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“FELIZ ANIVERSÁRIO, THIAGO.” Leandro Oliveira clinked his glass of expensive tequila against his oldest friend’s, watching as the mellow lighting from the Champagne Pearl’s interior caught the golden liquid.

Thiago flashed him a smile then drained his drink, his gaze drifting to a beautiful Asian woman wearing nothing but a red lace bra and matching G-string. Leandro took a sip of his drink, savoring the warming tingle it cut down the center of his chest.

“You like her?” he asked, gesturing toward the stripper who’d sighted their group and was making her way over, her hips swinging slowly from side to side.

Thiago raised his eyebrows and nodded slowly. “Very much.”

Leandro grinned. They’d always had similar taste, and under normal circumstances he might’ve bought a dance for himself, but it was Thiago’s night, and Leandro had managed to get him, as well as a few other friends visiting from back home in São Paulo, onto the Pearl’s exclusive guest list. He slipped a hand into his pocket and fished out a bill. He squinted at it, making sure it was a one-hundred-dollar bill. Damn American money, it all looked the same, not like the colorful Brazilian reals he was used to.

Not that it mattered. He wasn’t worried about giving the stripper too much money, only too little. The women at the Pearl didn’t dance for twenties, or even fifties. But despite the dim light, he could make out Benjamin Franklin’s dour expression. Clasping it between two fingers, he caught the stripper’s attention and smiled. Her gaze zeroed in on the money—as usual, it was always about the money—and she came to a stop directly in front of him, hands on her slender hips. Maybe a little too slender for his taste, but if she was what Thiago wanted, who was he to argue with the birthday boy?

“Would you like a dance?” she asked sweetly, pushing her hair over one shoulder. Her words were barely audible over the R&B playing through the club’s speakers.

“Not for me. My friend,” he said, handing her the money and pointing at Thiago. “It’s his birthday.”

She tucked the bill into the strap of her G-string and turned her attention to Thiago, egged on by the cheers and whistles of the rest of their group. As Thiago enjoyed his dance, Leandro sat back, savoring his tequila buzz as he surveyed the club. Red and gold lights bathed the intimate, upscale space in a warm glow, leaving the booths in the corners in shadow. A stage sat in the center of the room, a gleaming pole in the middle. Two smaller stages with gorgeous half-naked women dancing on each one flanked either side of the bar. Tables surrounded by deep leather armchairs dotted the floor, most of them occupied with moneyed men in suits. Beautiful women wearing expensive scraps of lace and leather wove their way through the space, smiling and chatting with the customers, occasionally leading one off toward the curtained area to the right of the bar. The VIP lounge. Leandro knew it well, as he’d come to the Pearl a couple of times since moving to Vegas several months ago to fight in the World Fighting Championship.

From her position straddling Thiago’s lap, the stripper flipped her hair over her shoulder and made eye contact with Leandro, a sultry fuck me gaze. He winked and finished the rest of his drink, a little surprised at how uninterested he was in watching the lap dance. He wasn’t even sure why. Maybe it was simply that the novelty of Vegas was already wearing thin.

“Hey, aren’t you Leandro Oliveira?” He looked to his left to see three men looking at him, eager grins on their faces. He tipped his head in acknowledgment and rose from his seat, moving toward their table. They all shook his hand and got him to sign napkins—no photography allowed in the club for obvious reasons.

“Man, I couldn’t believe the way Maddox did you in that last fight. What a fucking pussy,” said one of them, his words a bit slurred.

“I know, right?” chimed in one of the others. “If I were you, I’d be so pissed. Not much of a championship fight.”

Leandro schooled his face into a neutral expression and clapped the guy on the shoulder, harder than was necessary. “Next time will be different,” he said, and although it was a casual statement, it was also a promise to himself. He signaled to the waitress to bring them another round and put it on his tab. “Enjoy your evening,” he said, telling himself as he sat back down that they were drunk and hadn’t meant anything by it. They thought they’d been commiserating, not rubbing salt into a wound that wouldn’t quite heal.

The waitress had brought him a fresh drink while he’d been over at the other table, and he took a large sip.

Fucking Maddox.

Three weeks ago, Leandro had won the light heavyweight championship belt, stealing it from Maddox, but the victory was tainted. The bastard had barely fought him, ducking and dodging the entire time, refusing to engage. In the end, the fight had gone to a decision, and while Leandro had won, it felt hollow. He had the belt, but only because Maddox had decided it was time to retire.

Leandro hadn’t earned it, and for the first time in his life, his failure to earn something . . . fuck, it bothered him. It made him restless and hungry, and maybe a little angry. He didn’t want people to think he wasn’t worthy of the title of champion.

Granted, he’d spent most of his life simply being handed things, like an $800 million trust fund, and an expensive European education that he never used. He had multiple homes, including a mansion on the outskirts of Vegas, with a garage full of fancy cars, and a closet full of Armani, Dior, Burberry, and Tom Ford. All of it was his, by right, as an Oliveira.

The fact that he hadn’t earned any of those things didn’t bother him. They were simply his. But the belt? Yeah. Feeling as though he’d been handed the first thing he’d ever really worked for burned his ass. He felt . . . unsatisfied.

“Well, well. If it isn’t my favorite MMA champion,” a female voice rasped against his ear, and he turned to look over his shoulder. Red stood just behind him, her fire-engine-red hair tumbling over her shoulders in thick waves. She smiled at him, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

He returned her smile. “You dance for other champions?”

She sent him a coy look and mimed zipping her lips shut. Red was one of his favorite dancers at the Pearl, sweet and smart, and so damn flexible. They’d fucked a couple of times in recent history, and a flicker of heat surged through him at the memory of her spread out beneath him.

“Like what you see, champ?” she asked, doing a slow turn for him. She wore nothing but a skimpy white leather halter and G-string that barely covered her fun bits.

He winked at her. “You know I do.”

She leaned down, draping her arm over the back of his chair. “Maybe I need a refresher.” Without waiting for an invitation, she planted a knee beside his hip, half straddling him. “You want a dance?” She brought her other knee up, settling herself on his lap. Leaning into him, she draped her arms over his shoulders.

He glanced toward the rest of his group, reminding himself that it was Thiago’s night, not his. “Maybe another time.”

She laughed and rose from his lap. “Sure thing, champ.” She let her gaze dip down his body, and then with a wink and a saucy hair flip, she walked away.

Thiago’s stripper, done simultaneously entertaining and tormenting him, picked her bra up from the floor and sauntered away, glancing back at their group as she left.

“I think she likes you,” said Leandro, chuckling at Thiago’s red cheeks and labored breathing.

Thiago let out a long breath and took a sip of his drink. “And I think I’m in love,” he said, his words getting lost in the laughter of their group.

Leandro’s pocket buzzed, and he pulled his phone out intending to dismiss the call, but when he saw Vovô pop up on the screen, he knew he had to answer it. He’d catch so much shit if he ignored a call from his grandfather.

Excusing himself from the group, he quickly wove his way through the club and out onto the smoking terrace, where it was much quieter. The last thing he needed was for his grandfather to know he was at a strip club right now. He was already on thin ice with his family after a string of recent . . . events. He swiped his finger across the screen and raised the phone to his ear.

“Alô?”

A world-weary sigh greeted him, and he braced himself against whatever might be coming. “What’s wrong with you?”

Now, there was a short question with a long answer. “Vovô?” He didn’t need to say anything more. João Oliveira wasn’t a man who pulled his punches.

“Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

Leandro bit his tongue, not entirely sure what his grandfather had found out about. That he’d accidentally lost the family yacht for three weeks last year? The illegal racing?

“I saw your little video, with the models.”

Ah. The sex tape. Fantastic.

“To be fair, I didn’t know anyone was recording us. That was supposed to be a private, uh, party.”

“It doesn’t matter, Leandro. The damage is done. When are you going to grow up and start behaving like an Oliveira? Like a man? You’re twenty-eight years old, for Christ’s sake.”

His grip tightened around his phone as something hot and prickly clawed at his chest. “Pretty sure I was behaving just like a man in the video.” Fuck, if he ever got his hands on the cretin who’d taken it, he’d flay him alive. The poor women in the video had taken so much shit, and they’d all only been out for a little company—okay, fine, a lot of company—and a good time.

“I’m sick of this behavior. You need to grow up, Leo,” he said, softening his words with the use of Leandro’s family nickname. “I know you’re enjoying your life. I know you train hard for your fights. But there’s such a thing as too much of a good thing. You spend so much time chasing these fleeting things, these undignified things . . .” He sighed again, as though he were weighing his words. “Even though you’re wealthy, you’ll have nothing, not even your good name.” His tone turned sharp again. “Smarten the hell up. Enough of this shit. I don’t want to hear more stories about you, you understand me?”

“Yes, Vovô,” he said, scuffing his toe against the ground. A wave of irritation, shame, and frustration crashed into him. Without another word, his grandfather ended the call. Leandro suddenly understood the English expression chewed out, because after that short conversation, he felt ripped up and spit out.

As he made his way back to his friends, he couldn’t help but feel that there was no such thing as too much of a good thing. The concept was completely foreign to him, and not just because it was another annoying English phrase he sometimes struggled to wrap his brain around. No, it was simply that the idea of having too much of something good didn’t make any sense. How could someone have too much of something that made them happy? That they enjoyed? It was like saying there was too much air or too much sunshine.

A completely louco idea if he’d ever heard one.

He downed the rest of his tequila, trying to push away his grandfather’s words and the way they’d sliced into him, leaving him raw. The alcohol warmed him, and as beautiful women danced around them and Thiago told a favorite story from when he and Leandro were teenagers, Leandro felt the tension ebb from his shoulders, the corner of his mouth kicking up.

Too much of a good thing? Impossible. This was life at its finest, right here, right now.

“Hey!” A female shout came suddenly from behind the curtained area. “I said no!”

Frowning, Leandro pushed to his feet and ate up the distance between his chair and the VIP area in several long strides. He could hear the sounds of a struggle before he saw it, and then heard a familiar voice.

“Get your fucking hands off me, creep!”

Red’s voice. Where the fuck were the bouncers? Anger tensed every muscle in his body, and he ripped the curtain back. A ruddy-faced man in his fifties was holding a struggling Red against him, her arms pinned behind her at an awkward angle. Several strands of her hair hung from the links of his watch, as though he’d grabbed her head and she’d jerked away from him. The straps of her leather halter hung limply at her sides, and Leandro could see fingertip bruises already emerging on the pale skin of her breast.

His anger turned to protective fury, white hot and barely controlled.

“Let her go,” he shouted, and when the ass took more than half a second to comply, Leandro pushed between them, moving Red behind him and shoving the other man hard in the chest.

“You stupid bitch,” the man hissed at Red, and the remaining shreds of Leandro’s control evaporated. He shot his fist out and connected with the man’s nose, hard. Several flashes went off and Leandro realized they had an audience, but he was too angry to care.

“You don’t come to this club again,” he said, bunching his fists in the man’s shirt and shaking him. “I see you here, I do more than punch.” He had to concentrate on getting the words out, his accent thickening and his grasp of English evaporating along with his self-control.

The man struggled free and took a sloppy swing at Leandro, who leaned back and then jabbed his fist into the man’s jaw. Finally, the bouncers came rushing over, parting the crowd that had gathered. They hauled the asshole up by his elbows and escorted him out.

Leandro turned to Red, who’d managed to pull her halter back into place. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

She nodded. “I’m fine. No thanks to the fucking invisible bouncers!” she shouted in their direction. “Thanks.”

He shook his head, smiling at her. “I like punching people. You don’t need to thank me.”

Something in her eyes shifted, and they softened and melted. “Maybe I want to.”

He grinned. He knew that look. He was definitely in for a night of too much of a good thing. Exactly what he needed to chase away what his grandfather had stirred up.

Besides. Moderation was overrated.
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“OLIVEIRA IS A fucking loose cannon, and I need you to get him under control.”

Ashlynn Fields sat across from Craig Darcy, president of the World Fighting Championship. She peered at him across the desk and opened her notebook. She had a feeling she was going to need to take notes. “That bad, huh?”

Craig laughed and began to tick off a list of the new light heavyweight champion’s indiscretions on his fingers. “For one, he has a fucking sex tape that won’t go away. Two, Mereo Athletics, our biggest sponsor, is threatening to pull their contract if he vandalizes the apparel they provide again. Three, he slept with the mayor’s daughter—the fucking mayor’s daughter—so I have that asshole on my back now. Four, he was cited for street racing. And the latest one: he got in a fight in a strip club and it’s all over the goddamn Internet. I have sponsorship deals with Coke and Warner Brothers on the table. They’re threatening to walk if we can’t clean up our image.”

Ashlynn bit her lip as she scribbled down the areas they’d need to address. As an independent PR consultant, she’d worked off and on with the WFC and some of their sponsors for over a year, most notably when Craig’s daughter, Jules, the league’s director of marketing, had become involved with fighter Nick Giannakis—a huge breach of their employment contracts. Ashlynn had spun that situation, making it clear to everyone in the organization that the clause didn’t cover preexisting relationships. With another potential PR crisis on his hands, Craig had asked her to come in today to help with Oliveira.

It looked like she had her work cut out for her. From what she knew of him, Oliveira was an entitled trust fund baby from a Brazilian banking family who thought the rules didn’t apply to him. Maybe they didn’t. Maybe in his world he moved from scandal to scandal and no one cared. But the WFC was on the verge of being accepted as a legitimate sports organization. They’d made great progress over the past year by securing big sponsorships, but they needed more to sustain that momentum. Athletes behaving badly weren’t helping their cause, especially ones as high profile as Oliveira. The champions were key figures who naturally attracted a larger share of media scrutiny. Ashlynn knew that having this sort of negative press while attempting to woo family-friendly advertising could be disastrous.

“I hadn’t heard about the strip club incident,” she said. She’d heard about the others, though. The sex tape had been leaked to TMZ about a month ago. It apparently featured Oliveira with a handful of models in a hotel room. He hadn’t even been ashamed of it. The video of a paparazzo asking him about it as he came out of a restaurant had appeared on all of the entertainment news shows. He’d grinned at the camera and said in his accented English, “It was a fun night.” She’d rolled her eyes at that part, and he’d confirmed her initial impression of him. Selfish and irresponsible.

Craig let out a world-weary sigh and raked a hand through his hair. “Just happened last night.”

That explained why Ashlynn had received a frantic call from Craig’s assistant two hours ago asking if she could come to the office as soon as possible. “Ah, so this is a priority.”

“I’d hoped it’d fly under the radar, but the execs from Coke and Warner Brothers are pissed about it. I think I calmed them down for the time being.” He shook his head. “The sex tape was a private thing, plus he wasn’t champion then. But I can’t have someone so high profile beating people up in a strip club, even if he says he was defending a stripper.”

She didn’t know Oliveira well enough to gauge if that was true or if he’d just been drunk and looking for a fight. She only knew him through reputation and had seen him in person just once, the night of his championship fight. He’d seemed arrogant and full of himself that night. It was the way he’d smirked at the reporters after he’d won, as though he were entitled to the belt. The way he’d basked in the spotlight. The way he’d flexed for the cameras, smiling playfully and winking. “Is this something we need to put together an official press release for?”

“No, I don’t want to weigh in just yet. It might still blow over.”

Ashlynn nodded, agreeing with that. Sometimes to acknowledge things only made them bigger, adding kindling to the fire. “Okay, I’ll get to work on a statement just in case we need it. In the meantime, how about we come up with something positive to put out there? Do you think we could get Oliveira to agree to do some charity work? He could work with Gabe Maddox at the WFC Foundation. I know it’s early yet, but I read that Gabe is setting up his first Saturday karate clinic for underprivileged kids.”

Craig shook his head again. “Nah, won’t work. Oliveira is still pissed at Maddox. Thinks Maddox didn’t put up enough of a fight for the belt. He’s not wrong, mind you, but getting those two together right now wouldn’t be a good idea. I like what you’re thinking, though. It’s a great plan.”

She hadn’t realized there was bad blood between Oliveira and Gabe. They’d been rivals and Gabe had retired after Oliveira had won the championship belt from him. End of story, or so she’d thought. “How about the children’s hospital? I think I could arrange for him to do a tour of a floor there.”

“Perfect! Who doesn’t like sick kids?”

Ashlynn frowned.

“You know what I mean,” Craig clarified, flashing her a contrite smile. “We have family-oriented sponsors now, so we need some family-oriented PR.”

“Do you think he’ll go for it?” she asked.

“He’ll go for it or I’ll cut his ass from the roster. We stand to make more from these sponsorships than from the fans he’ll bring in.” Craig sat back in his chair with a smile on his face, visibly more relaxed than when she’d arrived. “Arrange the hospital visit. He’s got some interviews scheduled over the next couple of weeks to talk about being the new champion. Jules has him booked on morning shows in Miami, New York, and Los Angeles. Go with him and keep his ass out of trouble.” He stilled and then leaned forward, as though an idea had just occurred to him. “I want you to coach him.”

“Coach him.” She’d meant to phrase it as a question, but her words had come out flat.

“Yeah. You know. On how to be a decent person. More champion, less . . . Oliveira.”

Normally she worked on defined projects, handled specific crises. Granted, Oliveira seemed like a walking crisis, so maybe Craig wasn’t off base asking her to work with him. Maybe she just wasn’t sure she wanted to babysit some rich, spoiled bad boy.

Craig continued before she could answer. “I’ll talk to Oliveira and let him know to expect you. Meet with him, tell him the plan, get him on board. Tomorrow good?”

She nodded slowly. “Uh, yeah. Tomorrow’s fine.”

As though he could sense her hesitation, Craig shot her a placating smile. “Look, I know this is asking a lot and it’s short notice. But you’d be saving my ass here if you could take this mess off my hands.”

She smiled. “It’s fine.” She’d stepped in before when the league had needed the extra help. The WFC had grown so much in the past year, Ashlynn practically worked here part-time anyway. “Most of my clients are a little less hands-on, so I can work this into my schedule.” It’d be a huge time commitment, but she was anxious to get started, and Craig had always compensated her generously.

“Great. Stop and talk to Jules on your way out. She can get you the schedule and we’ll get your flights booked.”

Realizing she’d been dismissed, Ashlynn closed her notebook and grabbed her purse. “Thanks for calling me, Craig. I really enjoy working with the organization.”

Craig smiled. “You’re helping me out here. You get us through this, and I think there could be a permanent position here for you.”

She tried to keep her expression neutral, but her heart stopped for a second. A full-time position with a growing company like the WFC would be huge. It’d mean stability and a possible future as a PR executive. And there’d be plenty to keep her busy with the cast of characters around here. “I won’t let you down.”

His phone rang, so she said good-bye and went to find Jules. Oliveira would be challenging, but she’d yet to meet a challenge she couldn’t overcome. She was confident that she could handle him.
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THAT NIGHT AFTER dinner, Ashlynn took her glass of Chablis and headed into the tiny bedroom she’d converted into an office on the first floor of her townhome. Settling into her chair, she opened up her laptop and Googled Leandro Oliveira. Her meeting with him was confirmed for tomorrow morning at ten, and she wanted to make sure she knew the extent of the public image damage she was dealing with.

The search returned a lot of articles with the same handful of photos showing him punching some guy in the strip club. They’d clearly been taken by bystanders with cell phones. There were also articles and blogs that mentioned the other incidents Craig had talked about. She clicked a link that took her to a Brazilian fan website that was filled with photos of Leandro from his fights in a Brazilian MMA league. It also featured shots from various modeling jobs he’d apparently done. She hadn’t known that he’d modeled, but there he was on a beach in a Speedo—holy bulge!—looking like a Brazilian god, all hard muscle and sexy, masculine intensity.

She took a moment to appreciate just how gorgeous he was. In person, his expression tended to show his arrogance, but in the photo he gazed at the camera thoughtfully. His blue-green eyes seemed to look right at her, sending heat rippling through her and settling low in her stomach. She bit her lip and clicked on the next photo. In this one he was dressed like the son of a billionaire banker in a blue button-down shirt, white linen pants, and canvas shoes, lounging on the deck of a yacht. His olive skin and thick, dark brown hair glistened in the sun, emphasizing the masculine planes of his face. The logo of a men’s clothing company was stamped on the bottom of the photo.

She clicked through a few more, surprised to realize that when he wasn’t being a conceited jerk, she thought he was hot. Really hot. His chiseled features—the straight nose, high cheekbones, full lips, sculpted jaw—were sometimes harsh and intense, as if he could take control and make her like every minute of it. That appealed to her in a way she didn’t understand. She wasn’t into that type of guy. Her last boyfriend had been a pharmacist. Someone stable and predictable.

The link at the bottom went to the next page on the website, but when she clicked it a pop-up window came up and a grainy video started playing. She squinted and leaned in, trying to figure out what she was looking at. She saw a wrought iron railing, and when the video zoomed in, she could see several people inside a hotel room. Several naked people. It was night and the lighting wasn’t great, but Ashlynn’s mouth dropped open when she realized a couple of women were having sex on the king-size bed.

A movement caught her eye and she saw that a man had moved to take a seat in an oversize armchair facing the bed. His chest muscles were chiseled perfection, flexing and bunching as he moved. She knew immediately that it was Leandro. Her mouth dropped open again and she gasped at the size of his erection. “Oh. My. God,” she murmured. It stood up, curved slightly toward his belly, huge, thick, and long. She had no idea how big it was. Eight inches? Nine? More? A slow ache began deep between her legs. Shit. This was his sex tape. She knew she should probably close the window, but she couldn’t look away.

He held the monster between his legs with one hand as a woman came over, dropped to her knees, and started trying to give him a blow job. It didn’t look easy considering his size—he didn’t even have to remove his hand for her to take him deep into her mouth. His other hand came up and tangled in her hair, guiding her down. A fourth woman walked up behind him, her hands sliding down his chest as she leaned in to kiss him.

Ashlynn stared, watching the scene unfold with a mixture of disbelief and disgust. But if she was honest with herself, there was a healthy dose of lust in the mix too. He was hot and she was a warm-blooded woman who hadn’t had a date in a while—there’d been that one guy from the gym after the pharmacist, but he’d been a mistake, and she was glad they hadn’t slept together.

After a couple of minutes, Leandro tugged the woman away from his cock and stood. One of the women—she couldn’t even keep track at this point—had moved to all fours on the bed and he walked up behind her. But just when he’d finished putting on a condom, the video paused and another pop-up window asked her to input her credit card information to see more.

Face blazing with embarrassment and lust, she closed all the windows and shut her laptop. Taking her wine, she hurried back to the safety of her living room. She shouldn’t have watched as much as she had. She should’ve stopped as soon as she’d realized what it was, because now she was turned on. Worse, she had no idea how she was supposed to look Leandro in the eye tomorrow morning when all she could think about was the size of his penis.

She’d just have to be professional and take a hard line with him.

Hard line.

Hard penis.

Leandro’s ginormous hard dick.

Crap, crap, crap.
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LEANDRO’S ARMS SCREAMED with exhaustion, and his lungs heaved, desperate for air as he worked the heavy battle ropes up and down in an undulating rhythm. Sweat cascaded down his temples, soaking his hair and coating his bare torso. He spared a glance at the timer on the wall; twenty seconds to go. With an anguished cry, he pushed himself even harder, pouring every remaining ounce of energy he had into the training drill. After what seemed like an eternity, the timer went off, and with a final burst of strength, he slammed the ropes down onto the rubber mats covering the floor.

“Filho da puta,” he muttered to himself, somehow managing to pick up his towel with his dead arms and wipe some of the sweat from his brow. He sank down onto the weight bench and took a long pull on his water bottle, giving himself a minute to recover. He’d been working harder than ever, challenging himself to get stronger, faster, better, but it never felt like enough. No amount of sweat, torturous drills, or training could erase the fact that he felt like a fraud. Maybe if he trained like a world-class champion, he’d actually feel like one.

From his spot on the bench, he glanced up at the shelf where his WFC championship belt sat, the gold glinting in the bright morning sunshine streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. He’d placed it in the center of his home gym because every time he looked at it, he didn’t feel proud or satisfied. No, instead he felt hungry and eager to prove himself. He’d vowed that next time would be different. He’d be ready, no matter who his opponent was.

With a groan, he rose from the bench and made his way over to the heavy bag in the corner. He pulled on his gloves and started working it in varying combinations, throwing in elbows, knees, and kicks as he got going, losing himself in the rhythm of feigned combat. The only sounds were the hip-hop playing from the Bluetooth speakers in the ceiling, his harsh breathing, and the satisfying smacks of his limbs against the leather bag. This was why he’d set up his own gym in the house when he’d moved to Vegas. The WFC facility was nice, but too crowded, too noisy. Too distracting. He preferred to train alone, focusing entirely on technique. Trainers came to him, and he set his own schedule, not the other way around. Along with the battle ropes and heavy bag, he’d also set up a weight rack, a treadmill, and various other small pieces of equipment—jump ropes, plyo boxes, and medicine balls. An open area in the middle left him space to practice grappling and jiujitsu. For everything else, he used the WFC facility.

The chime of the doorbell pulled his focus from the bag, the echoing, melodic peal settling over him like dread. She was here. But he didn’t move to answer it—one of the staff would take care of it. He’d make her come to him. Just because the situation had been forced on him didn’t mean he couldn’t quickly and easily gain the upper hand.

He hit the bag harder, anger and resentment churning through him. First his grandfather, and now this bullshit. Why couldn’t people just let him be? He wasn’t hurting anyone. Well, except the scumbag he’d punched for assaulting Red, but he’d gotten far less than he’d deserved as far as Leandro was concerned. He was an adult, and other people needed to learn to mind their own business. He didn’t need some PR woman telling him what to do and where to go. Didn’t Craig Darcy understand that he was Leandro fucking Oliveira? If he wanted, he could buy the whole goddamn WFC.

He paused. Maybe that was the solution. He’d buy the league and run it his way. But just as quickly as the thought had appeared, he dismissed it with a shake of his head. Too much work.

He heard the front door open and close, and then the distinctive click of heels echoing off of the polished hardwood floor as they approached. The main floor of his home was open concept, bright and airy with no walls separating one space from another. The living room, kitchen, and dining room all flowed together seamlessly, and he’d converted the back corner into his gym, mainly because he liked the view and the way the light came in through the windows in the morning while he trained.

“Mr. Oliveira,” said his housekeeper Loretta, “Ashlynn Fields is here to see you.”

He grunted and nodded, still working the bag, not looking at her. Making her wait. Setting the tone for how things were going to be. He wasn’t sure how long he ignored her. Fifteen, maybe twenty seconds, and then he heard her heels once again clicking against the floor, moving away from him before he’d acknowledged her. He dropped his fists and glanced up from the bag just in time to see the world’s most luscious ass heading toward his kitchen. Thick blond waves fell down past her shoulders, reaching almost to her tiny waist. Long, toned legs emerged from her black pencil skirt. He hadn’t even seen her face, and he was already conjuring up all kinds of dirty fantasies. Maybe, if God was kind, she’d have a lazy eye or a missing tooth.

Before he could stop himself, he followed her. “Hey, wait. Where are you going?”

She turned around, and he knew God was laughing at him because she was stunningly gorgeous. Bright green eyes, high cheekbones, wide mouth, creamy skin. His eyes dipped lower, and he wasn’t sure if the situation was made better or worse by the fact that even her loose-fitting blouse couldn’t hide her ample breasts.

Her eyes met his and something flashed in them, almost like a victory.

Fuck. She’d made him chase after her on purpose.

“You seemed busy, so I thought I’d wait in here. Nice place,” she said, and he could tell she was trying to keep her tone casual, but the tiniest hint of intimidation had crept in along with it. Perhaps she wasn’t used to taking meetings in multimillion-dollar mansions.

Seeing his chance to try to regain the upper hand, he shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess. It’s just a rental.”

She glanced around, and for a second, he tried to see it through her eyes. The modern architecture with clean lines. Hardwood floors and recessed lighting. Floor-to-ceiling windows that afforded a view of the infinity pool and a golf course. A fireplace that stretched up the entire length of the wall. Massive pieces of modern art on the walls. Expensive furniture. A kitchen filled with a quarry’s worth of marble.

She raised her eyebrows. “I think you and I have different definitions of okay, Mr. Oliveira.”

“Please, just Leandro,” he said, holding his hand out. As they shook, her eyes traveled down his bare torso, and a subtle flush crept up her delicate neck. Suddenly he was very confident that winning the upper hand in this less than desirable situation wouldn’t be so difficult. He’d flirt with her, unnerve her, charm her, and he’d be able to do whatever he wanted. Problem solved.

“Ashlynn,” she finally said, clearing her throat softly as she took her hand back.

Hell, maybe this would actually be fun.

He reached past her, his bare arm brushing hers as he plucked an apple from the glass bowl on the kitchen counter. “Hungry?” he asked, offering it to her.

She hesitated for a second, staring at the apple as though it might bite her, and then shook her head. “No thank you.”

He raised one shoulder in a casual half shrug that he knew made his muscles bunch and flex. “Suit yourself.” He took a bite of the apple, chewing slowly. She watched as he swallowed, and he found that he liked her gaze on him.

She cleared her throat again. “Is there somewhere we could talk?”

He nodded and led her outside to the terrace and the little table where he ate his breakfast the mornings he was at home. He pulled her chair out for her and then sat down opposite her, taking another bite of his apple. Her eyes roved from his face to his chest and back to his face again. She swallowed and bit her lip, fidgeting ever so slightly in her seat. Blood flowed into his semihard cock as he imagined her wiggling that ass against him, breathless and sweaty, begging and moaning.

She looked up and when her eyes caught his, he could barely see the green, her pupils were so wide.

Perfect.

She took a breath, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then clasped her hands on the table. “As you know, I’ve been brought on to help with your public image.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my image.”

She scoffed. “Craig Darcy and some of the WFC’s biggest sponsors beg to differ. Now that you’re the champion, you’re subject to even more public scrutiny than before. We can’t undo what’s been done, but we can give the media positive things to focus on going forward.”

He leaned back in his chair, fighting his frustration with the situation. “I haven’t done anything so bad.” He cocked an eyebrow at her, challenging her, wanting to make her list his transgressions, his litany of sin. Wanting to see her react, wanting to throw her even more off balance.

“Oh, really?” She raised a brow. “The sex tape alone is concerning, not to mention your little fight two nights ago.”

A blush rose on her cheeks when she mentioned the sex tape, but to her credit, she didn’t look away.

“You’ve seen it?” he asked, the corner of his mouth kicking up. Her blush deepened and then her gaze flicked down to his crotch.

Oh yeah. She’d seen it. His dick twitched in his athletic shorts, and he wanted to ask her what she’d thought of it. Had she liked it? Touched herself while she watched? That last thought took his erection from halfway to all the way there.

But her response surprised him. “I’m sorry your privacy was invaded that way. I know you never intended that night to be public.” She sent him a sympathetic smile, and suddenly he was the one off balance. For a brief moment, he felt like an asshole for trying to manipulate her when she was only doing her job, and being kind to him on top of that.

But the moment passed when she continued talking. “My point is, like it or not, you’re a media figure now. Your actions aren’t just about you—they reflect on the entire WFC organization. Both Coke and Warner Brothers are threatening to pull out of their contracts because of your behavior.” She leveled her gaze at him before bringing down the hammer. “It’s selfish, Leandro. Your actions could cost the league a lot of money, which in turn could affect a lot of other fighters. Fighters who don’t have anywhere close to the same means as you.”

Her words hit home, and he shifted uncomfortably.

“We need a course correction,” she continued. “We need to generate some positive PR in order to help people forget about the negative stuff—that’s why I’m here.”

He nodded slowly, taking another bite of his apple. “So what’s your plan?”

“I’ve arranged for you to make an appearance at the Sunrise Children’s Hospital here in Las Vegas.”

He made a face. “Fine. What else?” He knew there had to be more than just that. Craig Darcy wouldn’t have hired a PR consultant to manage him if it was just going to be one event.

“Over the next few weeks, you have several appearances coming up. I’ll be coming with you to help you manage any questions about the negative press, and . . .” She swallowed and licked her lips. “And to make sure there are no further negative events.”

He opened and closed his mouth and then held up his hand. “Wait. Wait just a second. I’m fine with doing the hospital visit. But I can handle my own interviews, and I don’t need you to . . .” Shit, the English word he wanted was escaping him. “To . . . sit on me.”

Their eyes locked, and his mind conjured up an image of her doing just that, and the air around them seemed to grow heavy. Her lips parted slightly, and just that tiny movement felt like a victory. There was something appealingly innocent about her, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. All he knew was that it made him want to wrap that blond hair around his fist and show her all the ways he could corrupt her.

She glanced away, her cheeks pink. “Do you mean babysit?” she asked, an amused smile playing across her lips.

He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “Yes. Babysit. I don’t need you to babysit me.”

“If that were true, I wouldn’t be sitting here.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a folder, setting it on the table between them. “Please read these over. They’re talking points and PR strategies I’ve put together for you.” She opened it and pointed to a business card tucked in the front. “If you have any questions, call me.”

He plucked the card from the folder, smiling playfully at her. “You want me to call you, huh?”

She rolled her eyes and stood. “This entire situation is of your own making, so if you don’t like it, you only have yourself to blame.” She leaned down, tapping her finger on the folder. “You can try as hard as you want, but you’re not going to be able to flirt your way out of this. Like it or not, I’m in charge.” She pushed the folder toward him. “Read it. I’ll see you Saturday for the visit.”

Without another word, she gathered her bag and headed back into the house, taking her luscious ass and long legs with her.

Well. He’d always liked a challenge.
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PLEASE DON’T BE an asshole. Please don’t be an asshole.

That mantra had repeated itself in Ashlynn’s mind for the past twenty-four hours; pretty much ever since she’d stepped into the cancer ward on the fourth floor of the Sunrise Children’s Hospital the day before to confirm things with the community outreach coordinator. She’d seen the sweet little faces of the kids staring back at her and had imagined all kinds of horrible scenarios. What if Leandro was rude to the kids? What if he showed up pouting about having to be there? What if he walked in with his typical arrogance and was cool and aloof?

What if this event had been a gigantic mistake?

On paper, having Leandro spend time with the kids was the perfect solution to their problem. It’d show another side of him, a softer side that wasn’t shallow and self-absorbed. A side that was concerned with making a positive impact on the world. It wouldn’t erase the unsavory things he’d done, but it could help to paint a more complete picture of the man, giving fans and advertisers a reason to overlook some of the negative press. Now that it was time for the event to start, she was having serious doubts about it working out the way she’d planned. If it blew up in her face, she’d have no chance of working with the WFC full-time. Not to mention that the PR circle in Las Vegas was small, so it could affect her ability to piece together more freelance work.

The lobby of the cancer ward floor was a giant community area. Nurses and staff bustled behind a check-in desk to the left, but the rest of the room was set up like a lounge with comfortable chairs and couches spread out over the space. A wall of windows kept it bright and airy. Each wall was painted a different color of the rainbow to match the brightly colored furniture and tile floor.

Ashlynn had first arrived with a few WFC staff members about an hour ago to set up. They’d arranged the furniture around an open area where Leandro would show off his moves for the kids and the official WFC backdrop covered one corner so that Leandro could pose for photos with the kids afterward. They’d also brought in several life-size cutouts of the current champions, and some of the kids were walking through them now taking pictures with their parents.

Her contact at the hospital had gently suggested having Leandro visit patient rooms before he left because some of the kids were too sick to participate in the demo in the common area, and Ashlynn’s heart had clenched. She’d tried to call Leandro the day before to go over everything, but he hadn’t answered and hadn’t bothered to call her back. If he screwed this up . . . She glanced at the news crew from KLAS-TV and the reporter from ESPN Radio who sat near them. A few MMA websites had sent their own reporters and photographers too. With fifteen minutes before Leandro was due to arrive, they all waited patiently, ready to film every second of her potentially giant screw-up.

She needed to talk to Leandro before he walked in. Punching the button on the elevator so that she could meet him on the ground floor, she stepped inside and pulled out her phone. She’d texted him a reminder that morning, but he hadn’t responded. No surprise there. Ashlynn had considered the fact that Leandro might be so angry he’d bail, so she’d asked Jules to bring her fiancé, Nick Giannakis, the reigning middleweight champion, just in case. Her knees went weak with relief when she saw Jules’ text.

