You were amazing tonight, baby. You earned me, didn’t you?”

      “Da,” he pants, licking his lips. “Da, Whitney. I keep you now.”

      I bite my lip and nod. “I’m your prize.”

      For tonight, at least.

      Tomorrow I’ll get back to worrying about the whole independence thing.

      Sex doesn’t have to mean marriage. Right?

      It doesn’t seem to for everyone else.

      Maxim sits back a little and drags my dress the rest of the way off, groaning at the flesh he uncovers, my body naked except for a flesh-colored G-string. His lips peel back from his teeth in a growl and he rips it from my body, spitting on my sex angrily. Once, twice. Then he shoves his shorts the rest of the way down, his erection springing free over the waistband.

      “Oh my God,” I gasp, trying to scoot away.

      It’s huge. It’s huge.

      Gripping my knee, he drags me back underneath him. “You will take it.”

      “But—”

      “I win fight.” Maxim reaches down and guides his enormous shaft through my folds, grunting when he reaches my entrance, frowning as if confused. “You are very small, kotik. This will make you cry?” His Adam’s apple bobs. “I wouldn’t like that.”

      A second ago, I was trying to get away.

      Now I have an opposing impulse. I want to encourage him.

      “Just try and go slow,” I whisper, trailing my fingertips down his cheeks. “Okay?”

      “Yes, Whitney.” He urges the round, smooth head of his erection inside of me, then drops his weight to mine. Pinning me, burying his face in my neck. His tape-wrapped hands close around my knees and push them up, back, toward my shoulders and then he slowly sinks home. Slow, yes, but it’s a dogged invasion. He refuses to stop when he hits resistance. He pushes through the barrier of my virginity with a guttural sound, bouncing his hips a little to stretch me, his breath turning to wheezes in my ear. “Oh kotik, is so tight.”

      I am astounded by the lack of pain.

      Maybe because I was so wet beforehand.

      Or maybe because my attraction to Maxim, my eagerness to feel the pleasure I almost reached last night, is overriding everything else. But there’s only a twinge of discomfort.

      And then he starts to rock, violent shudders wracking his frame.

      A moan breaks from my mouth.

      Fire races over my skin. A tickle forms between my thighs.

      His sex is reaching a sensitive, undiscovered place inside of me, while simultaneously pressing down on my clit. Teasing it up and back, side to side. “What are you…what is…” I say, making no sense. “Yes.”

      “I fuck hard now?” he groans.

      “Yes!”

      Maxim snarls into action, pumping into me with crude slaps of flesh.

      Smack. Smack. Smack.

      “Feels so good,” he grinds out, his warrior’s body rocking the table beneath us, his mouth moving from my ear to my neck to my throat, sucking every inch of skin that arrives in his path. “Ah, kotik. Am I hurting your little pussy?”

      “I love it,” I gasp. “Don’t stop.”

      His eyes flash with lust. “You like my cock.”

      “Yes.”

      An exhale rushes out of him. “I’ve been keeping it for you. I have shown to no one.” He grinds into me, presses his forehead down on mine. “Now you will take good care of it.”

      I nod. I’m overcome by the overall effect of him as he bucks within me. His flexing shoulders, the sculpted contours of his back. His fighting shorts are halfway down his buttocks and those thick, round slabs hump up and down eagerly, claiming his prize. And my hands travel there and grip, grip his thrusting ass and marvel at his sheer strength.

      There’s something happening inside me. A ship has found its moor.

      I’ve been taking care of everyone in my life for so long, making sure my father doesn’t gamble away the grocery money, helping Scout pay for classes and books…

      I’m always the one who handles things.

      And right now, I don’t have to handle a single thing.

      I can just be taken. I can be owned.

      This man made sure my problem was solved tonight. He just took care of it. And while I don’t ever want to be helpless or completely dependent on someone else…

      I like the idea of being totally helpless while he’s inside me.

      I like the idea of him being one hundred percent in charge. The man in my life.

      My caretaker.

      My breath is loud in my ears. “I’ve been keeping myself for you, too, Daddy.”

      A sound catches in Maxim’s throat, his driving body slowing down. “Call me that again.”

      Heat teases me cheeks. “Daddy.”

      That colossal chest heaves, his sex swelling and pulsing inside of me. “You will call me this from now on, Whitney.”

      A balm spreads in my chest. “Okay.”

      With renewed vigor, Maxim fires back into motion, heightened possessiveness in his eyes. “I told him. I told him in the octagon.” He throws my legs over his shoulders, snaps his teeth at my ankles. Bares down and fucks me brutally. “If he ever thinks about my little Whitney again, I will break his neck. I will murder him with my bare hands.”

      “I’m yours,” I sob, a pleasure cord being stroked faster and faster inside of me.

      My admission seems to snap something inside of him, send him into a frenzy. “Now I have to come in my little kotik. No condom. Month’s worth of come would break it, anyway.” He folds me in half and pumps in a blur, his features pulled back in a mask of pain. “Hurts badly, Whitney.”

      It’s his honesty, his desperation that pluck that final note and my muscles seize suddenly, spine curving, thighs clenching, my sex wrapping tightly around his shaft in quick, wet pulses. And I scream, tears rolling down my temples. Maxim bellows at the sight of my pleasure and scoops into me with one final thrust, flattening me to the table as he ejaculates, his hips squeezing against mine, pain and pleasure seeming to flow through him in equal measure. He chants my name into my neck and floods my womanhood, overflows it and starts to pump again, harder, as if another reserve of his seed has just been discovered.

      “More is more is more,” he says raggedly, sitting back and flipping me over onto my stomach. Groaning. “My come drips out of your tiny pussy. It can’t fit more.” He runs a rough finger down the seam of my sex. “You will get it anyway.”

      His still-erect shaft spears into me from behind and I’m pinned face down to the table. I didn’t think he could take me harder than before, but I was wrong. My hair is wrapped around his taped fighter’s fist and I’m mastered. I’m molded into the shape of him. It’s rough and almost violent, his sweat landing on my back, his animalistic grunts filling the room. Flesh hits flesh reminding me of the way his fist landed on the punching bag. Repeatedly. Hungrily.

      And I love it.

      I love this frenzied attack.

      How I can’t do anything about it.

      How people are outside this room, probably listening, well aware that a girl has been brought to this place to give the master of the universe some relief after his victory, her body his sacrifice. Sensation coils inside me as I stare at the table where it rams into the wall.

      “Harder, Daddy,” I choke out, the whirlpool picking up speed beneath my belly button.

      Maxim’s length jerks inside of me and he groans, his hips slapping harder against my buttocks. “You will give Daddy babies. You will give me everything.”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      His second release spurts into me, hotter than the first, seemingly pulled from deep inside of him. With every drop that he gives me, his roar grows louder. His spend brims my sex and scalds the insides of my thighs, pooling on the table and finally, finally, the fighter collapses on me, more exerted than he was after the fight.

      “Now I take you home and I never let you leave.”

      I giggle dazedly into the table at his declaration.

      But the sound fades when I realize…he’s one hundred percent serious.
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      I do not like any men around my Whitney.

      I never realized how many of them are around. The trainers that gape at us when I carry her out of the room wrapped in a blanket. My manager. Reporters. My driver. All of them want to speak with me, congratulate me, and if I had two free hands, they would surely be wrapped around necks. Can they not see I have no need of their congratulations?

      The only prize I will ever need is trying to hide her beautiful face in my chest.

      “We go home now, kotik. I will feed you and put you to bed.”

      “Maxim.” She ducks her face to hide it from a photographer and I give the man a look that shrivels his balls. On one hand, I enjoy that my relationship with Whitney will be publicized worldwide, so that everyone knows she belongs to me. Period. On the other hand, I am very, very upset by her discomfort. This is why she will go to my home and remain there indefinitely. Until I figure out how to proceed with these new feelings. “Maxim,” she says into my chest. “We have to talk. It’s important.”

      “Yes, Whitney.” I hold her closer. “We are almost to the car.”

      She nods, but there’s a furrow between her brows.

      “Daddy” she calls me.

      I find I like this very much.

      My instinct is to take care of her. It has been that way since she came to the training facility and a voice whispered cradle her in the back of my head. My balls are empty, for now, and still I have these intense urges to satisfy her in other ways. Soothe her in a bath, rub her back until she is asleep, feed her ice cream, brush her hair. I don’t even know if I own a brush suitable for a woman’s hair, but they must be available for purchase somewhere.

      Yet another man holds the door open to the back entrance of the arena and I duck down, turn sideways and go slowly through the opening, to make sure Whitney doesn’t get a bump. My black SUV is there, idling, and I place her in the back, climbing in after her.

      Immense relief slackens my muscles when we are locked inside the car and moving. Away from people. Toward a home where we will be alone.

      No eyes. No men looking at my kotik.

      I pull Whitney onto my lap and open the blanket a little, so I can look at her sweet, supple body. I tug down the neckline of her white dress until her tits are nearly out. They jiggle with every bump in the road and my cock grows stiff again.

      “Yes. You will be major distraction,” I sigh, trailing a finger over her nipples. “What did you need to talk to me about?”

      She struggles to sit up in my lap. “My sister. They took her during the fight.”

      It is not news to me that Whitney has a sister. When she left the training gym last night, I hired an investigator to find out as much as I could about her. Such as her address, full name, siblings, job. “Who took her?”

      “Easton Brawn.” She looks fearful and I don’t like it. She should never be fearful with me around. “His men. They just swooped in a-and grabbed her.”

      “Easton Brawn?” This makes me frown. He is not directly my boss. No man is my boss. But he is part owner of the federation for which I fight. There is much mystery surrounding Brawn, but there is no question that he is a formidable figure. “She has not met him before?”

      “No. Definitely not. Scout would have told me.” She worries her lip with her teeth. “She said she would call and she hasn’t. Maybe that means she can’t. Or he won’t let her. Or—”

      “Okay.” I stroke her hair comfortingly. It is so soft. I should not have wrapped it so tightly in my fist before, but I could not help it. “I will make calls and find out what happened. I will make sure your sister is all right.”

      She exhales in a rush. “You will?”

      “Of course. Will that make you smile, kotik?”

      Her head nods slowly. “I want to see her, too. I’m…she’s my best friend. We’re never apart. I have to see for myself that she’s okay.”

      A rumble forms in my chest. “I do not like idea of you around Easton Brawn.”

      Her spine straightens. “But it’s okay for my sister to be around him?”

      I consider this a moment. “Yes.”

      Whitney’s mouth falls open. “What is the logic there?”

      “You are mine. You belong to me. It is reasonable that I have stronger need to protect.”

      Her expression is incredulous. “But if he hurts Scout, that will hurt me. Don’t you see the domino effect, Maxim?”

      Frustrated with these complications, I grunt, tug her head to my chest. “All I want is to take you home, make you warm and cuddle you, Whitney.”

      She takes a breath, as if to center herself. “I will never be happy. Not completely. Until I am face to face with my sister. Do you understand, Maxim?”

      A burn starts in my chest at the idea of her being unhappy in my care. No, this is not an option. She will smile at all times or I will be a shell of a man. “I will make calls. I will find a way for you and your sister to meet.”

      Her little fist curls in my shirt. “Thank you.”

      I rock her side to side. “Might take little time. Brawn makes himself very inaccessible. But I will get it done for you. I will make you smile.”

      Her fingers draw circles on my chest. “I don’t know why they call you ‘The Madman.’ You’re mean when necessary, but you’re also a big sweetie.”

      I tilt her chin up so she can see the gravity in my eyes. “If you want to know why I am called ‘The Madman,’ put yourself in danger or try and leave me. You will find out then.”
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      My home was incomplete without her.

      That is obvious from the moment we step in the door and rightness clicks into place in the center of my chest. Like a key turning in a lock.

      I follow Whitney room to room as she explores, always the curious kitten.

      I make note of the parts of my home that please her the most. The movie theater. The hot tub on my bedroom balcony, which I usually use to soothe sore muscles, but now I can only ponder fucking her in it. She doesn’t spend a lot of time in the kitchen, leading me to believe she does not cook much. And I must admit that pleases me. I would rather my chef, Gloria, do the cooking so Whitney has more time for me.

      “We will go to your apartment tomorrow and gather your things,” I say, coming up behind her on the balcony and kissing the back of her neck. “This is your home now.”

      Her swallow reaches my ears. “But…this is crazy, right? We only met last night.”

      Immediately, my heart starts to sprint. “You said you were mine, kotik. You said you would give me babies.” I tug her ass into my lap, fitting my erection to her backside. “You came to me a virgin and called me your Daddy.”

      She lets out a shaky breath, leans back against me. “I know. I meant those things. Of course I did. I’m just used to being independent.”

      “No longer.”

      A laugh puffs from her mouth. “You can’t just say that and make it so.”

      Bolts of panic, frustration get stuck in my throat.

      I will find a way to bring my Whitney her sister. That will please her and she will stop being conflicted about giving everything up to come live with me forever.

      It relieves me to have a goal. A victory to work towards.

      And I must get started on it immediately. I will not stand on shaky ground where Whitney is concerned. She is the most important part of my life now and I must keep her.

      At all costs.

      “Come, kotik.” I lift her into my arms and reenter the house. “Are you hungry?”

      “No.” She yawns adorably and my heart flops over. “Just sleepy.”

      Yes, she would be. I was very rough earlier when I fucked her.

      Fucked her wet, eager little pussy and left my seed inside.

      My breath grows short at the vivid memory, my cock hoisting higher in my shorts. I would give anything to fuck her again right now, in our bed, but I need to do the right thing and let her sleep. Also this way I can start tracking down the sister.

      Gently, I set down Whitney on her feet at the foot of our bed and undress her. She has been stripped down to the tiny strings she calls underwear when she begins to nod off, her head lolling against my shoulder. With my heart in my throat, I lay Whitney down in our bed and she rolls onto her stomach, falling asleep immediately, her breathing even and deep.

      I can’t stop my gaze from drifting down her back, to her two perfect buns, smooth mounds rising up among the white sheets.

      Her knee rises slightly in sleep and the lips of her pussy become visible.

      A shudder wracks me.

      She is naked in my bed.

      Where I sleep.

      Surely I can’t be expected to withstand this level of need without satisfying it.

      Breathing hard, I shove my shorts down to my knees and fist my cock. Her voice echoes inside my head, calling me Daddy while I conquered her pussy from behind. And I begin to stroke. My teeth bite into my lip hard and draw blood so I won’t groan and wake my sleeping kitten. She is so sexy, her pussy red from my savage treatment earlier, her ass cheeks two plump, little handfuls. Daddy, she calls me. Daddy. Daddy.

      An image of her in a cotton candy pink dress bouncing on my lap fills my mind.

      Her pigtails wrapped in my fists.

      It’s unexpected how much this vision affects me, but it does. It cranks my arousal to the highest setting, my hand jacking up and down my steel faster, faster.

      And I come all over her tight, young ass, growls of bliss trapped in my chest.

      Wiping the sweat from my upper lip, I decide to leave my spend there. Right where it belongs. And I leave the room determined to fulfill my Whitney’s wishes.
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        * * *

      

      It is a very long night for me.

      Whitney lives up to her kitten nickname, rubbing and purring all over me. Nuzzling her face into my throat and tucking her little hands up beneath my T-shirt. I consider many, many times holding her down and shoving my cock as deep as she can take it, but the redness of her pussy stops me. Truth be told, as the minutes tick by and her sore coloring does not go away, and Whitney’s exhaustion remains obvious, I become appalled by my behavior.

      This girl is barely half my size and I did not employ any gentleness.

      She seemed satisfied afterward, but I could have hurt her. Badly.

      My mouth dries up at the thought. Shame clogs my throat.

      I decide to get out of bed early and punish myself downstairs in my gym. Maybe if I exhaust myself, my cock will cease to stand straight up, seeking my kitten’s pussy. Before the sun comes up, I have sweat through my T-shirt running, jumping rope and pummeling the punching bag.

      When I have finally managed to tire myself and my erection starts to wane, Whitney walks into the gym in one of my T-shirts and my dick fires back up into the ready position.

      “Morning,” she murmurs, pushing her mussed honey hair out of her eyes. “You are working out the morning after a fight?”

      “Yes,” I rasp, marveling over the way the sun lights up her blue eyes. “Did you sleep well, kotik, or should I buy new bed?”

      “No need for that,” she giggles. “I slept better than I have in a long time.”

      “Oh.” Pride floods my chest. “Good.”

      She chews her lip. “Did you make any calls about Scout?”

      “Yes. I am in contact with a man in Brawn’s inner circle.” I worry about telling her the next part. “He tells me that Easton has brought your sister to his home. She is in no danger, he says, but he is not willing to grant this meeting yet.”

      “Grant this meeting?” She shoves my T-shirt sleeves up to her elbows, but they slide back down and I try not to sigh over her cuteness. That might not prove wise when she’s irritable. “Who does he think he is?”

      I hold up a hand. “Let me finish. There will be a phone call.” I glance at the clock on the wall. “Your sister will be allowed to call at one o’clock. Does this please you, Whitney?”

      Her features soften. “Yes. For now. I still need to see her to be sure she’s all right, but a phone call is great.” She smiles at me. “Thank you, Maxim.”

      The crowded feeling below my collar bones forces me to clear my throat. “You will trust me to arrange meeting with your sister soon?”

      “Yes.”

      I give a satisfied grunt. “Very good.”

      Whitney saunters around the gym, trailing her finger over my equipment, and I have to restrain myself from stomping after her. Picking her up and crushing her to my chest. Rocking and kissing her. Making her tell me once again how well she slept.

      “So are you going to show me some moves?” she asks, giving me a flirtatious look.

      I cock my head. “You want to learn mixed martial arts?”

      Her shoulder shrug is swallowed up in my borrowed T-shirt. “I’ve been watching it for a long time. Usually me and Scout sit in front of the television and pray to the gambling gods that my father doesn’t lose his bets. I guess, because of that, I’ve kind of resented the sport. But you changed that last night. You were so…powerful. I want to feel powerful, too.”

      Her calling me powerful winds me. Humbles me. “I understand this desire.”

      “You do?” She stops behind the bench press. “Weren’t you born powerful, though?”

      “Nyet, kotik. I was born poor in Astrakhan. The fishing industry died and my father could no longer provide. I got started in shipbuilding when I was fourteen. And after the work day ended, there were fights. Illegal ones. I saw the money that could be made and knew it could support my family. So I started carrying heavy materials, lifting and learning to punch. To kick. Where the weak spots are located on a man’s body. When I joined those fights, I lost. But then I grew. And grew.”

      She smiles. “And you started to win.”

      “Yes. My first real win came last night, though.” Thump thump thump goes my heart. “First one to matter.”

      Her lips part on a breath, the blue of her eyes softening.

      We look at each other a long while across the gym, until I finally shake myself. “You asked to learn some moves. We will start at beginner speed.”

      “Okay.”

      “Get into a fighter’s stance. Like this.” I show her, turning at an angle and bending my knees slightly. “Fists up. Always guard your face.”