ETA 15 minutes.

Even if Leandro was a no-show, at least there’d be someone for the kids to meet and the day wouldn’t be a complete disaster.

When the elevator doors opened, Ashlynn moved to step out, nearly colliding with a broad male chest. She gasped and wobbled on her heels, but a pair of strong hands grabbed her hips to steady her. She knew from the sizzle of electricity that zapped down her spine that it was Leandro. Her suspicion was confirmed when she looked up to see his strong jaw covered in scruff and his dark brown hair a carefully arranged mess. Up close Leandro seemed so much bigger and more intimidating than he had the other day. She couldn’t see his eyes behind his sunglasses, but he raised a brow and smiled, revealing straight, white teeth. “Leaving already?”

Her heart fluttered at his deep, smooth voice, and she was speechless for a minute simply from having the intensity of his attention focused on her. She’d felt it the other day at his home, but he hadn’t touched her then except to shake her hand. That had left her fingers tingling and her heart racing, causing her to realize just how acute her attraction to him was. But this . . . Not only was her heart was racing, but her nipples had tightened and heat moved through her, making her whole body come to life. He moved his thumb in a small sweep over her hip, and something pulsed deep inside her, begging for more.

It wasn’t a good idea to get close to him, she realized. Not if she wanted the job Craig Darcy had promised her. That thought was driven home when the spicy scent of his cologne met her nose. He smelled like long nights in front of a fire, making love. Like champagne and long, hot baths. Like swimming in the Mediterranean. He smelled like decadence.

Get it together, Ashlynn. One whiff of his cologne and she was in a Dior commercial. She took a step backward into the elevator and his hands fell away so she could think again. “No, I was coming to meet you.”

One corner of his mouth tipped up, like he knew she’d been worried he wouldn’t come. He probably had. Making her worry had undoubtedly been his petty revenge for having to do this. “I don’t break promises, Ashlynn. I told you I’d be here.”

She bit her lip at how much she liked the way her name sounded in his accent. He followed her into the elevator, and she realized he wasn’t alone. She recognized Sunya Leekpai, a Muay Thai trainer who frequently worked with the WFC, and said hello to him, thanking him for coming. He nodded politely in return. The other man with Leandro gave her a once-over that was vaguely insulting, and she disliked him immediately. She recognized him as one of the men who’d accompanied Leandro to the cage at his championship fight. He’d also been in the video clip of Leandro leaving the restaurant, laughing when Leandro gave his now famous sound bite to the paparazzo. Something told her he probably wasn’t the best influence on Leandro.

“This is my friend, Thiago,” Leandro explained as he turned to stand beside her. Thiago transferred Leandro’s championship belt from one shoulder to the other, but he didn’t say a word.

Ashlynn forced a smile and pressed the button for the fourth floor. “I’m glad you’re here a few minutes early. I wanted to discuss the plan.” As the elevator took them upstairs, she quickly went through the itinerary for the next two hours, trying not to breathe too deeply so she wouldn’t get another whiff of Leandro’s cologne.

Instead of acknowledging her plan, when the elevator doors opened Leandro took off his sunglasses and looked at her. She was struck by the intensity of his blue-green eyes. “Relax, Ashlynn. Let life happen.” With those words he stepped out onto the fourth floor and the kids recognized him immediately. As their excited voices got louder, he passed his sunglasses to Thiago, who handed him the heavy championship belt.

She followed everyone off the elevator, a little miffed by what he’d said. Who was he to tell her to relax? Maybe in his world everything happened without very much effort on his part, but in her world—the real world—people worked for a living and had schedules to keep. Besides, she was very good at relaxing. She just chose not to do it while she was working because she wanted to keep her job. Jerk.

Her gaze narrowed as she watched him strut across the room to the demo area. Somehow he managed to look like he’d just stepped off a runway modeling workout clothes. He wore dark gray sweatpants that clung to his hips and emphasized the defined muscles in his backside, and a WFC-issued T-shirt that he’d modified to include the Brazilian flag on the sleeves. No doubt Craig Darcy would fine him for that. Again.

Now that he was here, she wasn’t quite sure what she’d expected to happen. But after the hospital’s outreach coordinator introduced him, he smiled and stepped into the demo area as if he’d done it a million times. He was friendly and easygoing with the kids. He passed the belt around so that they could touch it and cracked jokes about how heavy it was. Then, instead of demonstrating moves with Sunya like she’d expected, he brought a couple of kids up and taught them some holds.

“Oh my, someone knows how to work a crowd.”

Ashlynn turned to see Jules approaching, and followed her gaze to the front desk, where a line of nurses had gathered to watch Leandro, all with infatuated grins on their faces. One even tilted her head a little, presumably to better appreciate his ass, and whispered to her friend, who did the same thing. Ashlynn smiled. “He’s doing better than I thought he would.” There was something appealing about watching Leandro be so gentle with the kids. Her glance went to the news crew, who had a camera trained on Leandro, and she hoped the footage would be enough to reverse some of the damage.

“Me too,” Jules said, her gaze on Leandro as Nick walked up and put his arm around her. “I admit I thought it’d be an unmitigated disaster. I’ve never had any luck getting him to cooperate in the past. I’m glad I was wrong.”

“I knew he’d be fine,” Nick said, a smile on his handsome face.

“How’d you know that?” Jules asked.

He shrugged and kept his voice low. “Oliveira wants to prove himself. He felt cheated by the way Gabe let him win the belt. He won’t do anything to jeopardize his chance to prove himself in the cage again. As long as there’s a risk Craig might take that away from him, he’ll behave.”

Ashlynn watched Leandro let a kid get him into a headlock, feeling lighter as some of the weight of the task before her began to lift. Nick had just given her the key that would allow her to control Leandro, at least until his next bout.

“Thanks so much for coming,” she said to Nick and Jules. “But it looks like he’s got everything under control if you have other plans.”

“Nah, I’ll stay.” Nick waved at a kid who’d noticed him. “It’ll be fun.” Giving Jules a squeeze, he walked over to the demo area and challenged Leandro to a mock fight for the belt. Leandro played along and pretty soon they had all the kids laughing.

“He always does this,” Jules said with a smile on her face as she watched Nick. “Kids adore him.” The love she felt for him was evident in her smile, and Ashlynn felt a tug of longing for that same love in her life.

Ashlynn had found herself wanting someone special in her life for a while now. She thought she’d done everything right. She looked for responsible men to date who had steady jobs, reliable cars, and everything else her mother had drilled into her that she should look for in a guy. Her own father had been one of the most irresponsible men on the planet. A mechanic who’d drifted from job to job, he’d taken off with some motorcycle club in Southern California when she’d been six years old. She’d seen firsthand how her mother had struggled to raise her and her younger sister on her own. She didn’t want that fate for herself, but none of the responsible guys had worked out because they left her feeling bored and unfulfilled in a way she didn’t understand. And the few times she’d gone with her gut and dated guys who excited her had all ended in disaster. Every single one of them. There’d been the guy who’d constantly borrowed money, the guy who’d had a secret gambling addiction, and the guy who’d left her in some shady bar in Reno while he’d hooked up with a stripper.

It was official: she had horrible taste in men when left to her own devices. Her self-preservation meter was broken, so she chose men who had no problem hurting her. It was probably why she was so attracted to Leandro. He was selfish, shallow, consumed with his own pleasure, and was everything she needed to stay away from. So why couldn’t she stop staring at his ass in those sweatpants?

Shaking her head, she grabbed her phone to distract herself, intending to send a text to her sister to make sure they were still on for dinner that night. But there was a text waiting for her from an unidentified number.

Can I come over tonight? – Jason

Her heart jumped into her throat as she read the name. Jason. Her most recent mistake.

Leave me alone.

She typed out the words and then blocked him for the second time. Maybe it was time for her to change her number. She typed out a quick text to her sister to confirm their plans for the night and then spent the next several minutes talking to Jules about Leandro’s upcoming interviews and appearances. They’d moved to one of the couches off to the side of the room to talk, and she didn’t realize how the room had cleared out until one of the nurses approached.

“Thank you again for arranging this, Ashlynn. The kids loved it.” The woman had plump cheeks and salt-and-pepper hair that she wore in a bun. She looked like a sweet grandmother, but Ashlynn knew she ran the floor like a general. She’d seen a few of the younger nurses pick up their pace around her.

“I’m so glad they enjoyed it.” Ashlynn stood to talk to her. “Thank you for allowing us the opportunity to be here.”

“Anytime, dear. I must say I’ve never watched a WFC program, but if these young men are an example of what to expect, I’ll be tuning in.”

Ashlynn couldn’t hold back a laugh. She had a feeling the woman was talking about Nick and Leandro’s physiques more than their fighting skills. “Thank you. We’re always looking to reach new fans.”

Ashlynn and Jules spoke with the media, answering last-minute questions before clearing out the room and moving the furniture back to its original spot.

About the time they’d finished, Nick and Sunya emerged from a patient’s room at the end of the hall. Ashlynn thanked them again for participating and walked them to the elevators where they left with Jules and the rest of the WFC staff. Turning around, she gave the room a once-over to make sure everything was back where it should be. She frowned when she saw Thiago sprawled out on a couch, his attention on his phone’s screen while the championship belt rested next to him. Where was Leandro?

She made her way down the south wing, trying to be unobtrusive as she glanced into rooms with open doors to look for him. He wasn’t there and she started to worry that maybe he’d left somehow without her knowing. She was halfway down the hall in the north wing when she noticed a group of nurses and volunteers hovering outside one of the rooms near the end of the hallway. They each carried a bouquet of flowers or balloons, and one by one they disappeared into the room, only to emerge without them. But instead of leaving, they stood near the doorway, murmuring to one another and smiling as they looked at what was going on inside.

“He is so hot,” one of them said.

“It shouldn’t be legal to be so hot and so sweet,” another answered.

Ashlynn smiled as she realized she’d found Leandro. “Excuse me,” she whispered as she brushed past them to get into the room. She wanted to gently suggest it was time to leave before they overstayed their welcome, but she came to an abrupt stop at the sight before her. Every surface in the room was covered with bouquets of flowers with balloons attached to them.

“I can’t believe this is all for me!” A little girl who looked to be around ten sat in the bed wearing a purple robe. Her skin was pale, but her cheeks were rosy with excitement. Her mother sat on the bed next to her, wiping her eyes as she smiled.

“You said you wanted flowers, so I bring you flowers,” Leandro said from his place in the chair next to the bed.

“You must have bought out the entire gift shop.” Her mother laughed and gave her daughter a hug.

“It’s the least I can do.” Leandro shrugged. “No one should have to be in the hospital on their birthday.” He smiled as he plucked one of the pink roses from a vase and put it behind the little girl’s ear. “Happy birthday, minha flor.”

She grinned and put her arms around him. “Thank you, Leandro.”

Much to Ashlynn’s surprise, he held the girl close in a hug, his eyes closed as he tightened his hold. “You’re welcome.” When he pulled back, he gently touched the girl’s chin to hold her gaze. “Remember, never give up. You’re a fighter like me.”

The girl smiled and nodded, and Ashlynn felt a lump well in her throat.

“Thank you for this, Leandro. You’ve made her day so special. We’ll always remember this,” the girl’s mother said.

Leandro nodded and rose to his feet. “Get some rest, minha flor. I’ll come check on you again someday, okay?”

“Okay,” she said and laid down, pulling the blanket up. “Bye, Leandro.”

“See you soon.” He smiled and ran a gentle hand over the hat she wore.

He seemed surprised when he turned to see Ashlynn there, but didn’t say anything as he made his way through the crowd to the hallway. She quietly followed him, waiting until they’d left everyone behind before saying, “That was very nice of you.”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t much. Just some flowers.”

“I know, but it meant a lot to her. It was nice of you to take that time with her.”

He stopped walking and looked down at her. “You say that as if you’re surprised.”

She swallowed, a little alarmed that he’d picked up on that. “I might have misjudged you. I didn’t expect you to get so personally involved.”

His eyes darkened somehow as he dropped his gaze to her breasts and then lower. “Hmm . . .” Heat swept over her skin as the sound of his voice moved through her body. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Ashlynn.”

He took a step toward her, invading her space and bringing his maddeningly enticing scent with him. “In fact, I think I can read you a lot better than you can read me.” He took another step, and her back hit the wall. She let out a small, undignified squeak, too caught up in being surrounded by Leandro to move. He trailed a hand up her arm, leaving tingling goose bumps in his wake. “You doubt me, you make assumptions, you think you know me when you won’t even admit to yourself how much you like me.”

Keeping up her string of undignified noises, she snorted softly. “I don’t like you.”

“I guess it’s just cold in here then, hmm?” His gaze dropped again to her breasts, and her nipples tightened almost to the point of aching.

No! She wasn’t going to let him get to her.

“Positively frosty.” She glanced down at his sweatpants and the monster they contained. “Which would explain . . .” She let her voice trail off and raised one shoulder in a casual shrug.

He grinned. “Call me if you ever want to know more.” He dropped his head, his breath brushing over her ear. “About anything.” Then he walked away with his typical Oliveira swagger.

She watched him go, certain that she would not be calling him no matter how much her body wanted her to. Some things were best left unknown, and Leandro was one of them.


4

[image: images]

LEANDRO GLANCED IN the mirror, his eyes raking over his reflection. Straightening the knot of his silk tie, he brushed a tiny bit of lint off of the lapel of his navy Armani suit and checked his watch. For once, he was on time. Normally, he did things on his own schedule and had no qualms about making people wait for him. But not this morning, because something actually hung in the balance today.

In less than an hour, he’d find out what his future held. All he had to do was get into his car, drive to the MGM Grand, and take his seat at the press conference where his next fight would be announced. After weeks of feeling like an impostor, a fraud, he’d have a new opponent to focus on for his first light heavyweight title defense. His next obstacle would have a name and a face. He didn’t know who he’d be fighting, but he hoped whoever it was was the toughest motherfucker he’d ever come across. Someone who’d actually fight back when he got punched. Someone who wouldn’t just limply hand the championship belt to him.

“Hey, man, you got a minute?” asked Thiago in Portuguese from where he stood in the doorway. His attention was on his phone, his thumb moving back and forth across the screen. Swiping right and left, most likely looking for women.

Leandro turned and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sure. What’s up?”

Thiago sighed heavily and put his phone away, then ran a hand through his hair. “You know I wouldn’t ask you this if I had other options.”

Leandro frowned, noticing the dark circles under Thiago’s eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his friend look so stressed out. “Ask me what?”

Thiago shrugged, suddenly looking unsure of himself. He shuffled his weight from foot to foot, not speaking.

Leandro approached him, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Thiago, you’re like a brother to me. You can ask me anything. What’s wrong?”

“I . . . Things are tight right now. Financially. And I wouldn’t normally ask this, but—”

Leandro cut him off with a wave of his hand and crossed to the desk on the other side of the room. Relief trickled through him—this was an easy problem to fix. He pulled a checkbook from the desk.

“How much do you need?”

Thiago’s eyes met his, and he could see how much it pained his friend to have to ask for a handout. “Ten thousand?”

Leandro wrote him a check for twenty and tore it free of the leather-bound book. Folding it in half, he extended it toward Thiago, who took it with a grateful smile.

He glanced at the check and his shoulders slumped. “I’ll pay you back. Some investments didn’t pan out, and I can only access my trust fund once a month.”

Leandro just nodded, not caring if he ever saw the small sum of money again. Thiago was one of his oldest and most loyal friends who’d been by his side and supported him through family fights, public scandals, adventures both good and bad. Hell, he’d even followed him to Las Vegas to support him while he fought in the WFC, which was more than he could say for most of his family.

Thiago tucked the check into his pocket. “Can we keep this between us?”

Leandro arched an eyebrow. “Who would I tell?”

Thiago’s lip curled. “That woman.”

Leandro didn’t need to ask who Thiago meant. After the event at the children’s hospital last week, he’d gotten an earful from Thiago about how Ashlynn was trying to control him, and was using him to further her own career, and that he didn’t need her help. That she was probably a gold digger, the way she’d paraded around in that tight cream-colored dress. That he shouldn’t trust her, not for a second.

He wasn’t sure when Ashlynn had found the time to piss in Thiago’s cornflakes, and frankly, he didn’t care. He had his own tangled shit to deal with when it came to her without adding Thiago’s opinions to the mix.

Did he resent having to work with her? Yes. A hundred times yes. Did his dick do a happy dance every time he looked at her? Also a hundred times yes. And he knew that very enticing parts of her were happy to see him too. His mind flashed back to the way her nipples had beaded when he’d backed her up against the wall. He knew, without a doubt, that if he got her in bed he’d make her come so many times she couldn’t even remember her name, let alone that she was supposed to be babysitting him. Just the thought made his cock heavy.

But he had to admit, the PR event at the children’s hospital had done exactly what she’d hoped it would do. The local news had carried the story, which had spread to bigger news outlets. Then BuzzFeed had picked it up, focusing on the “hot dudes and cute kids” aspect of the story. From there, it had gone viral. The positive spin had worked, and the press were now paying less attention to the other stuff. And while he was happy that the event had been successful, he also felt a melancholy tug deep in the center of his chest every time he thought about those kids, especially the little girl he’d met at the end. He’d shown up at the event because he’d been expected to, but he’d stayed because he’d wanted to. And now something about those kids had stuck with him. He wanted to do more. It seemed like hanging out with them for a couple of hours wasn’t enough.

Apparently Craig Darcy had been pleased, at least according to the text he’d gotten from Ashlynn—one of the few times she’d contacted him since that day. And everyone knew that a happy Craig Darcy was a very good thing.

Which led him back to the question he’d been contemplating for the past few days: Did he want her in his bed so he could control the situation? Or was it because he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about her?

Maybe it was both. Maybe it didn’t matter. Fuck, he didn’t know. He couldn’t even quite figure out what it was about her that had him all twisted up. Sure, she was gorgeous, but something about her had gotten under his skin.

“Ashlynn and I only discuss WFC matters. I wouldn’t tell her about this, Thiago.” He clapped his friend on the shoulder as he passed, heading downstairs with Thiago following behind. Leandro grabbed his championship belt off the table in the front foyer, along with his keys, and headed out, ready to see what his future held.

He maneuvered the blue Ferrari 488 Spider out onto the road, the buildings of the Strip just visible in the distance, tiny compared to the mountains protruding against the horizon. On a good day, it took about twenty minutes to get from his place to the Strip.

Today wasn’t a good day. Construction on the 215 slowed traffic to a crawl, and as Leandro’s eyes darted back and forth between the time on the dashboard and the traffic boxing him in, his frustration grew. By the time he was free of the congestion, he was running fifteen minutes late. He wondered if he should text Ashlynn to let her know he was stuck in traffic, but as quickly as the thought had come, he dismissed it. He had a feeling she wouldn’t believe him anyway, so there was no point.

After he’d gotten pulled over for speeding and had shoved a $200 ticket into the glove box, the fifteen minutes had stretched into thirty and his heart hammered impatiently against his ribs. The one fucking time he’d tried to be on time. Merda.

“Anyone asks, I was late on purpose,” he murmured to Thiago as he tossed his keys to the valet. He wanted to run into the hotel, go tearing into the conference center, but he forced himself to move slowly, leisurely even, through the lobby, his belt slung over his shoulder. Heads swiveled in his direction as he neared the conference center, and as he closed in on the doors, he could hear the amplified voices coming from inside. Leandro went in through a side door and slipped backstage. Two long tables were set up on the stage, with a podium—where Craig Darcy currently stood—separating them. Three fighters sat at the table to the left of the podium, while two sat at the table to the right, an empty spot left for Leandro. Maybe being late wasn’t so bad. He could make a big entrance this way, make sure he had everyone’s attention. After all, he was the champ. He deserved to have all eyes on him. Maybe he’d feel like less of a fraud that way.

“Where the hell have you been?” Ashlynn hissed as she came running toward him in a black-and-white blouse, tight black pants, and shiny black pumps. Spots of color rose up on her cheeks, her nostrils flaring slightly as she looked at him. He could almost see her grip on her patience slipping.

God, she was beautiful.

He lifted one shoulder in a nonchalant half shrug, knowing it’d piss her off. “I’m here now.”

“I think it’s a bloody disgrace that my opponent couldn’t be bothered to show up today,” said a familiar Irish-accented voice. “How embarrassing is it for the country of Brazil that their golden boy doesn’t seem to give a good goddamn about representing them?”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Leandro growled, his fists clenching tightly at his sides. He knew that that voice belonged to Declan Murphy, newly signed to the WFC’s light heavyweight division. The same Declan Murphy who’d left MMA years ago to pretend to wrestle for National Wrestling Entertainment, a popular sports entertainment company. It wasn’t fighting; it was stunt work.

So much for getting the chance to prove himself.

“What’s wrong?” asked Ashlynn, laying a hand on his arm as though she could sense his anger.

“He’s nobody. I don’t want to fight a nobody. Craig Darcy’s wasting my fucking time with this shit.” Clearly, if this was who he was supposed to fight for the belt, Darcy thought Leandro was the nobody. The thought burned, feeding into his anger.

Declan’s voice continued from the stage. “I guess I’m fighting unopposed, and I’m not going to sit around waiting for him. If he shows up, give me a call.” The crowd—made up of journalists and fans alike—cheered as Declan walked offstage, into the wing opposite from where Leandro stood.

“Craig, what do you think about Leandro not showing up?” asked someone from the media, and Ashlynn nudged him forward, urging him onto the stage. He felt like a monkey being asked to dance for scraps. No respect. Entertainment only, and he was expected to eat shit, play along, and be grateful for the opportunity.

What was the point of trying to behave if Craig Darcy thought he didn’t matter? What could he take away from Leandro, really? This fight was a joke.

Fuck Craig Darcy. Fuck behaving. Fuck it all.

He plastered on a cocky grin and strode out onto the stage, waving at the crowd as they erupted in cheers.

“Speak of the devil,” muttered Darcy, but Leandro didn’t even acknowledge him. The roar of the crowd got louder, and Leandro raised both his arms in a here I am gesture.

He picked up his microphone. “So nice of you to start without me,” he said, lacing the words with sarcasm, and then laughing as the crowd cheered even more.

“You were late,” said Darcy, the microphone barely picking up his words as he leveled his icy blue gaze at Leandro.

Leandro shrugged. “If only I gave a fuck.”

A wave of satisfaction crashed over Leandro as a vein pulsed in Darcy’s forehead. As Leandro took his seat, he caught a glimpse of Ashlynn, her eyes closed, her thumb and forefinger pinching the bridge of her nose.

Poor woman. He’d have to find a way to make it up to her.

“Wouldn’t have come at all if I’d known Murphy would be here. That has-been isn’t worth my time. He knows that we fight for real in this league, right? No pretend kicks while running around in our underwear.”

“You son of a bitch!” yelled Declan as he came charging back onstage. Leandro pushed up out of his chair as Darcy leaped in between them. Declan strained against Darcy, trying to get at Leandro. The crowd went nuts, and Leandro smirked at Declan. Darcy’s face was red as he barked at Declan to sit down. Darcy scowled at Leandro, who took his seat once Declan had retreated to his side of the podium.

Leandro leaned forward, speaking into his mic. “This fight is a joke. I don’t have time for this shit.”

“You’re the joke, you entitled cock weasel!” Declan’s lips curled back and he leaned around Darcy. Before Leandro could react, the gob of spit Declan unleashed hit him in the cheek. White-hot fury churned through him and he sprang up from his chair, lunging for Declan. This time, security swarmed the stage.

Once the situation was calmer—although the crowd was electric, eating up every second of it—Leandro turned to Darcy and said into the microphone, “You going to fine him for that? Or am I the only one who has to pay?”

To his credit, Darcy actually chuckled, then motioned for them both to sit down. Leandro unbuttoned his suit jacket and sprawled back in his chair. Ashlynn emerged onto the stage, holding a small towel. She extended it toward him, an unreadable expression on her face. He took it, their fingers brushing, and wiped the spit from his cheek.

A female journalist stood at the mic at the base of the stage. “Leandro, before you got here, Declan said that Brazil should be embarrassed to have you as their representative. What do you have to say to that?”

He waited a beat and sent the crowd a cocky smile before answering. “Do I look like I give a fuck about anything he has to say?” He craned his neck, catching Declan’s eye. “Keep chirping, little bird. Show everyone how scared you are.”

She asked another question. “You just fought five rounds with Gabriel Maddox last month. Are you ready for this fight? It’s only eight weeks away.”

“If Maddox had actually fought back, I might still be recovering. But I’m fresh.”

A few people booed, but he didn’t care. The press conference continued on, electricity still humming through the air. By the time it was over, anticipation for the fight was running high—at least among fans.

Leandro left the stage, his belt over his shoulder, ready to get the hell out of there. He’d been spit on, booed, and shown that Darcy didn’t respect his abilities as a fighter.

It was that last one that stung the most.

[image: images]

ASHLYNN SHOOK HER head as Leandro stormed off the stage. She hoped that his entitled behavior didn’t come back to bite them both in the ass. Craig had been very happy with the positive press Leandro had generated with his hospital visit, even patting her on the back and telling her she’d done a great job—no small feat where Craig Darcy was concerned. While showing up late and getting in a fight at the press conference probably wouldn’t make much of a blip as far as Leandro’s image was concerned, she had a feeling Craig would be pissed about it. He wasn’t one to tolerate disrespect.

Her fear was confirmed when Craig walked straight to her as he left the stage. His jaw was clenched and his eyes blazed in anger. “Your job is to keep him under control. That wasn’t under control, Ashlynn.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

Craig opened his mouth like he planned to say more, but thankfully a reporter interrupted them and she scooted past him. Dammit. She resented the fact that her livelihood was tied to the impulsive actions of a man-child.

Pushing through the crowd, she made her way backstage. At a couple of inches over six feet, Leandro should’ve been easy to spot as he moved through the crowded room. A flash caught her eye from the overhead lights, glinting on the gold of the championship belt he carried on his shoulder, and she saw his broad shoulders going out a door. “Leandro!” she called, but he either didn’t hear her or he ignored her and let the door close behind him.

Grumbling under her breath, she rushed after him. The door opened into a long corridor that led to other conference rooms. All of them were vacant, so the hallway was empty except for Leandro walking away from her. “Leandro!”

His long stride slowed down, as if he’d heard her but was reluctant to turn around.

“What the hell was that?” she asked when the door had closed behind her. He came to a stop and turned to face her when she walked up to him.

A muscle ticked in his jaw and he pointed toward the conference room. “That was Darcy disrespecting me.”

She scoffed. “That’s not what that was. You were late, Leandro, and instead of apologizing you walked in there like everyone owed you something.”

“The WFC does owe me something.” His brow furrowed as he stared down at her. “I came here because Darcy begged me to. He flew to Brazil, met my family, my coaches, toured my gym. He promised me the best fights against world-class opponents, a chance to show my skills.” He bit off the last word and looked away, trying to rein in his anger.

She hadn’t realized until then just how upset he was. He’d walked into the press conference late, all swagger and arrogance, throwing out insults like he enjoyed taunting Craig. Only now did she understand that anger, not petulance, had fueled that outburst. Well, not only petulance. Not wanting to make the situation worse, she gentled her tone. “And he’s delivered on his promise. You fought Maddox, the reigning champion, and won. Now you’re up against Murphy, who’s a huge celebrity. What more do you expect?”

Leandro laughed but was shaking his head. “I expect better than Murphy. He’s a joke. He has no real MMA experience; he’s famous for pretending to fight. It’s not the same thing, and it’s not worth my time. I don’t care how many fans he has, he shouldn’t be here, and he shouldn’t be fighting for the belt. You know what’s going to happen? I’m going to hit him, and he’s going to . . .” He squinted and then made a pfffffffffttttt sound. “Just like a balloon. I thought Maddox was a champion, but he was nothing. This will make twice times I’m fighting for the belt, and twice times I don’t get to prove myself.”

“Two times.”

He frowned. “What?”

“It’s two times. Not twice times.”

“Not the fucking point right now, Ashlynn.” His nostrils flared, impatience wafting off of him.

“I’m not sure I understand why you think Maddox is nothing. He’s a great fighter.”

“Was. Maddox was a great fighter. Do you know what the headlines were after I won?”

She shook her head.

“ ‘Maddox hands belt to Oliveira,’ ‘Maddox loses by decision,’ ‘Maddox headed for retirement, gives belt to Oliveira,’ and my favorite, ‘Maddox grants Oliveira the championship.’ Like he gave it to me. A fucking king choosing his . . .” He let out a frustrated sigh, clearly struggling for the right word. “Herdeiro.”

God, he’d memorized the headlines that ate him up—headlines that implied he hadn’t earned the belt. He wanted to prove himself; Nick had told her as much. And now Darcy was offering up what Leandro thought was a subpar fight. He wanted a challenge, but he’d been given a cakewalk. Ashlynn took in a breath, starting to understand the root of his anger. It made her breathe in his cologne, sending the butterflies swarming in her belly, so she took a step back. “That must be frustrating for you.”

His frown deepened, and he tilted his head as if he was suspicious of her attitude change.

“I didn’t realize that you felt cheated after fighting Maddox,” she said.

Some of his anger drained away, and his shoulders relaxed. He gave her a brief nod.

“But you fought well. You can be proud of that,” she said, surprised at her need to comfort him. Wasn’t she supposed to be tearing a strip off of him for his behavior at the press conference?

It was his turn to scoff. Muttering under his breath in Portuguese, he stalked down the hall a few steps, hands on his hips, before pacing back to her. “No, he wouldn’t fight me, so I’m not proud. He wouldn’t engage. Don’t you understand? They’re right.”

Ah. It wasn’t that the press thought he hadn’t earned it; it was that Leandro thought he hadn’t earned it. “Okay, well, you’ll prove to the press that you deserve the belt when you fight Murphy. He seemed pretty happy to fight you just now. I don’t think he’ll spend the whole fight dodging you. Maybe you’ll even get a knockout.”

Mentioning Murphy only seemed to make him angry all over again. His jaw clenched as he said, “Murphy is Darcy’s way of telling me to fuck off. This is him telling me he can control me, that he calls the shots.”

The fact that he genuinely believed what he was saying made her heart clench for him. She reached out and placed her hand on his arm before she could stop herself. “I really don’t think that’s it.”

He glanced at her hand, and she could feel the solid muscle move under her fingers. She had the strangest urge to give it a squeeze but let her hand fall away.

“Darcy thinks that if he keeps the real championship fight dangling in front of me that he can keep me in line. He knows that I want to prove myself and that Murphy isn’t the way to do it. He thinks I’ll be a good little monkey as long as I’m waiting for that chance. The fight with Murphy is about eyeballs and money, nothing more.”

She swallowed, suddenly afraid that Leandro had taken Craig’s action as some sort of challenge and her job was about to get a lot more difficult. But she had to admit, she understood his frustration. “You’re right. Declan Murphy is a huge name in wrestling, and fans are eager to see him make his WFC debut. The fight will bring in a huge viewership, and probably lots of money from sponsors and ticket sales. It’s not fair to you that he gets to fight for the championship right away, not when you deserve a more worthy opponent.”

He shook his head, the anger in his eyes giving way to something she couldn’t name. Something genuine that made her think she was seeing the real Leandro for the first time. His gaze swept over her face, leaving her skin tingling everywhere it touched. Finally, his eyes met hers and he said, “Darcy wants to control me.”

As if anyone could. Maybe she should ask Darcy for some tips, since she was completely failing. She was already opening her mouth to say that before she stopped herself. Leandro was wild. He did what he wanted when he wanted. Something about that appealed to her, but she locked that thought away. Now that she’d heard his side of things, she knew he was right. Why else would Craig schedule a fight that wouldn’t challenge Leandro? “I know it sucks to wait, but you’ll fight Murphy in a few weeks. You’ll beat him easily, get a new fight lined up, and everything will work out.”

He shook his head. “He’s wasting my time. I didn’t come here for this.”

She stepped forward and touched his arm again, unable to stop herself. “What can I do to help?”

He smirked down at her, the light in his eyes taking on a devilish gleam. He leaned forward, his breath rustling her hair as he spoke. “I could use a distraction right now. Since I’m having such a horrible day.”

A shiver ran through her as tons of ideas played through her mind, each of them dirtier than the one before it. Her gaze darted down to his full lips, briefly imagining how soft they’d be before she dragged her attention back up. Deep down she knew that giving in to their attraction wouldn’t be the best idea, but somehow they kept ending up close like this, and she was having more and more trouble remembering why she needed to stay away from him. “I think we both know that would be a horrible idea.”

He shook his head, biting his lower lip before he said, “I don’t think either of us thinks that.” He shifted, drawing closer without touching her. “You know it would be the best night of your life.”

She did know that. It would be so easy to give in to him, but she couldn’t. Too much was at stake. Her professionalism. Her future with the WFC. Not to mention that she was pretty sure he only wanted her as a means of controlling her. Dropping her hand from his arm, she forced herself to take a step backward. He smirked. Of course he knew what he did to her. “I meant with Craig. What can I do to help you with Craig?”

He shrugged. “There’s nothing you can do, minha linda.”

The door to the conference room opened. “There you are, mano. I’ve been looking all over for you.”

They both turned to see Thiago walking toward them. His brow furrowed as he noticed her. Instead of continuing in English he switched to Portuguese, his eyes cutting back to her as he spoke. Clearly he wasn’t happy to see her talking to Leandro. Ashlynn didn’t care, though. She was happy that someone had interrupted them.

“I’ll talk to you later, Leandro. Keep yourself out of trouble. Please,” she added, hoping that he might take pity on her and want to make her job easier.

Leandro nodded and answered Thiago in Portuguese, though she could feel his eyes on her ass as she walked away, and she savored the sensation because it was probably as close as they’d ever get to exploring the attraction between them. As she opened the door, she glanced over her shoulder to see she’d been right. Leandro’s gaze was positively smoldering as he watched her. She couldn’t help but smile as she hurried inside. Nothing could ever come of the chemistry that sizzled between them, but it didn’t hurt to look, right?
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ASHLYNN HUNG UP the phone and rubbed her tired eyes. She’d been at her cubicle at the WFC headquarters all day trying to mitigate some of the damage from the press conference. The hit to Leandro’s image hadn’t been as extreme as some of the other things he’d done in recent memory—fighters trading insults at a press conference wasn’t anything new. But after the sex tape, the illegal street racing, and the strip club incident, every little bit of damage tended to have double the impact.

It hadn’t helped that MMA Australia, one of the largest mixed martial arts news sites in the world, had slammed Leandro’s behavior and taken Murphy’s side in the dispute. She’d just spent the past half hour on the phone with the editorial director basically groveling for some good PR. They’d refused to retract the post but had promised to publish an interview with Leandro letting him tell his side of the story.

At least she’d lined up other promising interviews for him. She arched her back, stretching out her shoulders as she looked down at the list she’d made on a legal pad: six new interviews in addition to the upcoming press tour. Not bad work for an afternoon.

“ ‘10 Things You Never Knew About Leandro Oliveira.’ ” Leandro’s voice was unmistakable as he read the title of the article displayed on her laptop’s screen. She’d been writing it when the editor from Australia had returned her call.

Ashlynn gasped and spun around in her chair to see him leaning against the low wall separating her work space from the one next to her. He was smirking at her.

“Are you chasing me, Ashlynn?” He seemed pleased with himself.

Chasing? “Um . . . no?”

His smirk stayed firmly in place and he gestured at the screen. “You’re looking up my information online.”

The figurative light bulb clicked on. “Do you mean am I stalking you?” she asked.

He frowned, and she gave herself a point for wiping the smug smile off his face.

“I’m not stalking you either.” Though she could feel her face getting red. She’d spent more time than she wanted to admit Googling him. She’d kept getting distracted by all the modeling photos. She turned back toward her computer as she spoke. “I’m writing this in hopes that Cosmo or BuzzFeed will pick it up.” She had a friend who worked at Cosmo and planned for the article to be sitting in her inbox in the morning.

He leaned forward and she mumbled an “oh” as he placed one hand on the back of her chair and reached for her mouse with the other. “Let’s see what you have so far.”

She stared at the screen as he leaned over her. Her heart beat in her ears as his cologne set her every nerve ending on fire. How did he smell so damn good all the time? The scent of his soap was mixed with the cologne and she realized his hair was damp, as if he’d just taken a shower. “It’s nothing really. Just a few things I—”

“ ‘Number one: He once donated a library of books to a school for orphans in Brazil.’ ” He read the first line aloud and scrolled down. There was a picture of a school just outside São Paulo with a link to the article she’d found.

“That was very nice of you,” she said.

“Number two,” he continued, not acknowledging her compliment. “He’s a model in his spare time.” He smiled and scrolled down to the picture underneath. Oh God! Her eyes widened as she remembered the photo she’d pasted there: Leandro in a Speedo on a beach in Brazil. “This . . .” He broke off in a laugh when his naked torso appeared on the screen. She’d chosen an image of him pulling himself up out of the ocean. Water streamed down his chest and emphasized his six-pack and the impressive bulge in his Speedo. “This is the photo you chose?”

Embarrassed, she stood, knocking his hand off the mouse as she slammed her laptop closed. “It’s a placeholder. They’re free to choose another image. That’s why I included the link to the series.”

He was still laughing, but he stood and crossed his arms over his chest. “I model more than Speedos.”

Her face was flaming as she reached under the desk to grab her laptop bag. She glanced around the room and realized that her lamp was the only one on. Even the door to Craig’s office down the hall was closed, his windows dark. The clock on the wall read nine forty-five. How had it gotten so late? “The idea is to give everyone something more to talk about than your bad behavior. A swimsuit works better than a polo.”

That bulge would have everyone talking, which was partly why she’d used that particular photo. She was risking the chance that it might bring his sex tape back to life, but she hoped that including some of his philanthropy in the article would balance that out. She’d also included information about his guest role on a famous Brazilian soap opera, that his older brother had played soccer for Brazil in the Olympics, that he’d been named one of South America’s most eligible bachelors, and that some of his adrenaline junkie hobbies included cliff diving, surfing, and rock climbing. She’d ended the article with a mention of his visit to the children’s hospital.

“But I thought everyone was already talking about the size of my—”

“What are you doing here so late?” She wasn’t 100 percent sure where he was going, but there was no way she was having a conversation with him about the monster in his pants. Zipping up her bag and grabbing her cell phone, she turned to leave.

“Late workout. I noticed you were still here. I hope you’re not working late because of me.” He managed to look genuinely concerned with his furrowed brow and puppy dog eyes.

Damn, how did he do that? He’d gone from smug to sensitive in the blink of an eye. “You do make my job challenging.” She smiled. “But without you getting into trouble, Craig might not need the extra PR help, so I can’t complain.”

He smiled back at her, but it wasn’t smug. This time it was just a smile, a beautiful one that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made him look less like a god and more like a stunningly gorgeous mortal. “Was the press conference so bad?”

She shook her head. “No, but I lined up a few extra interviews.”

He rolled his eyes. “Not more interviews.”

“You do these interviews without complaining and we’re even. Because I am working late because of you. Deal?”

He mumbled something in Portuguese, but then he nodded. “Deal. I’ll walk you to your car.” He bent over to pick up his gym bag.

“Okay, thanks,” she said and took the lead down the hallway. Since the press conference two days ago, she’d been trying and failing to forget how they’d connected outside the conference room. She’d started to see his side of things, and she was finding it more difficult to keep her barriers up around him. Which would’ve been fine, except she needed her barriers to keep her away from him—at least while they were working together.

“So I talked to Craig about Murphy,” she said when he’d caught up to her at the stairs.

“And?”

Her takeaway from the conversation had been that public interest was on Declan Murphy right now. He had a big mouth and a huge fan base. Craig hadn’t come out and said it, but it sounded like he thought a fight between Murphy and Leandro had the potential to generate a lot of income for the WFC. Of course, it didn’t hurt that the fight kept Leandro on the hook—something Craig had neither confirmed nor denied. She wouldn’t mention that to Leandro, though. “You were right. There’s nothing I can do.”

He laughed as they walked down the stairs to the first floor. “Thank you for trying.”

“It’s the least I could do. I’d like us to be friends.” When he didn’t say anything to that, she glanced up at him as he pushed open the glass door at the front of the building. He seemed pensive, his eyes hooded as he gazed down at her. That look did not say he wanted to be friends. It sent awareness racing over her skin, leaving goose bumps behind.

She walked by as he held the door open for her, and his nostrils flared ever so slightly, making her wonder if her scent affected him like his did her. He followed her to the sidewalk and she came to a stop beside what she assumed was his Ferrari. It was the flashiest of the four cars in the parking lot. Of course he’d managed to snag the best spot nearest the door. He lived a charmed life.

“You and I . . .” He came to a stop next to her. “We’ll never be friends, minha linda.” She looked up at him, and he touched a length of her hair, rubbing it between his thumb and forefinger, before dropping his hand. “Not when we want more.”

She sucked in a deep breath, and every muscle in her body clenched. Her physical responses to him were getting ridiculous. “Being friends is better than being enemies.”

He pulled his keys out of the pocket of his expensive-looking jeans. “Are those the only two options?” He grinned and walked around her to toss his bag in the trunk.

She was out of her element with whatever game he was playing, so she decided to ignore him. “I’ll email you the details of the new interviews.”

“Where’s your car?” he asked, seemingly uninterested in talking about work.

She nodded to the white sedan she’d had since college parked across the lot. When she’d pulled in and found all the spaces near the door filled, she’d intentionally parked under the only light in the parking lot.

“I’ll walk you over,” he said.

She shook her head. “That’s okay. I’ll be fine. Good night, Leandro.”

He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t follow her and she could feel his eyes on her again as she walked away. She couldn’t help the secret smile that stretched across her face. She liked that he was attracted to her. It made her feel sexy and desirable. Confident and feminine. Pulling her keys out of her purse, she pressed the button to open her trunk and placed her laptop bag inside. When she closed it and moved around to open her door, a large figure moved from the shadows behind the streetlight.

“Holy shit!” She brought a hand to her chest and pressed herself back against her car. A man stepped out of the shadows and into the light. “Jason, you scared me.” He was as tall as Leandro, but his muscles were the kind that came strictly from lifting weights, so he was bulkier. She’d met him at the gym and, at one time, his physique had been attractive to her. It was only after going on a couple of dates with him that she’d realized how superficial he was. Everything was for show and nothing was real.

God. Exactly like Leandro. She really did have horrible taste in men.

“What are you doing here?”

“You blocked me, Ashlynn. Wouldn’t return my calls or texts. What did you expect me to do?” he asked, coming to a stop a couple of feet in front of her.

“I did return your texts and told you to leave me alone. Get a clue.”

“Don’t be like that, Ash.” He smiled and reached for her like they were dating and simply having an argument.

She put her hands out and he stepped back. “It’s over, Jason. We’re not dating. We’re not friends. I don’t want to talk to you or see you anymore.” After their second date, she’d invited him in and they’d started making out. He’d come on really strong and had been a little rough, pulling her onto his lap and holding her there when she’d tried to climb off. When she’d finally made him slow down, he’d been an asshole about it, telling her she was acting like a bitch and calling her a cock tease. She’d made him leave, and he’d been trying to get her to see him again ever since.

“So you’ve moved on. Just like that.” He cocked his head toward where Leandro had been parked. “Who’s that? You already fucking someone else?”

Ashlynn glanced over her shoulder, starting to wonder if she’d be able to handle Jason on her own. Relief flooded her when she saw Leandro’s Ferrari still there. “He’s none of your business. We’re done, Jason.”

“We’re not done.” His attention back on her, Jason stepped forward, nearly caging her in against her car. His voice lowered to almost a growl as he said, “You can’t just bounce on my lap, get my dick hard, and then say we’re done.”

She put her hands on his chest, but he didn’t budge when she pushed. Her heart pounded in her ears as she realized he wasn’t going to go away.

“Hey, jackass, get away from her.” Leandro came around the back of her car. His eyes were hard as he stared at Jason, and his hands were clenched into fists at his sides.

“Who the fuck are you?” Jason asked, but he stepped away. She took a deep breath.

“I’m the man who’s going to fuck up your face if you don’t leave her alone.” Leandro kept coming toward Jason steadily so that he had to back up. It allowed Leandro to move between her and Jason, making her feel safe for the first time since Jason had approached her.

“This is none of your business, man. This is between me and Ashlynn.” Jason held up his hands, but Ashlynn saw a glimmer of doubt in his eyes. He wouldn’t fight Leandro.

“I don’t want to talk to you, Jason. Go away,” she said from behind Leandro’s shoulder.

“This isn’t over between us.” Jason pointed at her, but he backed out of the lot and jogged down the sidewalk to his car.

Ashlynn sagged with relief as Leandro followed him to the edge of the parking lot. When it appeared Jason wasn’t coming back, Leandro walked back over to her. His hand was warm on her back as he asked, “Are you okay?”

She nodded, trying to catch her breath as adrenaline pounded through her. “Yeah, thanks. I’m not sure he would’ve gone away if you hadn’t chased him off.”

“Filho da puta,” he muttered, glancing back to where Jason had disappeared down the dark street. “Ex-boyfriend?” he asked.

“No, we went out a couple of times, but . . .” She shook her head. She couldn’t remember now why she’d gone out with him even once. Asshole.

Leandro’s hand moved up and down her back in a comforting caress that drew her attention to him. He looked down at her with concern on his face. “Do you want me to drive you home?”

And suddenly she felt bad for ever having compared him to Jason. Yes, Leandro seemed to live a life that catered to his every whim, but sometimes—like now—when he looked at her like that, she got the impression there was so much more to him below the surface. He could be kind and thoughtful. “I can drive myself. Thanks.”

He nodded. “Do you think he’ll go to your home?”

She didn’t think so, but then she’d never expected him to show up here. “I’m not sure.”

“I’ll follow you then, just in case.”

A few minutes later, Ashlynn pulled into the small driveway in front of her town house. Leandro had followed her the entire way, his headlights reassuring in her rearview mirror. When they’d turned into her neighborhood, she’d looked for any sign of Jason’s black Jeep, but she hadn’t seen it. Thank God.

She’d expected Leandro to keep going, but he surprised her by pulling to a stop at the curb in front of her house. By the time she got her laptop from her trunk, he was waiting for her at the bottom of the steps leading to her front door. She was hit by a wave of attraction as he watched her approach. The sleeves of his T-shirt were tight around the muscles in his arms. His hair was mostly dry now, and some of it had fallen forward across his forehead. She liked him like this, a little less put together. A little more approachable. A little more real.

“Thanks again for your help.”

He shook off her gratitude. “It was nothing.”

She came to a stop in front of him, but he didn’t move or speak. He just kept watching her with those intense eyes. She kept thinking of what might have happened had he not been there, or if he’d left instead of waiting for her to reach her car. Hell, he could’ve left even after he saw Jason. But he hadn’t. He’d stayed. And at the children’s hospital, he’d more than fulfilled his duty. He’d stayed and made a connection with the kids. He even apparently bought books for orphans.

He couldn’t be all bad.

“D-do you want to come in for a drink?” She heard the words but couldn’t believe they were coming out of her mouth. And yet she found she wanted him to say yes. She wanted to talk to him, to spend more time with his eyes on her. What would happen if he came in?

As if she didn’t know.

He smiled, his mouth tipping upward at the corners. He made a sound in the back of his throat, something that was half groan, half laugh, but all male. He leaned forward, and she had the strangest feeling that he was going to kiss her. Her mouth tingled as his tongue darted out to moisten his lips, but he stopped just inches away, his gaze on her lips. His breath was hot on her skin as he said, “Can’t, minha linda. I have an appointment.” Regret flickered in his eyes as he drew back.

Disappointment came crashing into her, followed by shame and embarrassment. Why was she inviting him inside when that was the last thing that needed to happen between them? “Right. Of course.” He had an appointment at ten o’clock at night. That was code for meeting a woman. What other kind of appointment would he have so late?

She opened her purse for her keys but realized she was already holding them in her hand. “Um . . .” She fumbled her way up the steps. “Thanks for tonight. I’ll see you later.”

“Lock your door behind you, Ashlynn. And if he shows up, call me. Yes?”

She nodded and then unlocked her door, not looking back at him as she hurried inside. She locked the door behind her and closed her eyes, hoping that when she woke up in the morning she’d forget all about asking him in.

But even if she forgot about it, she had a feeling Leandro wouldn’t.
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LEANDRO SAT IN his Ferrari, still parked at Ashlynn’s curb, his hands wrapped around the steering wheel. Even though he had somewhere else to be, he couldn’t quite bring himself to start the car and drive away. Instead he sat in silence, watching lights come on as she moved through her house.

He’d been so angry at the way that bastard had moved into Ashlynn’s space, clearly making her uncomfortable. He’d been a bit taken aback at the surge of protectiveness he’d felt at the sight of her ex caging her in against her car. And even more surprising was the wave of possessiveness he’d felt. He’d hated the sight of another man so close to Ashlynn, even though they were practically nothing to each other.

And yet, when she’d invited him in, he’d chosen to sit in his car instead. Idiota. Maybe she’d only asked him in because she was scared the douche would show up, which Leandro doubted; men who bullied women were cowards. He pulled his hands off the steering wheel, wondering if he should hang out for a little while, just to make sure that asshole didn’t show up. But he knew his reasons for wanting to get out of the car, knock on her door, and pull her into his arms were anything but selfless.

When he’d started working with her, he’d wanted to get Ashlynn in bed so that he could have the upper hand in the situation. From the moment she’d walked into his house, he’d assumed that if he got her under him, he’d be able to do whatever he wanted, no questions asked. But somehow, without him fully realizing it until tonight, his motivations had shifted. He still wanted her, but the reasons why had morphed into something he didn’t recognize. Something he didn’t know what to do with.

There was something about her that he craved in a way that was both exciting and unnerving. Initially, he’d seen her as the enemy, and the attraction had been purely physical. But as he got to know her, the list of things that drew him to her grew. He liked the way she pushed back—she was strong and determined. The way she took her job seriously—she worked hard. Then there was the way she’d seen his side of things and hadn’t automatically backed Darcy—she was kind. She’d even gone to bat for him with Darcy. She cared, and had shown that she was in his corner. She was smart and driven, and all of it turned him on more than he’d have thought possible.

He saw her silhouette against curtains upstairs in what he assumed was her bedroom, her curves softly outlined in the play of light and shadow. God, those curves. He no longer wanted to conquer them. No, he wanted to play, to explore, to learn.

Still staring up at her window, he allowed himself to imagine if he’d said yes to the drink. She’d been so adorably flustered that he wouldn’t have rushed things, letting her drink her glass of wine before finally allowing himself to taste her. Her lips soft and pliant beneath his, a hint of wine still lingering on her tongue. His hands tracing those curves as he slowly peeled her clothes off. The weight of her breasts in his hands, her nipples beading beneath his fingers, his name falling from her lips, breathless and desperate. Ashlynn writhing in his lap, her breasts in his face, her ass wiggling against him as he discovered how wet and hot she was with his fingers. God, that ass. That fucking ass—he wanted to slap it, bite it, squeeze it, mark it as his. See it bounce against his hips as he fucked her from behind, making her scream for him, making her beg for more as he lost himself inside her.

His cock stiffened and he rubbed the heel of his palm over the bulge in his jeans, trying to tame the insistent throbbing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted a woman like this, not for his own sake, but for hers. To give them both what they wanted. What they needed. To watch her fall apart in his arms. To take care of her and give her that release.

He moved his hand to the door handle, but then his phone chirped from the small console.

Onde diabos você está????

It was from Thiago: Where the hell are you????

Shit. Shaking his head in frustration, he started the car and peeled away from the curb. As much as he wanted her—wanted them, together—it would have to wait for another night. He had other things to attend to that wouldn’t wait.

By the time he arrived at the deserted dark road about thirty minutes later, he’d managed to get control of himself, instead focusing on his mounting adrenaline the closer he got to the track. Well, if you could call it a track. A stretch of road in the desert wasn’t exactly official.

A few dozen people milled around, hanging out in groups around various high-end sports cars. The scent of hot pavement and burned rubber permeated the air, and Leandro parked the Ferrari, his eyes surveying the competition as he looked for Thiago. A new race was just starting, a steel-gray Lamborghini revving its engine beside a white Porsche. The man in the middle dropped his arms, and the two cars took off, engines roaring, tires squealing. Leandro’s heart kicked in his chest, and more adrenaline flooded his system. Sure, street racing was illegal, but there was nothing like the rush that came with it. Pitting himself—and his car—against the other drivers, the high that came with a win, the glory of being alive after taking a risk. It was a thrill he craved.

He sucked in a breath of dry desert air and made his way to where Thiago stood with one of the organizers, shooting the shit. After the week he’d had, he needed this.
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THE NEXT MORNING, Leandro rolled over in bed, his phone buzzing insistently from his bedside table. Whoever it was could leave a message—it was too early to deal with anything except trying to get back to the sex dream he’d been having about Ashlynn. The phone stopped buzzing, and he sank back into his pillow, trying to conjure the images from the dream back up. Ashlynn sprawled on her desk in the deserted WFC offices, her dress shoved up around her waist, Leandro’s pants around his ankles as he buried himself deep inside her, over and over again. So hungry for each other they hadn’t even bothered to get naked.

Yes. He wanted that, and so much more.

His phone started to buzz again and this time he sat up, giving up on getting back to dreamland Ashlynn. He glanced at the screen and groaned, pushing a hand through his disheveled hair as he read Craig Darcy’s name.

He cleared his throat and swiped to answer. “Yeah?”

“I need to see you. My office. Thirty minutes.” He hung up without giving Leandro a chance to reply.

Leandro tossed his phone down onto the bed and threw the sheets back with a grumble. Normally, he started his mornings slowly, gently, with coffee and breakfast, and then some laps in the pool before moving on to training. Just because Darcy had called didn’t mean he was going to drop everything and rush over to the WFC headquarters to kiss Darcy’s feet. It didn’t matter that those were the first words Darcy had spoken to him since the press conference. Just because he gave orders Leandro didn’t have to jump to obey them.

After showering and shaving, eating a quick breakfast, and packing a gym bag—he’d do his morning workout at the WFC gym since he’d already be down there—he sauntered out to the driveway, his new prize gleaming in the sun. He’d won the sleek black Bugatti Chiron from a punk kid with more money than brains—or driving skills. As soon as he’d laid eyes on the car, he’d wanted it, and he’d worked his way up through the heats to get it, risking his Ferrari, if not his safety, multiple times.

He opened the Bugatti’s door and tossed his bag onto the passenger seat. The interior was luxe, with cream leather and chrome finishes, the elegant Bugatti logo emblazoned on the center of the steering wheel. He started it, the engine’s rumble spreading a satisfied smile across his face. He backed the car out of the driveway, taking the long way to the WFC offices, savoring the drive as he enjoyed his new toy.

By the time he pulled up in front of the WFC headquarters, he was almost thirty minutes late, but he was officially out of fucks to give where Craig Darcy was concerned. But then he saw Ashlynn standing in front of the building, her arms crossed, her face tense, and he immediately felt guilty. He pushed the guilt away with a smile, imagining all the ways he could make it up to her.

He slid the Bugatti into a space near the front doors, and as soon as the engine was off, he could hear the click of her heels on the walkway. She slowed as she approached, and he stepped out of the car. She wore a mint-green dress with a white blazer over it, her hair falling in loose waves down her back. He felt something in his chest soften as he stared at her, and his mouth quirked up in a smile. But she didn’t return it. Instead, she narrowed her eyes at him.

“No Ferrari this morning?” she asked, one slender eyebrow arched.

He leaned against the Bugatti’s door, arms and ankles crossed. “You like?”

She didn’t answer his question. “Where did this come from?”

His smile faltered, and he turned, busying himself with getting his bag from the passenger seat.

“Jesus Christ, did you steal it?” The frustration dripped from her voice, so different from the way she’d been with him last night. As though she’d put all those shields back up, full force.

He swung his bag over his shoulder and took a few steps toward her. “Amada, I have an $800 million trust fund. I don’t need to steal anything.” He gestured at the car. “I won it.”

Her jaw clenched. “What do you mean, you won it?”

“In a race. Last night.”

Something in her expression softened just a bit, but he wasn’t sure why. But then she seemed to steel herself against whatever it was she was feeling and pointed angrily at the car.

“I can’t believe you! Do you have any idea how dangerous street racing is? Not to mention illegal? Oh my God, if the press found out about this . . .” She pressed a hand to her forehead. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to help you when you keep pulling shit like this. And we’re not just talking punching some douche in a strip club. No, no, we’re talking doing something illegal and so fucking dangerous I can’t even wrap my mind around it! What if you’d hurt someone? Someone innocent? What if you’d gotten arrested? God!” She let out an anguished grunt and jammed her hands on her hips, trying to catch her breath. “You never think about others. Only yourself, and I’m sick of it. I barely know you, and I’m sick of it.”

He took a step toward her, trying to ignore the way her words hit him like sharp kicks. Every fighter knew that you never let on when your opponent landed a wounding blow. But his skin felt too tight, too hot, and he pushed a hand through his hair, his stomach churning uncomfortably.

“You want to drive it?” he asked, extending the keys toward her, unsure how to get things back to the way they’d been the day before, when she’d invited him in.

Her face went red, her eyes wide. “No, I don’t want to drive it!” She let out a frustrated grunt. “You’re unbelievable. Just get inside.”

With what he hoped was a nonchalant shrug, he pocketed the keys and followed her inside, holding the door for her. He dipped his head as she passed, inhaling the scent of orange blossoms floating from her skin. “I like it when you get bossy,” he said, dropping his voice low.

She stopped and turned to face him, only inches away. “Your stupid car looks like the Batmobile.”

He scoffed. “I know you’re only saying that because you’re angry.”

She didn’t respond, walking ahead of him into the lobby. His cock thickened at the sight of her ass in that dress, swaying back and forth as she mounted the stairs.

“Do you know what this meeting’s about?” he asked, grasping for something else to focus on besides his gnawing guilt and how badly he wanted to apologize to her by tasting every inch of her skin.

She reached the landing and turned, shaking her head. “No. So just . . . let me do the talking, okay?”

He tipped his head in acknowledgment and followed her down the hall to the open door of Craig Darcy’s office.

“Finally,” he muttered as they sat down in the pair of chairs facing him. Darcy didn’t look up in greeting, instead jabbing impatiently at the screen of his tablet. Without a word, he turned it to face them. A short Instagram video started playing on the screen. It showed Leandro celebrating at the end of last night’s race.

Ashlynn sighed and leaned back in her chair, and Leandro’s guilt grew claws and dug in further. Not only had he done something dangerous, illegal, and irresponsible, but now it was Ashlynn’s problem. Shit, what if he’d jeopardized her job with this? He hadn’t even thought of that last night.

“Where did that come from?” she asked, taking the tablet from Darcy and watching it again.

“Some kid uploaded it to Instagram. MMA Addict found it and called looking for a comment. They claim they have an extended version, and we need to convince them not to run it.” Darcy pushed a hand through his hair and leveled his gaze at Ashlynn. “I’m disappointed. This happened on your watch, Ashlynn.”

She squared her shoulders and handed the tablet back. “I know, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“It damn well better not.”

As much as it chafed him that they were talking about him as though he wasn’t even there, the way Ashlynn was getting shit for something he’d done bothered him even more. He cleared his throat. “Don’t blame her for this. She had no idea. This is one hundred percent on me. Ashlynn’s doing a good job.” He shot her a sheepish glance. “Even if I’m making it difficult for her.”

A silence fell over the room, as though neither Ashlynn nor Darcy fully believed what he was saying. But something in her eyes softened, just a little, and her shoulders relaxed. She leaned back in her chair as she spoke. “I’ll reach out to MMA Addict and see if they’d be willing to trade us—they don’t cover the street racing in exchange for an exclusive interview with Leandro. And I’ll see what I can do about getting that video taken down.”

Darcy nodded, taking the tablet back. “That sounds like a plan. And you,” he said, turning his attention to Leandro. “Get your shit together, or you’re gone. Final warning.”

Leandro nodded for Ashlynn’s sake, and hers alone. What did he have to lose where the WFC was concerned? A fight he was too good for? A league that didn’t really even want him?

Craig returned his attention to Ashlynn. “Make sure these out-of-town events go smoothly. I don’t want to be fielding phone calls about strip clubs in New York, or racing in Miami. I don’t have the time or the patience for any of that bullshit. You want a full-time gig here, you need to show me you can handle it. You got it?”

Ashlynn nodded, her face slightly pale. “Not a problem. I’m already booked on an early flight to New York Monday morning.”

Leandro frowned. “Minha linda, when you’re with me, you don’t fly commercial. I’ll send a car to pick you up. Lots of room on my private jet.”

Uncertainty flickered across her face. “Fine.”

Darcy’s phone rang and he answered it, shooing them out of his office with a flick of his hand. Ashlynn rose and quickly made for the door, as though she couldn’t get away from him fast enough.

Well. Wasn’t this going to be a fun little trip?
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“MOM!” ASHLYNN’S VOICE rang through the small house as she closed the door behind her. A pot of her mother’s famous beef stew bubbled on the stove. It smelled wonderful, comforting and familiar. Just what she needed after getting her ass chewed out that morning by Craig Darcy and spending the afternoon chasing down that video of Leandro racing. To top it off, she’d had the pleasure of begging MMA Addict not to run it. In the end they’d agreed in exchange for a couple of fighter exclusives, but that hadn’t helped her stress headache go away. To be fair, she’d woken up with it after dealing with Jason last night, followed by her idiotic decision to invite Leandro in for a drink.

Ugh, what had she been thinking?

Shaking her head, she peeked down the short hallway of the single-story ranch-style home. Both bedroom doors were closed. “Mom? Where are you?”

“I’m in the bathroom. The faucet started leaking.” Her mom’s voice came through the open door of the tiny bathroom off the hall.

Ashlynn looked inside the room and saw her mom lying on the floor, the top half of her slender body hidden inside the cabinet, her legs blocking the entryway. Ashlynn’s gaze touched on the tub with the pristine white tile surround, the toilet, and small vanity, wondering how the three of them had ever shared such a small space. “Do you want me to call a plumber?”

“Why?” There was a grunt as her mom struggled to tighten something. “I just had to change a washer.” Apparently successful, she pushed out from under the cabinet and sat up, giving Ashlynn a smile. “What have I told you?”

Ashlynn smiled back but rolled her eyes as she walked toward the kitchen with her mom on her heels. Another day, another lecture. “I know, I know. If you can do it yourself, you don’t have to depend on anyone else.”

“That’s right.” Her mom gave a little victory pump of her fist before setting the wrench down on the kitchen counter and washing her hands. Streaks of gold from the sunset came in through the window, highlighting the wrinkles that were starting to show around her eyes and mouth. Her mom had been a knockout when she’d been younger and was still quite pretty at fifty-two. Ashlynn and Kayla had inherited her blond hair, though her mom bleached hers now to hide the gray.

“Do you want bread?” Ashlynn asked. She preheated the oven and took out a package of prebaked dinner rolls from the pantry. Having grown up in this house, she knew her way around this kitchen better than her own.

“Yes, thank you.”

“The stew smells great,” she said, pulling out a few rolls and placing them in a pan. “I need comfort food after the shitty day I had.”

“Oh.” Her mom looked over her shoulder, drying her hands on a towel. “What happened?”

Buttering the rolls, Ashlynn gave her mom a brief rundown of her horrible morning and busy afternoon. She was careful not to mention Leandro’s name. Maybe because saying it would bring him into her personal life somehow, and she still wasn’t sure how she felt about him or the fact that she’d invited him in last night.

“That seems stressful, but it sounds like you handled it.” Her mom patted her on the shoulder and gave her a warm smile.

“Yeah, I did. I think I’m just worried about something that happened last night, and then today on top of it is just too much. Do you remember that guy I told you about from the gym? The one I had to make leave my house?”

“Ugh. Ashlynn, you can’t date guys like that. It’s always bad news.”

“I know, Mom.” It was a mistake she was trying her best not to repeat, and she didn’t want another lecture about it. Jason had been a pretty big break from the guys she normally dated. That was exactly why he’d seemed so appealing at the time. He’d come on pretty strong, but she’d liked that about him. That he’d been willing to come over and ask her out on the spot. Turned out his self-confidence had only been a cover for the asshole he was underneath. “Anyway, he showed up at work as I was leaving. Came up to me in the parking lot and there was this big scene.”

“What? Did you call the cops?” Her mom’s brow furrowed and she crossed her arms over her chest.

Ashlynn shook her head and put the rolls in the oven to brown. “No, one of the guys came over and ran him off. I’m not sure he would’ve left if I’d been alone.”

“That’s it. I’m getting you some pepper spray and don’t even try to talk me out of it again.” She wagged her finger at Ashlynn. “You just keep it on your key chain and it’s there if you need it.”

“I’m not carrying that stuff.” Ashlynn shook her head. Her mom had been trying to force it on her since college.

“Ashlynn, what have I told you about men? You can’t trust them.” Her mom leaned back against the counter, lightly gripping the edge. “When we were first married, Bruce had a friend, a guy he worked with at the shop. His name was Eric, and he and your dad would ride their motorcycles together on the weekends. He was the nicest guy. Too nice to be hanging around Bruce. He’d come over for dinner sometimes, and I felt bad for him because he was new in town and didn’t know anyone. Plus he was very cute.”

“Oh God, are you going to tell me you cheated on Dad? Because I don’t want to hear that.”

“No, just listen.” Her mom made a face and shook her head. “Anyway, Bruce usually passed out every night and Eric and I would stay up talking. You wouldn’t believe how understanding he was. I’d honestly started to think that maybe he was the one for me, not your father. But one night Bruce passed out in the bedroom and Eric and I were talking on the couch and the next thing I knew he was all over me. He wouldn’t stop. I called for Bruce, but of course he was no help. Thank God I managed to grab my purse off the table and get to my pepper spray.”

“That’s horrible.” Ashlynn stepped over to her mom and touched her arm.

“It was, but it was my fault. I should’ve known better. He was a bad boy—granted, he was wrapped in a nicer package than your dad, but I shouldn’t have trusted him.” She waved her hand at Ashlynn’s obvious concern and grabbed a couple of bowls from the cabinet.

“Mom, that wasn’t your fault. You know that right? He was your friend. You had every reason to think you’d be okay with him.”

“Oh, I know that. I just mean that I shouldn’t have let my guard down.” She set the bowls on the counter and gently grabbed Ashlynn by the shoulders. “And you shouldn’t either. If there’s one thing I want you and Kayla to learn from my mistakes, it’s that you can’t count on anyone but yourselves. I know it sounds harsh, but it’s true. A man will let you down every time, especially those who’ve shown themselves to be selfish and full of themselves. Make sure you don’t put yourself in the position to be hurt by one.”

Ashlynn frowned as she thought about Leandro. No matter how warm and sensitive he could be at times, it’d be a mistake to trust him. Her mom was right about that. He didn’t care about anyone but himself. He only wanted to have fun, and she’d end up hurt. He wasn’t worth the risk.

Unfortunately, she didn’t think pepper spray would be a convenient solution to that problem. She needed to figure out how to stay away from him while simultaneously working with him. And that was a problem she had no idea how to solve.
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“UM . . . A BLACK car just pulled up in front.” Kayla, Ashlynn’s younger sister, peeked out through the curtains in Ashlynn’s bedroom.

“Crap! Is it eight o’clock already?” Ashlynn hurried over and grabbed her phone from the nightstand. Yep. Eight a.m. exactly. Perfect. Dropping her phone, she went to the full-length mirror hanging on the back of her closet door. She’d packed her bags the night before and spent the past hour on her hair and makeup, twice as long as it usually took her. She’d only meant to do light makeup and a ponytail, but somehow that had morphed into a complete blowout with wavy ends, and five lipstick changes before she’d found the right shade of red.

And now she couldn’t seem to figure out what to wear. She’d put on a pair of tight blue pants and matched them with a pair of cute strappy sandals—she’d change into business attire once they reached the hotel. Leandro’s first interview wasn’t until later that day. But she couldn’t decide on the shirt. “Okay, I’ve narrowed it down to these two.” She held up her favorite white button-down blouse, which she wore tucked in. She liked it because it made her waist look small, and the buttons didn’t strain around her breasts. “Or this one.” She replaced the blouse with a tunic in a silver-and-white chevron pattern. She liked it because it covered her ass.

Kayla looked over. She was sleepy, still in her pajamas as she nursed a cup of coffee. At twenty-four, she was still in school part-time. She hoped to become a teacher, but kept dropping out when her latest man drama made her miss too many classes. Like their matching blond hair and green eyes, horrible taste in men ran in the family—another reminder that this obsession with Leandro had to stop.

Kayla lived at home with their mom, so any time Ashlynn went out of town she took the opportunity to house-sit and enjoy having her own space for a while. Ashlynn liked the idea that her house wouldn’t sit empty while she was gone, and Kayla always took good care of the place.

“Definitely the white one,” she said.

“Are you sure?” Ashlynn scrunched up her nose and turned to get a good look at her backside in the mirror. She’d always had a love-hate relationship with her butt. “It doesn’t make my butt look too big?”

Kayla rolled her eyes. “You have a great ass. Why are you being so weird?” Then she tilted her head and arched an eyebrow. “Wait a minute. Do you like him?”

Ashlynn frowned. “Who?”

“Leandro Oliveira.”

Ashlynn shook her head. She was being neurotic because of Leandro. He’d gotten under her skin. While it was a bit of a stretch to say she liked him, she couldn’t deny that she wanted to make him notice her, to drive him as crazy as he drove her, even though absolutely nothing could happen between them. Not only was he her client, but he was completely wrong for her. A disaster waiting to happen. He was too . . . everything. Too rich, too entitled, too cocky, too mind-meltingly attractive. Too dangerous, on so many levels. Which was why she should choose the tunic. It kept everything covered.

“Of course not. It’s just a business trip. It doesn’t matter what I wear on the plane.” She tossed the blouse down and took the tunic off the hanger to put it on, but changed her mind at the last second and exchanged it for the blouse. She wasn’t wearing it for Leandro. She was wearing it because it made her feel confident and powerful.

Riiiiiiiiiight.

Kayla leaned forward and looked out the curtains again. “The driver’s getting out. Black car. Check. Black suit. Check. Black hat. Check. Private jet. Check. Are you sure this is a business trip and he’s not taking you away somewhere?”

Ashlynn buttoned up her shirt and tucked it in, then zipped up her suitcase. “It’s strictly business. It’ll be Leandro, me, and I’m sure several of the guys he trains with.” With the fight in less than two months, Leandro would need to train when they weren’t working. At the very least, Thiago—oh joy of joys—would be there.

“Brazilian guys?” Kayla asked. “Brazilian athlete guys?”

Ashlynn smiled and nodded. “I think so.”

Kayla leaned forward, hands around her coffee cup, eyes wide and pleading. “Take me with you.”

Ashlynn laughed, hefting her luggage off the bed just as the doorbell rang. “You have classes, and aren’t you working a shift at the bar every night?”

“Damn,” Kayla muttered as she followed Ashlynn downstairs. “Okay, but at the very least I need details when you get back.”

“There won’t be details. It’s a boring business trip.” Only she knew it would be far from boring. Nothing was boring with Leandro around. She pulled Kayla in for a one-armed hug and said, “I’ll be back Friday night. Stay out of trouble while I’m gone.”

“I always do, Mom.” Kayla grinned, batting her eyes.

Ashlynn laughed and rolled her eyes. Since their mom had worked a lot when they were growing up, Ashlynn had sometimes taken on that role with Kayla. It was a habit she was trying to break now that they were older, but it was hard. She opened the door, butterflies swirling in her belly as she hoped she’d be able to take her own advice.

“Have fun,” Kayla called behind her.

[image: images]

WHEN ASHLYNN ARRIVED at the airport, the driver opened her door for her, gesturing toward where a sleek jet, larger than she’d been expecting, sat waiting on the tarmac. She smiled her thanks, climbing the stairs as the driver dealt with her bag. An impeccably dressed flight attendant in a gray-and-white uniform met her as she boarded. She was blond with a perfect smile and probably around Ashlynn’s age. “Good morning, Ms. Fields. Please have a seat anywhere you like. Could I bring you a drink? Champagne? Mimosa?”