      She nods earnestly, a concentration line between her light brows. “What now?”

      “Now you learn jab. Stay on the balls of your feet. Always be moving.”

      It is one of the greatest delights of my life, watching her dance around on her toes in my T-shirt. “What am I jabbing?” she asks.

      “Me.”

      “Where?”

      I slap my stomach. “Right here. You won’t hurt me.”

      Her left hand fires out and strikes in the center of my abdomen. I think. I barely feel a thing. But she sucks in a breath and pulls her hand back, cradling it to her chest. “Ow. Ow!”

      The blood drains out of my face. “Whitney!”

      “It’s okay,” she says with a wince, shaking out her hand. “I’m fine.”

      “Let me see.” I pull her toward me and examine her knuckles, cursing the very day I was born when I find them red and swollen. “Ah, kotik. Baby. I am so sorry.” I kiss each of her knuckles. “I’ve never had a woman punch me before. I didn’t think. Forgive me.”

      “I told you it’s fine.” She shakes her head at me. “It doesn’t even hurt anymore.”

      My stomach churns. I’ve only had my girl for one day and already I have made her sore and red in two places. “We go get some ice.”

      “Maxim, I don’t need any. I promise.”

      “Da?”

      “Da.”

      I blow out an unsteady breath. “Then I will show you other part of MMA?” Without waiting for an answer, I throw her up onto my shoulder so she is seated on her butt and facing forward, making her yelp. “You are in the octagon after a victory. Put your hands up in the air,” I say, walking her over to the mirror. “Flex your muscles like a champion.”

      From her perch on my shoulder, she is laughing now, pulling back my sleeve and looking very proud of her puny bicep. I also pretend to be impressed, which makes her laugh harder.

      “There you go. You are MMA fighter.”

      I let her topple down into my arms and I like the way she looks up at me now through her eyelashes, her arms wrapped behind my neck. “Thank you for that,” she whispers. “I had no idea living with you was going to be so fun.”

      “I am very fun guy,” I say, pretending to be offended.

      She giggles again and lets me kiss her and my heart nearly pounds out of my chest.

      Whitney is my heaven. I wasn’t even looking, but I found her.

      And I am never leaving.

      Neither is she.
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      It’s weird that Maxim hasn’t tried to sleep with me again since last night.

      Mostly because he has a pretty noticeable erection. At all times.

      Instead of touching me like I sense he wants to do, he tells me more stories about Russia on the way to my apartment. I’m kind of hoping Scout will magically be there, but she isn’t. So I quickly pack a suitcase of essentials, including the script for my upcoming audition, before Maxim quickly loads me back into his SUV, as if someone is going to swoop in and steal me away. Although, after last night, that kind of thing doesn’t sound unrealistic anymore.

      It’s almost time for my phone call with Scout when we get back to Maxim’s house. I rush through a shower, blow out my hair and put on a light, pink dress that brushes the tops of my thighs. Now I pace nervously, phone in hand. Maxim arrives from his own shower smelling fresh and masculine and minty…and commences pacing behind me.

      At one o’clock on the dot, the phone rings.

      With a sucked in breath, I answer. “Scout. Are you okay? Where are you?”

      “Me? Are you okay? The Madman himself carried you out of the arena after giving Banner a concussion and no one has seen you since!”

      “I’m fine! This call isn’t about me!”

      “It can be about you sometimes, Whit.”

      I roll my eyes, but they’re full of moisture, because I miss my sister like hell. We haven’t spent a day apart since we were kids and all of a sudden, it feels like we’re on two separate planets. “Just tell me what’s going on. Is Easton Brawn with you now?”

      She sounds funny when she answers. “Yes.”

      In other words, she can’t speak freely. This is why I need to see her live and in person.

      “Has he hurt you?”

      “No.”

      “Are you allowed to leave?”

      “Hard no.”

      “I’m in a similar situation,” I say carefully, cutting a look toward Maxim. “I need to see you. Soon. Will you try and convince Easton?”

      “Of course I will.” She sniffs. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.”

      “I had sex, Whit,” she whispers dramatically.

      In the background, I hear a very male, very exasperated sigh.

      “Um. Me too,” I say, heat climbing my neck. “We’ll have to compare notes soon.”

      “Okay. Bye for now.”

      “Bye Scout.”

      When I hang up the phone, I find Maxim leaning against the nearby couch, arms crossed. “You will compare notes. What does this mean, Whitney? You will speak to her about the way we have sex? Details and such?”

      I stutter through an explanation. “We…I mean, yes. We tell each other everything. This won’t be any different.”

      “It is different.”

      “Why?”

      A muscle leaps in his jaw. “I don’t want her to know I fucked you like a wild animal your first time. She might convince you I am not good man. Make you leave me.”

      “Maxim…” I rear back in confusion. “Is that why you haven’t touched me again?”

      He grunts. Looks down at the floor.

      Or whatever amount of the floor he can see around his erection. It’s still going strong.

      “I loved what we did,” I say, going toward him. “A lot.”

      “Your pussy is all red and puffy, kotik. I don’t like seeing your pain and knowing I am responsible. Pain is what I deliver to men. Opponents. Not my sweet girl.”

      I stop in front of Maxim and lock my arms behind his neck. “Maxim, you are…large. I was a virgin. I don’t think there was any way around it. Throw in your month-long sabbatical…”

      “I also jacked off on you while you were sleeping last night.”

      “Oh.” God help me, I just want to laugh. “And now you feel guilty?”

      Another grunt. But this time he wraps his arms around my waist and yanks me up against his hard body, inhaling with gusto in the crook of my neck. “I am very worried I will fuck this up. Make you angry or sad.”

      I could fall in love with this man.

      Whoa.

      Deep breaths. “I think the fact that you’re worrying means everything will be all right,” I whisper, lifting up on my toes to press our mouths together. Maxim groans, his tongue demanding entry to my mouth, his hands already sliding up beneath the back of my dress to capture my bottom, his blunt fingertips exploring the line of my G-string. Between us, his hard-on extends, curving behind the zipper of his jeans, and I rub my belly against it, producing a harsh, panting sound from his mouth. “Can Daddy come out to play?”

      “Yes, little kitten—” His cell phone starts to ring in his pocket. “Fuck.”

      “You should answer,” I murmur, kissing his chiseled jaw. “It could be about Scout.”

      “No,” he says, looking at the screen. “Is my manager. He has been trying to reach me all morning.”

      “Why didn’t you take the call?”

      Maxim looks at me like I’m crazy. “I was busy thinking about you, kotik.”

      He starts to toss the phone aside, but I stop him. “This could also be important. Especially after a big win.” I cut off his protests with a slow, meandering kiss. “Come find me when you’re done.”

      His chest shudders up and down. “I will be very quick.”

      I can feel his gaze on me until I turn the corner out of the room. As soon as I’m in the hallway, I let the hot shiver pass through me. Who knew my life could change so much in a matter of days? I met a man who makes me feel…happy. Safe. Confident. Sexy. Very sexy. And my sister is all right for now. I’m not going to rest until I confirm in person, but I know her voice and she’s not hurt or scared. Now all I have to focus on is my acting audition at the end of this week. If I do well and get cast in the play, I’ll be able to afford a chunk of Scout’s tuition.

      God knows my father won’t be able to pay it after the loss he sustained last night.

      He’d put a fair bit of money on Banner.

      Not to mention his second-born daughter.

      Where is he today? And what about Banner? Is he angry?

      Surely he won’t try to pursue me any more. Not now that Maxim made his intentions clear to the entire population. No. He definitely won’t.

      Reassured, I head to the bedroom and take out my script, intending to practice my lines until Maxim can join me. But I’ve only scanned the first page when my MMA champion appears in the doorway. He licks the corner of his mouth when he sees me, his attention dropping briefly to the script.

      “What is that?”

      “I have an audition this week. A part in a play.”

      “Yes, this is right. My kotik is an actress.” He glides into the room, fingers hooked in his belt loops. “I did some digging before the fight. But I should have known after you lied so convincingly about your broken down car.”

      “Was I convincing? You didn’t seem to believe me.”

      “You were good. It was just hard to believe I could be so lucky.”

      “Oh,” I breathe, my skin prickling with awareness when he sits down beside me on the bed. “Do you want to run some lines with me? It’s only fair since you turned me into an MMA champion this morning.”

      “Da,” he says, crowding closer. “I would like this.”

      I press my lips together. “Okay. So I’m auditioning for the role of a teenage daughter. She’s kind of rebellious. In this scene, she’s arguing with her father about curfew.”

      He arches a dark brow. “What is curfew?”

      “Your deadline to return home at night. Say, after a party or a date.”

      A grunt and a head bob tells me he understands.

      I scoot closer until the outsides of our thighs are pressing together and I hold the folded script so we can both see the words. “I’ll start here. And these lines are yours.” I shift a little, getting into character, then I begin at the top. “Dad, what are you so worried about? It’s just a party with friends.”

      Maxim leans in. “Your friends include boys.”

      “And?”

      “And I know how they think.”

      I roll my eyes. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      “Fine. I will.” Maxim pauses, swallows loud enough for me to hear. “They’re just thinking of ways to get up your tight-ass skirt.”

      “Dad!”

      “It’s true. All they want in life is you flat on your back, little girl.” For some reason those two words send a rush of wetness to my sex. Maxim’s voice grows rougher. “I was young once. Nothing about boys has changed.”

      “Fine…” My fingers tighter around the script. “Let’s say I do end up flat on my back. What business is it of yours, Daddy?”

      Maxim swallows a groan and rubs the heel of his hand against the bulge in his pants. “Everything is Daddy’s business when it comes to you.”

      I cross my legs and toss my hair. “Not everything.”

      “Oh yes, little girl.” Maxim reaches over and uncrosses my legs. “Everything.”

      Heat spreads like a wildfire in my belly, my loins. “That’s not in the script.”

      Maxim doesn’t respond to that. Instead, he stands and kneels in front of me. Thanks to the extra-high platform bed, this puts his mouth on level with the hem of my dress. “I know what will make these young boys less appealing. If your first tongue is an experienced one.” He flips up my dress and slides my knees apart. “Would you like that? Would you like to feel what a man can do with your little girl pussy?”

      My fingers clutch the bedclothes, the muscles of my sex contracting. This role is like coming home, handing over control, knowing I’ll be cared for. “I-I don’t know, Daddy,” I whine, writhing on the soft comforter.

      “These legs are spread pretty wide for someone who doesn’t know.” He thumbs my clit, nips the inside of my thigh with his teeth. “We can have our own parties right here, little girl. With your bedroom door locked tight. You don’t have to leave home to end up flat on your back.”

      I’m already moaning the first time he licks me. He doesn’t bother to move aside the G-string. No, he uses it to his advantage. Taking the ultra-thin strap between his lips and dragging it side to side over my clit, pulling the string back and letting it snap down onto my sex. Over and over until my back is arched, my lower body twisting to escape to exquisite agony. “Oh. Oh. Oh! Please don’t stop.”

      “Shhh,” he breathes, pressing a thick finger into my opening, rotating it slowly, teasing that coarse spot only he knows about or can find. “So very fucking tight, aren’t you?” He shakes his head, curses. “Can’t blame these boys for trying. But this is all Daddy’s.”

      Lust pierces my belly like an arrow and I spin into a climax.

      My fingers tear at the comforter, eyes almost too blind to make out the ceiling. Maxim laps at me feverishly, his thumb moving in quick strokes on top of my clit. His shoulders are a beautiful rippling testament to masculinity, his dark head buried between my thighs and all I can do is gasp for air, sobbing brokenly as my intimate muscles contract and release, dampness streaking down my thighs, between the cheeks of my backside.

      I’m struggling for oxygen, dew coating my forehead, satisfied beyond belief.

      Until Maxim stands to his full height at the bottom of the bed and licks me off his lips crudely, his eyes black with hunger, and another wave of longing travels through me, sparking my nerve endings, curling my toes. “You open legs for Daddy, da?” Maxim unzips his jeans with a deft hand, reaches in and grips himself. “Now this becomes your business.”

      He yanks me closer until my hips are almost falling off the edge of the bed and he pins me there with my legs wide open, sliding his thick shaft between my folds, over my still-buzzing clit and I just have to lay there and take it, panting as he teases me, exploits my arousal, drives it back to a fever pitch, mewling sounds breaking past my lips. I feel small and coveted, like a favorite plaything, my much larger master amusing himself with me. And when he spears into my opening, filling me with a throaty moan, I become essential to him.

      The veins in his neck and shoulders stand out, the muscles of his biceps and abdomen straining. Instinctively, I know he is trying not to orgasm too soon and that makes me feel powerful even though I’m the one being dominated.

      Maxim loops his arms beneath my legs and falls forward, bringing my knees up to my shoulders, positioning his shaft even deeper inside of me. A shudder wracks him and he starts to thrust slowly, as if savoring every entry and exit, his breath sawing in and out of his throat.

      His mouth moves over mine in a long, wet kiss, his lips trailing down to suck the sensitive skin of my throat, his tongue swirling in the hollow. “Angels made you, kotik. But I swear your pussy was designed by the devil.” His hips start to move faster, lust making his eyes feverish, bright. “Once you have it, you will spend rest of life craving more. Hard and aching. I already want it again.”

      “It’s yours,” I whisper, running my palms up and down his flexing back. “Yours as many times as you need.”

      With a groan, he falls forward and fucks me in earnest, frenzied like last night.

      His snarls and grunts make beautiful masculine music against my ear, his hips slapping down against mine, his tight ball sack pressing to my bottom with every downward stroke. That fighter’s body of his is a heavy wall of muscle that gives no quarter, anchoring me to the mattress while he takes his pleasure, one of his hands coming up to wrap around my throat.

      “Wet little kitten,” he grits out. “You squeeze me too tight. You make me fucking crazy.”

      My intimate muscles begin to tighten again, bearing down so I can feel every ridge of his sex traveling up and back inside me. “But I just want to please you.”

      His grip grows stricter around my neck and I love it. I love that I’m being punished for being too good, too tempting. I’m both an object of misery and a conduit to paradise. Praised and chastised, all at the same time. “You are greedy for my come,” he rasps. “Is that why you choke my cock, little girl? You want to have Daddy’s baby?”

      A moan originates from deep inside me, raw and honest. It doesn’t even sound like me when it passes my lips. “Yes.”

      Maxim bares his teeth, his features screwing up in a mask of pain. He buries that face in the curve of my neck and latches onto my earlobe, biting and sucking. “It was only matter of time once you matured and started tempting Daddy’s big dick.” His accent is the thickest I’ve heard it, slurred and horny and deep. “Someone was going to put my hot little girl flat on back. Had to make sure was me, da?”

      I’m shaking.

      The nerve endings in my feminine flesh are gathering together, preparing to disperse like a starburst, and I cry out, the sound cut off by the fighter’s grip around my throat.

      “This is just for me, kotik. Otherwise legs stay closed.”

      I nod, stutter through an agreement, my thighs beginning to tremble.

      Maxim presses down more, bringing my knees up to my ears, his mighty hips bucking hard enough to make me scream. Struggle just a little. As much as I can beneath an unmovable object. Because the tide that rises is so swift, it sweeps me off the rocks and drags me out to sea and I sob and sob, the constrictions of my sex so intense they’re almost painful. The relief is not, though. It’s all-encompassing. It rewards me with a total slackening of my muscles. And all I can do is cling to my fighter’s heaving shoulders as he hits a jagged peak, hoarse calls of my name filling the room, violent tremors holding him in their grip.

      Warm, sticky liquid squelches between us, spilling out onto my butt and thighs, the bedclothes. Just like last night, he seems to find a reserve of lust, deep within himself, and just when I think it’s over, he’s battering into me once again, his head thrown back to curse at the ceiling. Until finally he’s emptied himself and his heavy body goes boneless on top of mine, both of us sucking air into our lungs, sweat slicking every inch of our skin.

      Maxim lifts his head and looks down at me, my heart swelling over the love in his eyes.

      There’s so much affection and care radiating down at me that I’m completely unprepared for the thunderous frown that gathers on his face.

      “Hold on, Whitney. I just think of something.” He glances over at the discarded script. “Do you kiss boys in this play?”
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      My question turns Whitney’s cheeks pink. She opens her mouth and closes it again.

      And I have my answer.

      She thinks to kiss boys now that she is mine?

      “It’s acting, Maxim. There are no feelings involved.”

      My laughter booms through the bedroom, but there is no humor involved. In fact, there is now a vise around my skull and it’s cranking tighter, tighter. I think of another pair of arms beside my own around Whitney, another mouth descending toward hers, and I tear myself away from her sweet body with a choked sound, beginning to pace the floor. “You will no longer do this. Acting is over.”

      She jackknifes on the bed. “What? No it isn’t.”

      “Oh yes it is. You would have me commit murder against every one of your costars?”

      Her gasp brings my back up. “You wouldn’t.”

      There is madness in my eyes and I let her see it. Let her understand. “Oh. I would.”

      She visibly regroups, gathers herself. “Acting is my job. It’s how I make money to pay for Scout to go to school. It’s how we eat!”

      “You have me for that now!” I jerk my pants up around my waist and draw the zipper. “How much is school? I write a check.”

      That catches her off guard. “I…I mean…I didn’t expect you to do that.”

      “Why is this surprise to you, Whitney?” I tear at my hair, wanting to pull it out by the roots. “Do you not understand by now that I am going to take care of everything for you? All of your life.”

      “I would never just assume someone else would pay for Scout’s tuition.” A line forms between her brows. “I mean, Banner offered, but—” She cuts herself off, nervous eyes flying to mine. “N-never mind.”

      “Banner.” My blood singes the walls of my veins. “How badly he wanted what is mine. I should have fucking killed him. Maybe I will ask for rematch.”

      “There is no need,” she whispers, sliding off the bed and wrapping her arms around my waist. “I’m here, Maxim. I only want you.”

      I breathe in through my nose carefully, out through my mouth, trying to calm the storm of jealousy. “Then you will quit this acting?”

      “No.”

      The thunderheads of my storm darken to black. “Kotik…”

      Her arms drop away and she straightens her dress with jerky movements, seeming to gather her thoughts as she does this. “I’m not totally naïve. I realize if we’re going to be together, you will be…helping me and Scout. You made more money last night than I’ll see in a lifetime. But I’m not just going to sit around the house like a kept woman. You picked the wrong girl if that’s what you were expecting.”

      “And you picked wrong man if you thought I’d let you kiss anyone else.” I grip her chin, tilting up her face, dark feelings seething inside of me. “Do you know what it does to me? Imagining such a thing? I would rather claw my fucking eyes out than watch it!”

      A humorless laugh puffs from her lips. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “I will not change my mind on this, Whitney!” I roar, backing her toward the bed.

      “How easily you take away my independence. Everything I am, just stripped away.” She shakes her head, tears in her eyes. “Maybe this was a mistake.”

      Panic filters in through my anger. “No. No, kotik. Was not mistake.”