“Just the orange juice, please.” She was a lightweight when it came to alcohol. She hadn’t eaten anything for breakfast because she’d been too anxious. The last thing she needed was champagne on an empty stomach to give her a buzz and make her blurt out something totally inappropriate. Oh, hiii, Leandro. Can you believe I dreamed we joined the mile-high club last night? No thank you. “Is anyone here yet?”

The woman smiled and shook her head. “You’re the first to arrive.”

Disappointment welled within her that Leandro wasn’t there yet. She realized then how impatient she’d been to see him again. It was official. She had a crush on him. A stupid high school crush that would be her downfall if she didn’t figure out how to deal with it. It was wrong, she reminded herself. Dangerous. A horrible idea. And yet instead of convincing her, the words she repeated to herself only seemed to add to his appeal.

Damn. She’d known that her body was conspiring against her. Apparently her brain had joined Team Sleep with Leandro too.

The interior of the plane was done in various shades of cream and gray with wood-grain finishes. She walked the spacious aisle down the center of the plane, past a seating area with a television and four comfortable-looking leather chairs facing one another. The next area was a table with two plush chairs on either side. After that was a doorway that led to two leather couches set into the side of the plane, facing each other. She opted for a chair at the table and took the window seat.

The flight attendant placed a glass of orange juice in front of her as soon as she sat down. “Mr. Oliveira will be here very soon. Our tentative departure is in twenty minutes.”

Ashlynn smiled her thanks. With Leandro’s history of being late, she held out no hope that they’d be leaving on time. As long as he wasn’t more than an hour late, they should have plenty of time to make it to the hotel before his interview at seven. She pulled her laptop out of the Kate Spade bag she liked to use on plane trips. It was big enough to hold her laptop, tablet, and anything else she might need on a plane and had been a steal because she’d found it at an outlet store. Stowing her bag under her seat, she turned on her laptop and started going over the questions the morning show and magazine had sent over.

She couldn’t concentrate, though. She kept looking out the window every few minutes for some sign of him. Finally, a large black SUV pulled up. Her heart skipped a beat when Leandro emerged followed by three other guys. He was dressed casually in jeans, a white T-shirt, and sunglasses, but he still managed to look sexy.

Thiago was the first to board. He stumbled down the aisle, his eyes red as if he’d woken up with a hangover. He didn’t seem to notice her as he sprawled out on one of the couches in the back. Two other guys came in behind him, but she didn’t know them. Leandro was the last to board. He didn’t look her way as he stood talking to the flight attendant while his friends got settled in the seats up front.

He said something and the flight attendant laughed. Ashlynn couldn’t help but wonder if he’d slept with her. It wasn’t any of her business, but she couldn’t stop her gaze from wandering down to where he casually touched the woman’s arm. The woman nodded and pressed her hand to his shoulder before she turned away from him, busy with takeoff preparations.

Ashlynn tried to jerk her gaze away, but she wasn’t fast enough and he caught her looking. The corner of his mouth came up and he lifted his hand in a salute as he mouthed, Good morning, and took a seat next to his friends at the front. He didn’t seem hung over like Thiago. She turned her attention back to her laptop. She wasn’t sure why her heart was pounding so hard. Maybe it was because he’d caught her staring at him. Maybe it was because she was frustrated he hadn’t come and sat next to her. Whichever it was, she needed to put a pin in her confusing feelings for him.

“This is only a business trip,” she whispered to her screen. Maybe if she said it to herself enough she’d start to believe it.

She managed not to look at him again as they prepared for takeoff. It wasn’t until they’d been in the air for a while that she dared look up from her laptop. He’d taken off his sunglasses and was looking at her, a strangely intent expression on his face as if he was puzzled about something. When she looked away, he stood and made his way back to her. He peeked into the room where Thiago was snoring lightly and pulled the pocket doors closed. Then he flopped down in the chair next to her. His shoulder brushed hers as he leaned back, his long legs stretched out toward the aisle.

“Do you work all the time?” he asked, looking at her screen to see what she was working on.

She shrugged. “Some of us have to work for a living.”

He made a face and looked toward the large television in front. One of the more recent James Bond movies was playing. “You think I’m spoiled.”

She bit her lip, realizing she’d hit low with that comment when that hadn’t been her intention. “No, not spoiled. You work too. You just have the luxury of setting your own schedule when most of us don’t. That’s all I meant.”

He nodded. “I was at the WFC offices on Friday afternoon and you weren’t there.”

She tried to bite back a smile, absurdly pleased that he must have looked for her. “While you are a full-time job, I do have clients other than the WFC.”

He grinned at that. “I could be your full-time job, minha linda, if you’d only let me.”

A thrill ran through her as she imagined all the ways he’d keep her busy. His cock was so large that it would take her days of toe-curling practice to learn how to take him. She licked her lips as she imagined them stretching around him, his hand on her hair as he guided her. She’d thought about that part of his sex tape more than she cared to admit, substituting herself for the woman. Her cheeks heated and she cleared her throat, looking back at her screen. She’d looked up minha linda. It meant “my pretty.” It was a stupid endearment, one he probably used on countless women to flatter them into bed—as if he needed the extra help—and yet it turned her to mush inside every time he said it.

“We should talk about your interviews.”

“But I’d rather talk about you.” He turned his head to look at her, his eyelids heavy. She realized that his friends were all asleep and the flight attendant had disappeared up front, leaving them virtually alone.

She shook her head. He was trying to control the conversation in this strange power struggle that always seemed to exist between them. “Your first interview is at seven tonight with MMA Nation Magazine. They want to put you on the cover of the issue that’ll be out the week of your fight. I have the list of questions they sent over, along with questions for the morning show you’re doing tomorrow. We need to talk them through.”

“I’ve done interviews before. I know what I’m doing.”

She’d feel better going through his answers anyway, particularly with him having to take questions about the recent scandals. “I know, but practice makes perfect.” She flashed him a smile, and his gaze dipped down to her mouth. Sucking in a breath, she turned her attention back to her screen.

“Your pupils are . . . swollen,” he said, his voice low.

She swallowed, stifling the urge to lick her lips. “You mean dilated.”

“Maybe pupils is the word I got wrong. Hmm?” His low hum reverberated through her, and she could feel her control slipping.

“Question one,” she said a bit too loudly. Lowering her voice, she continued, “How do you feel about fighting Murphy?”

He smirked. “He’s a joke, and Craig Darcy is a joke for arranging the fight.”

“Maybe leave out the part about Craig.” He only raised a brow in reply, so she moved on to the next question. “Question two: Murphy claims to be working with Brazilian jiujitsu master Luiz Santos. You once trained under Santos. How do you feel about him training Murphy?”

His mouth tightened, but it was the only indication that he didn’t like it. “Murphy needs all the help he can get, but it won’t be enough to help him win.”

“You didn’t know, did you?”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Luiz has the right to train anyone he wants.”

If he felt betrayed, he didn’t let on, so she decided to move on.

“Did you stay up late thinking about what would’ve happened had I come in for that drink?” he whispered.

She whipped her head around to see that his face was only inches from hers. She should’ve known he’d play dirty. God, why had she invited him in? Stupid, stupid, stupid. “No,” she said because she couldn’t think of anything to say except the complete opposite of the truth. She had stayed up late thinking about him, and she might’ve done more than think, but she wasn’t about to admit that.

“That’s too bad. I did.” His gaze moved from her eyes to her mouth and back again. He wasn’t mocking her. He looked earnest and, if she didn’t know better, she’d think he was actually being honest instead of playing her.

She managed to scoff. “No you didn’t. You were street racing.” She’d been both relieved and angry when she’d found out about his street racing the next morning. At least his appointment hadn’t been a date like she’d thought.

“After,” he said, his voice dropping, becoming huskier. “I went to bed and imagined you were there with me. You were so wet, begging me to stop tasting you and f—”

“Question three.” She scrambled to find her place on the screen. No small feat considering she wanted to know how that scene had played out even though she knew she shouldn’t. Arousal buzzed through her veins, tightening her nipples and causing heat to coil deep in her belly. “How does fighting in the US compare to fighting in Brazil?”

He smiled ruefully and shook his head, but thankfully stopped flirting with her long enough to get through the rest of the questions. As she pulled up the document from the morning show, she was hyperaware of his presence beside her. When he breathed, she felt it. His scent enveloped them both, fine-tuning her nerves so that the barest brush of his arm against hers sent electricity tingling across her skin.

Unfortunately, where MMA Nation Magazine had stayed mostly on the topic of his upcoming fight, the morning show was more interested in his personal life. “Question one: How did you get started in mixed martial arts?”

“I was a . . .” He paused as if searching for the right word. “A wild boy. When my older brother and sister went off to school I had no one to play with, so I tried to wrestle my nanny. She told my father she would quit if he didn’t do something, so he got me a jiujitsu trainer.”

She smiled at the image of a preschool version of Leandro jumping his nanny and wrestling her. “Is that true?”

He grinned. “Yes.”

“I can believe it.” Apparently he’d always been uncontrollable. He laughed and she went on to the next question. “Question two—”

“It’s my turn to ask a question.” He leaned over again. “You invited me in, Ashlynn. I know you want me. Why do you fight it?”

The past few minutes had cooled her off a bit, but his question had her squirming in her seat, his lowered voice stoking the fire in her. She wanted to deny what he said but running from her feelings hadn’t served her well so far. “Because you only want me so you can get the upper hand.” She said it as much for her own benefit as his.

His eyes widened, surprised by her answer.

“Question two,” she repeated. “How do your parents feel about you fighting for a living?”

“They’d rather I join the family business, but they’re coming around.”

She’d never stopped to think about what his family thought of him pursuing this career. She wanted to ask him a follow-up question of her own but decided it was best to not get more involved. When she opened her mouth to move on to the next question, he said, “You’re wrong. I want you because you’re the sexiest fucking woman I’ve ever met. I think about you constantly, Ashlynn.”

She gasped and couldn’t stop herself from looking over at him. His eyes were fierce, and she had the feeling that if they were alone, he’d kiss her. God, he might kiss her now anyway. His gaze was hot on her skin. Her whole body flushed, and she forced herself to look at her screen again.

“Question three: Do you often have orgies with models in hotel rooms?”

He made a strangled noise in the back of his throat. “Is that the morning show asking, or you?”

It was her; she wanted to know the answer. There were so many reasons they couldn’t happen: He’d only use sex as a way to get leverage; she wanted to work full-time at the WFC, which wouldn’t happen if anyone found out she’d slept with him; he was a client and it would be unprofessional. But with an instant flash of clarity, she knew that deep down, the real reason she wouldn’t—couldn’t—let herself cross that line is that she wanted to be more than just another woman to him, and that terrified her.

She glanced at him and he seemed to understand that she needed to know the answer for herself. He leaned toward her again and said, “The media exaggerates. I was at the strip club because it was Thiago’s birthday, and the orgy . . .” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “You want to know the truth?”

She nodded, steeling herself against whatever was coming next.

“I was casually seeing one of the models. We went back to her hotel room, and the other three women were already there. She’d planned it, and . . .” He shrugged. “You bring me a man who wouldn’t have gone along with that, and I’ll give him a million dollars, followed by a brain scan.” He shook his head slowly. “It was a one-time thing, and one I won’t be repeating. I’m not the . . .” He paused, searching for the right word.

“Douchebag?” she supplied helpfully with a smile. She was a little relieved that sex with multiple women at the same time wasn’t usual for him, but it still bothered her for some reason.

He laughed and shook his head.

“No? Man whore?”

He made a face. “No. Player is the word I meant.” Then he glanced toward the front of the plane. “But I can see why you’d think that.”

“So you don’t sleep with strippers?” she asked.

He licked his lips and looked back at her. She could see the truth on his face. “I sleep with women, Ashlynn, but not as many as you think.”

She nodded. “I don’t mean to make you feel bad about it. We just want different things. That’s why we can’t happen.”

The pocket doors rattled as Thiago pushed them open. He yawned, his hair sleep-ruffled as he ran his fingers through it. He gave her a terse once-over and spoke to Leandro in Portuguese. Leandro pointed toward the front, and Thiago headed off in that direction. She thought he might follow his friend, but Leandro kept his place beside her.

“We could have fun, minha linda.”

“I don’t want that.”

He laughed and leaned in close so that his breath brushed her ear as he spoke. “You do want that. You want that so badly you can hardly think of anything else.” His lips brushed her ear, making her shiver and her toes curl in her shoes. “I’m here when you decide to stop denying yourself.” He pushed out of his seat and followed Thiago to the front of the plane.

She watched him go with a mixture of anger and desire, but underlying it all was need. It was white hot and building inside her the more she was near him. She was afraid that one day soon it would explode and she’d do something she’d regret.
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BASS THUMPED THROUGH the speakers of the upscale MMA gym in Midtown Manhattan as Leandro slammed his fists into the sparring pads Thiago held up. The gym had comped him and his crew a couple of days of access for the privilege of advertising that the champion had trained there. Even though Murphy was softer than a kitten, Leandro didn’t want to lose his training momentum as the fight got closer. Training was always something that centered him, helped him clear his head when he needed it, both an outlet and a way to recharge.

Especially given that his other preferred outlet—hot, sweaty sex with a gorgeous woman—didn’t seem to be on the table. Because the only gorgeous woman he wanted in his bed was Ashlynn. For some reason he couldn’t quite pinpoint, no one else would do.

Floor-to-ceiling windows took up two of the gym’s walls, providing a view of Madison Square Garden and the bustling streets below. Leandro had always liked New York. The endless stretches of concrete, buildings arching into the sky, and sidewalks crowded with people reminded him of São Paulo, making him feel both at home and slightly homesick.

Maybe homesickness was why he couldn’t seem to get Ashlynn out of his head. He was looking for some kind of comfort to soothe the ache of missing home. He traveled a lot, but he’d never been away from home for more than a month or two at a time—he hadn’t been back to Brazil in over six months now. So instead of the warmth of home, he’d take the warmth Ashlynn had to offer and call it even. He suddenly realized that was what she was: warmth and light and sweetness—even when she was giving him shit, which was oddly refreshing—and he craved her in a way that left him feeling unsettled and maybe just a little freaked out.

And that in and of itself freaked him out because he didn’t freak out over women. He never had; he’d never been in love, never really even had a serious relationship, and after witnessing the way married people picked each other apart, he was happy that way. Women lost their shit over him, not the other way around.

He slammed his fists into the pads, sending Thiago stumbling back a couple of steps. He shot Leandro a pointed glance and pushed a stray lock of hair out of his eyes with his forearm.

“Good, but try to wait a little bit longer before moving your shoulders,” said José Almeida, one of the trainers he’d brought with him from Brazil. “You telegraphed those shots, and even if Murphy’s dumber than shit, he’ll see those coming.”

Leandro nodded, wiping at his sweaty brow. He repeated the combination, focusing on his trainer’s feedback, trying to make the punches as seamless as possible.

He channeled all of the frustration he felt about his confusing attraction to Ashlynn into his punches and kicks, nailing the pads with hard, slapping contact. And with each vibrating contact against the pads, the questions churned through his mind. Why did she deny that she wanted him? He’d seen the way she looked at him, the way her body responded to him. Even if she had her doubts as to his motives, she was fighting it. And most pressing of all, why did he care so damn much?

Like the homesickness, it wasn’t something he was used to. For the first time in his life, he was out of his element.

He gave his head a shake that brought his focus back to his training session, hoping that if he poured out enough energy, he’d stop obsessing over that weird ache in his chest that had taken root the day he’d met Ashlynn.

Since fucking when did he ache over women? Especially women who shot him down when he brought his A-game.

Bem, merda.

He thought back to the flight earlier that day, replaying the moments he’d spent with her in his mind, timing the memories with his strikes against the pads. And it didn’t matter how loudly Thiago swore, Leandro couldn’t seem to hold himself back. Remembering the way she’d eaten him up with her eyes, how goddamn beautiful she’d looked, the way she was clearly holding back, it all whirled through him, exploding out of him in harder than necessary punches and kicks. His lungs screamed for air; his muscles shook with exertion. He pulled up the hem of his sweat-drenched T-shirt, wiping at his brow. The cotton stuck to his skin, so instead of tugging the shirt back into place, he yanked it off and tossed it to the side. The air hit his skin, cooling him off a little, and he dropped his hands to his hips. His trainer handed him a bottle of water. Wrenching the cap off, he drained half of it.

Thiago pointed at him. “What’s up with you? You’re not freaked out about Murphy, are you?”

Leandro shook his head, his heart starting to slow down. “No.”

When he didn’t elaborate, Thiago frowned. “Then what’s wrong? I can tell something’s eating at you, and not just because of the bruises I’ll have tomorrow.”

Leandro let out a little laugh. “Sorry, brother. I didn’t mean . . .” He shoved a hand through his sweaty hair and shrugged. “It’s Ashlynn.”

Thiago’s lip curled as though he’d just smelled something bad. “That publicist girl’s got you like this?”

Leandro tipped his head, not saying anything.

Thiago leveled his gaze at him. “I don’t know how she got under your skin, but I don’t trust her, Leo. I haven’t from the first time I met her.”

Leandro took another sip of his water, uncertainty tugging at him. “Why don’t you trust her?”

“Because I know women like her. She’s a climber, a user. She’s stringing you along, playing you. You think she wants this job to help you? Or for herself? You think she really doesn’t want you, or she’s playing games to get you in bed? She’s manipulating you.” He shrugged. “Normally, I’d tell you to fuck her out of your system and be done with it, but I think that’d be a mistake here. She’s one of those snake-in-the-grass women.” He moved closer and clapped Leandro on the shoulder. “And you don’t need that right now. You have enough shit going on with everything else.”

Leandro took another sip of water, frowning as his confusion deepened. Thiago was like a brother to him, one of his oldest friends, and definitely his most trusted. And yet, what he was saying didn’t ring true. “I think maybe you’ve got her wrong.”

“I don’t. And if you could stop staring at her ass long enough to actually see her, you’d see that I’m right.” Thiago’s tone had shifted, a hint of frustration making its way into his voice.

Leandro shook his head. “Fine, you don’t trust her, but I’ve seen the way you sneer at her. You don’t like her. Why?”

Thiago let out a snort. “I just told you why. She’s just like all the women you swore you’d never have anything to do with for fear of ending up in some cold, loveless marriage like your parents. And I don’t want that for you either, man.”

The mention of his parents was like a bucket of cold water—over both his racing thoughts about Ashlynn and his mounting anger with Thiago. He loved his mother, but he knew the only reason she’d married his father was for the Oliveira fortune. The only reason he’d married her was because she’d gotten pregnant with Leandro’s older brother—most likely on purpose. His father had done the honorable thing and shackled himself to a cold, manipulative woman who loved money more than anything else. And so his father had taken mistress after mistress in retaliation, driving his mother insane. Leandro got along fine with both of them, and thankfully they were usually too preoccupied with their own drama to pay any attention to his, but he refused to end up like them.

He drained the rest of his water and tossed the empty bottle down. He didn’t want to fight with Thiago, but he wasn’t sure if he was right about Ashlynn either. So much for gaining any clarity.

“Let’s do some grappling,” he said, stretching out his neck. Thiago glanced up and then nodded quickly, and they moved over to a free area on the mats.

It wasn’t until they were wrapping up the last of the drills that Leandro glanced at the clock mounted to the gym’s wall. It was 8:06 p.m. His eyes widened and he dropped his hands to his sides.

“Shit, the interview!” He hastily wiped himself off with his towel and tugged his T-shirt back on, quickly gathering up his stuff and shoving it in his bag as he called out harried apologies to Thiago and his trainer. Fuck, if he wanted Ashlynn in his bed—and despite what Thiago had said, he was pretty sure he did—bailing on the interview she’d set up wasn’t the way to get on her good side. He cursed quietly to himself as he pushed through the gym’s doors and onto the busy sidewalk. He scanned the street, looking for an available cab, but decided to just jog back to the hotel and hope Ashlynn wouldn’t kill him the second she laid eyes on him.

As he ran, doing his best to avoid jostling against the crowds of pedestrians, he couldn’t help but feel that this was at least partially her fault. After all, if he weren’t so twisted up over her, he wouldn’t have lost track of time at the gym, and . . . Yeah, even he wasn’t a big enough asshole to try to blame her for this. He’d let her down. Again. Damn, and shit, and fuck.

He neared the hotel and slowed his pace, pushing a hand through his hair as he walked into the lobby. He moved slowly through the lobby, his head up, scanning the elegant space for Ashlynn. Maybe she’d convinced the interviewer to wait. He headed toward the lobby bar, where he’d been supposed to meet the interviewer from the magazine.

He saw her before she saw him, and everything he’d done to slow his heart down went out the window. She wore a sleeveless black dress with silver detailing along the neckline that hugged all of her curves, emphasizing her tiny waist and full hips. Her hair hung down her back in golden waves, and although she sat alone at the bar, he noticed several men staring at her. And he couldn’t blame them, because, fuck, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her.

She toyed with the stem of her wineglass, her eyes on her phone beside it on the bar. Staring at it. She didn’t look angry. She looked . . . tired.

He took a step into the bar and her head swung up, her eyes narrowing as soon as they landed on him. Before he could move, she’d slipped down from her barstool, leaving her wine behind, her phone clutched in her hand. “Where the hell have you been?” she hissed, her green eyes blazing. Okay, not so tired anymore.

He shrugged. “I’m sorry I’m late. I guess the interviewer left?”

“Only about forty-five minutes ago.” She crossed her arms. “I can’t believe you blew off the interview for a . . .” She looked him up and down, taking in his sweaty hair and gym bag, “For a workout? I thought that after . . .” She stopped, biting her lip and shaking her head. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. I’ll deal with you tomorrow.” She moved past him, out of the bar and into the lobby.

Shoving his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t reach for her, he followed. “We can reschedule the interview. It’s not a big deal.”

She didn’t stop until she reached the elevator bank, jabbing impatiently at the call button before turning to face him. Their eyes met, and then she let out a sad little laugh, looking down at the floor and shaking her head. “That’s just it, Leandro. It is a big deal, and I have no idea how to make you see that. You come and go as you please, and you play by your own rules. It must be nice to have that kind of privilege—I can only imagine.” The elevator arrived and he followed her in.

He felt guilty that he’d made her wait, and he hated it. “I still don’t think it’s that big a deal,” he said. “The guy will come back tomorrow.” He shot her a smile. “Who doesn’t want to talk to me?”

She let out a frustrated grunt and wheeled on him, jabbing her finger into his chest. “Maybe he will, or maybe he has more important things to do. You don’t know, and, even worse, you don’t care. You don’t care how it made me look sitting there having to explain you not showing up. These interviews are supposed to help your image, but I don’t see how that’s going to happen if you don’t care about your image. You never think about how what you do might affect others. Nooooooo,” she said, drawing the word out sarcastically, “you just do whatever the hell you feel like and damn the consequences, because you never have to face any.”

“That’s not true.” He cared that he’d made her angry and maybe embarrassed her in front of the interviewer. He was facing the consequences of that right now, and while she was doing a damn good job of making him feel guilty, he was enjoying watching her rage at him. Fuck what Thiago said. This was real. This was Ashlynn, and she wasn’t trying to be someone she wasn’t just to get him to like her.

“It is true! You know why you’re always late?” She didn’t give him the chance to answer, barreling forward with a full head of steam. “Because you don’t value the time of others. Only your own time matters to you. And you know what? That makes you kind of an asshole.”

“You know what your problem is?” he asked, stepping forward and making her back up against the side of the car. “Maybe you care too much. Maybe you value what other people want more than what you want.” An edge of frustration crept into his voice. “When’s the last time you took what you wanted?” Her eyes widened, and he smiled because they both knew he was talking about that morning on the plane. Blood rushed to his cock as he remembered how she’d trembled when he’d put his lips on her. If she’d just stop running, he’d make it all up to her.

The elevator stopped and the doors opened onto their floor, and she slipped out into the hallway. Running away from what they both wanted, again. “That just proves my point. This is my career, my livelihood, but to you it’s just another thrill to chase. You may not want to be here, but I do.”

He clenched his jaw, a coiled emotion he couldn’t quite name building within him. It was too many things all at once, and it was hard to think with Ashlynn all passionate and angry, completely unafraid to be real with him. He hadn’t thought it possible for her to look even more beautiful, but her cheeks had gone pink, her eyes bright, holding nothing back, and heat rolled through him.

He followed her into the hallway. “You don’t know the . . . the starting thing about what I want,” he said, struggling to control his accent.

“It’s ‘first’ thing, not ‘starting’ thing, and you’re right, I have no goddamn clue what you want, Leandro.”

The sound of his name on her lips shredded the last of his control, and he dropped his gym bag in the middle of the floor and backed her against the wall of the deserted hallway. She gasped and he brought his hands up against the wall on either side of her head, caging her in. Their eyes locked, and he smiled at her, wolfish and slow. “I want to fuck you, minha linda. Did I say that right?”

She inhaled sharply, her breasts pressing into his chest. “Oh, fuck,” she breathed, almost a whimper.

He wasn’t sure who moved first, if he started to dip his head, or she arched up on her toes. Their lips brushed, and something hot and electric coursed through him. With a low groan, he closed his mouth over hers. Damn, it felt good to claim that smart mouth with his. She responded immediately, her hands sliding up his chest as she returned the kiss, her lips soft and warm beneath his. He slipped his hands around her waist, pulling her against him as he traced his tongue along her bottom lip, tasting her.

She moaned and opened for him, her hands sliding up over his shoulders and around his neck. Her tongue slid against his, and he let out a low, gruff sound, deepening the kiss. She gasped against his mouth as the kiss became hotter, more urgent. Her curves fit against him like a missing puzzle piece, and her mouth was sweet and warm as he explored, wanting to memorize her taste. His cock grew heavier, thickening with each passing second of his mouth working hungrily against hers.

He broke the kiss and buried his face in her neck, trailing biting, openmouthed kisses over her soft skin. Ashlynn let out a shuddery breath and tipped her head to the side, giving him better access, her hips rolling against him. Eager and needy.

Fuck, he’d probably never be able to smell orange blossoms again without getting hard. He dropped his hands from her waist and down to her ass, filling his palms with it, rocking her against him.

“Oh my God,” she murmured when his hard cock pressed firmly into her belly. “You’re . . . oh God, Leandro.” The friction of her soft body along his cock was almost too much, and his brain shut down.

“Eu quero você tanto, minha linda. Tão bonita, tão perfeita.” He murmured the words against her skin, savoring the way she shivered and arched into him. So responsive.

She moaned as he nipped at her ear. “I should slap you,” she said, her voice high and breathless.

He pulled back, and their eyes met. “That’s what you want to do? Slap me?” He gave her ass a playful smack, his cock throbbing almost painfully in between them. Her eyes darkened, eating him up, and then she fisted his shirt and pulled his mouth back down to hers. She melted right back into him, and that felt like more of a victory than winning any belt, and he knew it was because this mattered. This was real.

She traced her hands up and down his chest, the kiss slower and deeper than before, the initial urgent clash dissolving into something hotter and needier.

A door opened nearby, and he was faintly aware of footsteps, but he didn’t care. Ashlynn was all that mattered right now. He was about half a second away from picking her up and carrying her into his room when someone walked right past them.

“Oh!” an older woman said, her tone heavy with disapproval.

Ashlynn broke the kiss and her hands went still on his chest. Her eyes were hooded, her lips slightly swollen, her chest heaving. Something flashed across her face as her eyes searched his, and she gently pushed him back.

“That shouldn’t . . . I can’t . . . shit,” she said, her voice cracking on the last word. Without a backward glance, she bolted down the hall to her room, slamming the door behind her.

Leandro braced one forearm against the wall, staring at the empty space that Ashlynn had just occupied. “Maldita seja,” he whispered, before turning to pick up his bag and heading to his own room.

Ashlynn had run, but what was between them was far from over. No, this was only the beginning.


9

[image: images]

ALMOST TWELVE HOURS had passed since the hottest kiss Ashlynn had ever experienced, and she could still feel where Leandro had touched her. She could feel the imprint of his hands on her ass, and her lips still tingled from his. Somehow the real thing had been about a hundred times better than she’d imagined it could be. It seemed so unfair. Maybe if he’d been a horrible kisser, she could’ve gotten over her obsession with him. Maybe if it hadn’t felt so right being pressed up against him, she could’ve laughed at herself for kissing him and moved on with her life.

But no. He’d been an amazing kisser and she’d stayed awake half the night trying to talk herself out of going to his room and knocking on the door. Once, she’d made it as far as her own door, her hand on the lock, reciting all the reasons it was a bad idea. In the end, the rational part of her brain had won out, barely. He was selfish and entitled. It was unprofessional. And, most important, she could feel herself stumbling along the precarious line between lust and something far more dangerous. If she slept with him, she wasn’t so sure she could walk away as easily as he’d be able to.

As the elevator doors opened and she stepped out into the hotel’s lobby the next morning, she was certain that she’d made the right choice in not going to his room. However, she was less certain that she’d keep making that right choice, and that terrified her. They were supposed to meet downstairs to ride over to the morning show together, but she hadn’t seen him yet. Walking over to the seating area near the front entrance to wait, she acknowledged that she was out of her league with Leandro. Maybe after this press tour, she should talk to Jules about finding someone else to work with him. But even as she thought it, she knew she couldn’t. She needed the full-time job with the WFC, and if she quit, Craig wouldn’t give it to her. Freelance had been great for gaining experience, but it didn’t come with health insurance, a retirement plan, or a stable future. Plus, out of all the companies she worked with, the WFC was the most exciting. She loved the idea of helping Craig realize his vision of a world-class sports organization.

She sank down onto the beige settee in front of the window and stared at the potted palm next to her. Losing the chance at a full-time job wasn’t the only reason she didn’t want to talk to Jules. Damn. It wasn’t even the biggest reason. She didn’t want to quit because she didn’t want to stop seeing Leandro. What was wrong with her? Would it be best to sleep with him and hope that once would be enough to get him out of her system? She didn’t know what to do, and it was tearing her up inside.

Her phone vibrated from inside her bag and she fished it out. Since Leandro was keeping her waiting—again—she might as well get some work done. She scrolled through her inbox, tagging and sorting emails in order of priority. But it was the most recent one from her contact at the children’s hospital that caught her attention and had her fingers hovering above the screen, frozen as she read.

Hey Ashlynn,

I just wanted to thank you again for bringing Mr. Oliveira to the hospital. The children loved him, and they obviously had quite an impact on him. We just received his $1 million donation, and are completely speechless. This money will help to . . .

But she’d stopped reading, her eyes having trouble focusing on the screen as she tried to process what she’d just read. Leandro had donated a million dollars to the children’s hospital?

“Ashlynn Fields?”

Hearing her name spoken by a faintly familiar voice broke her out of her thoughts. “Ashlynn?” A tawny-haired man with a laptop bag hanging from his shoulder had stopped on his way to the revolving front door, a smile on his face as he took a tentative step toward her.

She stared at him for a second before recognition dawned. “Jake?”

His smile broadened as she got to her feet and crossed the space between them, meeting him halfway for a hug. She’d dated Jake McCormick almost two years ago. They’d been set up by a mutual friend and had hit it off pretty well. He was smart, kind, and occasionally funny. They’d dated for about two months before his company had transferred him to Chicago. She’d been sad to see him go, but it honestly hadn’t been a big loss. Like most of the safe guys she’d dated, he hadn’t excited her.

He pulled back, his blue-eyed gaze taking in her face before moving down to her dress and blazer. “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I looked over and saw you sitting here. Never in a million years thought I’d run into you in a hotel lobby in New York. Are you here on business?”

She nodded. “I’m doing some work with the WFC now. I’m here on a press tour with one of their fighters.”

“That’s great. I’ve been hearing a lot about them lately. They have a WFC night at the bar near my apartment. One of the fighters—I can’t remember his name—used to go to the bar all the time when he lived in Chicago. They have his picture up.”

“They’re definitely growing. How have you been?”

“I’m good. Work’s been busy. They keep me on the road most of the time traveling to clients.” He was an accountant who worked for a large firm. Safe and dependable and everything she should want. “In fact, I’m heading to a meeting now.” He glanced down at his watch and then gave her an apologetic look.

Taking the hint, she said, “It was great to see you again, Jake. I’m so glad we ran into each other.” Her heart sank a little as she stared into his attractive face. She was happy to see him, but there was no spark there. Even now, with Jake standing in front of her, she couldn’t seem to stop thinking about Leandro. Jake had never kissed her like he had, like she was air and he was drowning.

“Yeah, me too.” His gaze lingered on her face.

“Let me know if you’re ever in Vegas again. Maybe we can have dinner,” she said, feeling guilty that she wasn’t more excited to see him. The last time they’d seen each other he’d hugged her and asked her if she was sure they couldn’t give the long-distance thing a try. She’d said no, because she knew those things never worked out. She’d also known that she and Jake probably wouldn’t have worked out even if he’d stayed. Something was wrong with her.

He nodded and made to turn away, but paused. “You know, I’m in town another night. If you’re around, we could have dinner tonight?”

She paused. Jake was responsible and good-looking. He was wearing a suit and tie and was concerned about being late for his meeting. He was exactly who she told herself she wanted in a boyfriend. Maybe if she said yes to a date, she could convince herself of that and make herself want more with him. Plastering a smile on her face, she said, “Actually, I don’t leave until the morning. I’d love to have dinner with you.”

He smiled so brightly that it sent a twinge of guilt through her that her own enthusiasm didn’t match his. “Okay, I’ll see you tonight. Eight o’clock?”

She nodded. “Eight is perfect. I’ll meet you right here.” As she watched him leave, she had a feeling that Jake would never be who she wanted. But maybe a night chatting with an old friend could take her mind off Leandro.

She glanced toward the elevators and her heart nearly jumped into her throat when she saw Leandro standing at the edge of the seating area, watching her make a date with another man. He wore a dark blue button-down shirt and a dark gray sport coat with matching pants that fit snugly across his hips. His hands were lightly fisted at his sides, a muscle in his jaw popping as he scowled at Jake’s retreating back. When Leandro looked back at her his brows furrowed and he took in a breath through his nose.

She was having a hard time reconciling all of the sides of Leandro in her head. He could be arrogant, sexy, and intimidating, but then he could also casually donate $1 million to a children’s hospital. He hadn’t even mentioned it, which made her think that he hadn’t done it to feed his ego. He’d done it because he’d genuinely wanted to help.

“Ready to go?” she asked, infusing her voice with a cheerfulness she wasn’t even close to feeling.

He nodded. She turned and led the way outside, not knowing what to say to him after the kiss last night, and after what he’d just seen. She’d lost control of herself for a split second, and that’s all it had taken to tumble over the edge with him. It wasn’t fair to him. He didn’t deserve these mixed signals she kept throwing at him, but she didn’t know how to keep herself together when she was with him.

A limo was waiting at the curb, the driver clad in a black suit and standing by the back door. She’d expected a town car or something similar, but the driver sprang into action as soon as he saw Leandro. “Mr. Oliveira?” he called out, opening the door to reveal a luxurious black interior. “Good morning. I’m Trevor and I’ll be driving you to the Today show.”

Leandro’s hand came to rest on the small of her back as they walked to the car and she only just barely concealed her start of surprise. He’d never touched her casually like that, as if they were a couple. Maybe he thought the kiss meant more than it had. She chewed her bottom lip, unsure how to handle this colossal screw-up. Leandro mumbled a greeting to the driver and gestured for her to precede him into the limo. She hurried to get in and slid across the plush leather seat so he could follow.

The interior was black and chrome. A seat faced them and she briefly considered moving to sit there, because it would put distance between them. Before she could make up her mind, he slid in beside her and the door closed. The tinted windows effectively sealed them off from the rest of the world. The muted sounds of horns blaring and people yelling barely reached them here. They sat in complete silence, the only break when the driver opened his door and took his seat. Leandro stared straight ahead, his hands lightly gripping the edge of the seat. She wanted so badly to know what he was thinking, but at the sight of his rigid jaw she was afraid that she wouldn’t like it.

As the limo pulled away from the curb, she reached for her bag to retrieve her notebook. They hadn’t finished going over the interview questions the day before. She knew the hosts intended to ask him about life after the sex tape, and she’d made notes about possible answers. She’d also make sure that they knew about his donation. It couldn’t hurt to get the news out there ASAP. But as soon as she opened it, he shifted, pressing the button that raised the glass partition between them and the driver. Her heart pounded as she watched it go up and a tornado of butterflies swirled in her belly.

“Are you going to pretend that kiss didn’t happen?” He turned to look at her, his brow furrowed. She could’ve sworn she saw the tiniest glimmer of pain in his eyes. That couldn’t be right, though. He was only playing with her, trying to win the seduction battle. She didn’t mean anything to him, so she couldn’t possibly hurt him.

“Yes, I’d hoped to.” She kept her voice calm.

He nodded, running his hand over his jaw as if he was agitated. “You’ll have to teach me that trick sometime.”

“It’s not a trick.”

“Really? Because all I do is think about you, Ashlynn.” He leaned in, his scent reaching her nose and going directly to her libido. Her body tightened, sending tiny ripples of pleasure along her nerve endings. “How can you kiss me like that and then not think about me?”

A throb started between her thighs. She’d been alone with him for less than a minute, he hadn’t even touched her, and her body was dying for him. “It’s not that I don’t think about you. I think about you all the time.” Her guilt was making her be more honest than she should be, but as she stared into his gorgeous blue-green eyes, she couldn’t do anything other than admit the truth.

He breathed in, his nostrils flaring. “Then I don’t understand.”

“I want you, Leandro. Is that what you want to hear?” she asked, frustrated that he seemed to not be getting the point on purpose. “I want you, but I can’t have you.”

He smiled and she both hated and loved that smile. Hated it because it meant he’d won. Loved it because he practically smoldered with male satisfaction. “You can have me, amada. I would like very much for you to have me.”

She shook her head and looked straight ahead. “You’re a client. It wouldn’t be professional.”

He leaned in. “I’m not your client. I never hired you.” She closed her eyes as she tried to block out every impression of him, but her body wasn’t having it. It liked him very much and wasn’t about to forget that he was sitting beside her. He sniffed, breathing in her scent, and then he made a growly noise in the back of his throat. Her nipples tightened in response. “But if that’s the only barrier, then you’re fired,” he whispered.

“But I need this job.”

“And I need you,” he said, staring into her eyes as if he really meant those words. They were direct and somehow poignant in their simplicity.

In the back of the limo with the tinted windows closing them off from the rest of the world, no one would know if she gave in. Just one more time.

Her hands found his shoulders at the same time her mouth found his. He groaned deep in his throat as he took control of the kiss, his tongue brushing across her lower lip, sending shock waves of pleasure deep in her belly. Her palms moved over his strong shoulders until her fingers curled in the thick hair at the back of his head. His hand came to rest on her thigh, restlessly stroking up and down the fabric of her dress. It was like they’d picked up where they’d left off the night before. The fire had only been banked when they’d been apart, but now it raged between them, demanding more fuel.

She opened for him and his tongue stroked hers, moving in a familiar rhythm. Her whole body craved him, needing more contact. More of him. His palm roamed up her leg and over her hip to disappear under her blazer and move with determination up her rib cage. She gasped against his mouth when he cupped her breast, his thumb raking over her hard nipple. “Leandro,” she whispered and chased his lips. He kissed her like he was desperate for her, and there was something so damned appealing about that that she couldn’t stop.

Finally, he drew back, leaving them both gasping for air. He dropped his head, trailing hot, openmouthed kisses down her neck. Between each one he mumbled words in Portuguese. She didn’t know what they were, but their meaning was as clear as day. She gasped when he bit down on her earlobe, sending shivers down her spine. How did he know she loved that? She tightened her hands in his hair, pulling him back to her. She loved it even more when he growled a little as he nipped her again.

His hand dropped from her breast and came to rest inside her knee. Her heart skipped a beat at the skin on skin contact. His calloused palm slowly pushed its way up her leg until his progress stalled where her thighs met, inches from where she wanted him to touch her. “Let me touch you, minha linda. I want to feel how wet you are for me.”

It was too much, too far, and yet she couldn’t stop. She throbbed between her legs, and nothing would soothe the ache but having him touch her. God knew she’d tried to stop the ache on her own, but every single time the orgasm was only a shadow of the pleasure she knew Leandro could give her.

She closed her eyes and opened her legs for him. He groaned and pushed higher until his fingertips brushed her panties.

“Fuck yes, Ashlynn,” he whispered. He bit his lip, his other hand tangling in her hair and pulling her head back so he could look into her eyes. He stroked her once, twice, through her panties. “Do you feel how much you want me?”

She nodded, something like a whimper sounding in her throat, and she shamelessly pulled her skirt up higher so that she could spread her legs farther apart. He kissed her again, rough and dominating, before he pulled back far enough to watch her face. Licking his lips, he pushed her panties to the side and stroked his fingertips up and down her bare pussy. She clenched her jaw, struggling not to cry out when he teased her, rubbing the pads of his fingers around her swollen clit. He did it several times until her hips began to move to his rhythm.

“Jesus,” she gasped when he changed the pattern and stroked over her clit. She bucked against his touch, arching into him, wanting more.

He groaned and dipped his head to lightly bite her neck and then soothe it with his tongue. “I’ve dreamed about you like this. Hot. Wet. Mine.” He nipped her in between each word. His fingers tightened in her hair, bringing her face back to his. “More?”

The pad of his thumb stroked her clit, causing her hips to roll as his longest finger dipped down, the tip pressing inside her. He stilled, unwilling to go farther until she answered him.

“More,” she whispered, her pussy aching for him to fill it.

He smiled down at her, but it wasn’t victorious. It was . . . adoring? God, if she didn’t know better, she’d think— She cried out as he thrust his middle finger inside her. Her fists clenched the lapels of his coat as she arched toward his hand, waves of pleasure pulsing out from her core. “More,” she said again. This time he thrust two fingers inside her, and she gripped him, clenching and unclenching around him.

“You’re so wet I could fuck you right now. You’re tight, but you could take all of me.” He seemed awed by that fact.

She wanted to scream yes. She wanted his cock. She pushed against him with her hips, desperate for him to move inside her, needing the friction.

A car door slammed and she realized that the limo had come to a stop and the driver had gotten out. “Oh, shit!” She sat up, and Leandro returned to his side. There was a polite knock on the window. The driver must have known what they’d been doing in the back. Her face heated as she shimmied her skirt down and tried to smooth her hair. She knew that her lipstick must be smeared and she rubbed the skin around her lips, trying to make herself look like she hadn’t been seconds away from orgasm.

When she looked up, Leandro didn’t look any better than she felt. It was the first time she’d seen him look ruffled. It wasn’t that he was disheveled—though his hair stuck out at odd angles from her fingers and his shirt was a little wrinkled. It was the expression on his face. He’d come close to losing control. She realized then that he hadn’t intended for them to slide into third base. Things had escalated far quicker than either of them had anticipated. She felt a tiny little flare of victory but couldn’t process it as he nodded toward the door.

“Go. I need a minute.” He inclined his head toward the giant tent in his pants. Somehow, it was oddly comforting that he looked as flustered as she felt, as though he’d been just as lost in the moment as she had.

She nodded, her blush deepening as she stared at his engorged cock in his pants. If she was being honest with herself, she wanted nothing more than to reach over, unzip his pants, release the monster, and see how easily—or not so easily—he could fill her up. For one terrifying second, she thought she might actually do it. Her entire life had been built around being responsible and playing it safe. Now she was seriously considering sleeping with a man who ate women like her for breakfast. She didn’t know who she was becoming with him.

Blinking herself back to reality, she turned away from the temptation of Leandro Oliveira and escaped from the limo. If only she could escape her obsession with him so easily.


10

[image: images]

LEANDRO SWIRLED THE golden liquid in his tumbler, staring at the tequila as it sloshed up the sides of his glass. But instead of taking a sip, he set the glass on the bar in front of him, dropping his elbows onto the polished cherrywood. He shook his head, trying to relax even though nothing was as it should be.

He should’ve been fighting someone worth his time, not Murphy.

He should’ve been answering questions about his fighting ability and training strategies, not sex tapes and hospital donations he’d wished to keep quiet. He had a feeling Ashlynn had somehow found out about it and leaked the scoop to the morning show producer. She’d just been doing her job, but he hated that the focus was on his image and not his skills in the cage.

He should’ve been out clubbing with Thiago and his crew, but instead he was sitting alone in the hotel bar, trying to get his head straight.

He should’ve either fucked Ashlynn out of his system or stopped chasing her by now, but she’d made damn sure neither of those were even remotely possible.

A whole handful of should’ves, and fuck if he knew what to do about any of them.

He picked up the tequila and took a small sip, savoring the warmth as it spread through his chest. Out of all the should’ves, Ashlynn was, hands down, the one that ate at him the most. He couldn’t figure out why he was so tangled up over her. He’d originally thought he wanted to get her under him to somehow gain control of the situation—a situation entirely of his own making, he knew now and accepted in a way he hadn’t before—but maybe that hadn’t ever been true at all. The simple truth was that from the moment he’d laid eyes on her, something about her had intrigued him. She was doing something to him, and he didn’t understand what the hell it was. In the past, sex—and the buildup to it—had always been casual, a fun distraction, and never something he’d had to work for. But this situation with Ashlynn was different, and he realized it was because his feelings for her were pretty fucking far from casual. And fuck if that didn’t confuse him even more. Confuse him, intrigue him, maybe even frighten him.

A beautiful woman with long, jet-black hair sat down beside him, her heavy perfume hitting him in a sickening wave. She wore a skintight silver dress with cutouts along the sides that exposed more skin than the dress covered. She smiled coyly at him and pointed at his drink.

“Drinking alone?”

Leandro had never felt the word no like a physical reaction before, but that was exactly what he felt, as though everything in him had just closed up and recoiled.

He sent her a puzzled half smile and shrugged. “I no speak English,” he said, deliberately thickening his accent, making the words sound clumsy as he spoke just a little too loudly.

Her eyebrows rose. “Oh. Um, okay,” she mumbled, sliding off the barstool and looking for her next mark.

In the past, he wouldn’t have sent a woman like that walking. But after this morning in the limo, the idea of being with another woman held zero appeal. Ashlynn had been so sweet and hot, so responsive, and had gotten just as caught up in the moment as he had. They had a wildfire chemistry that Leandro had a feeling couldn’t be faked. He hadn’t meant for things to go as far as they had, but as soon as she’d kissed him, he’d been lost, letting what he—what they both—wanted and needed take over.

His cock twitched as he replayed it all again: the sweetness of her mouth as he’d claimed it with his, the softness of her breast against his palm, the wet heat between her legs, his for the taking. He’d made the mistake of licking the taste of her from his fingers after she’d practically stumbled out of the limo, and he’d needed several moments before he’d gotten the situation in his pants under control.

It was a situation he was achingly familiar with when it came to Ashlynn.

He drained the rest of his tequila, ignoring the text from Thiago that had just popped up on his phone’s screen. After the long morning he’d had, followed by a photo shoot for Vital Athletic Wear, one of his sponsors, making up the interview he’d accidentally missed the night before, and then four grueling hours in the gym, he hadn’t felt like going out. He’d planned to order room service and have a quiet night in, but he’d soon grown restless in the too-quiet hotel room and headed down to the bar.

He leaned back on the stool and glanced around, and fuck, was he glad he’d come down from his room. Because not even a hundred feet away, Ashlynn sat at a table with that desgraçado she’d been talking to in the lobby that morning. He’d felt an unfamiliar and unwelcome sense of possessive jealousy when he’d seen her talking to him, hugging him, smiling at him. He snorted out a breath as he realized that maybe that was the reason he’d let things go so far in the limo that morning. He’d wanted to prove to himself that she was his, wanted to reclaim her after seeing her with another man.

The truth was, Ashlynn made him feel like a caveman, and she was the first and only woman to ever make him feel that way.

He pushed up off his stool and crossed the distance from the bar into the attached restaurant, the words hell no pounding through him with each step. She wore a sleeveless burgundy-colored dress, tight and sparkly and revealing just enough cleavage. She shifted, crossing her legs, and he noticed how short the dress was, her long legs bare, her feet in strappy black heels. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, leaving her graceful neck exposed. Every muscle in his body tightened as he remembered how her skin tasted, the way she’d moaned for him, gripped him, writhed against him.

Ashlynn was his, and yet here she sat, clearly on a date with another man. Looking beautiful for another man.

Yeah, well. He’d fucking see about that.

Her eyes widened as she saw him approaching, her fingers tightening almost imperceptibly around her glass. He held her eyes as he pulled out an empty chair and sat down without waiting for an invitation.

“What are you doing?” she asked, frozen as she watched him.

He adjusted his chair, moving a bit closer to her. She and the desgraçado sat across from each other at a round table meant for four, so there was plenty of room for him. He shrugged. “Joining you. I haven’t eaten.” He let his eyes dip down her body, a wave of possessive satisfaction crashing through him when her cheeks went pink as she realized the double meaning.

“Wait, aren’t you Leandro Oliveira?” asked her date, forcing Leandro to look at him. He was greeted with a look of eager curiosity, and Leandro managed to smile and extend his hand.

“Yes. And you are?” He squeezed a little harder than was necessary, and the man winced.

“Jake McCormick.”

Leandro nodded and released his hand. “Nice to meet you, Jack.”

“It’s Jake.”

Leandro frowned and shook his head. “That’s what I said.”

“No,” said Ashlynn, her eyes flashing, “you said Jack.”

“Yeah, that’s his name,” said Leandro, unable to stop himself from pushing her buttons.

“No, it’s not. It’s Jake.” She let out an impatient breath.

“Be gentle with me, minha linda. English is my third language.”

“Your third?” she asked. He smiled at her, but then she pushed away whatever tenderness she’d been feeling. “That explains a lot.”

He held a hand over his heart. “You hurt me. That’s not very nice, especially in front of our friend Jack.”

Her nostrils flared, but just as she opened her mouth to speak, the waiter approached. Leandro picked up Ashlynn’s closed menu, his eyes scanning down first the wine list and then the specials.

Ashlynn kicked him under the table as Jake ordered. “What the fuck are you doing? What is wrong with you?” she whispered, her gorgeous green eyes bright.

He leaned closer, letting his lips brush her ear as he answered. “What’s wrong with me? I’m not the one on a date with someone else. Twelve hours ago, my fingers were—”

She jerked back, her cheeks red, her chest rising and falling a bit faster than before. After the limo ride, they hadn’t had another moment alone together for the rest of the day, and she’d successfully avoided him as much as possible. In fact, she’d barely even looked at him. He’d gotten more and more morose as the day had gone on, wondering how she could get halfway to orgasm with him and then act like she didn’t even see him. But none of that mattered, because with her eyes blazing at him, he knew she saw him now.

“Ashlynn, would you like—” started Jake, but Leandro cut him off.

“You like white or red?” he asked, still pretending to study the menu in front of him.

Silence hung in the air. “Wh-white,” she finally answered.

Leandro nodded. “We’ll take a bottle of the 2011 Napa Valley Chardonnay, and an order of the crab cake appetizer special.”

Ashlynn’s eyes widened as she no doubt noticed the price of the wine—it was over $500—but she didn’t say anything.

Leandro closed the menu and handed it to the waiter, then leaned back in his chair. “So,” he said, leveling his gaze at Jake, “how do you two know each other?”

Jake paled slightly and brushed at an invisible crumb on the tablecloth, visibly wilting under Leandro’s stare.

“We, um, we used to date. A while ago. For a couple of months.” Ashlynn shifted in her seat, not looking at him.

Leandro’s eyes widened. “I see.” It was all he could manage around the jealousy threatening to strangle him. The fact that this guy, this nothing, boring, might-as-well-be-wallpaper guy had had her made his heart kick against his ribs, made his blood feel like fire in his veins. She’d been with this guy, but ran from Leandro?

Fuck.

An awkward silence fell over the table as he fantasized sweeping the dishes to the floor, picking Ashlynn up, and fucking her right there on the table just to prove that she belonged with him.

“So, Ashlynn, tell me about working with the WFC. It must be . . . interesting,” said Jake, glancing between her and Leandro.

She took a sip of her water. “It is. It keeps me busy, but I love the challenge. It’s a great organization.”

“And tell me, do you kiss all the fighters, or just me?” asked Leandro, smiling playfully at her.

Ashlynn sputtered and coughed, and then hit him in the shoulder, hard. “That’s not funny.”

Jake laughed nervously. “What’s not funny?”

Ashlynn shook her head, and moved to kick Leandro under the table again, but this time he caught her leg, sliding his hand up over her knee and letting it rest on her bare thigh, his thumb tracing a circle just under the hem of her dress.

She stilled, but didn’t push his hand away or move to close her legs. So he left his hand right where it was, wanting to brand her with his touch.

“Nothing, just a bad joke,” said Leandro, letting his hand inch higher. She opened a fraction more for him. “Again, apologies for my English.”

“I don’t think it’s your English that’s the problem,” said Ashlynn, her voice slightly breathier than before. He took another inch, her skin warm and soft against his hand.

He smiled at her and shrugged like he didn’t understand.

“Well, I think it must just be a heck of a thrill to fight like that,” said Jake, completely oblivious to the fact that Leandro’s hand was now only a few inches from Ashlynn’s pussy. And even if he knew, Leandro had a feeling Jake wouldn’t do anything about it. He then launched into a “thrilling” story about some accounting problem he’d solved, and only the feel of Ashlynn’s skin beneath his kept Leandro from falling asleep. As Jake droned on, the waiter arrived with their wine and appetizers, and Leandro pulled his hand away to pour everyone a glass. He smiled when he caught Ashlynn’s quiet huff of disappointment.

Wine poured, he raised his glass. “Here’s to . . . new adventures,” he said, clinking his glass against Ashlynn’s and then taking a sip before he’d clinked with Jake. Leandro broke off a piece of crab cake with his fork, holding it up and catching Ashlynn’s eye.

“Try?” he asked. He could see the struggle playing out in her green eyes. She wanted to be angry with him, but the truth was, she liked that he was there. Maybe she wasn’t happy she liked it, but she did all the same. There was an odd kind of comfort in that, as though maybe she was just as confused about their connection as he was.

She licked her lips and then opened her mouth, letting him bring the fork to her lips. Her eyes held his as she closed her lips around the fork, and a surge of arousal so powerful it nearly took his breath away rolled through him. Fuck, he wanted to see her like that, naked and on her knees, closing her lips around him, taking him deep into her mouth. Heat flared in her eyes, and he knew she was thinking the same thing.

“Oh, I love crab cakes. I’d love a taste,” said Jake, nodding enthusiastically. He was either being deliberately obtuse, or was the most clueless man Leandro had ever met. He was willing to bet on the latter, and to prove it to himself, he pushed the plate toward Jake and then dropped his hand back down under the tablecloth, this time sliding his hand completely under the hem of Ashlynn’s dress. His fingers brushed against her panties, and she took a shaky breath, her chest flushing.

Gently, he slid a finger up and down her slit, reveling in how wet she was, even through her panties. He felt something settle deep inside him. She might’ve agreed to a date with another man, but he knew that the wetness he felt against his fingertips was his, and his alone. He’d been angry and jealous when he saw her sitting with another man, but now with his fingers working slowly against her pussy, he knew the date didn’t matter. She was his, even if she hadn’t fully accepted that herself yet.

“So, Ashlynn, do you still like living in Las Vegas?” asked Jake.

Leandro circled his fingers over her swollen clit, the fabric of her panties soaked through and slippery. She shifted her hips, greedy for more, and then he gave her a light pinch. She jerked, spilling her wine all over the table.

“Shit,” she said, sounding much more anguished than was called for. She started mopping up the wine, and as Leandro helped her, he turned his attention to Jake.

“Jack, you remind me of someone, but I can’t quite . . . put my fingers on it,” he said, drawing out the words for Ashlynn’s benefit. He snapped his fingers and pointed at him. “Yes! You ever hear of Pedrinho Matador?”

Jake shook his head. “No, can’t say I have. Who is that?”

“A famous criminal from Brazil. He killed over seventy people, and—”

Ashlynn hit him in the arm. “Did you just tell Jake he looks like a serial killer?” She tried to look angry, but he could see the laugh she was suppressing, just beneath the surface.

“A famous one, yes.” He knew he was being an asshole, but he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t seem to help anything when it came to Ashlynn.

“I think you should go,” she said, but there was no anger in her voice or her eyes. It almost seemed more like . . . resignation. He’d come over to prove a point, and he’d won. He’d tormented her enough for one night, and if she was asking him to leave, then he would. But he wasn’t quite satisfied. Not yet.

He tipped his head and stood from the table. “Fine. Charge the wine to my room.” She nodded, and then he bent, lowering himself into her space. He closed his mouth over hers in a slow, gentle kiss. She moaned softly, her tongue sliding over his bottom lip and caressing his. Seeking him out, just as she’d done in the limo. He pulled away, and she leaned forward a little, her mouth chasing his, and a powerful surge of possessive satisfaction rolled through him. “Goodnight, minha linda.” He turned to go. “Nice meeting you, Jack,” he called over his shoulder.

As he walked out of the restaurant, he could feel Ashlynn’s eyes on him the entire time.

Exactly where he wanted them.
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ASHLYNN SAT BACK in her chair as she watched Leandro walk away. He took with him all the energy and excitement in the air. It fluttered around him, popping and crackling like tiny, invisible fireworks only she could see. She’d been perfectly happy and enjoying her evening without them, but now their absence left a void. She missed them. She missed him. And the night wouldn’t be the same.

When he disappeared out the door, she had to physically put her hands on her thighs to remind herself that she couldn’t chase after him. Sleeping with Leandro would be bad. She’d lose her job, and she’d get hurt. That’s all there was to it. Yet, as she took a deep breath to calm her racing heart, she was aware that a pulse still beat between her thighs and that he’d had his fingers there just a minute earlier . . . for the second time that day.

“Sooo . . . you and Leandro Oliveira?”

Ashlynn was so far gone that the voice across the table shocked her. Somehow in the space of a few seconds she’d completely forgotten that she was having dinner with another man. She turned her attention back to him and blinked to try to clear her head. Crap. Leandro had just kissed her in front of him and, like an idiot, she’d let him. Not only had she let him, but she’d practically asked for more. Her cheeks warmed in embarrassment that someone had witnessed her weakness. Her tongue darted out to lick her lips, and a very irritating part of her thrilled at the fact that they were still wet from Leandro’s mouth. God, she was hopeless.

“Jack. Jake. Shit.” She shook her head, trying to get her mind back on whatever the hell she was supposed to be doing here. “I’m sorry.”

He smiled and shook his head. “No need to apologize. If I’d known you two were together, I’d have told you to bring him along.”

She realized he meant it as he glanced down and cut into a scallop. He was nice, way too nice given what had just happened, and that was part of the problem. For some reason she didn’t understand, she didn’t like nice guys. She liked guys who didn’t skirt around what they wanted. Guys who set goals and did their best to make them happen. Assertive, confident, in-control guys. Guys like Leandro.

“We’re not together,” she said, but it sounded weak even to her own ears.

Jake glanced up at her. “It kinda looked like you were.”

She sighed. There was no use fighting it anymore. Something was going on with them. “It’s complicated. We work together, so I can’t let anything happen. Leandro doesn’t agree.”

“Ah, that makes sense,” he said, taking a bite of the scallop.

She nodded. At least it made sense to someone. She had no idea what she was doing. “If you don’t mind, could we forget that that happened?”

He smiled again and nodded. They spent the rest of the evening talking about him and his work. By the time they said good-bye in the elevator, she was bored out of her mind. She kept thinking about Leandro’s hands and his mouth and how damn good he smelled. It took all the willpower she had to walk past his door.

She stopped and stared at it for a long time, even going so far as to press her hand against it. All she had to do was knock. He’d open it, pull her inside, and make good on all the promises he’d made with his mouth and fingers. But ultimately, she made herself go inside her room.

The trip would only be three more days. Surely she could last that long.
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THERE WAS A party going on around her, but Ashlynn couldn’t have cared less and was ready to call it a night. It was nearing eleven p.m., and she was sitting on the sidelines while Leandro and his crew worked the crowd of MMA fans at the LIV nightclub in the Fontainebleau Hotel. A glass of seltzer water sat sweating on the bar in front of her to discourage any potential offers to buy her a drink. Technically she was working and not here to socialize, though babysitting was the more appropriate term.

They’d arrived in Miami earlier this morning and Leandro had spent the day doing interviews. The evening had been reserved for a local WFC event, which featured an important fight in the light heavyweight division. Leandro and the fight’s winner were cohosting the after party.

Glancing up from a text to her mom, she found Leandro in the middle of the dance floor. Groups of people danced around him, most of them women, but he hadn’t singled any one of them out for attention. Ashlynn had spent all night afraid of what she’d do if he found one he wanted and took her up to his room. She’d have been crushed, which left her confused and annoyed. Part of her wondered if she should just give in already. Maybe a night of sex would work out this tension between them. The other part of her remembered all the reasons doing that would be detrimental to her future. It was that last part of her that was growing quieter as the night wore on and she watched him dancing and flirting.

Thankfully, he seemed content to behave himself. In fact, she hadn’t even seen him have a drink, though Thiago had already tossed back a few shots of tequila. She couldn’t leave yet, because if she did and Leandro got himself into trouble on her watch again, she’d never hear the end of it from Craig. So she stayed at the bar, looking at what she so desperately wanted but couldn’t have.

Her gaze lingered on his hips as he moved to the beat of the fast-paced Latin music. He danced with an innate sensuality that couldn’t be learned. His fluid movements came naturally, a skill she knew would translate well to sex. She could still remember the way he’d touched her and how his fingers had felt inside her. It made her wonder what it would feel like to have more than his fingers inside her. She squirmed on the barstool.

He hadn’t mentioned the limo ride or the kiss the night before. On the plane he’d sat up front with his friends, not coming to talk to her once. While she was relieved that they didn’t have to relive the awkwardness that conversation would bring, a part of her felt rejected. She’d become used to him chasing her. Maybe she’d even started craving his attention. Her phone buzzed in her hand with a message from Kayla.

I just got home. Guess what was on your doorstep?

What?

A dozen roses!!!

Ashlynn froze. No one ever sent her roses. Could they be from Jake? It didn’t seem likely, especially since he knew she wouldn’t be home yet to get them.

Who sent them?

There was a pause during which she assumed Kayla was opening the card. Ashlynn stared at the little dots on the screen as Kayla typed.

Jason. He said he’s sorry and wants to try again.

She immediately thought of that night in the WFC parking lot. She remembered the determined look in his eyes when he’d told her it wasn’t over between them. Did he really not get that she didn’t want anything to do with him? A cold chill raised goose bumps on her arms. It was only flowers, but the gift made her worry that something was off with him. Anyone else—anyone normal—would’ve given up a long time ago.

Throw them away.

But they’re beautiful!!

Fine. You keep them.

Kayla tried to pry information about Jason out of her, but Ashlynn was content to leave him firmly in the past. She didn’t want to think about him much less talk about him. And she didn’t want to worry Kayla, who’d tell their mom and it’d become a big thing. Ashlynn just wanted him to go away.

Strong, well-formed male fingers pushed a flute of champagne across the slick glass surface of the bar. Bubbles shimmered and popped in the amber liquid, nearly matching the excitement that bubbled up inside her. That hand belonged to Leandro. Her subconscious had long since memorized his body and his scent. Their connection was so primal she could find him in a dark room with a thousand other people trying to distract her. Maybe that connection scared her as much as getting fired did. She’d never felt it before, and the fact that she was experiencing it with Leandro—the same Leandro who had orgies, who slept with strippers, who flirted shamelessly—was downright dangerous.

It was warm in the club, so he’d rolled his sleeves up to reveal his muscular forearms and had unbuttoned the first couple of buttons on his dark blue shirt. She wanted to follow the trail of bronze skin but managed to keep her gaze moving upward. One corner of his mouth rose in a grin. “You look bored. Have a drink. This is a party, you know.”

She opened her mouth to say that she shouldn’t because she was working, but—as always seemed to happen with him—she did the exact opposite of what she should’ve. “Thank you.” She raised her voice to be heard over the music and brought the flute to her lips.

Maybe he’d read the hesitation on her face, because he leaned against the bar and said, “I think our work is finished for the night.”

She followed his gaze out over the crowd and realized that he was probably right. Everyone was dancing, and the DJ had taken over MC duties for Leandro. The whole room pulsed with the energy that came from loud music and strong cocktails. “Looks like everyone’s having a good time. Craig will be happy to hear it went well.”

Looking back down at her, he asked, “And what about you?”

She raised a brow. “What do you mean?”

“You’re always so concerned with Craig and everyone else. Do you think it went well?”

She smiled. “I do. I’m happy that you behaved yourself. Less work for me.”

He laughed. “It’s still early.” Something about his tone and the heat in his eyes made her stomach flip. They could get into so much trouble together.

“Then I guess I’m not off duty until you go to bed,” she said.

Even in the dim lighting she could see his pupils dilate as his gaze swept down her body. She was wearing a formfitting maroon dress that went down to her knees. The halter-style top was cut low, and his gaze settled on her exposed cleavage. She bit her lip as her nipples tightened. The dress had a built-in bra, but the cups were thin. She should’ve been worried that he could tell she was turned on, but she didn’t care if he knew. God. She wanted him to know.

The realization made her toss back a big gulp of the champagne. This was beyond ridiculous. She’d never had so little control over her body as she did when she was with him. She needed to get a handle . . . Her thought ended abruptly when he grabbed her free hand.

“Dance with me.” It wasn’t a question and he didn’t give her time to answer as he pulled her to her feet and led the way to the dance floor.

Butterflies swirled in her belly as she followed him. His muscles rippled under his shirt as he moved, drawing her attention to his body and the way his pants clung to his ass. There wasn’t a part of him that wasn’t toned and muscled. With the lights flashing off of his dark hair and olive skin, she couldn’t help but think that he was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. Leandro pulled her deep into the crowd. His fingertips brushed her palm as he pulled her closer, causing electricity to zing up her arm. She started moving to the beat of the music. He did too, but his attention was solely on her body as she moved, not on the music or the crowd. She smiled, loving the way he watched her, and put her hands up in the air as she turned. She could feel his gaze on her ass and swung her hips before turning back around to face him.

The humor was gone from his face, replaced by an almost predatory intensity that sent heat flooding her core. She had no way to know for sure, but she imagined that was how he looked during sex. Primal and sexy, totally focused on the woman he was with. A pulse beat between her thighs as she imagined it was her.

Shaking her head, she tried to make herself stop thinking about it. They couldn’t happen, but she could enjoy dancing with him. So that’s what she did. For the next couple of songs she didn’t think, just let the fast-paced music move through her and relieve the stress of the past week. It felt good to let loose and forget that he was the reason she was so tense. By the end of the second song, his smile had come back, though his eyes hadn’t left her once. His hands had come to rest on her hips a couple of times, and she’d moved closer, silently encouraging him, her body and her mind at odds once again.

He leaned in just as “Swalla” by Jason Derulo was starting. “I like the way you move, minha linda.” His breath was warm as it brushed past her ear.

She shivered and clamped down on her bottom lip, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “I love the way you move.”

His laugh ruffled her hair. “If you only knew.” When he drew back, the look on his face made it clear that he wasn’t talking about dancing.

Her face flamed, but she refused to look away. She did know. From the way he danced to the way he walked, everything about Leandro screamed great in bed. “I can imagine,” she said, turning away and letting her gaze rove over the crowd as she shook her body to the beat. She was surprised when he came up right behind her. He was so close she could feel his body heat.

“Have you imagined?” he whispered against her ear.

Swallowing, she closed her eyes and nodded. “You know I have.”

He groaned into her hair, the sound vibrating through her along with the music as his hands came to rest on her hips. “I imagine it. Every hour of every day. I think of how wet you are, how tight you are, how goddamn good it would feel to bury myself inside you.”

Heat rushed over her skin, his words doing more to break down the barriers she’d put up against him than his fingers had the day before. Or maybe it was the combined attack. She felt intoxicated, even though the half glass of champagne she’d consumed wasn’t nearly enough to get her drunk. She felt like the two of them created their own little world, free from consequence, where she could say and do whatever she wanted. She pressed back against him, and his hands tightened on her hips, slowing her movements and pulling her closer. She whimpered when she felt him hard against her lower back. “Leandro.”

He didn’t let up. His voice was hoarse when he said, “I fucking love the way you taste.”

Her stomach flipped and her body clenched at his words. They’d kissed, but they’d never done what he implied. She was so far gone, grasping at some compromise between her body and mind, that she wondered if maybe they could. If maybe doing that much would be okay as long as they stopped there. “Wh-what do you mean?”

They’d given up all pretense of dancing now. He pushed against her ass in an echo of a thrust. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew she should care if people saw them. She even made an attempt to look around but couldn’t see past the people dancing near them. They were in their own cocoon on the dance floor. “I sucked your taste off my fingers, minha linda.” His lips brushed against her ear. “And I want more.”

She gasped and the room almost seemed to tilt for a second. She felt dizzy with lust, with need. No other man had ever been so blatantly honest with her as he was. “Jesus.” He really wasn’t giving her a chance here. She was breathing as if she’d just finished a run, and liquid heat pooled between her thighs. She didn’t know if she’d ever been this turned on before. Not even in the limo.

“Do you feel what you do to me?” His cock pressed against her ass, hard and long and impossibly thick.

She moved against him, bending her knees and pushing upward to stroke him with her ass. “You’re so big.” His hand came up, holding her just below her breast, making her nipple ache to have him touch her. “I don’t know if I could take you.”

He groaned again and buried his face against her neck. “I want to find out, Ashlynn. I want to taste you. I want to make you moan and beg and scream my name as you come. I want to fuck you so deep that you’ll feel me for days.”

She moaned. Arousal buzzed through her veins, making her heart race and her knees weak. He made her want to give in to the voice in her head that said one night would relieve the tension between them. It was the only way to move forward. She took a deep breath before she spoke. “Every night I imagine you inside me.”

“Shit,” he whispered, nipping her neck and pushing against her ass.

“You’re so big I have to work myself down on you.” She turned her head, needing to see his face. “You teach me how to take you all the way.”

He cursed in Portuguese, his lips only inches from her. “We don’t have to imagine anymore, Ashlynn. Say yes,” he growled, sending a shiver down her back.

Before she could stop herself, she turned in his arms. His pupils were so dilated that his eyes looked almost black. They burned into her, scorching her, and she knew that she’d be scarred by him. But it didn’t matter. In that moment she wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anything before. No one had to know. This could just be for them.

“Let’s go,” she said, taking him by the hand. His eyes flared in surprise, but he wrapped his strong fingers around hers. She turned, pushing through the crowd to lead him from the dance floor.

Excitement buzzed in the air around them as she led the way to the elevators. Words and music faded to the background. She was too far gone to focus on anything but him. They were the only people who existed tonight. Not even tomorrow mattered. She tried to push the call button, but he tugged her hand, taking her around the corner to another elevator. This one only had keycard access. “Let’s go to my room.”

He had a suite on the penthouse level. Somehow she’d managed to forget how filthy rich he was. She knew her room wasn’t cheap, so she couldn’t even imagine how much a penthouse suite would cost. Fishing the key out of his pocket, he tapped it against the electronic pad to call the elevator. She was dimly aware of a group of people laughing and talking in the elevator lobby, but here they were in their own world. Standing behind her, he held her waist and his mouth went to her neck. She tilted her head to give him better access and grabbed one of his hands, bringing it up to her breast.

“You’re so perfect,” he whispered, squeezing her breast.

The elevator doors opened and they stepped inside. As soon as they closed, his mouth covered hers and he pressed her back against the wall. She groaned and opened beneath him, stroking her tongue against his as it dipped into her mouth. His hand slid down her thigh, catching her under her knee and dragging it up to hook around his waist. Keeping one hand on the wall to steady them, his other hand ran up under her dress.

“Fuck, Ashlynn,” he whispered when he realized she was wearing a thong. He filled his palm with the bare skin of her ass and squeezed. She rocked against him, needing more contact. Letting her go, he brought his hand forward so that his finger could trace along her slit. She was so wet she could hear it when he touched her. “I knew you were wet for me. So fucking wet.”