      “I’m a provider. I’m the sister who solves the problems. That’s what I’ve always been and I like who I am. You can’t just turn me useless to make yourself feel secure.”

      “That is not what I’m doing.”

      Is it?

      My feelings for her are overwhelming. I barely know which end is up anymore.

      “I want to be alone,” she says. “I have to think.”

      There is something caught in my throat. “I don’t think I want you to think.”

      Because she could decide I am bad for her.

      Maybe I am.

      Once again I could not be gentle between her legs. There are marks on her throat, her neck, and I am sure if I looked under her dress, she would be red and swollen from my cock. Now I am shouting at her and making her eyes wet. Am I terrible at having a woman?

      God I hope not.

      Because I am keeping Whitney. Yet I will be miserable if she isn’t happy.

      The time on the bedside clock catches my notice and inwardly, I curse. “My manager was calling because there is event tonight at club. My sponsor is throwing victory party and I have to show up for a while. You will come with me, Whitney. Please.”

      I cannot be away from you.

      Oddly, I think it is me saying “please” that makes her agree.

      I have to remember to use this important word more often.

      “What time?”

      “We will leave at nine o’clock tonight.”

      She nods, turns away from me. “I’ll rest until then.”

      “And think?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I make a miserable sound, my fingers curling into helpless fists.

      “You promise you’ll keep working on a meeting with my sister?”

      “Yes,” I respond firmly. “I promise.”

      I reach for her, but she can’t see me and walks away.

      But I am not some weakling who takes a punch and hits the mat. If she is unhappy with me, I need to find a way to change that. I don’t want to take away the things that make Whitney feel useful and happy, but there will be no budging on the subject of her kissing other males. Is not easy fix. What I can do now is give my kitten her sister.

      Focus on that. Make it happen.

      Make her smile.

      “See you tonight, kotik.”
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      I’m almost finished dressing for tonight when I get a text message.

      Thinking it’s Scout, I lunge for the device, a smile already curving my mouth.

      Repugnance clobbers me when I see the message is from Banner.

      Banner: I still want you, Whitney.

      Acid climbs my esophagus. He has been saying these kinds of things to me since I was barely old enough to drive. And my father allowed it to happen, hoping the attraction would work to our advantage one day. It might have, if everything about Banner didn’t make my skin crawl. There is something about him that makes me scared, too.

      Maxim looks at me with lust, yes, but there is affection there, too. Reverence.

      There is roughness when we make love, but he would never hurt me.

      Something in Banner’s eyes says he would inflict pain on purpose.

      That he would enjoy it.

      Quickly, I punch out a reply.

      Me: Don’t contact me again.

      Banner: Your father is here with me. He is very upset with your actions.

      Me: I haven’t been thrilled with his actions for the last eighteen years.

      Banner: You have such a feisty spirit.

      “Gross,” I mutter, wishing I hadn’t replied in the first place.

      Banner: Are you with the Russian madman now?

      Me: Yes. And if he finds out you’re texting me, a concussion will only be the beginning.

      Banner: He can’t give you Scout. I can.

      My breath catches in my throat. What is he talking about?

      My fingers hover over the screen, hesitant.

      Banner knows that Easton Brawn has Scout? He must. And as much as I loathe Banner, he does have connections to everyone in the MMA community, including Brawn. The news that the gangster has taken my sister must have gotten around. I know Maxim is working on making a meeting happen between me and Scout—and I have confidence he’ll pull it off—but he is from a different country. He has not come up through the ranks on American soil, like Banner. Like Easton. They could have a relationship. One that will get me face to face with Scout.

      I shake my head.

      No. No I won’t do that.

      As badly as I want to make sure she’s all right, to hug her, I will not trust this man. Or my father, for that matter. More importantly, I won’t go behind Maxim’s back. It doesn’t matter that I’m mad at him right now and feeling conflicted about our relationship. I care about him.

      I’m falling for him. Fast.

      I must be. The thought of hurting him makes me dizzy.

      Me: Delete my number. Next time, I tell Maxim.

      Satisfied with my decision, I toss my phone onto the bed and continue getting dressed. I didn’t expect a trip to a nightclub, so I’ve had to improvise. I have a little black nightie I wear to bed sometimes, but even with the low back, it easily passes for a slip dress, so I pair it with some ice pick heels and call it a success. I’ve just finished putting on makeup and dabbing some perfume between my breasts when there’s a knock at the door. Without waiting for an invitation—of course—Maxim steps inside and stops short.

      “Whitney,” he rasps, heat flaring in his face. “You…you will not leave my side dressed like this. Not for a second. You look like sexy little angel.” He closes his eyes, chest expanding. “Please.”

      He says please like he’s playing a magical trump card.

      Why is that so endearing?

      “Okay,” I say, easily, feeling guilty that I answered Banner’s texts. “I won’t.”

      Maybe I should tell Maxim that the fighter he defeated made contact. I’m about to confess when I remember he wants me to quit acting. How easily he decided my livelihood was no longer an option.

      “You look really nice, too,” I say lightly, instead, unable to keep from noticing the tight hug of his jeans in the thigh and crotch area. How his black dress shirt molds to his mountainous pecs, his biceps, stretching the buttons that run down the front.

      “We will make appearance, then return home.” His voice is strained. “Quickly.”

      I hum as I saunter past him. “Good.”

      When I’ve made it a couple of steps past Maxim, I feel a breeze on my backside and realize he has trailed behind me, lifting my dress in back, the delicate hem pinched between a blunt finger and thumb. He’s ducking his head to look underneath.

      “What are you doing?” I laugh, smacking his hand away.

      He groans loudly. “Where do you buy these little strings you call panties, kotik? And can I get more?”

      “Don’t worry,” I say, tossing my hair. “I have plenty of them to torture you with.”

      Maxim strides in front of me to open the door of the house, like a gentleman, and he does the same when we reach the SUV idling in the circular driveway. He boosts me inside and climbs in after, buckling me into the seat, brushing a kiss across my shoulder, the crown of my head. And yeah, I’m finding it very hard to be angry with him when he’s looking at me with such naked hunger and awe. Treating me like a coveted treasure.

      “Did you do a lot of thinking?” he asks, studying my face closely.

      “Yes.”

      He sucks in a breath, holds it. “And?”

      “I can’t imagine not being with you,” I whisper. “You make me happy, Maxim.”

      His breath releases in a rush. “Whitney, you must give me warning before you say these things.” He rubs at his chest. “I am aching very badly right here.”

      I lean up and kiss him. “We just have to learn to compromise. Okay?”

      Maxim’s expression is dubious, but he kisses me back and soon we forget everything but the give and take of each other’s mouths. With a groan, he unhooks the seatbelt and drags me into his lap sideways, his erection pushing up against my buttocks, his tongue ruthlessly invading my mouth. “It’s okay, little girl.” He slides a hand up my inner thigh and knuckles the material of my G-string, right over my clit. “We have small fight, but your Daddy will fuck you now. Make it all better.”

      “Wait. Maxim,” I whisper, pulling away winded and stroking his jaw. “We can’t. Not until after we leave the club.”

      “Why?”

      “You…this dress. It’s short.” My face is enflamed. “And when you come inside me, it drips out. For hours. I wouldn’t be able to hide it.”

      Pride straightens his spine.

      “I don’t mind this so much.” He glances down at my lap. “My come dripping out of your pussy all night. Everyone seeing this and knowing I have privilege of taking you bare.”

      I hide my face in my hands, but I’m smiling. “I mind people seeing!”

      A grumble emanates from his chest. “We will wait then. I am in your good graces and I want to stay there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I will watch it drip out later.” He ducks his head and nips at the underside of my jaw, his hand lifting to fondle my bare breasts through the thin silk of my dress. “I will hold you down and watch it leave you slowly, da?”

      I nod, too breathless to respond.

      “You are my world, kotik,” he whispers in my ear, kissing it. “I have become obsessed with you. Do you know this? Do you know I am fucking burning in my chest? In my head? You live inside me already and I only want more.”

      I’ve barely caught my breath when we pull alongside the curb outside the club.

      It is a lot more upscale than what I had in mind. It looks more like a red carpet event with suited security, paparazzi and beautiful people filing through the arched, golden doors. Loud, fast dance music pumps from within. Suddenly feeling very underdressed in my black slip, I nonetheless allow Maxim to help me out of the SUV. He holds me against him in mid-air for several seconds, my toes dangling somewhere around his knees, his forehead pressed to mine.

      Chaos erupts at our arrival. Until now, it never even occurred to me that Maxim carrying me out of the arena over his shoulder would garner so much public attention, but of course it did. Someone shouts “there they are.” People with cameras rush over, falling all over themselves to reach us. Flashbulbs going off, reporters shouting questions. Maxim seems to realize at the same time as me how popular we are—and he doesn’t like it. He holds me like King Kong held his blonde sacrifice while climbing the Empire State Building and bellows for security. Several men in black suits and earpieces rush over and help block the paps on our way into the club while I cling to my fighter, face buried in his neck.

      “I would never have brought you out if I’d known.” His arms are wrapped around me tighter than steel bands. “Or I would have put you in sweater and jeans.”

      “I’m not dressed any differently than the women here.”

      He scoffs. “None of them are you, Whitney.”

      I sigh into his neck. With the wild rush taking place around him, I feel like I’m centered. In the middle of my very own serene island. Safe. Loved.

      Yes, loved. This is what it feels like. I’ve only known the sisterly version of love. This is an animal unto itself. Volatile and exciting. Warm and inviting. And knowing I have this man’s affection opens up the gates to my own. Allows the feelings he stirs in me to rush out, like wild horses, stealing my breath. How can I love this man after such a short time?