Her pussy throbbed for more, but the elevator dinged as it came to a stop. He backed away and took her hand again, leading her the few steps it took to reach the door at the end of the hall. She caught a glimpse of light gray walls and floor-to-ceiling glass doors that looked out onto the balcony and the darkened beach beyond. But as soon as the door closed, he pushed her up against the wall to kiss her again. Kissing wasn’t nearly enough. She grabbed at the buttons on his shirt and tugged each one free, and he let her go long enough to shrug out of it. God, he was hot. She’d seen him shirtless in training sessions and during his fight, but it didn’t compare to this. This was for her. Her palms traced down his chest and over his rippled abs and the trail of dark hair that disappeared into his pants. She reached for his belt and unbuckled it, bringing her attention to his cock straining against his pants. Her mouth watered as she stared at it.

“Later,” he said, leaving his belt undone and pulling her against him as he walked her backward, covering her mouth with his. She would’ve tripped over her heels, but he steadied her and she kicked them off. Instead of letting her walk the rest of the way, he picked her up as if she weighed nothing, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. Pushing the door open with his foot, he took her to a massive four-poster bed draped in white linens. The wall of glass doors mirrored the other room, but they were open here, their curtains wafting in the ocean breeze. He dropped her on the bed and stared down at her.

She took a deep breath, her heart threatening to pound out of her chest. With slow, deliberate movements, she leaned back and pulled her dress up. His gaze followed, his breath harsh and unsteady. Grabbing both sides of her thong, she pulled it down, giving him a glimpse of her pussy as she tossed it away with her foot.

He groaned and whispered, “Meu Deus,” before dropping to his knees in front of the bed. “I need to taste you.”

Her stomach lurched in anticipation as he grabbed her ankles, pulling her legs apart. She rose up on her elbows to watch him, and it might as well have been one of the many dreams she’d had about him. She floated in some alternate reality where all that existed was sensation and pleasure. He hooked one leg over his shoulder and leaned in, breathing in her scent.

“Oh,” she gasped.

He grinned up at her. “You smell good.” Looking down again, he traced the tip of his finger along her slit. She arched toward his touch and he leaned down, licking from her opening to her clit. She whimpered and he circled the swollen bud before pressing against it with the flat of his tongue. He repeated the movement several times until she cried out, “Leandro! Jesus.”

She buried her fingers in his hair and tugged, but he only shook his head indicating he wasn’t done yet. He attacked her clit again, circling it with his tongue as he pressed a finger inside her. It slid in smoothly, and then another joined it. He thrust them in and out in a steady rhythm that caused her to move her hips with him. She closed her eyes and felt herself rising, and her thighs trembled as he pushed her toward orgasm, but just when the pleasure started to come together into something almost tangible, he let her go.

An unsatisfied whimper escaped her, and she opened her eyes to see him toeing off his shoes and socks. He then walked to the closet and rifled in his suitcase for a second. He came back with a couple of condoms in foil wrappers. Tossing one on the nightstand—her stomach tumbled at the possibility of a round two—he tore the other one open. Torn between wanting to be naked and being afraid of missing anything, she hurried out of her dress, pulling it over her head and tossing it across the room. He paused and his eyes widened in appreciation as he stared at her.

“Hurry up,” she urged.

He grinned and pushed his pants past his hips. His cock sprang free, rising up to his navel. She stared in awe. Seeing it on the grainy video was one thing; seeing it in person was entirely different. He was longer than any man she’d ever seen and definitely thicker. Wanting to explore, she sat up and he stepped out of his pants as he waited for her. Her palms moved up his solid thighs, which were covered in a thin dusting of hair. As she stared at his impressive cock, he fisted it, drawing the foreskin back to reveal a fat, glistening head. A drop of liquid gathered at the tip and her tongue darted out, licking it away. The salty taste of him made her want more, and she leaned forward, taking the very tip of him into her mouth.

He groaned, tightening his hand in her hair and gently pushing her back. “Later, minha linda. I want you too badly to wait.”

She smiled at him and moved back to her original position on the bed. As much as she wanted him in her mouth, she wanted him inside her even more. Leaning back on her elbows, she let her knees fall open. “Then take me.”

He mumbled something under his breath and pulled the condom out of the foil. She could’ve sworn his fingers trembled as he rolled it down over his length. He was so large that it took him a minute to do it.

“That looks tight,” she said.

“Not as tight as you’re going to be.” His voice was hoarse as he climbed over her, his muscular thighs pushing hers farther apart. Her eyes widened, but she couldn’t think as his mouth closed over her nipple, drawing it deep into his mouth and sending a wave of need straight to her core.

She ached for him to fill her, her body clenching for something and coming up empty. Wrapping her legs around his hips, she arched toward him and rubbed herself against his cock. “Please, Leandro. Don’t make me wait anymore. Give us what we both want.”

He immediately let her go and got to his knees. With one hand on her hip, he guided himself to her opening. “Jesus, you’re so wet,” he said, stroking his tip over her slit. Slowly and with a gentleness she hadn’t been sure he was capable of, he pushed the head inside her.

She sucked in a breath and held it as her body stretched to accommodate him. He slowly pulled back and then pressed in again, going a tiny bit deeper. It hurt a little, but the pain somehow only brought into focus how much she ached deep inside for him. She craved the pain because she knew it would only bring her pleasure.

“Breathe, minha linda.” His eyes held hers in the semidarkness, and she released the breath she’d been holding. He pulled back again and pressed farther, this time going deep, not all the way in but far enough to stroke the ache in her. She cried out and he fell over her, holding himself above her with one arm. His eyes were closed, and he twisted his head to the side, a grimace on his face as if he was trying to hold back but it was costing him dearly. “Can you take more?” he whispered. His hips worked in an echo of a thrust as he tried to hold himself still.

“Yes . . . a little.” She’d never felt so full, but she knew she wanted, needed, more of him.

“Good girl,” he said and pulled almost all the way out.

She held on to his hips and he slid back in, and she sighed in relief as he finally sank deep, filling her up and easing the ache a little. She pressed her feet flat against the bed and pushed against him, hoping to establish a rhythm. She knew she’d come soon given the right amount of friction.

“That’s not all,” he said, opening his eyes to stare down at her.

“What do you mean? There’s more?”

He grinned and nodded. Then he flexed his hips and she groaned as she felt him slide deeper, only to retreat again. When he slid in again, she knew by the way he shuddered and tightened his grip in her hair that he was in all the way. “Fuck. I knew you could take me,” he whispered and moved a hand to squeeze her hip. His lips brushed across her brow.

She felt absurdly pleased by the crude compliment. The stretching pain subsided as her body adjusted to him and she shifted restlessly under him, unable to do much more than take what he gave her with his weight pinning her down. “Fuck me, Leandro,” she pleaded.

He obeyed and withdrew only to push back in, sending bright light pulsing through her body. Her hands clenched at his hips and he repeated the movement, building up a steady rhythm that had her craving more of him. He whispered words in Portuguese into her hair, making her crazier for him. She arched beneath him, reaching but unable to get what she needed.

Finally, he rose to his knees and held her hips. She took over the rhythm, riding him without an ounce of self-consciousness as he watched her. His gaze moved from where they were joined to her face. His finger trailed reverently over her clit. “You’re so goddamn beautiful like this, minha linda. The most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. So pretty all swollen and stretched around me.” She bucked, wild for him. She felt like the most beautiful woman in the world. Like they both existed solely for the other’s pleasure.

He let her go to move his palms up her hips to her breasts. His thumbs circled her nipples before flicking over them. Then he pinched and tugged in a rhythm that matched his hips. She cried out as darts of pleasure shot straight down through her belly. Leaving one hand on her breast, he slid his other down her body, his fingers rasping over her heated skin, until he circled them around her clit, sending her crashing over the edge, and she finally—finally!—contracted around his cock. Waves of pleasure crashed through her, splintering her into tiny shards of need and want. She pulled him deeper into her body, feeling as though maybe she were pulling a piece of him deep inside her. The air around her seemed to shimmer as the most intense orgasm of her life ripped through her, stealing her air, her ability to think, her ability to want anything besides Leandro’s body inside hers. He growled and fell over her, his hips rocking into hers as he took her so hard she was sure she’d feel it tomorrow, stoking the flames of her orgasm, pushing her higher and higher until she was nearly senseless, his name falling from her lips over and over again.

He cried out, his hips surging against her in two brutal thrusts that shook her whole body. He stiffened then trembled against her, his cock pulsing inside her. His weight crushed her into the mattress, but the solid strength of his body above hers felt so good that she didn’t mind. After a minute, when their heartbeats had begun to calm down, he shifted a little bit to the side and buried his face in her neck, their bodies still joined. It seemed like he was as reluctant to let go of her as she was of him, because he held her close. “Meu Deus,” he whispered.

“Oh my God,” she echoed his words into his dampened hair. She was too shaken, floating in the aftershocks of pleasure, to come up with anything better.
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LEANDRO ROLLED TO his side, his eyes still closed as he luxuriated in the satisfaction that came from a night of hot sex followed by a deep, dreamless sleep. The memories of the night before replayed as he dozed, too tired and sated to do anything but relive the sexiest night of his life. And it hadn’t been hot and sexy because they’d done anything kinky or edgy, but because of how damn much Ashlynn had wanted him, of how crazy she’d driven him with her taste, her scent, the sounds she’d made for him. He’d been chasing her for weeks, and finally getting her in his bed and underneath him had made him feel like a goddamn king. Satisfaction wasn’t a big enough word to describe the sheer relief he’d felt when he’d finally sunk into her.

It had been . . . Fuck, it had been special. Intimate. He hadn’t expected to feel so . . . connected to her. As though she was really seeing him, and not some version of him that she wanted for her own selfish reasons. He didn’t even fully understand why it had felt different; he just knew that it had. Both the first time, when she’d been so unbelievably hot and wet around him, saying his name over and over again like some kind of sex-crazed prayer as she’d come, her creamy skin flushing the most gorgeous shade of pink. And then there was the second time. Eyes still closed, he smiled as he remembered the way she’d woken him up after they’d fallen asleep, her fingers curled around his cock, stroking it languidly until she couldn’t close her hand around it anymore.

He’d pulled her in for a deep kiss, pushing her hair away from her face. “Again?” he’d asked, hoping she’d want more but not wanting to hurt her.

She’d nodded, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. “I need you.” Three tiny words that had settled deep in his chest, sprouting roots somewhere near his heart. They were simple and honest, no games. Raw and real in a way that had both caught him off guard and had him craving more. She’d rolled the condom on and ridden him, taking him slow and deep until they’d both cried out, sweaty and panting.

He’d never forget the sight of her above him, illuminated by the moon, her blond hair tangled around her face like a halo, her makeup smudged, her lips swollen. A debauched angel.

His debauched angel.

His already hard cock twitched against the sheet, and he slowly opened his eyes, reaching for her. But his hand found only empty air, and his eyes quickly opened the rest of the way. Sunlight streamed in through the windows, the curtains fluttering in the morning breeze.

She was gone. Her side of the bed was empty, the sheets rumpled but cool. The two empty condom wrappers still sat on the bedside table.

Leandro was completely unprepared for the disappointment that slammed into him. He sat up, listening for sounds elsewhere in the penthouse suite, but all he could hear was the crashing waves on the beach below and his own breathing.

He was completely alone. The disappointment radiated through him like an ache. Sitting up, he pulled his knees to his chest and rested his forearms on them, shaking his head and laughing at himself. He was disappointed because he wanted her again. There wasn’t anything more to it than that. He pushed a hand through his hair, trying to breathe around the sudden tightness in his lungs, which felt a hell of a lot like panic.

“Não seja estúpido,” he muttered, throwing the sheets back and getting out of bed. He started for the bathroom, but stopped in his tracks when he saw Ashlynn’s little black thong still lying in the middle of the floor, where she’d tossed it last night. With slow, almost apprehensive steps, he moved toward it, then bent and picked it up, the fabric silky and cool against his fingers.

Wrapping the scrap of fabric around his fingers, he sank down onto the edge of the bed, trying to figure out what the hell he was feeling. Shit, trying to figure out why he was feeling so . . . fucked up. In the past, it had never bothered him when a woman had bailed. In fact, he’d often preferred it. A night of sex without any of the awkwardness of the following morning, when really all he wanted was to drink his coffee in peace and get a workout in.

He blew out a long breath as the truth hit him even harder than the disappointment. He’d wanted the morning after with Ashlynn. He’d wanted to see her all sleep-rumpled and sweet, wanted to feed her strawberries in bed and then make love to her again, hot and slow, savoring it all. Wanted to shower with her and relearn all her curves with soapy hands. Wanted to drink mimosas on the terrace and ask her about her life.

It suddenly struck him that he didn’t know much at all about her life. What was her family like? Where had she grown up? He’d been inside her, but he didn’t even know what her favorite kind of music was, or who her friends were, or what she did for fun in her free time. They were trivial details, and yet . . . they didn’t feel trivial with her. He wanted more of her, more than just her body, and that craving, not for sex but for knowledge and connection, left him feeling unsettled.

He closed his eyes and rubbed a hand over his face as he tried to digest the fact that what was supposed to have been a night of hot, fun sex—a long-overdue scratch for the itch between them—had maybe been something more.

But if it was more, why had she left? And why the hell did it bother him so much?

He let out a little laugh and rubbed his hand across the back of his neck, and then tossed the thong onto the bed, the black stark against the white of the duvet.

The emotions slamming into him felt like hitting a brick wall, over and over again, and he didn’t like it. Worse, he didn’t know what to do about it. It’s not as though he was looking for a relationship—his parents and their train wreck of a marriage had done a fantastic job of putting a lifelong fear of commitment into him—and clearly he wasn’t boyfriend material as far as Ashlynn was concerned.

Shit. There was another item to add to the list of things bothering him—things that he normally wouldn’t have given a damn about—on what should’ve been a very good morning.

He felt jumbled and twisted up, as though his insides were all tangled. His heart in his stomach, his lungs in his throat.

He had no idea what was going on with him, but he didn’t like it. With an exhale that sounded almost like a growl, he pushed up off the bed and opened his suitcase, pulling on the first gym clothes he found.

Nothing a couple of hours of punching things couldn’t fix.

He hoped.
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WHAT THE HELL had she done?

Ashlynn had been staring at the ceiling of her hotel room and asking herself that question for the past ten minutes. She still hadn’t come up with an answer she could wrap her mind around. The obvious answer was that she’d slept with Leandro because the sexual tension had been building since they’d met. The chemistry between them was so freaking hot that it had been inevitable. Or at least that’s what she’d told herself as she’d crept from his penthouse suite in the early hours of the morning. It had been sex—hot, mind-blowing sex—but that’s all. It wasn’t anything more than that. It couldn’t be anything more than that.

But that rationalization didn’t explain why it had been so hard to leave him as he’d slept, or why she felt so empty this morning. She felt off, as if the universe had shifted slightly while she slept and now things were a little bit left of center. As she lay there, trying to come to terms with the aftermath of her decision, she had to admit that she felt so disoriented because she missed him. How it was possible to miss someone who wasn’t hers in the first place, she had no idea. But she missed him.

It felt wrong that she’d left without a word. But she’d assumed he wouldn’t want her around in the morning, and she wouldn’t let herself get even more attached to him by waking up beside him. It felt wrong that she hadn’t woken up with his arms around her, wrong that he wasn’t here to kiss her neck and tell her how beautiful she was. They’d never spent the morning together sipping coffee and talking about mundane things, but Ashlynn had very much wanted that. She wanted the Leandro who wasn’t polished and put together. She wanted the man who snored softly in his sleep.

There were two problems with wanting him that way. The first was that he was Leandro. He could have his pick of women. For the time being, that was her, but she knew part of that was the thrill of the chase. He’d probably woken up this morning completely over her. The second problem was that she was 99 percent sure he didn’t want a girlfriend. In her research for the Cosmo article, she’d noticed that he’d never been photographed with the same woman twice. That meant he’d either never had a serious relationship, or he’d managed to hide it very well. Given everything she knew about him, she was betting on the former.

Nope, there was no use hoping she’d be the exception to the rule. No matter how long she spent fantasizing about being the woman who brought him to his knees, it wasn’t going to happen. Leandro was a player, and she had to make sure she didn’t get caught up in his game, because she wouldn’t win. She’d get hurt. Even now her heart twisted when she thought of a future without seeing him smile at her, or the way his eyes deepened when he looked at her. She was already falling for him.

With a sigh, she pushed the blanket off and sat up. It was almost nine a.m., and she still needed to take a shower. Leandro had a training session this morning, so they weren’t planning to leave for Los Angeles until just before lunch. There were only a few interviews scheduled at the hotel tonight and a morning show appearance tomorrow. Then, thankfully, they’d head home and she’d try to forget that she’d ever let her guard down with him.

She winced as she padded to the bathroom. The ache between her legs almost matched the ache in her stupid heart. As she let the water run to heat up, she couldn’t help but remember the night before. How careful he’d been with her. The expression on his face when he’d been inside her, staring down at her. If she hadn’t known better she’d have thought they were making love. His eyes had been so intense and tender. But this was Leandro, and he’d probably perfected making women feel like each one was the only one a long time ago. Besides, with her crappy history with men, she couldn’t trust her own judgment anyway.

Even knowing that, her body still hummed from the memory of his touch, wanting more. Her heart still ached for him to hold her. What the hell had she done, and what was she supposed to do now?

Her phone rang from its place on the nightstand. Turning off the water, she grabbed the hotel robe from the hook on the back of the door and hurried to answer it, afraid that it could be work. She grimaced when she saw Craig Darcy’s name on the screen. The last thing she needed this morning was him barking orders at her.

Tying the robe’s belt around her waist, she picked up the phone. “Good morning, Craig.”

“What the hell happened last night?”

He knew. She nearly dropped the phone but managed to keep a hold of it. The skin on the back of her neck prickled as if it was suddenly too tight. “Um . . .” Shit, she was horrible at playing it cool. “The party went great. The nightclub manager said the event was sold out. He had to turn people away at the—”

“No, I don’t mean that.” He interrupted her. “What happened with you and Oliveira?”

Shit, shit, shit! She opened and closed her mouth a few times, unsure what to say as her heart pounded in her ears. A cold sweat broke out on her brow. He couldn’t know they’d had sex. Could he? But then, Leandro’s sex tape had gotten out because someone had spied on him. The blood drained from her face and she had to sit down on the bed as she remembered that the balcony doors had been open. Had someone recorded them? A hundred images from the night before flashed through her mind. Leandro on his knees between her legs, her begging him to fuck her, riding him like there was no tomorrow. She’d die if Craig had seen a recording of that.

“What do you mean?” she finally managed to ask.

He barked out a short laugh. “Someone sent me a very interesting photo of you and Oliveira in the club. Looks like you’re both enjoying yourselves.”

She closed her eyes, filled with relief. “We danced to a few songs, yeah.” Please, God, don’t let the photo show us near the end.

“I don’t have to remind you about our nonfraternization clause, do I? Because I like you, Ashlynn, but I can’t hire you full-time if you’re involved with a fighter. I assumed that’s what you wanted.”

“No, it is what I want, and you don’t have to remind me. I know the rules. I . . .” She took a breath because she couldn’t lie to him, but she couldn’t tell him the truth either. Not if she wanted that permanent job. “You wanted me to keep him out of trouble, and dancing seemed like the best way to do that. It was an easy way to keep an eye on him and keep him busy. I didn’t realize dancing was crossing a line.” Though she was pretty damn sure that the grinding near the end and all the sex that had come after the dancing blew right past the line.

He sighed. “No, dancing’s not over the line. I just . . .” He sniffed and she realized that he had thought the worst. “He’s a good-looking guy, and I wanted to remind you that nothing else can happen. That’s all.”

“Okay. I’m reminded.” She tried to keep her voice light, but she felt horrible.

“I’m glad the event went well. I’m scrolling through blog posts, and there’s nothing but good things. Happy to see you’ve kept him out of trouble.”

“Thank you.”

They talked a little more about the upcoming interviews. As the shock of the phone call wore off, she asked, “Can I ask how you got the photo?”

“Came in through our website. Someone filled out the form anonymously and sent it over.”

Someone who wanted to get her into trouble. “Why would they do that?” she asked.

She could practically hear him shrug when he answered. “It’s the game. A lot of guys out there don’t want to see Oliveira as champion, and maybe they want to stir up some shit. I don’t think it’s any secret that there’s some tension between the two of us. They probably just wanted to piss me off. It happens.”

She frowned. She knew there was a fair amount of politics in the league, but something about this felt different. “Would you mind sending it to me? I’d like to see it.”

“Sure thing. Check your email. I’ll see you back in the office Monday. We need to meet with Jules and talk strategy in the lead-up to the big fight.”

Which would mean seeing much more of Leandro. God, she was doomed. “Okay, I’ll see you Monday.”

She ended the call and fell back on the bed. She was a little surprised at how easy it had been to convince Craig that nothing was going on with her and Leandro, even if she herself wasn’t so sure. She’d hoped that spending the night with him would’ve been enough to get him out of her system, but she knew now one night would never be enough. She was afraid that she felt far more deeply for him than she should. And that wasn’t something that was going to go away any time soon.
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LEANDRO BLINKED TO shield his eyes from the flash of the photographer’s camera. “Sorry,” he murmured, and the man smiled while snapping a few more photos in rapid succession. The interviews had drawn on for nearly two hours. The one he’d just finished was for a Brazilian MMA blog that he’d been looking forward to speaking with. Any chance to bring the sport he loved home to his country was a good thing, but he was ready for the day to be over. He was tired and irritable, a rare combination for him. He would’ve blamed it on the training while traveling, but he knew that was bullshit. The reason for his bad mood was sitting across the room working on her tablet.

His gaze followed his thoughts. Ashlynn sat on the hotel suite’s sofa, apparently engrossed in her work. She wore half of her blond hair up, with the rest of it falling down around her face. A pencil skirt hugged her ass—he knew because he’d had a hard time keeping his eyes off of it before she’d sat down—and she wore a modest blouse that covered more than it revealed. There was nothing overtly sexy about her sitting there working, but his dick hadn’t gotten the memo. Maybe it was the fact that they were in a hotel room, maybe it was that he’d just had her the night before, or maybe it was simply because she was Ashlynn, but his blood rushed south and he had to grit his teeth to fight against the beginnings of a very awkward erection.

“Hey, look this way, champ.” Caught staring, Leandro glanced back at the photographer, who gave him a knowing wink. “Give me a couple more photos and then you can chase that hot piece of ass, huh?” The man looked over at Ashlynn before giving Leandro a thumbs-up.

Anger that the man would be so disrespectful to her burned over his skin, turning his stomach. The asshole had no right to talk about her like that. The protective instinct that welled up in him might’ve surprised him had it not felt so good as it filled the hollows in his chest. He was glad that the guy had spoken in Portuguese so she wouldn’t understand what he’d said. “We’re done.”

The guy paused midphoto and lowered his camera. “What?”

“I said we’re done. You have enough photos.”

That got the reporter’s attention. He’d been sitting in the chair facing Leandro’s, organizing his notes from their interview. He was young, probably not even out of college, and he sat for a second looking back and forth between Leandro and his photographer before springing into action. “Ah, right, okay. Thanks for your time, Mr. Oliveira. It was an honor to meet you.” He leaned forward to shake Leandro’s hand before picking up his recorder and the stack of notebooks he’d brought with him. The photographer shook his head as he dismantled a light box and returned it to its case.

They were out the door in less than two minutes. Not nearly soon enough to suit him. Ashlynn stood to call out a good-bye and looked confused when the door shut behind them. “They left in a hurry. We still had”—she glanced down at her tablet—“ten minutes left.”

“We were finished.” He kept his seat, his fingers digging into the arms of the chair to hold himself there so he wouldn’t go over and try to touch her. He hated the distance that had grown between them since last night.

“Well, I guess we have a ten-minute break until the last interview. Do you need anything? Water?” She wasn’t looking at him as she walked over to the cart filled with drinks and snacks that she’d ordered when they’d first arrived. Her gaze touched everything else in the room but him. He grimaced at the painful tug near his heart. Everything felt wrong now.

His eyes drifted to her ass as she walked away from him. The open door behind her led to a bedroom. He’d dumped his suitcase there before changing for the interviews, so he knew it held a very nice king-size bed. There were so many things they could be doing in that bed instead of sitting here being awkward with each other. But that wasn’t a possibility because she kept making it clear that she didn’t want anything to do with him. If avoiding someone were an Olympic sport, Ashlynn would take the gold. All day, through the travel and the interviews, she’d barely acknowledged his existence. No eye contact. No subtle touches. And he felt like after finally tasting her sunshine, he’d been plunged back into shadow. The truth was, it hurt, and he didn’t know what to do with that, since a woman had never tried to avoid him after sex.

Yet it was more than just any woman avoiding him, and that made it even harder to process. He was miserable, and she was acting as if nothing had happened. No, she was acting as if something had happened, but it was something that she didn’t want to think about. Like something embarrassing. Or something painful.

He straightened in his chair as he wondered if that was it. Was it possible that he’d hurt her without even knowing it? He’d tried to be gentle, but near the end things had gotten—fuck. He’d taken her harder than he’d meant to, harder than he should have. Something about being with her had made him lose control, and that wasn’t okay. Not if he’d hurt her.

Christ. He ran a hand through his hair and tried to think of a way to bring it up so that she wouldn’t be embarrassed. There wasn’t one, but he couldn’t let it go. Standing slowly, he walked to the beverage cart where she was using a pair of tongs to very deliberately put ice cubes in a glass. When she glanced at him under her lashes, he realized that it was her way of looking busy so he wouldn’t talk to her. Was she okay? Had he hurt her, physically or otherwise?

“Water?” she asked again.

“Are you okay, Ashlynn?” He both wanted and dreaded the answer.

Something unreadable flickered across her face, and he fought back the urge to touch her, not wanting to scare her away when she was actually on the verge of looking at him and talking to him again. He clasped his hands onto the edge of the cart, hoping he looked far more casual and relaxed than he felt.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Her eyes dropped back down to the glass in her hand as she set the tongs down.

“Are you sure?”

“Why wouldn’t I be sure?”

“Did I . . . things have been . . . we’re not talking, and I just . . . Did I hurt you? When we . . .” He felt blood rush to his face; he felt like a fish flopping around on a dock. “Minha linda, I’m so sorry if I wasn’t gentle enough.” The idea that he’d possibly hurt her made him feel a little sick.

Her eyes widened, and her cheeks went the sexiest shade of pink—almost the exact same shade as when she came. She swallowed and ducked her head. “No, Leandro. You didn’t hurt me. I’m okay.”

He smiled, relief trickling through him. “Good. Because the last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

She looked at him as though she didn’t quite believe him, but it was true. He found himself wanting to take care of her, to protect her and shelter her from whatever it was that had put that fear in her eyes in the first place.

His eyes wandered down her body, taking in her simple green blouse, which matched her eyes, and dark gray skirt. Most of the women he’d dated wore half the clothes that she did and didn’t manage to look half as sexy. He almost gave a self-deprecating laugh at the word dated, because he didn’t date. Fucked was the appropriate word for what he did, but something about that didn’t sit right with him. It made him feel vulgar and wrong in a way it never had before.

He didn’t want that with Ashlynn. He didn’t want her to be just some one-night stand he’d forget in a month. He didn’t want that photographer’s disgusting assumption to be right. Fucking didn’t quite describe what had happened between them last night, but what did? He didn’t know what word to use for it, but it was different. He was different since being with her. He’d never been so consumed by a woman he’d slept with. The whole day had been taken up with thinking about her and wondering what she was feeling. Wondering what he was feeling.

Taking in a deep breath, he opened his mouth before he could stop himself. “You look really pretty today, Ashlynn.”

She sucked in a shaky breath, eating him up with her eyes. “So do you.” He frowned slightly, and she let out a nervous laugh. “I mean, you look nice. Not pretty. I didn’t mean to call you . . .” Her voice trailed off as her gaze did a slow walk down his body, and all he could think was that she could call him anything she liked as long as she kept looking at him like that.

Her blush deepened when she looked up to see that she’d been caught checking him out. She licked her lips and then cleared her throat. “There was a photo of us dancing at the club. Someone sent it to Craig. He called me this morning, after . . . He wasn’t happy about it, and reminded me about the WFC’s nonfraternization clause.”

“Nonfraternization?” It wasn’t an English word he knew.

“No dating among employees.”

The word dating seemed to hang between them, feeling big and heavy, but not unwelcome—at least, as far as he was concerned. Which was entirely new and surprising for him, but he had to admit that he liked it. He liked the idea of belonging to her almost as much as he liked her belonging to him.

Her eyes went wide as she realized what she’d said. “Not that we’re dating . . . or would date. I didn’t mean dating dating. I meant . . .” Her voice trailed off, and she glanced down at the cart.

“Is that why you’ve been avoiding me? Because of the photo and Darcy?”

She nodded but then stopped abruptly. “I haven’t been avoiding you.”

He blinked at her. “This is the first we’ve spoken since I was inside you.”

She gasped, her eyes darting up to look at him. Her nipples beaded, visible through the thin silk of her blouse, and he clenched his hands. He wanted to touch her, to be allowed to touch her as he had last night, but this awkwardness between them wouldn’t let him. And, fuck, he didn’t like it. It felt wrong and unnatural.

“I didn’t want to leave,” she whispered, and he felt those words deep in his chest, as though he’d been waiting for them. Wanting them. Needing them.

He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his thumb caressing her cheekbone, lingering. Electricity sparked up his arm, while something warm and soothing settled in his chest. Touching her felt right. Ashlynn felt like home. Not in a geographical sense, but in a comforting sense. He could be himself with her, no airs, no games. He knew that she saw him and took him as he was. Whatever this connection was between them, he knew it was real. Genuine. Something worth pursuing. Something worth . . . fuck, maybe everything. He felt alive and awake in a way he never had before, and he knew it was because of her, not just the amazing sex. He’d had great sex before, probably more than his share, but this was deeper, or it could be if they gave it half a chance. The intensity of his attraction to her should’ve scared him and in the past it would’ve. But it didn’t feel scary with her. It only felt right.

“I didn’t want you to leave,” he said.

She seemed surprised, her mouth working to form a reply. “I had to,” she finally managed.

“Why? I thought we could spend the morning in bed. Talking. Touching.”

Her blush deepened, but she didn’t look away. Despite the fact that she clearly wanted him, she reached up and laid a hand over his, her fingers tracing over his knuckles. “We can’t happen, Leandro.”

He felt her words like a punch in the octagon, but he didn’t flinch, not showing her how she’d affected him. He wasn’t willing to accept the end of anything—everything—between them.

“I could lose my job,” she said, biting her bottom lip.

“I wouldn’t let that happen.” He leaned in closer, her scent filling his lungs, making him want to shove the cart out of the way and pull her against him. “I would take care of you.” The words came from somewhere deep inside him. Unrehearsed, unplanned, and, as unbelievable as it was, he didn’t want to take them back.

Her eyes softened, lust tinged with sadness shining out at him. “You don’t mean that.”

He blinked. Did he mean it? He was almost certain that he did, and it wasn’t a line to get her back into his bed. But he hadn’t consciously thought of what it would mean to take care of her. The words had just come out of him. Now that they were there between them, they felt right. Everything felt good with her. He wanted to take care of her.

His heart punched against his ribs. For the first time in his life, he was putting himself out there for a woman, asking for more than sex. He honestly had no idea what it meant or what he wanted. He only knew that he wanted it with her, needed to be with her in a way he didn’t understand but sought to explore. Licking his lips, he asked, “What if I do?”

She smiled and brought his hand to her mouth. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the sight of her full lips brushing a soft, tender kiss across his knuckles. With a shake of her head and that same sad smile in place, she said, “But you don’t.”

A knock on the door as the last interviewer arrived interrupted them. He couldn’t blame her for not believing him. As she dropped his hand and walked away, he acknowledged that he should be relieved that she hadn’t taken him seriously. What the hell had he meant by “taking care of her”? He didn’t even know. He only knew that he wanted her in his life. When this trip was over tomorrow, he had a sinking feeling that he’d never be this close to her again, and fuck, that felt wrong. It made him feel homesick for something that he’d never had, which sounded crazy but made perfect sense to him.

With a sigh, he followed her with his eyes as she walked away from him. They were done for now, but they were far from finished.
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“LEO? ARE YOU listening to me?” Leandro pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger, staring out the limo’s tinted window as they approached the Van Nuys Airport just outside of Los Angeles. His mother’s voice drilled into his skull, each syllable sharp and piercing.

“Yes, Mãe, I heard you, and I’m not getting involved.”

“But your father won’t talk to her, and you know how Isabella listens to you. She certainly won’t listen to me, and your father’s useless, as usual.”

Leandro took a deep breath and rolled his eyes. His mother was never happy unless she was meddling in someone’s life. “I think it’s great that she wants to open her own business. She was getting bored at the bank.”

His mother made disapproving sound. “She shouldn’t have been at the bank in the first place. If she’d spent less time with her head in books, less time burying herself in work, she’d have a rich husband by now, and I wouldn’t have to worry about her.”

He’d been listening to this same argument since his sister was sixteen. This was the twenty-first century, but apparently Isabella’s only job in the eyes of their mother was to land a rich husband. Even as a thirteen-year-old, it had sounded ridiculous to him. Leandro felt his patience slipping, and he scoffed. “First of all, you don’t worry about Isabella because she isn’t married. You want her to align herself with someone who’ll bring more money to the Oliveira Group. Second, and Mãe, we’ve been over this, Isabella is a lesbian. She’s never going to marry a man. You’ve known this for years.”

“Well, it’s probably just a phase. And if she saw the men who are out there, then maybe she’d change her mind.”

Leandro bit back an exasperated sigh. “It’s not a phase. It’s who she is, and like I said, I’m not getting involved. Hey, maybe I should invest in her new business.”

“Leo! Don’t be ridiculous! You’re being as stupid as your father.”

“I’m getting on a plane. I have to go. Tchau.” He ended the call before he said something he’d regret to his mother. He leaned back, resting his head against the back of the seat, the beginnings of a headache starting to pull at his temples. The longer he was away from home, the more clearly he saw his family, and the more he wondered how he fit with them, if he even wanted to fit with them. There was a certain toxicity inherent in so much of what they did and how they spoke to one another. He hadn’t fully realized it until he’d gotten some space away from them.

This was the first time he’d spoken to his mother since winning the championship belt. She hadn’t called to congratulate him. His winning didn’t matter to her, because she hadn’t seen how it would add to the Oliveira empire. He hadn’t realized until just this moment how much that hurt. Both his father and grandfather had congratulated him, but even with them he got the sense that they were more amused than gratified. To them, this was a fun little hobby to keep him busy. They didn’t understand that this life was who he was. Just like they’d never made an effort to understand Isabella and who she was.

“Your mom still trying to marry Isabella off?” asked Thiago from his spot on the bench facing Leandro. The other two occupants—neither of whom were Ashlynn, who’d said she had a meeting, and would meet them at the airport—scrolled on their phones, not paying attention to their surroundings.

Leandro blew out a sigh. “Always.” He shook his head slowly. “I don’t know how she puts up with it. I’d have snapped by now.”

Thiago nodded, rubbing a hand over his chin. “What was that I heard you mention about investing in something?”

“Isabella’s starting her own financial company, specializing in microloans to small businesses.”

Thiago made a face. “Oh. That’s not nearly as exciting as the opportunity we heard about at dinner last night.”

Leandro raised an eyebrow. “What opportunity is that?” He frowned as he thought back to the night before. They’d had dinner with a couple of Thiago’s friends from Brazil who lived in LA now. Leandro vaguely remembered the guys talking about a business they were starting, but he’d been too preoccupied with thinking about Ashlynn and their brief talk between interviews to pay attention.

“The solar energy company Rodrigo is starting here in Los Angeles.” Thiago looked at him as if he should know where this was going. Leandro had a sinking feeling that he did. “Remember how he said he’s looking for investors? I was thinking we could go in on it together. I’d need you to float me my portion . . .” He shrugged. “But you’d get it back in a few years, I’m sure.”

Leandro frowned. “How much?”

“We could each invest three million.”

“You mean I could invest six million for both of us.” His voice was flat, a flare of irritation pushing up through him, making him antsy to be out of the limo.

“Right, but you’d—”

He cut him off. “No. You want to invest your own money, do what you want, but I’m not interested.” The dinner to introduce him to “old friends” had been nothing but a trick to get him to invest in a company he knew nothing about. Irritation turned to full-fledged anger. He felt used. Between his family and Thiago, it was starting to feel a hell of a lot like everyone wanted something from him, but no one was willing to give him anything in return.