      I don’t know. My heart is making the decision for me.

      “We will be quick,” Maxim says, kissing my forehead. “I want you home, kotik.”

      The men with earpieces are directing him, telling him his manager is waiting in back, along with some fight promoters and an emcee. Maxim will be introduced and brought out on stage in five minutes. Before they leave us, the security guards ask for his autograph, their guy crushes on full display. Maxim signs with his right hand, his left arm still wrapped around me, crushing me to his side.

      We go to an oblong room at the back of the club that is more like a VIP area. The smell of marijuana mingles with perfume and alcohol. But it’s cool and dark and luxurious, leather couches and beautiful people draped over each other. I find myself wishing Scout was there to see this. She’d be wide eyed and scandalized.

      I notice that Maxim seems agitated.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t want to bring you on stage to be ogled, but I don’t trust anyone enough to watch you while I am gone.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I laugh, rubbing his arm. “Go. I’ll be fine.”

      His grumbling almost drowns out the music. “Come. You will wait at the bottom of the stairs where I can see you.”

      The hard line of his jaw tells me it’s pointless to argue. He keeps me at his side as we leave the room, reentering the main club, just behind the stage. A man I assume to be his manager arrives in front of us, visibly drunk and celebrating, slapping a gold belt into Maxim’s hand. “You forgot this last night.” He looks at me, but wisely keeps his attention respectful. “You had another prize in mind.”

      Maxim grunts, his big fingers stroking up and down my bare arm.

      On stage, someone says his name and the crowd goes nuts. Champagne bottles are uncorked and sprayed all over the place, Public Enemy starts to blare. Maxim reminds me with a stern look to stay put, then he and his manager climb up from the rear of the stage, their figures swallowed up by the spotlights. Feeling kind of tingly and proud, especially after what Maxim told me about his youth, I smile, cheering along with the rest of the club.

      Only about twenty seconds have passed when someone grabs my elbow.

      A chill goes through me even before I turn around.

      But it gets worse when I see who it is. My father.

      He’s wearing a hood and his face is a mess of bruises and cuts. I’ve seen him like this before when he couldn’t pay a bookie, but this is the worst condition I can remember. “Come with me, you little traitor,” he hisses at me through a split lip. “Don’t make a scene.”

      No. No, whatever he wants from me is not good. I try to pull my arm away, but he holds on. “Stop! I’m not going with you.”

      “Do you want to see your sister or not?”

      The fight goes out of me. “What?”

      Satisfaction curls his upper lip. He has me and he knows it. Before I can ask another question, he slips into the crowd, and after a brief hesitation, I cut through the masses, following him. I have no choice. If Scout is somewhere in this club or nearby, nothing is going to keep me from her. Maxim is going to be pissed. But I’ve been taking care of myself for eighteen years. I’ll be fine and later I’ll soothe his ruffled feathers.

      My father takes a left down a back hallway and ice crawls up the back of my neck. Is he trying to draw me somewhere? I slow my pace and carefully crane my neck to look down the hallway—

      An arm shoots out and I’m being dragged down the dark corridor. My heels keep slipping on the polished wood and I can’t get my balance, the punishing grip of this man biting into my arm. Is it my father?

      I gather every ounce of air into my lungs and scream. “Maxim!”

      The music is too loud. I’m too far away.

      Tears crowd against the backs of my eyes.

      In a snap, I’m tossed into a different room and the door slams behind me. Quiet. Too quiet. I’m not alone in the room. There are two shadowy figures leaning against the far wall. Bass thrums from the dance floor, my breath rasps in my ears and no one speaks. I throw myself up against the door and jerk the knob, but it’s locked. Shit. Shit.

      “I want what I was promised,” says a familiar voice behind me. “I was promised you, Whitney, and I’m not accustomed to losing. Especially not twice in one day.”

      Banner.

      I turn slowly as he comes into the light, limping, half of his face swollen and purple. My skin crawls the closer he comes, his tongue snaking out to wet his lips. “You’re lucky I’m willing to take the Russian’s sloppy seconds.” He reaches out and captures my chin, pinching it. “Virgin or not, you’re still the hottest little bitch around, aren’t you?”

      “Jesus,” snorts my father, though he hardly seems bothered. “She’s my kid.”

      “I’ll talk to her however I want, whenever I want,” Banner grits out, slaying my father with a glance. “You want me to pay to keep the sharks off your back? Keep your fucking mouth shut.”

      “Is Scout even here?” I ask, my teeth starting to chatter from nerves. I’ve never seen that crazed look in Banner’s eyes. “Did you just use her to lure me back here? You know she’s with—”

      “Easton Brawn. Everyone knows.”

      “How?”

      “Brawn made her a neat little target, showing public interest in her like he did.” Banner’s white teeth flash in the dark room. “One of his many enemies already put a price on her head.”

      My knees almost collapse beneath me. I look at my father, but he seems more concerned with lighting a joint than the fact that his oldest daughter is in danger. I try to hold on to the fact that Scout sounded confident in her safety over the phone this afternoon, but frankly, I’m done leaving things up to men and chance.

      “Let me out of this room!” I shout, turning and banging on the door as hard as I can.

      Banner grabs my hair and yanks me back, hard enough to make my eyes tear—

      And that’s when Maxim realizes I’m gone. There’s a loud crash out on the club floor. Women scream. Feet travel quickly on the floor. Running.

      “WHITNEY.”

      Despite Maxim’s obvious anguish, relief spreads in my chest. All I have to do is stall. He’s going to find me if he has to rip every inch of this place apart. “Maxim!” I scream.

      Banner slaps a hand over my mouth. “Shut the hell up!”

      He drags me backwards toward an emergency exit and I dig my heels in as hard as I can, twisting in his grip. I absolutely cannot allow him to take me out of this club. Or Maxim will have no idea where to look. Not until it’s too late and this man inflicts his will on me.

      I hear the heavy pound of footsteps and another bellow of my name.

      “WHITNEY.”

      The doorknob rattles. And then the entire door is kicked off the hinges, sending splinters in every direction, and there, outlined in the doorframe, is six-foot-four inches of seething, deadly muscle and man. Maxim takes in the scene with one livid sweep of his eyes and crushes the sides of the doorframe in his bare hands, roaring loud enough to make my eardrums throb.

      Even Banner loosens his grip on me, sending us both stumbling back a couple steps.

      I use the opportunity to rip myself free and run toward Maxim, tears running down my cheeks. He runs his hands over my face, hair, shoulders, frantically looking for injuries, before pinning Banner with cold, murderous eyes. “You will die now.” He points at my father without removing his attention from Banner. “You too.”

      “No.” I tug on his elbow, but he is unmovable. “Let’s just leave. I want to leave.”

      “Are you sure, Whitney?” Banner asks, clearly not valuing his life. “Brawn is something of an associate of mine. I can still bring you to Scout, like you wanted. Can the Russian do that?”

      Maxim flinches, glances down at me, something like hurt beginning to kindle in his eyes. “Did you ask him to bring you to your sister?”

      “No, I—”

      “Oh come on now,” Banner interrupts. “We texted about it. Didn’t she tell you?”

      My father shifts nervously, sidling toward the exit, like the coward he is. But I barely notice, because all I’m seeing is the betrayal on my fighter’s face. “Maxim, it’s not like he’s making it sound,” I breathe, gripping his elbow. “They lured me back here. I—”

      Banner laughs. “She came willingly.”

      “I told you I would arrange meeting, kotik. Did you not believe me?”

      “I did!”

      “But you did not tell me about these text messages.”

      “I didn’t want you to be angry,” I whisper, hating his disheartened expression. “I’m sorry. Can we talk about this at home? Please?”

      My father chooses that moment to run for it. He’s out the door like a bolt of lightning. I must have lost all feeling for him long ago, because his desertion doesn’t affect me at all.

      Banner merely sighs. “You don’t really want to go home with someone they call The Madman of MMA, Whitney. Do you?”

      Maxim’s muscles ripple under my hand and I know he’s about to attack. About to kill Banner. And while I wouldn’t mind seeing my fighter wipe the floor with this bastard, I can’t allow that to happen. Can’t allow Maxim to commit a crime that might get him taken away from me. I’m also aware that Maxim’s pride has been stung by Banner’s twisting of the truth and that wounded pride needs to be repaired somehow. He’s an alpha male. A warrior. He won’t just walk out of here without making it known who gets to keep me. The prize.

      Is there another way for me to restore his pride?

      A way for me to make it obvious who I’m choosing?

      Maxim is beyond listening. I need more than words.

      I need…

      Wetting my lips, I move to stand in front of Maxim, running a hand up the front of his shirt. “Will you kiss me?” I whisper.

      His eyes flicker with awareness, but his frown does not ease. “Do not try and distract me.”

      Ignoring his gruff order, I push up on my toes and press our mouths together, licking at the seam of his lips until they open on a grunt and he kisses me back. His eyes take on a drugged quality when our tongues brush, but he never takes his eyes off his opponent. Between us, I feel him stiffen behind his fly and I position my hand over the long, swelling ridge, massaging him firmly in my palm. “Show him who I belong to, Maxim.”

      A shudder passes through him. “Whitney…”

      There’s no question he wants me, here and now. The evidence is in my hand. And I know he’s tempted by what I’m offering. Tempted by hunger with a healthy dose of testosterone. All he needs is a push. To claim his prize in front of the challenger, so there’s no more doubts as to who I belong to. “Show him what he could never give me. Pleasure.”
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      I am angry.

      Hurt, too. Confused.

      Aroused.

      Oh yes, I am definitely that.

      There is something happening inside of me. Cogs turning, cranking my nerves tighter, tight as a bow. This man tried to take my girl. But she is mine. And I must show him this. She is giving me a way to do that. Right here, right now. To solve this the way animals do in the wild.

      The strongest male claims his mate. His kingdom.

      All observe and understand he is not to be tested.

      It is wrong. It is dark.

      But there’s no denying it’s what I need.

      Rearranging Banner’s face obviously did not work. He still came for my female.

      Perhaps he thinks I could not satisfy a perfect girl such as Whitney?

      Perhaps he is skeptical she opens her legs for me willingly?

      That my claim is not valid?

      A snarl captures my upper lip and I find myself walking Whitney backward toward a waist-high round table, our mouths still locked in a kiss. Banner’s amusement is transitioning into irritation and I like that. Want to see more of it.

      And God, more than anything, I want my cock inside of her. Now. The need is urgent.

      Claim her. Claim her. CLAIM HER.

      Whitney’s hand jacks me off through my pants, her moans being swallowed up by my mouth, but when we reach the table, I break the kiss and spin her around. Press her face down over the surface and unzip my pants, keeping a close eye on the man across the room, while also lusting after the supple mounds of her ass, the way she claws at the table excitedly, her sides heaving. “Yes, Maxim…” she whispers.

      I use my booted foot to kick her feet wide and she whimpers.

      Tilts her hips.

      Enjoying this. Needing my ownership of her to be made obvious.

      So I will give us what we both need.

      I have no choice when I can see her wet pussy hole, so sweet and welcoming in the near darkness. My eager hand guides my cock to that source of pleasure, wrestling the first few inches into her tight channel and bucking the remaining distance with a snarl.

      Heaven.

      Sweet, perfect heaven.

      A vibration goes through my balls and they pull taut, already looking to fill her with come. I groan brokenly, my hips flexing, wanting to pound her like a fuck toy. Not yet, though. Not yet. Dropping forward so my chest is pressed to her back, I reach around and grip her chin, tilting it up. “Such a sexy girl, da? Beautiful, tempting little girl.” I rock into her slowly, finding her more soaked by the second. “And perfect pussy to match.”

      Banner curses, his breathing shallow.

      “You will never, ever touch it. Or her.” I release her chin and bring my hand to her hair, slowly winding the long length of it around my fist. “She is only for my personal use.” I rear back and drive forward—hard—making her cry out. “And I am only for hers.”

      There is something primal about this act. Taking her in front of a challenger.

      Something that makes me realize deep down, I’ve always been an animal.

      It took finding my mate to bring it out of me fully.

      But it demands to be unleashed now.

      It demands I fuck my female—and I do. I fist her hair and I pound her roughly against the table, her mewls and whimpers filling the room, the table legs scraping on the floor.

      Her body is giving me such pleasure, I’m barely aware of the third person in the room. But I know he is there. I know he can hear the rough pack of inches into her tiny sex. The impact of my thrusts, hard against soft. He can hear her whining for me to give it harder. Faster. And there is no question who satisfies this girl. This pussy.

      “You’re so big, Daddy,” she moans choppily. “I-I’m going to come.”

      Having that title bestowed on me in this moment, hearing her praise my cock, makes me roar, pound the surface of the table with my fist. I grip the edges to keep the furniture steady and grind into her hole, circling my hips and making her feel me deep, deep.

      Tension grips her and she holds her breath. Her flood is coming.

      “See her legs starting to shake for me?” I grunt, my release beginning to threaten, seizing my muscles, the bottom of my spine. “Who does that for you, kotik?”

      “Maxim,” she sobs. “Only Maxim.”

      Gratification sweeps me, holds me in its grip.

      “Mine.” I bare my teeth, my hand lifting and slapping down on her tight ass, making her moan, pump her hips. “Fuck. She is wrapped around me like vise. Squeezing. Soaking wet.” I thrust into her so hard, repeatedly, the table is rocking beneath us. “Remember every night of your life, wherever you are, that I am riding this kitty. And you are not.”

      “Maxim!” Whitney’s pussy cinches tighter, so tight, I groan up at the ceiling and we both find our peak, my girl quivering and panting beneath me, her sex convulsing violently around my shaft, while I curse, shooting rope after rope into the slick, sacred crevice between her thighs, slowly depleting the misery in my balls, my stomach. Ahhh fuck. It is the ultimate claim, putting my seed in her while my challenger watches and as usual, I can’t seem to find the bottom of my well, more and more spend producing from my tip, my hips jerking up and back feverishly to make sure it’s all delivered. Every drop.

      God she is sweet. Perfect. My perfect Whitney.

      I drop back into the moment soon after, zipping back into my pants, swiping the sweat from my brow. I cover Whitney with the hem of her dress and draw her off the table. She turns and burrows into my arms, her face flushed, eyes dazed.

      Without another word, I pick her up in my arms and kick through the emergency exit, leaving Banner slack jawed and staring into a void behind us. It is not until now, with the tide of hunger ebbing momentarily, that I remember Whitney texted with Banner and did not tell me. How sweetly she kissed my mouth while keeping secrets.

      Yes, she is mine. That has been made clear.

      But I find I am still restless, angry at being deceived.

      I cannot have deception between us. I will not.

      I want to know every thought in her head at all times.

      How else will I give her everything she wants?

      How else will I make her happy?

      I call for my SUV to pick us up around back and boost Whitney into the back seat. She smiles when I join her, but it drops away slowly when she looks at my face.

      Her tone is a little impatient when she speaks. “What is it now?”

      “You lied to me, Whitney,” I growl. “By omission.”

      She throws up her hands, exasperated. “Banner texted me. He said he could give me Scout. Still I told him to leave me alone.”

      “And yet, you went to him tonight. After I ordered you to stay put!”

      “Ordered me?” I find this tone of her voice dangerous. Much more dangerous than MMA fighter. “My father was there, Maxim. I didn’t know he was taking me to Banner.”

      I make a frustrated sound. “How can I be sure of any of this, kotik? I turn my back for one second and you vanish!”

      “You have to learn to trust me,” she whispers, a line forming between her brows. “Can you do that?” My hesitation is a split second too long and my Whitney turns away from me on the seat, crossing her arms. “Wow.”

      I reach for her, but she widens the gap between us. “Please come to me. I do not like fighting with you.”

      Whitney says nothing. This is silent treatment, then. I have heard of this.

      It’s worse than I’ve heard it described.

      It takes us five minutes to get where we are going, but I get none of the satisfaction I’ve been anticipating when I arranged the meeting this afternoon. Whitney sits forward when we drive into the empty field, spying the other SUV waiting nearby. The rear door opens and Whitney’s sister starts to step out, before a gloved hand closes around her arm, staying her.

      “My sister,” Whitney gasps. “Maxim…you did it. I knew you would.”

      I want to tell her I would move mountains to make her happy, but I’m too busy watching the other SUV closely for signs of a threat against my Whitney.

      Easton Brawn saunters around the back of the vehicle in an overcoat, a cigar clamped between his lips. He appears to be on edge as he opens the back door, helping Scout climb out, shielding her partially with his body. He signals for us to lower the window and we do.

      “Send out the girl,” Easton booms. “Only the girl. They meet halfway. If I see a fucking weapon, it’s over. We’re gone.”

      “Same goes for us,” I shout back. “And I’ll wait for Whitney at the same distance you wait for her sister. Or we’re gone.”

      After a moment, the gangster inclines his head and I can no longer hold Whitney back. She clambers out the back door and races toward Scout. The sisters throw themselves into each others arms, holding tightly and rocking side to side. Truthfully, as I wait at the edges of the reunion, I begin to feel like a bastard. I might have arranged this meeting, but I did not stop to consider why it was so important to Whitney. I only considered it a task to complete. But her love for Scout is very obvious. Tears are coursing down both sisters’ faces and they speak a mile a minute. Quietly so I cannot hear.

      Easton appears to be just as stunned by their affection.

      Is it possible I even spy guilt on his face? The same guilt plaguing me?

      Perhaps in the future I need to stop and consider why Whitney asks for things, instead of merely what she is asking for. Perhaps this will be insight into how she thinks—and isn’t that what I want? To understand her so I can love her better?

      And oh, I love her.

      So much I don’t know how I’m breathing with all of this cement packed into my chest. Love is an ache. A reward. It’s terror and joy. When I turned around on the stage and she was no longer there, I was certain that I wouldn’t go on living unless I found her safe. What would be the point after knowing such happiness and having it gone, leaving a hole behind that cannot be filled by anything or anyone else?

      She is my heart now. She lives inside of it, keeping it beating.

      After Scout returns to Easton and we leave, Whitney is silent the whole ride home.

      I feel like an open wound. Unworthy of sharing oxygen with her. All this time, she pined for her sister and I thought only of my need to keep her. Bend her to my will.

      When we arrive home, she makes no move to leave the SUV.

      Instead she reaches into her purse and takes out her phone. She punches in the code and pulls up her texts, handing me the device. Wordlessly, she climbs out of the car, a member of the staff letting her into the house. And all I can do is scroll through her conversation with Banner with a growing sense of shame.

      Banner: I still want you, Whitney.

      Whitney: Don’t contact me again.

      Banner: Your father is here with me. He is very upset with your actions.

      Whitney: I haven’t been thrilled with his actions for the last eighteen years.

      Banner: You have such a feisty spirit. Are you with the Russian madman now?

      Whitney: Yes. And if he finds out you’re texting me, a concussion will only be the beginning.

      Banner: He can’t give you Scout. I can.

      Me: Delete my number. Next time, I tell Maxim.