Thiago’s brows knit together, his mouth turning down in a sulky frown. Before either of them could say anything, the limo came to a stop on the tarmac near the jet. Without waiting for the driver to open the door, Leandro pushed it open and stepped out into the sunshine, leaving the stifling darkness of the limo behind. He didn’t wait to see if Thiago was following him as he bounded up the steps and into the jet, nodding hello at the flight attendant.

He scanned the interior of the plane, his heart sinking just a little when he didn’t see Ashlynn. It had been thirty-seven hours since he’d last been inside her. Thirty-two hours since he’d woken up alone and disappointed to find himself that way. She’d left after the final interview last night, and this morning he hadn’t had a second alone with her as they’d prepped for the morning show. He missed her.

He felt Thiago and the rest of his crew step onto the jet behind him, and, needing some space, he moved into the private area in the back. His heart kicked happily against his ribs when his eyes landed on Ashlynn, sitting on one of the couches, her legs curled up under her, her tablet on her lap. For the first time since everything had changed between them, she met his gaze willingly, and he felt a zing of electricity down his spine.

He felt a tiny thrill of victory when she didn’t look away. Her lips parted, and he almost groaned as he remembered the brush of those soft lips against the head of his cock. He thickened almost instantly, and she sucked in a sharp breath, as though she could sense his arousal.

“Hi,” she finally said, her voice slightly raspy.

“Hi,” he said. A silence fell between them, awkward and full of everything they weren’t saying. “Your meeting was good?” he asked, scrambling for something to talk about.

“What?”

He wanted to sit down on the couch beside her, but he didn’t want to press her. He knew that coming on too strong could push her away. Damn if he knew how to proceed. He was out of his element with her. “Your meeting went well?”

“Oh. Um, yes. It was fine.”

“Good.”

“Yeah.”

Their eyes met again, and she bit her lip. His pants tightened even more, images of their night together flashing through his mind. Her eyes slipped down his body, lingering on the visible bulge in his pants. She swallowed and ducked her head, staring at her tablet as though it held the answers to all of life’s questions. God, what he wouldn’t give to be able to pull the sliding doors closed and show her just how much he’d missed her over the past thirty-seven hours.

“I’m trying to finish up some work.” She glanced up at him and he had the distinct feeling that he was being dismissed. It hurt, but that pain was mixed up with something else, and he wasn’t quite sure what it was.

Nodding, he gave her a smile and moved back to drop down in one of the chairs up front. He could still see her from where he sat and spent the next half hour glancing at her like some lovesick asshole. He finally realized what it was about her that intrigued him so damn much. Unlike his family, Thiago, and the other people he called friends, she was the one person who didn’t want anything from him. Almost anyone else would’ve found a way to use him by now, whether it was his money, status, or even a photo op. But she kept pushing back everything he tried to give her because she was afraid to take it. It was frustrating but appealing at the same time.

Sitting back in his seat, he let the conversation going on around him fade into the background. Maybe he needed some time to think this weekend. There was a big race in the desert tonight that Thiago had money on, but Leandro didn’t think he was going to go. For once, he wanted to stay home and relax. He was tired and, to be honest, a little lonely. He didn’t want to see Ashlynn go, but he couldn’t make her stay with him.

He closed his eyes and saw her as she’d been two nights ago. Beautiful and naked, her breasts bouncing and her hair flowing around her as she’d ridden him. But it was the expression on her face that stuck with him the most. She’d been so open and intense, no games, no pretense, nothing but her giving him everything. If he’d known she’d leave as soon as she had the chance, he’d have begged her to stay as he fell asleep with her wrapped in his arms.

A loud explosion like a car backfiring tore him from his thoughts. His eyes flew open as the whole world jolted, sending his shoulder slamming into the side of the plane as he fell out of his seat. Ashlynn shrieked and he barely registered the pain in his shoulder as he looked for her. Her wide-eyed gaze met his from the other side of the plane. Something was burning. It was sharp and metallic, almost like burning oil.

“Shit, there’s a fire!” someone said, drawing Leandro’s attention out the window. A dark trail of smoke came from one of the engines.

The plane lurched again and he heard Ashlynn whimper. Pushing to his feet, he braced a hand on the wall to make his way back to her. He had no idea what the hell was going on, but he needed to get to her. His heart throbbed in his chest, adrenaline flooding him.

“Mr. Oliveira, please take your seat,” said the flight attendant from her seat behind the cockpit, her voice unnaturally high.

The burning smell was getting worse, filling the cabin with a pungent, acrid scent that burned his throat with every breath. A large plume of black smoke obscured the windows on one side. His heart pounding, he closed the distance between them and sat down beside her. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

She shook her head, but she was pale and her lips trembled. His heart twisted in his chest to see her so afraid, so he put his arms around her and pulled her against him. His fingers tangled in her hair as he held her. She buried her face against him and wrapped her arms around him.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered. If they were the last words he ever spoke, at least they’d be honest.

“This is Captain Williams.” The captain’s voice came over the speakers in the cabin. “We appear to have lost one of the engines and have no choice but to attempt an emergency landing.”

The cabin erupted in gasps from everyone on board. Ashlynn tightened her grip on him, and he could hear her whispering, “Oh my God,” over and over again. His lips brushed her temple as everything seemed to slow down. For the first time, he considered that this could be it. They could die. He became hyperaware of the way her silky hair felt against his skin. The way she smelled. The fact that if they had to go down, he wanted her in his arms.

“I’m going to do everything I can to get us to the ground safely. Please stand by for emergency instructions from the flight attendant.”

The whole cabin went deathly quiet. The plane tilted again, and this time it didn’t right itself. “Please make sure your seat belts are buckled,” the flight attendant said through the intercom.

“Is your seat belt buckled?” he asked. Ashlynn nodded and reached for his. His heart dipped when she buckled it at his waist and put her arms back around him.

There was another sound he couldn’t identify, a horrible mechanical screech. He sat back, clenching his eyes closed as he held on to her, the only real thing in what had quickly become a nightmare.

“Shit, we’re going to die,” she said.

He shook his head, but he didn’t fucking know. The plane tilted forward and seemed to accelerate as they plunged toward the ground. Luggage and gear tumbled onto the floor. More smoke billowed past the window.

“No, minha linda. No.” He refused to believe it even as his heart thundered and his stomach heaved with the possibility they were about to be smashed into burning shards of debris.

“Heads between your knees!” The flight attendant yelled, not needing the intercom.

Ashlynn sat up and looked at him. There were so many things he wanted to say to her. So many things he wanted to experience with her. He felt angry and cheated that they hadn’t gotten that chance. He leaned forward and covered her mouth with his. Quick and rough, it somehow managed to say all the things they didn’t have time for. He wanted to hold on to her as they went down, but if there was any way she could come out of this alive and unhurt, he wanted that more. So as hard as it was to let her go, he pulled back and dropped his hands.

“Brace for impact! Prepare for crash landing! Heads down!” screamed the flight attendant.

The plane suddenly tilted forward even more. They would’ve been flung from their seats had they not been buckled in. Bending forward he put his head down and grabbed his legs. His stomach tumbled as they flew toward the ground, knowing that at any moment they’d crash and that would be the end. All he could think was that Ashlynn wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him screwing things up so badly. If he’d been less selfish and more concerned with everyone around him, there’d have been no need for her to babysit him like a child. What a selfish bastard he’d been.

Finally, they hit the ground. The impact was hard enough to make him lose his breath, and the wing with the failed engine hit even harder, shifting the plane to the right side. The air echoed with the terrible sounds of metal screeching across earth. Smoke and dust filled the cabin.

Please let Ashlynn live. The thought played through his mind like a mantra in those moments. Her life was the only thing that mattered to him.
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ASHLYNN SUCKED IN a gasping breath, her heart beating wildly in her chest. The impact had rattled her bones and stolen her oxygen. She coughed, the scent of smoke and burning oil still heavy in the air. Rocks and dirt pinged off the side of the plane as they slid forward, the motion rumbling through the cabin like an earthquake.

Suddenly the plane lurched to a halt, and she felt as though her ears were packed with cotton. The flight attendant stumbled from her seat, pushing at the door, but it wouldn’t budge. Thiago stood, and together the two of them were able to shove it open.

“Everyone out! Go! Go!” the flight attendant yelled, wrenching the door open even farther. Ashlynn felt as though she were watching everything through a fog, and distantly, she knew she was in shock.

“Come, sweetheart, we have to go,” said Leandro, and at the sound of his voice, her head whipped around. Relief like she’d never experienced flooded her. He was alive. They were alive. She started to shake, her hands trembling as she fumbled with the seat belt, trying and failing to get it undone. Leandro’s hand covered hers, and then with quick, assured movements, he unbuckled her and helped her up. His fingers threaded through hers, the solid heat of them against her skin anchoring her against the panic threatening to crest over her.

She squinted as she reached the door, both against the smoke billowing from the engine on the other side of the plane, and the harsh, desert sunlight. On shaky legs, she managed to climb down the steps. Leandro stayed behind to make sure everyone else got off the place. Sirens wailed in the distance.

As she walked away from the plane, she saw Las Vegas rising up before her, maybe thirty or forty miles ahead. She kept walking, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other until something inside her broke, and she sank into the reddish-brown dirt, pulling her knees up to her chest. Fire trucks and ambulances appeared in the distance, racing down what she realized was probably the 15.

How had they survived? She glanced back at the plane, smoke still billowing from one of the engines, debris scattered around the damaged body. It felt like a scene out of a movie.

It felt nothing short of miraculous.

Moving her gaze from the plane, she searched for Leandro, taking in a deep breath when she saw him helping the pilot, who was cradling his arm, blood streaming from his nose. Silently, she counted the people who’d come from the plane, her lips moving as she forced herself to focus.

Eight. There were eight, including herself. Everyone had made it out.

She hadn’t realized that she was crying until she saw the wet splotches hitting her jeans. Absently, she reached up and wiped at her eyes, trying to blink away the tears, but they wouldn’t stop. They were tears of relief, tears of hope, tears of gratitude. Because while they’d been plummeting toward the ground, her life had flashed before her eyes, but not like it often happened in the movies. She hadn’t revisited old memories. Instead, she’d seen hypothetical images of her future. All the things still to come that she hadn’t experienced yet. An instant bucket list.

Excelling in her career, maybe even starting her own PR firm one day.

Traveling. Experiencing new things, new cultures, new parts of the world.

Watching Kayla grow and find her path in life.

Falling in love. Getting married. Having a family.

At that last thought, her eyes once again darted to Leandro, and her heart fluttered in her chest when she realized he was headed toward her.

If she was completely honest with herself, the hopeful, optimistic, maybe even foolish part of her heart had envisioned a future with him during those brief, terrifying moments. She hadn’t expected him to comfort her, to hold her, to look at her as though she was everything to him as the plane raced toward the ground. To kiss her as if it were the last thing he were going to do. In the moment, she hadn’t known how to process any of it; hell, she still didn’t. Who was this man who kept proving all her assumptions about him wrong? As he walked toward her, his words echoed through her mind in time with his steps.

The last thing I want to do is hurt you.

I didn’t want you to leave.

I would take care of you.

I’ve got you.

For the first time, she wondered if he’d really meant the things he’d said, words she’d assumed were meant to get her back into his bed. Were they true? She swallowed thickly as she realized that she wanted them to be. What could they be to each other, given the chance?

But if she wanted to find out, she knew that she needed to let go of her fear, let go of the baggage her mother had piled onto her. She knew she’d been holding herself back, playing it safe, not taking any risks for fear of repeating her mother’s mistakes, for fear of sacrificing her own happiness for a man. But she needed to let go of all of that and live. Not survive, not get by, but grab gigantic handfuls of life and claim it. Take it. Own it. She’d survived a plane crash, after all. Letting herself fall for someone—even if he was the wrong someone—felt so small in comparison.

And what if Leandro wasn’t the wrong someone?

She managed to get to her feet, not caring that she was dusty and dirty, not caring that her legs were still shaky, and with wide, hungry steps, each one coming faster than the last, she ate up the distance between her and Leandro. His hands landed on her hips as her arms slipped over his shoulders.

“Minha linda,” he whispered, barely getting the words out before his mouth was on hers. His arms slid around her waist, pulling her against him as he kissed her, soft and gentle. Her fingers wove into his hair, not wanting to let him go. With his arms around her, his solid body pressed against hers, his reassuring scent filling her lungs, she felt safe.

He broke the kiss, his nose grazing her cheek before he leaned his forehead against hers. “Graças a Deus,” he murmured, his fingers flexing into her.

With his hands on her, his eyes so full of emotion and holding hers, she felt her frantic heart settle back into place.

“I’m sorry that I—” she started, but he cut her off with another kiss, this one longer and hungrier than the first. His hands came up to cup her face, and she could feel them trembling as his thumbs stroked over her cheekbones.

“No sorries. I don’t want them. I only want you, Ashlynn.” He kissed her again, as though needing to prove himself to her. “I only want you.”

She opened and closed her mouth, unsure what to say, what to think, what to feel. Before she could come up with anything, he was called away, letting her go with a reluctant sigh.

The sirens grew louder, and as the emergency personnel arrived, the temporary calm that had settled over the situation—everyone simply happy to have survived and made it out in one piece—evaporated. Firefighters rushed toward the plane, quickly beginning to coat the smoking engine in sprays of white foam. Officials from the airport pulled up in sedans with flashing lights, and the ambulances set up camp a small distance away, paramedics hurrying toward the group.

The next hour passed in a blur as they were all moved farther away from the plane, each getting a thorough examination from the paramedics. Both the pilot and the copilot had sustained injuries, but nothing life-threatening.

Leandro hovered outside the ambulance’s open doors as the paramedics wrapped Ashlynn in a Mylar blanket to help as she came down from the shock, and then proceeded to check her for symptoms of a concussion. Once they’d thoroughly checked her for any signs of internal trauma, they told her she was free to go.

“You’re very, very lucky,” commented the paramedic as she pulled off her latex gloves, shooting Ashlynn a wry smile. “Talk about a close one.”

Ashlynn nodded slowly, her eyes meeting Leandro’s. “I know. I could’ve lost everything.”

The paramedic patted her on the shoulder. “You can go home. If you experience any symptoms such as confusion, dizziness, shortness of breath, or a sudden drop in blood pressure, go to your nearest emergency room. I don’t think you have any internal injuries, but if you feel unwell, get checked out.”

Ashlynn nodded and then sucked in a deep breath, wondering how she was going to get home. Wondering if she’d ever be able to recover her things from the plane, or if everything was too damaged from smoke and the impact to be of any use to her. At least she could get inside the house using the spare key she kept hidden in the magnetic lockbox fastened to her air-conditioning unit.

“Do you think Uber comes this far into the desert?” she asked, knowing it was a bad joke, but not knowing what else to say. She felt as though the impact of the landing had disconnected her brain from her mouth. Not that she had her phone to call an Uber. It was in her purse, which was still on the plane.

“I’ve already called for a car,” said Leandro, his smooth, accented voice settling over her skin and warming her more than the Mylar blanket ever could.

“How?” God, he really did have the world at his beck and call.

He reached into his pocket and fished out his phone. The screen was a spiderweb of cracks. “Not pretty, but it still works.”

Someone called to him and he moved away, going to check on one of his friends.

“Your boyfriend?” asked the paramedic, a slightly dreamy look on her face as she watched the space where Leandro had just been.

“Uh, no. We’re just . . . it’s . . . complicated,” she said, not wanting to lie to the paramedic about who Leandro was to her. God knew she was tired of lying to herself about her feelings for him.

The paramedic nodded and then tipped her head. “Yeah, well. Sometimes events like this have a way of uncomplicating things, if you know what I mean.”

Ashlynn had a feeling she did. She pulled the blanket from around her shoulders and handed it back to the paramedic. “Thank you,” she said, pushing to her feet and stepping out of the ambulance. News vans from local affiliate stations had arrived while she’d been in the ambulance, reporters standing talking into cameras with the still-smoking plane in the background. One of them saw her emerge from the ambulance and pointed, gesturing for her cameraman to get Ashlynn on-screen. She wondered if she should duck back into the ambulance. The last thing she wanted to do right now was be on TV.

Before she could decide, a strong arm circled around her waist, pulling her in the opposite direction. Leandro led them toward a waiting black SUV, and without a word, he helped her inside, then followed her in, slamming the door shut behind him. The vehicle started moving toward the highway, and Ashlynn scrambled to fasten her seat belt, her stomach lurching a little.

Leandro stared at her, an unreadable expression on his face, and a silence fell between them, but it didn’t have the same awkwardness as before.

“You didn’t have to come with me,” she said, thinking about his friends still back at the scene.

“I called cars for everyone, and I wanted to make sure you got home safely.”

His hand moved across the leather separating them, landing on her knee. His thumb traced gentle circles over her kneecap, and when she met his eyes, they seemed almost unnaturally bright. “Are you okay, Ashlynn?”

She nodded slowly. “I think so. I’m shaken up, but . . . yes. I’m okay.” She met his eyes. “Are you?”

“Now that I know you’re safe, I am.”

She sucked in a shaky breath, her heart not quite sure what to do with his words. “Thank you,” she said, her voice coming out hoarse. “For holding me and comforting me.”

He raised a hand and stroked a thumb over her cheekbone, cradling her jaw. “If we were going to die, I wanted my last moments to be with you in my arms.”

She could practically taste the sincerity of his words, shining out at her from his eyes, and she felt the last of her resistance dissolve, melting away like sugar in water.

“That’s not a line, is it?” she asked, biting her bottom lip. His eyes tracked the movement.

“No. No lines. Just the truth.” He let out a little laugh, shaking his head. “And yes, I’m as surprised as you are. But sometimes the best things in life are a surprise.”

Ashlynn couldn’t remember the last time she’d let herself be surprised by something. Everything in her life was tightly planned, controlled, not allowing for anything to push her off track. But Leandro had completely derailed her, and she couldn’t help but feel . . . free.

She leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. He let out a low groan and kissed her, his mouth closing gently over hers. She never would’ve thought he’d be capable of such tenderness, and a lump formed in her throat.

Leandro’s phone rang, and he broke the kiss and pulled it from his pocket, answering it and speaking in Portuguese. She settled back into her seat, watching the city get closer and closer.

After he ended his call, Leandro tapped her on the shoulder and extended the phone to her. “Anyone you want to call?”

She took it, shooting him a grateful smile, and quickly called Kayla, and then her mother, reassuring them that she was a little shaken up but otherwise fine.

By the time she’d finished her second phone call, they’d pulled into her driveway. The sight of her neat town house had her eyes burning with unshed tears, and she realized that for several moments, she’d really, truly thought that she was going to die. Before she got out of the car, she raised a hand, tracing the tips of her fingers over Leandro’s mouth. He kissed each of her fingertips, warming her from the inside out.

“Can you stay?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. She didn’t want to be alone, but there was more to her question than that. Now that things had shifted between them, she didn’t want him to go.

He smiled, heat flashing in his gaze. “This is where I’m supposed to be.”
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ASHLYNN PUSHED HER front door open, inviting Leandro into her space. Taking her hand and following her inside, a sense of something profound came over him. A sense that this was someplace sacred and he was damned lucky to be here. The scent of orange blossoms mixed with the smoke that still clung to their clothes teased his nostrils. He caught a glimpse of an overstuffed couch, soft blue walls, and a neatly kept white kitchen in the back of the open floor plan. But he couldn’t focus on any of that, because he was riding his adrenaline rush and his brain wouldn’t allow for any excess. There was only Ashlynn and the fact that they’d just cheated death. Together. She’d invited him in and was standing right in front of him. And maybe this meant that she was finally his.

“Oh, good. It’s not a mess. I was afraid that Kayla hadn’t cleaned.” She gave him a sheepish smile.

The unfamiliar name was another reminder of how little he knew about this woman. It probably should’ve set off warning bells, because he was falling for someone he knew almost nothing about, but it didn’t. It was exciting. She was exciting. And he couldn’t wait any longer to touch her the way he’d wanted to since waking up without her.

He tugged her hand, pulling her into his arms. Much to his relief she settled against him, her palms roaming up his chest and around his shoulders so that her fingers could delve into his hair. One corner of her mouth went up in a shy smile, reminding him of how innocent she could seem sometimes. But she was also worldly and intelligent and so damn sexy, and the combination of them all had him tangled up inside.

“I need to be inside you, minha linda.”

Her cheeks flushed and her gaze latched on to his mouth as she nodded. “God, yes.”

Groaning in the back of his throat, his hands slid down to cup handfuls of her ass. Heat coiled in his belly as his cock thickened, and he couldn’t get close enough to her. Just as eager for him, she rose up on her toes and covered her mouth with his. When she brushed his tongue with hers, something in him broke wide open. All the fear and adrenaline left over from the crash came together inside him, coalescing into a need so strong and intense that it pulsed with a life of its own. He needed Ashlynn like he needed air. Now. “I don’t want to waste another minute without you,” he whispered.

She made a sexy sound and said, “Me neither.”

He tugged her T-shirt out of her jeans until she took over, pulling it off over her head and tossing it away. Taking her mouth again, he pulled down the straps of her bra and his hand slid inside to palm her breast. He loved her curves and how she overflowed his palms, once again confirming his philosophy that there was never too much of a good thing.

Her fingers found the buttons on his shirt, nearly tearing them off in her hurry to take it off of him. It still wasn’t fast enough, because he wanted nothing more than to feel her bare skin against his. He was forced to let go of her long enough to shrug out of his shirt, but as soon as it hit the floor he reached behind her and unclasped her bra. It fell away and he cupped her breasts, stroking her nipples with his thumbs. “Meu Deus . . . you’re gorgeous.”

She was his, and Christ, that felt good. A primal urge to claim her moved through him. He’d never felt this way before. All of his hookups had been playful sex meant to scratch an itch. But this with Ashlynn was different. She was his and he belonged to her. It was simple and so fucking intoxicating he was practically drunk on it. He wanted to spend hours playing with her, learning what made her sigh and what made her scream, but later. Right now he needed to fuck her.

She reached between them and fumbled with his belt buckle. Tugging it open, she tore at the button on his pants with one hand while her other went down to cup him through the fabric. “Fuck,” he groaned as she stroked him, and he lengthened and throbbed in her hand.

Grabbing two handfuls of her ass, he lifted her up and she put her legs around his waist. Toeing off his shoes, he asked, “Where’s your bedroom?”

“Upstairs,” she answered, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and kissing him.

He fumbled his way to the stairs, too caught up in her to pay attention. She reached between them again, this time sliding her hand inside his boxer briefs to wrap her small hand around him and squeeze. He grunted and gritted his teeth against the nearly overwhelming wave of pleasure that pulsed through him.

Fuck the bedroom. Dropping to his knees, he set her on the stairs and yanked at her jeans. She pushed them, along with her panties, down over her hips and wiggled out of them, leaving her naked and gorgeous. Tossing them off the stairs, she pushed his pants and underwear down over his ass. Their mouths fused as she grabbed for him. He moaned and nearly saw stars when she squeezed. “So good,” he whispered against her lips. “But I need to be inside you. Are you ready?”

She made a sound that meant yes and spread her legs wider, her hands grasping at his hips. But he wanted to make sure and reached between them to find her soaked. He rubbed circles around her clit, waiting until her hips rocked with him before moving down to push a finger inside her. Fuck, she was so tight. His cock jerked, but he didn’t want to hurt her, so he forced himself to wait. Gently, he worked a second finger into her. She arched into his touch and tightened around his fingers, riding them as he fucked her.

“Hurry, Leandro, I can’t wait.” Her voice was raw, matching his own need.

He gritted his teeth as he moved into the cradle of her hips. Slicking the head of his cock through her folds, he marveled at how wet she was. Her pussy was beautiful, pink and glistening with a trimmed strip of blond at the top. He notched the head against her opening and pushed forward just enough to start to ease into her. She moaned and tightened her hands on his hips. Her body clenched at him, wanting more. He pulled back but slid the head back in again, giving them that much as he established a short, teasing rhythm to get her body ready for him.

She felt so damn good that he wanted to take her bare, to fuck her hard and deep, but wearing a condom was the one thing that had been drilled into him since he’d been twelve years old. Too much risk of collateral damage. Paternity suits. Marriage traps.

Reluctantly he pulled back, arousal still buzzing through his veins as the fog lifted just enough for him to realize that his luggage was still somewhere in the middle of the fucking Mojave. Shit. No fucking condom! He never carried condoms in his wallet, not since he’d been a teenager too eager to plan for sex. Ashlynn looked puzzled, her eyes still bright and glazed with passion, probably wondering why he’d stopped.

“I don’t have a condom,” he said, his breath coming out in pants as if he’d just run five miles.

Her mouth opened in a silent O, then turned downward in disappointment. “I don’t either.”

They stared at each other for a second. Leandro was temporarily dumbstruck by the fact that he didn’t fucking care. He wanted her. Fuck. Maybe he even wanted the aftermath.

“I have an IUD. I’m okay and I know that you get tested for the fights. We don’t have to use one,” she said.

His heart pounded and blood roared in his ears. Every warning his vovô had ever told him about women using him for their own gain died a silent death. He held himself over her with one hand and used his other to open her thighs wider. She smiled up at him, and that smile was everything. His whole world was centered on Ashlynn and making her feel good. Dropping his forehead to hers, he lined himself up with her entrance and pushed inside. She was so hot and tight he felt like he was being strangled, but in the best way possible. He moved inside her until he felt resistance and then pulled out before thrusting forward again.

“Am I hurting you?” he whispered, looking into her eyes.

She shook her head and raised her hips. “I need you.”

Those three words nearly slayed him. He hadn’t realized how he’d hoped to hear them from her again until she’d said them. He forced himself to move slowly, determined not to lose control again. He ground his molars together as he worked himself in and out of her, giving her time to stretch around him until he finally slid home. He couldn’t hold back his groan as he sank deep, drawing a moan from her lips. A wave of primal satisfaction came over him and he held still to savor it.

He rocked his hips against her, fingers of pleasure curling up his spine. She cried out and clenched him tight, tightening her grip in his hair. “God, I missed your pussy,” he whispered against her neck. She whimpered and rocked up to meet his next thrust.

“You feel so good inside me. Fuck me, Leandro. Don’t hold back.”

He groaned, completely lost. He couldn’t have held back even if he’d wanted to. Keeping a tight grip on her thigh, he fucked her hard and deep, reveling in her cries of pleasure. Something took hold of him with each one. Something raw and primal. Some instinct that claimed her as his with each deep thrust of his cock. Mine. The word echoed through his head.

She wrapped herself around him tighter, her heel digging into his ass. “God, Leandro,” she cried. “I’m gonna come.”

Those words nearly sent him over the edge. He fucked her harder, making her moan as her pussy clenched and fluttered around him. Her nails dug into him as she screamed. Gratification roared through him and his cock pulsed, coming so hard that he saw stars, but even then he couldn’t stop. He kept moving, drawing out the orgasm for both of them until he fell limp against her.

He’d never had an orgasm so intense. It was like he’d just been playing at sex before, but he now knew he’d been missing a key ingredient: Ashlynn. Like he’d been wandering and now that he’d found her, he was home. When his heart started to slow down and he could pull in a normal breath, he dragged his lips across her cheek and placed a kiss on her mouth, pushing up to look down at her. She smiled at him, her eyes soft and dreamy.

“Sorry.” When she frowned, he said, “About the stairs. I meant to take you to bed, but we didn’t make it.”

She gave a soft laugh. “I didn’t want to wait.” Her palms smoothed over his shoulders, and she tugged at her bottom lip with her teeth. “I’m glad you’re here. When we were going down . . . I thought . . .” She gave a little gasp and swallowed hard as her face nearly crumpled with emotion.

There were light smudges of makeup under her eyes from her earlier tears, but she’d never looked more beautiful to him. His thumb rubbed over her cheekbone and his nose brushed hers as he sought the corner of her mouth. “I’ve got you,” he whispered as he placed a kiss there. “We made it. We’re okay.”

She closed her eyes and nodded in an attempt to compose herself, but he didn’t want a mask she forced herself to wear. He wanted her. Real. And after just having her, real and open, there was no way he going to give her a chance to retreat again. “What did you think about on the plane?”

Her green eyes were bright with unshed tears and emotion. “I thought about my future. Of all the things I want to do but haven’t done. All the fear holding me back and how it’s pointless.” She paused and took in a deep breath as if getting ready to dive into the deep end of the ocean. He sensed that whatever she was about to say could change things, and his heart punched against his ribs as he waited to hear it. “I thought of my grandparents. They spent their lives together and had this amazing love that I’d always wanted to find for myself. But I was too scared to make it happen.”

“What were you afraid of?” he asked to keep her talking, wanting to soak in everything she revealed about herself.

“Of being hurt. Of making the wrong choice.” She shrugged. “But as we were going down, I realized that I was more afraid of not getting the chance to make it happen. I want that so much.” Her palms slid down his chest, as if she were savoring the feel of him, and he liked that he was hers to touch. She blushed and stared at her hands. “This is probably coming out wrong.”

“It’s not wrong.” His voice was husky as he searched her face, eager to hear what she’d say next. He had a feeling he knew where this was going and he wanted it with every fiber of his being.

Her eyes met his again and they were so open and deep that he thought he could drown in them, given half the chance. “I thought about you,” she said. “And how I’ve never felt this way with anyone before. I’d like to find out what we could be to each other.”

She was so brave, saying things that he hadn’t been able to say and didn’t even know how to say. “I want that too, Ashlynn.” He couldn’t think of a single thing he’d ever wanted more.
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ASHLYNN LAY IN bed and stared up at her ceiling, her entire body humming, the only sound the soft patter of water from her shower. Her mind flicked back to when she’d lain on her bed in her hotel room, staring at the ceiling after sneaking out of Leandro’s room, and she couldn’t help but notice how different she felt this time. Happy and free of so many of the doubts and fears that had plagued her then.

After her confession on the stairs, she hadn’t been sure what to expect—after all, she didn’t know him that well. Or, at least, she didn’t know the real Leandro that well. She was all too familiar with the persona he put on in public, but she was quickly learning that that wasn’t who he really was. Underneath the cocky, arrogant bravado was a warm, kind, intelligent man.

Who had model-worthy good looks.

And was pretty much a billionaire.

And who had the biggest, thickest, most incredible dick she’d ever had the pleasure of seeing up close.

She slapped a hand over her mouth, fighting back the giddy laugh wanting to burst out of her. Once she’d told him that she wanted to explore what they could have together, he’d carried her up to her room, where they’d spent the past hour touching and talking, kissing and exploring. He’d gotten her off with just his fingers, as though he already knew exactly how to touch her, how to drive her wild.

She glanced over at her nightstand, and more of that giddiness rose up as she took in the surreal sight of Leandro’s stainless steel Rolex sitting there, on top of her little stack of magazines. The tiniest reminder that his world was very, very different from hers. And yet she couldn’t bring herself to worry about it. After surviving a plane crash, something like class differences felt so insignificant.

She tilted her head, glancing at the Rolex’s face and she jolted a little at the time. It was later than she’d realized, almost evening, and Kayla would likely be on her way home soon. Leandro had told her she was free to use his phone while he was in the shower, so she picked it up from where it sat next to his watch and dialed Kayla’s cell phone for the second time that day.

Kayla answered on the third ring, a little breathless. “Hey, everything okay? I was just on my way home.”

Ashlynn bit her lip, feeling suddenly self-conscious. Toying with the hem of the sheet, she nodded. “Yeah, everything’s fine. Better than fine, actually, which is why I’m calling. You can’t stay here tonight.”

“What? Why not?” But before she could answer, Kayla let out a little shriek. “Omigod, he’s there, isn’t he?”

Ashlynn laughed at Kayla’s infectious enthusiasm. “Um, yeah. And I’m hoping he stays tonight.”

“So that must’ve been some business trip,” said Kayla, clearly fishing for details. Ashlynn filled her in on what had happened—the kiss in New York, the date with Jake, their night in Miami—having to pause frequently for Kayla’s excited squeals. By the time she’d told her sister an abbreviated version of the story, she was pretty sure her eardrum was headed for some serious damage.

“I knew something was going on with you,” said Kayla. “The way you were obsessing over your outfit and your hair and makeup, the way your cheeks went pink every time I said his name.”

“You were right,” said Ashlynn, letting her little sister have the victory. Given that she’d turfed her for the night, it was the least she could do.

“Okay, I won’t keep you. Go enjoy sexy fun time with your Brazilian billionaire sex god.”

Ashlynn’s stomach flipped over at Kayla’s words, because after the way he’d looked at her, his eyes so tender and sweet, the way he’d said he wanted to explore their connection too, Leandro really was hers. Maybe not to keep forever and ever, but enough that she could enjoy him and what they had together so that she could figure out if maybe something like forever was in the cards. For once, she felt blissfully at peace with not having everything figured out. Maybe it was the orgasms. Maybe it was the near-death experience. Really, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Leandro was here, naked in her shower, after having fucked her brains out on her stairs, and telling her he wanted to be with her too.

Totally surreal, just like the Rolex sitting on her IKEA nightstand.

She said good-bye to Kayla and hung up just as a horribly off-tune string of Portuguese echoed against the bathroom tiles and through the open door. Ashlynn pressed her fingers to her lips, trying not to laugh as the song—although song was a generous term for the noise coming from the shower—continued. If her ears hadn’t started bleeding from all of Kayla’s shrieking, they were definitely bleeding now.

And yet she didn’t hate the sound of his awful—truly, truly awful—singing, because she loved seeing all these parts of him. Real parts. Human parts. She wanted to know everything about him, including his imperfections. Especially the sweet, innocent ones, like the fact that his singing would have Simon Cowell running for the hills.

Smiling to herself, she slipped out of bed and into the bathroom. She pulled the shower curtain back just enough to poke her head in and took a second to appreciate the sight of soapy rivulets of water running down over Leandro’s bare, muscular ass. He glanced at her over his shoulder, his gaze somewhere between adoring and smoldering. It was a heady combination.

“I thought maybe someone was strangling a cat in here,” she said, sending him a playful smile.

He let out a laugh, his entire face lighting up with it. “What? You don’t like my singing?”

She feigned innocence and widened her eyes. “Oh my God. That was singing?”

He said something in Portuguese and then pulled her into the shower with him, her body colliding with his. Her breasts flattened against his chest, her nipples peaking and sending darts of pleasure downward at the contact.

“If you don’t like my singing, maybe I should find something else to do with my mouth, hmm?” He gently pushed her hair back over her shoulder and trailed slow, teasing kisses down her neck. With a whimper, she tilted her head, giving him better access, wanting to soak up everything he had to give her.

“What were you singing?” she asked, her voice coming out slightly breathless as he nibbled at her ear.

He moved to the other side of her neck, kissing and licking her skin as though she were the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted. “A song called ‘Ai Se Eu Te Pego,’ ” he said, turning her around so that her ass was pressed to his cock. She wiggled against him and he groaned. She loved that she was able to turn him on like that. It made her feel feminine and powerful, sexy and alive.

“What’s it about?” she asked, the last word disappearing into a moan as his soapy hands came up to cup her breasts, his fingers flicking over her nipples. Her entire body tightened, aching for him again. As though no matter what he gave her, she’d always want more.

“The words are about seeing a beautiful woman—the most beautiful woman—and wanting her more than you’ve ever wanted anything. About doing anything to be with her.” He bit at her shoulder, her breasts aching under his soapy caresses. “It felt . . . adequate isn’t the right word, but only about half my blood’s in my brain right now,” he said, his voice getting huskier. His hips worked against her ass, his cock sliding against her wet skin.

Her heart melted. She loved this sweet side of him, this side that only she got to see. It hit her then just how quickly she was falling for him.

“It felt fitting?” she suggested, widening her stance as one of his hands slid down over her belly to cup her mound.

“Mmm. Yes,” he said, parting her lips with one finger. “Fitting.” His fingers gently circled her clit, and her heart melted even more at the way he was always so gentle with her. At first. Her smile widened, heat flushing through her as she thought of how that gentleness always gave way to rougher, more possessive movements as he lost control.

She tipped her head back against his shoulder as he worked her clit in perfect little circles, pinching it lightly and drawing a gasp from her. “I love how you respond to me, minha linda. Like you were meant to be mine,” he said, his voice rumbling over her skin.