      The proof that she was loyal to me is only the beginning. The texts from Banner go back for years and the nature of them make my hands shake with unfiltered rage. She rarely ever responded to him, occasionally telling him to leave her alone, but he persisted. Said crude things to her. Cursed her when she refused to respond. Harassed her.

      Whitney didn’t have to let me see this. Didn’t have to offer me this proof of her trustworthiness. She only did so because I so stupidly questioned it.

      I won’t do it again.

      I’ll never question her.

      Did she question me when I brought her here with the understanding she would never leave? No. She showed me only love. Understanding. And what I did, essentially, might have been kidnapping now that I truly think about it. Even when I demanded she quit acting, she might have been upset, but she allowed me the chance to compromise. Which I have not done.

      I am terrible boyfriend.

      I need to work on this immediately.

      And hope I’m not too late to repair the damage I’ve done.
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      I wake to the sound of hammering.

      It’s still dark outside.

      I’m not sure what time I fell asleep, but I’m groggy from crying and still wearing my black slip dress from the club. My arms are stiff from being hauled around by Banner and my father and I wince, massaging away the aches. Where is Maxim?

      Last time I saw him was in the SUV when I handed him my phone.

      I’m not sure why I wanted him to see the texts between me and Banner. At first I thought I was trying to ease his concerns about Banner. Or stop him from thinking I considered trusting Banner for even a second. Didn’t I owe Maxim that after he arranged for me to see Scout? But mostly, I think I just wanted to confide in someone about all the awful things Banner has said to me over the years. I wanted to let him know…I’m kind of scared of the other fighter. I spend a lot of time trying to be tough for my sister, but the truth is, I’ve been really unnerved since I was sixteen and Banner started showing interest. I’m tired of pretending I’m not.

      And I don’t feel like I have to pretend with Maxim.

      What happened tonight in the club, the way we embraced our physical relationship in front of the man I hate…in a way, it gave me back control of my budding sexuality. For so long, it felt as if Banner dictated how I dressed, how I felt about my body. Because I knew he’d be watching, stalking. Now I’ll be surprised if I spare him a single thought for the rest of my life. His unnerving hold on me is gone. I took ownership of my body. I allowed Maxim to share it.

      As much as I cried tonight, I feel better now that I’m awake.

      Like I’ve purged the demons.

      But I want my fighter.

      Yes, we have a few bugs to work out, such as the lack of trust he showed me, but I want to work them out from my place inside of his arms. Nowhere else.

      Quite simply, I love him.

      The hammering grows louder and I frown, throwing my legs over the side of the bed. I make a quick stop in the bathroom to brush my teeth and use the toilet, before following the sound of the racket. It leads me to the kitchen and backyard beyond, where I haven’t even been yet. The patio light is on and it illuminates a large pile of lumber…

      And a giant, shirtless Russian hammering boards together.

      “Maxim?”

      His hammer pauses mid-swing.

      “What are you doing?”

      He turns from his place in front of a sawhorse, sweaty and disheveled in the moonlight. “I am building you a stage, kotik. For you to practice.”

      My heart trips over itself. “What?”

      “When you need to run lines.” He turns partially and frames a section of the enormous lawn with his hands. “We will have some lighting installed and make sure there is overhang, for rainy days. I will be able to watch you from the gym.”

      I’m still playing catch-up. “You changed your mind about me acting?”

      He makes a sound in his throat. “Wouldn’t say changed mind about everything. But I want to make compromise.” As if he can’t help it anymore, he drops the hammer and approaches, tilting up my chin to study my face. “You are not so sad anymore, please?”

      “No. I’m not so sad.”

      “Then why do you have tears, Whitney?”

      “Because you’re building me a stage.” I sniff. “In your backyard.”

      “Our backyard.” Looking anxious, he brushes away the moisture with his thumbs. “These are happy tears?”

      “Yes.”

      He swallows, his heart in his eyes. “I build it because I love you.”

      My knees turn to rubber. “I love you, too,” I whisper, leaning in to kiss his heart.

      This man, he seems almost shy over my admission. He ducks his head and cuts a glance sideways, his mouth wrestling with a smile. “You will make me too happy, Whitney.” His voice shakes ever so slightly. “I will have no edge left to fight with.”

      Now I’m wrestling with a smile. “What compromise did you want to make?”

      He blows out a breath, still appearing awed by me saying I love him. “I was wrong to doubt you before, kotik. When you told me you did not go willingly in the club, I should have believed you without question. What you have gone through for all these years…” He stops to shake his head, his mouth turned down at the corners. “Never again. Never.”

      “I know,” I murmur, running my fingers up and down his chest. “I’m safe now.”

      “Very safe. But I want to prove that I trust you…the way you have trusted me, coming here and letting me keep you, even when I am very rough and sometimes yell. So…” He looks green. “When you must…kiss a boy…during the acting, I would like to have little talk with him beforehand. Hands will stay at sides. Lips will be dry and closed. If I see his tongue, I will rip it out—”

      “Maxim.”

      His voice is ragged, eyes pinched shut. “I will not budge on this.”

      “Maxim, there are parts without kissing. Good ones.” I wait until he peeks an eye open warily. “I will audition for those. Only those. Maybe I’ll even write my own. Okay?”

      All at once, the tension seems to rush from his body and he drops to his knees in front of me, wrapping his rugged arms around my middle, burying his face in my stomach. “Thank you, Whitney. I would have been miserable.”

      “I know.”

      His voice is muffled by my stomach. “You will only kiss me, da?”

      “Only you. You’re the only man I ever want to kiss.” I thread my fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp, trailing them over his tattooed shoulders, smiling at the way he leans into my touch like he’s been starved for it. “Maybe I’ll write a play about an MMA fighter who falls in love with an actress who pretends her car is broken down…”

      He smiles up at me. “It sounds familiar. But it will be very long play, kotik.”

      “Why is that?”

      Maxim stands and throws me up into his arms, carrying me toward the house—and no doubt, to bed. “Because there is no end.”
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        Three years later

      

      

      

      Where is my wife?

      I bash my gloved hands against my head and continue circling my opponent.

      I’m far more taunted by the empty front row seat than I am by this bastard.

      She had dress rehearsal tonight for her one woman show, The Fighter’s Prize, which she has spent the last few years writing, while taking roles in various plays. After the night we met and she pretended to be stranded, I always knew my Whitney was an incredible actress, but when I saw her on stage, she made me feel very funny in my chest. More funny than usual.

      When she laughed up there, I smiled.

      When she yelled, I wanted to yell as well.

      When she cried, I wanted to cry.

      I also want to shout at people who look at their cell phones while she is on stage. Can they not see what a treasure is in their midst?

      Okay, so once or twice, I did crush a cell phone under my foot.

      I had to start waiting outside for the play to finish.

      But I managed to keep my control on a leash after that and now watching Whitney on stage is my favorite thing to do. Especially since she does not kiss boys. That would not have gone over well at all, no matter what compromises were made.

      She is mine.

      My wife, my best friend, my preoccupation.

      My world.

      I am hers, too, so she really should be sitting in the reserved seat.

      I look questioningly at Scout, who sits directly to the right of the open seat. Then at Scout’s husband, who merely shrugs and makes a wrist flicking gesture at me to keep fighting. I make a disgusted face at him around my mouthpiece. I can’t believe this man has become my friend. He is mostly insufferable, but I keep him around because he brings the sister and the sister makes the wife smile. And I live for her smile.

      He also brings good cigars.

      Finally, I see my wife trotting down the aisle and I almost get my head knocked off while shouting at her to slow down. Is she crazy to run in heels when she is six months pregnant with our second son?

      Whitney falls into her chair and winks at me—and just like that, I am focused.

      The world has twisted into place and I am ready for anything. My wife is here.

      God she looks very pretty.

      Is that a new dress?

      Seemingly in answer to my question, she lifts the hem slightly and crosses her legs. Slowly. And I see she is not wearing any panties.

      My opponent is on the mat within seconds and I am roaring to be let out of the octagon. As soon as I’m free, I jump down and find my wife, carrying her up the aisle at a fast clip to the roaring of the crowd.

      “We make a good team,” she laughs, leaning her cheek against my shoulder. “You bring the muscle. I bring the motivation.”

      My own laughter booms out, cutting through the cheers, and I wonder—not for the first time—if I was truly happy a single day before I met her. If I even knew happiness like this could exist. No. I don’t think so. To me, Whitney is happiness. They are one and the same. “If a moment with you is on the line, I will always win, Whitney. I love you.”

      She kisses me on the mouth and the cheers turn deafening. “I love you, too, Maxim.”

      

      THE END

      

      
        
        Get ready for Scout and Easton’s Story!

        THE KINGPIN’S WEAKNESS is coming soon.

        Sign up to be alerted when it goes live:

        https://www.jessakaneauthor.com/newsletter-sign-up
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      It’s Fashion Week in New York City and Parker is down to the wire to design a men’s look. One problem? None of the slim male models are inspiring her. She goes in search of inspiration and finds Daws. He’s nothing like the men in the fashion world. He’s huge, he’s thick…he’s husky. And he’s exactly what she needs. Now to convince the gruff former bodyguard turned bar owner to be her pin cushion for the night…

      

      Daws doesn’t need convincing. The moment Parker sets foot in his bar, he’s a goner. He’ll do anything to be alone with the fresh faced sweetheart, even if it means walking down a runway in front of a thousand strangers. It’s not long before temptation takes over and Daws shows Parker that big men do it better. But can he fit into her perfect world permanently? Or will they have to exist on the memories of their one explosive night?

      

      Get it here: https://bit.ly/2DgBHLA
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