God, she was so lost with him, but in the best possible way. The kind of lost where new things could be found. Giving in to her feelings for Leandro wasn’t scary—it was freeing in a way she’d never experienced before. Somehow, everything was different with him. Bigger and brighter and more exciting. She’d never felt like this about anyone before, and in the past, her excitement would’ve scared her because it meant she wasn’t in control, but she didn’t want to run from Leandro. Every fiber of her being was telling her to trust him, to let him in.

She felt surrounded by him with his hand on her breast, his other hand between her legs, his strong, solid body behind her, but it made her feel safe, cocooned away with him in her shower, as though they were the only two people in the world. It was a feeling she didn’t want to let go.

“Will you stay? Tonight?” she asked, focusing on getting the words out through the heat churning through her core.

He slid a finger inside her, curling it and stroking her from the inside. “The idea of leaving hadn’t even occurred to me.”

“Even though you don’t even have a change of clothes?”

She felt him smile against the skin of her neck. “I don’t think we’ll be needing any clothes. Not tonight. Not this weekend.”

She moaned as he added a second finger, and she managed to nod lazily. “Yes. God, Leandro, yes.”

He let out a low, approving groan and then slid his hand down from her breast, over her hip, and to her ass. He gave one of her cheeks a firm squeeze before slipping his hand between her cheeks, his touch featherlight. She gasped as the tips of his fingers brushed over her, surprised at the pleasure curling through her at that forbidden touch.

“Oh, fuck,” she breathed, pushing back against his hand. He groaned again, and then circled her tight entrance with an excruciatingly gentle touch. She moaned and clenched at his fingers inside her. He mumbled a string of growly Portuguese, fucking her with his fingers, playing with her ass as she whimpered and moaned, squirming against the onslaught of pleasure from his touch. He owned her completely as she dissolved into a throbbing mess of need.

“Has anyone ever had you here, Ashlynn?” he asked, his voice rough. He pushed the very tip of one finger in, the slight burn mixed with a sharp, radiating pleasure.

She shook her head, letting out a shuddery gasp as he retreated and then pushed in just a little bit farther, his finger slick with soap.

“But you like this? Me taking your ass, touching you here?”

She’d never experimented with that before, but she wanted to give him every part of herself. She bit her lip and nodded rapidly. “Uh-huh,” she groaned. He circled her clit faster, establishing a rhythm that had her on the brink of losing her mind.

“Fuck,” he whispered, his tone almost reverent. He curled the two fingers buried in her pussy and slid his other finger farther into her ass. The pressure building inside her snapped free, and she came on his hands, riding the waves of pleasure crashing through her until her legs were shaking, her muscles stiff. He kissed her neck and shoulders as she came down, gently withdrawing his hands from her. She blinked, trying to find herself again.

Reaching behind her, she circled her fingers around his cock and squeezed. “If you think this would fit up there, you’re crazy.” But she had to admit that she was both intrigued and aroused at the idea, and what he’d just done had definitely felt good. More than good. He’d been gentle, had made sure she liked it before he’d gone further. She knew that she could trust him with her body, and that made her want to trust him with her heart.

He laughed, but the sound was a little strained, probably because he needed release of his own. “Minha linda, I would never pressure you to do something you don’t want to do. I just want to make you feel good.”

God, he was giving her so much sweetness, so much tenderness, that she barely knew what to do with it. She stroked him, and he thrust against her hand.

“Yes,” he hissed, his hips moving. “Stroke me. Make me come.”

She turned to face him and wrapped both her hands around his cock, marveling that even with both hands on him, she still had ground to cover. Holding his eyes, she worked her hands up and down his shaft in a fast rhythm, sliding and twisting, adding pressure just under the head with her top thumb. His chest heaved, his lips parted, the blue-green of his eyes almost totally hidden by the black of his pupils. It didn’t take long before he closed his eyes, his head fell back, and he let out a strangled cry, his cock pulsing in her hands as he came.

He slowly opened his eyes and reached for her. “Puta que pariu,” he mumbled before crushing his mouth to hers, his kiss hungry and claiming. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he whispered against her mouth. Her heart beat fiercely in her chest as she realized that she’d never felt more beautiful than with him. The way he looked at her, the way he touched her, the way he made her feel sexy and whole in her skin.

The water started to cool, and she reached behind him to shut the shower off. She grabbed two towels from the rack, handing one to him and wrapping the other around herself. She’d been about to ask him if he was hungry when her own stomach let out a loud growl.

Leandro reached for her towel and pulled her against him, tucking her damp hair behind her ears. “My wallet’s in my pants. Take one of the credit cards, whichever one, and order whatever you want for dinner.”

“Really? I could make something,” she said, not wanting him to feel obligated to her.

He shook his head, his smile slow and wolfish. “I have other plans for you.” He kissed the corner of her mouth. “Naked, getting-the-sheets-all-sweaty plans.”

Her stomach swirled, happiness and excitement coursing through her. “In that case . . . Chinese or pizza?”
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LEANDRO HAD NEVER eaten Chinese food straight out of a take-out carton while sitting at a kitchen table talking to a beautiful woman. But then he’d never spent a whole hour talking to a woman who he was planning to have sex with. Lots of sex.

He frowned as he realized that he’d somehow divided the women in his life into two groups: those he’d planned to have sex with and those he hadn’t. Aside from flirting and teasing—all things that were supposed to lead to sex—he never talked to those in the first group, reserving all of his conversation for those in the latter group. Guilt and shame tugged a chord deep in his chest.

“All done?” Ashlynn asked, pointing at the now-empty carton forgotten in his hand.

He nodded and helped her pile up all the boxes littered across the table. Her hips swayed beneath her pink satin robe as she gathered them up and put them in the trash. Running a palm over the heaviness in his chest, he sat back in his chair, not liking what that realization said about him. That he was a selfish asshole who didn’t care about anyone but himself? Maybe that was some of it, but there were people he cared about. Maybe it was because he didn’t want to end up like his parents, miserable and trapped, so he kept his emotions separate from sex. The skin on the back of his neck tightened uncomfortably, and he knew he was on to something.

Not wanting to think about that right now, he blew out a breath and let his gaze drift around her home. It was neat and cozy, each item carefully chosen with comfort in mind, instead of style. He compared it to his house outside of town, and while his place was worthy of being featured in a magazine, it lacked the warmth and charm of Ashlynn’s small home. It also lacked the personal details that made Ashlynn’s home feel lived-in. A scarf that she’d thrown over the back of a chair, a pair of heels tossed into a corner probably after getting home from a long day at work, a framed photo of Ashlynn on her graduation day posing with who he now knew to be her mother and sister; all pieces of who she was. He would’ve run from such intimate things before, but he didn’t want to anymore. Being with Ashlynn made him want to be different. Better. She made him want to be open to the possibility of intimacy in a way he never had been before. She was kind and generous and had an ass that wouldn’t fucking quit. No way was he walking away from that any time soon.

A dozen red roses in a vase sat on a table in her living room. He’d totally missed them before because he’d been too preoccupied with her. “Did someone send you roses?” he asked, trying and failing to sound casual, but a tiny bit of jealousy had crept into his voice. He didn’t even know if she’d been dating anyone before tonight, or, fuck, if she planned to keep dating that someone. Not if he had anything to say about it, and he did.

Shaking her head, she turned back to him. “Jason sent them while I was gone. I told Kayla to throw them out, but she thought they were too pretty.”

“Jason.” He rolled the name around on his tongue, not liking how it felt. “The guy from the parking lot.”

“Yeah, he still wants to get back together, apparently.” She waved a hand like it was no big deal.

Over his dead body. He made his way over to her, his hands automatically going to her hips as he pulled her close. “I don’t like the way he treated you. Want me to talk to him? He shouldn’t be bothering you like this.”

She smiled and ran her hands up his chest. “No, but thank you. He’ll get the message. Eventually.”

He tipped his head, not wanting to stomp all over her independence, but he didn’t like how the guy wouldn’t go away. “Let me know if he bothers you any more, hmm?” He took handfuls of her ass and squeezed, unable to get enough of her.

“I can handle it.”

He stopped himself from pointing out how the asshole hadn’t listened to her that night in the parking lot, instead making a mental note to check out who this guy was, just in case. There were many other more interesting things to do with her tonight than talk about Jason. Dropping his head, he nibbled her earlobe and asked, “But can you handle me?”

She shivered and threaded her fingers through his hair. “So far so good, but I may need practice,” she teased.

With a playful growl, he swept her up into his arms and made for the stairs. She shrieked with laughter and held on as he took her back to her bedroom. She was still laughing when he dropped her onto the bed and growled again as he fell on top of her, careful to keep his weight from crushing her. He kissed her neck while his other hand tickled her waist, and he didn’t stop until she begged for mercy.

Falling to the side, he gathered her into his arms and pulled her back against him. He liked how she relaxed into him as if she somehow just fit. He liked this more laid-back side of her, and that they weren’t at each other’s throats anymore. Fuck. He just loved being himself with her. Never once had he wondered if she had an ulterior motive for being with him. They were simply together and happy and that was all that mattered. He was surprised to realize that even though he was half-hard with wanting her again, he didn’t want the talking to end. There was still so much more to know about her.

His gaze lit on a framed photo on her bedside table. A studio portrait of her with her mom and sister. He frowned as he realized that her father didn’t seem to be in her life. Pulling her robe down to bare her shoulder, he placed tiny kisses on her soft skin, letting the tip of his tongue taste her. “You’ve talked about you mother, your sister, and your grandparents, but you haven’t mentioned your father. Where is he?”

She was silent for a minute, but her hand continued to stroke his where it rested on her belly. Finally, she said, “My parents split up soon after Kayla was born. I think I was seven the last time we saw him. My mom was working at the hospital, and it was his weekend to have us, so he took us to this place in the desert to hang out with his friends. It ended up being this old, rusted warehouse surrounded by trailers and motorcycles. He spent the whole day sitting around with his friends, talking and smoking pot.”

She sucked in a shaky breath at what was obviously not a happy memory. He brushed a gentle kiss on her shoulder and gave her hand a squeeze.

“It started to get dark and Kayla and I were hungry, but he didn’t want to leave—as I got older, I realized it was because he was too busy doing lines of coke. My mom had forced me to memorize her number at work, so I found a phone in the warehouse and called her. She came and got us, and that was the last time we ever saw him.”

“I’m so sorry, minha linda.” He ached for the child she had been, neglected and abandoned by her father. She was so careful and disciplined now, and he wondered if it was because of that uncertainty in her childhood. She gave him a smile over her shoulder, but her eyes were wide and vulnerable. Leandro wanted to hold her, protect her, make her forget everything bad that had ever happened. But he also realized how damn lucky he was to have her opening up to him. “He didn’t deserve you or your family.”

“What about you?” she asked, rolling over in his arms to face him. “I know that your parents are still married and you have an older brother and sister, but what was it like growing up?”

He’d been the subject of enough interviews, not to mention all the coaching by his vovô, to have a standard answer for that. Every prepared, rehearsed answer he had to that question was meant to further the image of the Oliveiras as a powerful family who lived a charmed life. Unfortunately, the reality didn’t quite live up to that, and he couldn’t give Ashlynn the same lines he gave everyone else. “Honestly?” She nodded, and he took a deep breath, conscious that he was about to enter unchartered territory. “It wasn’t easy. My parents are married, but they’re not happy. My father has had too many affairs to count, and my mother resents them all, but she doesn’t want to give up the Oliveira name and walk away from him. Instead, she’s bitter.”

Ashlynn stroked his chest. “I’m sorry. It must’ve been tough growing up with that.”

He stared into her green eyes, amazed at how good it felt to tell her the truth. It was as if a little bit of the burden he carried had been lightened because he’d shared it with her. While a part of him was uncomfortable talking about his family, he found that he wanted to tell her more. To explore this openness between them. “It was, but I managed.”

“Are you close to your brother and sister?”

He nodded, again nearly overcome with the automatic response of brushing off her question, but he stopped himself. He wanted to tell her only things that were true and real. “Yes. Closer to my sister than my brother, maybe.”

She raised an eyebrow and gave him an encouraging smile. It was so goddamn easy to talk to her that he found himself telling her what he’d never admitted to anyone, not even Thiago. “Everyone back home has heard of my brother, Raul. He’s a god of futebol. Why Americans call it soccer, I’ll never understand.” He rolled his eyes and she grinned. “He led the Brazilian Olympic team to a gold medal. I played in school. I was even the captain of my team, but I was never close to being as good as him. It wasn’t my sport, and I knew that I could never live up to the expectation of playing at his level.

“Isabella, my sister, was always the financial genius out of the three of us. She followed my father into the family business. That too wasn’t for me. I’ve always tried to find my own way. Unfortunately, that means being an athlete in a sport my family doesn’t care about or even try to understand.” He took a deep breath before saying, “I think they’re all waiting for me to stop playing around with fighting and become a real Oliveira.”

“Oh, Leandro.”

He shook his head and held her tighter. For the past few years, he’d been afraid that he never would be a real Oliveira, and that scared him. “I’m not who they want me to be.” He hadn’t realized how true that was and how much it bothered him until the words were out of his mouth. His heartbeat accelerated in his chest, both terrified and eager for her reaction. He’d never been this honest with anyone—not even himself—in his life.

She’d held him the entire time he’d talked, stroking his shoulder and his chest. Listening as she soothed him.

“But are you who you want to be?” she asked, her fingers tracing circles over his heart.

The corner of his mouth tipped up. “I’m getting there. I think.” Especially since she’d come into his life. He liked who he was with her.

“For what it’s worth, I really like the real you.” Something in her eyes heated and darkened. “Every single inch.”

Her expression changed from thoughtful to coy as her hand drifted down his chest and across his stomach as if she knew exactly what he needed. His breath hitched as he realized her intent.

Her eyes were open and soft as she pulled his towel away. Her small hand wrapped around his cock and she stroked him, making him jerk and lengthen against her palm. “You’re exactly who I want you to be.”

Goddamn, she really was perfect. He crushed her mouth with his and yanked her robe down off both shoulders, exposing her breasts to his hands. She moaned against his mouth when he pinched and teased her nipples. Suddenly, he couldn’t wait anymore to have her, to possess her, to make her feel as good as she made him feel. Tugging the robe open, he touched her between her thighs, finding her slick and swollen. He pushed a finger inside her and nearly groaned at how easily she accepted him and clenched around him. “Fuck, Ashlynn, I need you. Are you too sore?” Please, God, don’t be too sore.

She shook her head. “No, I’m good,” she said, her voice breathless.

He pulled at the robe and she rolled to help, pulling her arms out of the sleeves. Tossing it off the bed he moved behind her, kissing her shoulders and back as he pushed her knees apart. His hand trailed down to pinch and torture her clit until she was bucking back against him. Only when she begged did he push her down and ease into her from behind. Their mingled groans of satisfaction filled the room as he slid home.

Home. Being with her gave that word a whole new meaning.
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ASHLYNN SLOWLY OPENED her eyes and stretched, arching her back. Her entire body felt as though it was glowing. Her muscles were sore, the flesh between her legs a little tender, but in an immensely satisfying way. She blinked, bringing her bedroom into focus. Early morning sunshine streamed in—she’d been too distracted the night before to close the curtains.

After sleeping in late on Saturday morning, she’d cooked them breakfast, which had started with coffee, bacon, and eggs, and ended with her riding Leandro on a chair in her kitchen. After they’d cleaned up—both the breakfast dishes and themselves—they’d spent the rest of the day lounging around the house, talking, watching movies, eating, and having sex in just about every room of her town house.

Toward dinnertime, there’d been a knock on her front door. An airport courier had dropped off their rescued bags. Thankfully, both her laptop and phone were undamaged, although her tablet’s screen had been cracked, and the coating was peeling off the casing. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for her clothes, all of which stank of smoke and oil.

After dinner, Leandro had led her upstairs to her bedroom, where they’d given each other massages with coconut oil and had sex until they’d fallen asleep. Her entire neighborhood probably knew his name by now, given how many times she’d screamed it over the weekend.

Everything was so intense with him. Her attraction to him, the sexual chemistry sparking between them. The way he made her feel beautiful, cherished, special. The speed at which she was falling in love with him. It felt weird to associate the word love with someone she’d wanted to strangle just a week ago, but it also felt right. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like this about a man, and it hit her that she’d never been in love before. And if she had, it paled in comparison to her connection with Leandro. She’d been so worried about making a mistake with him, but she had to admit that what was happening between them didn’t feel like a mistake at all. It felt good, and right, and real.

Leandro stirred and slipped a hand around her waist. He mumbled something in sleepy-sounding Portuguese and kissed the back of her head. She smiled to herself, settling against him and letting her eyes drift closed again. She didn’t want to start the day just yet; she didn’t want to acknowledge that it was already Sunday, and that the weekend was coming to an end. Some of the thoughts she’d tried to brush away yesterday came back. What would tomorrow bring? For them, their jobs? Who were they to each other? The weekend had changed everything as far as Ashlynn was concerned, but they hadn’t really talked about specifics. In fact, it felt as though they’d talked about everything but.

Leandro’s lips brushed against her shoulder, his mouth soft and warm on her skin. “Bom dia, minha linda,” he murmured, his voice rusty with sleep.

She wiggled against him, sighing when he gently bit at the juncture where her neck met her shoulder. “Morning,” she whispered.

“You still smell like coconuts,” he said, nipping at her ear. Her entire core warmed, and she wanted to just close her eyes and let the lust churning through her take over. But the niggling uncertainty in the back of her brain wouldn’t let her, and she turned in his arms to face him.

He smiled at her, pushing her hair away from her face, his gorgeous eyes soft and hazy with sleep and wanting her. He studied her for several seconds, and his brows knit together. “What is it? You look worried.” He skimmed his fingers over her cheekbone and down to her jaw.

God, he’d always been able to read her, ever since he’d met her. Like he’d been given some secret Ashlynn handbook. It was both comforting and slightly unnerving.

She kissed his fingertips as he traced her lips and then took his hand, lacing her fingers through his. “I guess I am, a little.”

He propped himself up on one elbow, gazing down at her. “About what?”

She nibbled on her bottom lip, unsure how to say everything she wanted to say, ask everything she wanted to ask. “Are we . . . I mean . . . we’re not supposed to . . .” He gave her hand a comforting squeeze, still gazing down at her.

“You’re wondering what happens tomorrow,” he said, his thumb tracing circles over the back of her hand.

She nodded. “We’re not supposed to be dating . . . if we’re dating . . . and I guess I’m just wondering—”

He bent and cut her off with a soft, lingering kiss, his hand coming up to cup her face. “I don’t care what we’re supposed to be doing or not doing. I only care about being with you.” He grazed her nose with his. “Tomorrow morning, for me, nothing changes.” He dipped his head, kissing a trail from her neck to the corner of her mouth. “You’re mine, and I’m yours. Now that I’ve found you, I’m not letting you go.”

Relief and happiness filtered through her at his words, the butterflies in her stomach doing a celebratory dance. She loved the idea of belonging to him, of having a claim on him. She didn’t want to give him up, not now that she’d found something so big and so bright with him.

“But we’ll have to keep it quiet,” she said, weaving her hand through his hair. “I could lose my job.”

He pressed his forehead to hers and sighed. “Would that be so bad? You don’t need a job. I would take care of you.”

It was the second time he’d said those words to her, and she stilled, not sure what to do with them. A flicker of fear rose up, licking like cold flames up the center of her chest. She didn’t need anyone to pay her bills or her mortgage or buy her groceries. She’d worked damn hard to make sure she could look after herself, something her mom had drilled into her since childhood.

“What do you mean, take care of me?” Her smile felt a little stiff.

“That I want to make sure you have what you need. What you want, what will make you happy.” He sighed and trailed a hand down her body. “You make me feel . . . not defensive . . .” He shook his head, his brow furrowed.

“Protective?” she suggested, and he nodded.

“Yes. I don’t want you to have to worry about things.” He swallowed thickly, and she got the distinct impression that he was debating saying more, but he simply licked his lips and waited for her to speak.

She nodded, knowing that what he’d said came from a good place. “Well, I like working. I like my job and the career I’ve built, and I don’t want to mess it up. I want to work for the WFC, but Craig will flip if he finds out we’re together.”

“But we are together. He’ll find out eventually.”

She sighed. He was right. If she had a future with both Leandro and the WFC, the truth would have to come out at some point. She pursed her lips, mulling it over. “I feel like now isn’t the time to spring this on him. Let me finish out my contract, let’s get through your title defense fight, and then we can figure out what to do.”

“Figure out what to do about us?” he frowned, his eyes taking on a worried glint.

She stroked his cheek. “No, I just mean about work and Craig. I want to be with you, Leo. I’m in.” She was surprised at the lump welling in her throat, but she swallowed around it. He’d shared his family nickname with her yesterday, and she loved the way his entire face lit up when she called him Leo.

The light shifted in his eyes from worried to something hot and triumphant. “Você é meu,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re mine.” She was surprised how much she liked his possessiveness, and she realized it was because it didn’t feel stifling or controlling. It made her feel safe and cared for in a way she’d never experienced before. He cleared his throat, his fingers skimming over her neck, his eyes bright with emotion. “I’ve never missed someone the way I miss you when I’m not near you. I never knew I wanted this, but with you, I do. You make me see things in a new way, Ashlynn. I just want to be with you, and if that means keeping it quiet, I can do that.” He smiled and kissed her. “Even if I want to shout from the rooftops that you’re mine.”

A laugh bubbled up out of her. “No shouting from the rooftops. How do you say please in Portuguese?”

“Por favor.”

“Por favor,” she repeated, and his eyes darkened.

“That’s very sexy,” he said, his voice taking on that growly quality that turned her insides to mush.

“Teach me some more,” she said, swinging her leg over his hip and straddling him. She bent forward and kissed him. “How do you say mouth?”

“Boca.”

She nipped at his lip. “I love your boca.” She kissed lower, savoring the taste of his skin under her lips. “What about here?”

“Pescoço,” he said, his voice husky. She repeated it back to him and kissed lower, trailing her mouth over his gorgeously muscled chest. She tapped the skin over his heart.

“Coração,” he said, and then added a string of words after it. She sucked his nipple into her mouth. “Mamilo,” he said, his breath coming a bit faster. She smiled against his skin and slid down his body, learning the words for arm, hand, finger, hip, and stomach before finally reaching her destination.

Cupping his balls, she kissed her way up his shaft. She swirled her tongue once around the head, tasting his arousal. She met his eyes, and he smiled at her, pushing her hair away from her face.

“Caralho,” he said, his hips shifting on the bed.

She gave it a squeeze. “Meu,” she said, and he laughed.

“Yes, minha linda, it’s yours.”

She took a deep breath and took him into her mouth, her lips stretching around him. She tried to move down his thick shaft, but didn’t have much success. She relaxed her jaw and tried again, her eyes watering. Pulling back, she stroked him, and then after another deep breath, tried again, this time gagging when she took him more than a couple of inches into her mouth. He was too thick, and she felt like she couldn’t breathe.

“Sweetheart.” His voice was raspy as he gathered her hair away from her face. “You don’t have to do that.”

She shook her head. “I want to. I want to make you feel good.” She licked all the way up his shaft and then focused her efforts on the head of his cock, using her lips and tongue to suck and lick at him.

“Oh, fuck,” he moaned, his expression tight. “Your mouth feels incredible. Don’t stop.”

Satisfaction curled through her, and she kept up her exploration, stroking him, licking and kissing him, rolling his heavy balls in her hand. She teased her way down his now-slick shaft, stroking it in a steady rhythm as she took one of his balls into her mouth. His hips jerked off the bed, his breath coming in harsh pants.

“I’ve imagined this, Ashlynn, exactly this. So fucking hot. So good. Your mouth, meu Deus.”

She released him and made her way back up his shaft. She glanced up at him, her heart almost stopping at how gorgeous he looked with his hand clenched in his hair, his features tight with need. A surge of feminine power charged through her, making her feel sexy and alive, and she established a rhythm, working him with her mouth and her hands.

“You’re so beautiful. Fuck. You look so pretty with my cock in your mouth. Yesssss,” he hissed as she sucked hard at the spot where the head met the shaft. “I want to come in your beautiful mouth. Meu Deus, I’m close. Shit.”

“I want to taste you.” She dragged her tongue over and around his head, rubbing the underside of his shaft with her thumbs. Wanting to make him feel good, to take care of him the way he cared for her. Maybe his possessiveness wasn’t a one-way street, because she felt nearly overcome with the need to look after him. It was reassuring to know that as lost as she was with him, he was just as lost with her. Lost together in a way that made everything exciting and special. He let out a strangled sound and then she felt the first spurt of his release hit her tongue. She lapped at him enthusiastically, wanting every part of him for herself, feeling greedy for him.

He relaxed back against the pillows, his eyes closed, his chest heaving. She stroked his muscular thighs, reveling in the sight of his golden body in her bed. Hers. Surreal, just like so many other moments this weekend. As though she’d won the lottery and couldn’t stop staring at her winning ticket.

Yeah. She definitely understood where his possessiveness came from, because she felt it too.

“Do you want some breakfast?” she asked, shifting back on her heels.

He opened first one eye and then the other, that wolfish smile, full of promise, spreading across his face. “I’d rather eat something else.”

She let out a shrieking laugh as he flipped her onto her back, settling himself between her thighs. He teased her, licking all around her clit before finally brushing his lips over it. “I love your pussy,” he said, kissing her deeply. “I’m obsessed.” He sucked her clit into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it in a way that had her hips jerking off the bed, his name falling from her lips. “Addicted.”

God, she knew the feeling.
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AS ASHLYNN WALKED into the WFC offices on Monday morning, it occurred to her how much could change in a week. This time last week, she’d been fuming at Leandro over his street-racing stunt, figuring out how to get that damn video taken down, and beating herself up for inviting him in, hating him and wanting him all at the same time.

Honestly, it seemed crazy that all of that was only seven days ago, given that she’d spent ten minutes making out with Leandro on her front porch this morning as they’d waited for his car service to pick him up and take him home.

She hummed to herself as she walked up the stairs, her phone buzzing with an incoming text from inside her bag. She fished it out as she started down the hall to her desk.

I miss you already.

A wide smile spread across her face as she read Leandro’s text message. Another one came in before she could respond.

Especially your butt.

She laughed out loud and quickly typed out a reply.

I miss you too. Dinner tonight?

She bit her lip, watching the little dots as he typed his reply. She’d wondered if things would cool off between them now that they were back in the real world, but given that he’d texted her a mere three hours after leaving her place, she had a feeling things weren’t cooling off at all.

I’ll have my house to myself. Come over at 7.

She dropped her purse onto her desk.

My butt and I will see you then.

He texted back the smiling devil emoji, and she laughed again, slipping her phone back into her bag. She’d never had to sneak around with someone before, but she had to admit that it was kinda hot. She’d just have to make sure she didn’t grin like a lovesick idiot any time she was around him in public. Considering that he made her feel like a lovesick idiot, that was going to be a challenge. A little tendril of doubt wound its way through her as she wondered if she was cut out for sneaking around. She was in uncharted waters with this relationship, and that was a little frightening. What if she blew it and they got caught? She’d lose everything she’d worked so hard for.

Before she could take her computer out of her bag, she heard footsteps approaching from behind her, and turned to find Jules and Craig walking toward her. Craig’s face was expressionless, but Jules’ broke into a wide smile, and she pulled Ashlynn into a hug.

“I’m so glad you’re okay. I can’t even imagine how scary that must’ve been. God.” Ashlynn hugged her back, taking the comfort Jules was offering. They weren’t close, but she’d always liked Jules, and it was sweet the way she was obviously relieved to see her.

“It was, but I’m okay.”

Craig nodded, rocking on his heels as he watched them, a wary expression on his face as though this open display of emotion made him uncomfortable. “Do you need some time? Off, I mean?” he asked, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck.

Ashlynn shook her head. “No, I’m okay. I’m just glad we all made it out in one piece, even if some of my stuff didn’t.”

“Send us a bill for whatever was damaged,” said Jules. “We’ll take care of it.”

Craig opened and closed his mouth once before speaking. “It was Oliveira’s plane.”

“Right, but she works for us, not Oliveira.” Jules shot her dad a stern look and he blew out a breath.

“Fine, yeah. Glad you’re okay.” He nodded and then walked back to his office, clearly grumpy about having to replace her damaged things.

Jules rubbed a hand over Ashlynn’s shoulder. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Ashlynn nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure. I had the weekend to recover. It was scary, but it could’ve been so much worse.” As Jules nodded sympathetically, an idea struck Ashlynn. “But, actually . . . could we talk? In your office? I could use some advice.”

“Of course.” Jules turned, and Ashlynn followed her down the hall. Jules’ office was spacious and elegant, done in shades of cream and gray with a large glass desk and floor-to-ceiling windows. A couple of framed pictures of Jules and Nick sat on her desk, bolstering Ashlynn’s courage. Ashlynn closed the door and then sat in one of the chairs facing Jules’ desk.

“So . . . work-related advice?” asked Jules.

Ashlynn blew out a breath. “Well, sort of. I, um . . . I guess I wanted to get your take on something because I know you’ve been in a similar situation, and I’m just a little unsure how to handle it.” Her words tumbled out in a rush before she lost her nerve. “This is just between us, okay? Totally off the record.” She knew it was a risk opening up to Jules, but she also found she needed to talk to someone about what was going on, and out of everyone she knew, Ashlynn was willing to bet that Jules would understand.

Jules arched an eyebrow. “Okay. Sure.”

Ashlynn felt her cheeks heat, and swallowed before continuing. “I, uh . . . I slept with Leandro. In Miami. And then again this weekend.”

Jules’ eyes went wide, a smile lighting up her face. “Oh, wow. I did not see that coming.”

Ashlynn laughed, relaxing back into her chair. “Yeah, me neither.”

“Okay . . . I’m not sure how I can help. I mean, obviously I’m not going to say anything to my dad, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Ashlynn chewed on her bottom lip. “No, it’s not that. We’re kind of . . . a thing . . . now . . . and I know that’s against the WFC’s nonfraternization policy.”

Jules nodded slowly, realization dawning on her pretty face. “And you remember what happened with me and Nick.”

“Yeah. How did you guys handle it, having to fly under the radar? I’ve never been in a situation like this before.”

Jules raised her eyebrows. “Just give me a second. I’m still wrapping my head around you and Leandro being a thing. Like, he’s your boyfriend?”

A zing of happy excitement shot through Ashlynn. “Uh, I think so? Yeah?”

Jules laughed. “Okay, well. As I’m sure you remember, I think that policy is stupid, so I’m totally team Ashlynn and Leandro here.” Her gaze drifted to one of the pictures of her and Nick. “As far as having to fly under the radar . . .” She shook her head, her eyes staring unfocused as she remembered. “It wasn’t easy. I mean, part of the reason that it was challenging for us was because of some lingering stuff from our past, so keeping it a secret only fed into the trust issues we already had. There were days where the sneaking around was fun, but also days where it was really hard.”

“So how did you get through it?”

“I think if you can be open and honest with each other, even if you can’t take your relationship public right now, that’ll help. It’s so easy for miscommunications and hurt feelings to fester in a situation like that. How do you plan to address the whole nonfraternization thing?”

“We’re going to wait until my contract is finished and Leandro’s through his title defense fight and then see where the chips have fallen. If we go public when I’m not technically a WFC employee, that might be our best bet. Similar to how I spun the situation with you and Nick.” She wasn’t sure what to expect when they went public, but she hoped she had enough PR experience to navigate the waters ahead. Timing and method were everything here, especially if she wanted to keep working for the WFC afterward.

Jules nodded, her eyes bright. “I agree. And just be aware of how you act around him in public. When you’re in that new relationship buzzy rush, it’s so hard not to flirt and touch and stuff. I remember having a really hard time with that.”

Ashlynn smiled, feeling genuinely relieved at having talked to Jules about this. Lighter. And with a clearer sense of how to make this work with Leandro while they were on the down-low. “Thanks so much for talking to me about this. I feel much better now.”

Jules nodded, but her smile had faded and she looked troubled. “Hmm . . . so I’m not trying to butt into your life or anything, but if you’re with Leandro now . . .”

Ashlynn frowned, unsure where Jules was going with that. “Yeah?”

“Well, some guy showed up here last week. I was going to call you about it Friday after you got back, but then with the plane crash I thought I should wait.”

Ashlynn still wasn’t sure what Jules meant, but her stomach tumbled and she immediately thought of Jason. Had he come back here? “Who was he?”

“Jason? He said he was your boyfriend, but . . . I don’t know. Something was off.”

Ashlynn let out a long sigh, her cheeks heating with embarrassment. “I’m really, really sorry about that. He’s not my boyfriend. We went out a couple of times, I didn’t want to see him again, and he’s not getting the message.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling the creeping pull of a tension headache. God, going out with Jason had been such a mistake.

“Hey, no, it’s okay. He seemed like a creep, and like I said, something seemed off.” Jules gave her an understanding smile.

“He is a creep. I’m sorry that he bothered you.” Mentally, she added figuring out what to do about Jason’s fixation on her to her to-do list.

“You know if you need help, you just need to ask, okay? And I thought I should give you a heads-up.”

“I appreciate it. Thanks, Jules.”

Jules glanced down at her watch. “Shit, I have a quick off-site meeting before our sit-down at ten thirty. Any time you need someone to talk to, you know where to find me, okay? Or if you ever want to grab a glass of wine and gossip about how amazing fighters are in bed.” Jules winked and grabbed her briefcase from under her desk.

“Are you guys coming to Nick’s fight this weekend?” Jules asked as they made their way down the hall. Her fiancé was defending his middleweight title in just a few days. “It could be good for Leandro’s image if he’s seen at the fight, supporting other fighters in the league.”

Ashlynn nodded. “That’s a great idea. I’m sure he’ll want to go.”

“Great. I’ll make sure you guys get VIP tickets.”

Ashlynn glanced at Jules, feeling so grateful that she had another woman to talk to about everything that was going on in her life. It suddenly hit her that she didn’t have a lot of close friends these days, probably because she spent too much time focused on work and not screwing up her life. She couldn’t even imagine telling her mom about Leandro. God, she could already guess how that conversation would go, with heavy doses of guilt and disapproval. A wave of anxiety moved through her, causing her skin to prickle, as she imagined introducing him to her family, but she forced herself to take a breath. One hurdle at a time.

“Is it hard?” Ashlynn asked, glancing up and down the hall. “Watching Nick fight, I mean.” How would she feel watching Leandro get punched and kicked? The idea twisted her stomach into uncomfortable little knots.

Jules shook her head. “I wouldn’t say it’s hard. It’s exciting. Intense. Nerve-wracking, but also thrilling. I don’t love watching him get hurt, but I really love cheering him on.” She pulled Ashlynn in for a quick hug. “I’m glad you’re okay, I’m happy for you, and if you need anything, text me.”
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MUSIC BLARED THROUGH the arena’s speakers while images of the guys who’d be fighting later tonight played on the large screen above the octagon. Excitement and adrenaline pumped through Leandro’s veins. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t on the card tonight. He lived for the screaming fans and the exhilaration of the arena on fight night. The burst of energy thrumming through his body almost matched how he felt racing cars, only this was better. Bigger and more intense than anything he’d ever experienced behind the wheel of a fast car, because he wasn’t alone. The whole building vibrated with the same energy.

Fans shouted at him as he made his way down the wide aisle toward his seat near the octagon, so he stopped to sign autographs before continuing. More people screamed his name, asked about the plane crash, and he gave out a few more autographs, but the closer he got to his row the more focused he became on looking for Ashlynn. They were supposed to be seated near each other in the second row, but her golden hair was nowhere in sight. He wasn’t prepared for the disappointment that swelled in his chest.

Even though they’d spent a few hours together almost every night that week, he still missed her when she wasn’t around. Usually he’d get a car to drop him off and pick him up at her place because someone always seemed to be lurking at his house. He’d never realized between his friends and trainers how little time he actually spent alone. It was annoying now that he was trying to make room for her in his life while keeping everything secret. He hated the fucking secrecy, but as long as it was only for a few more weeks, he could do it.

It wasn’t like he hadn’t had time alone with her. She’d been half-asleep and sated when he’d left her to go home last night. After their marathon sex the weekend before, he’d had to make up all the training sessions he’d missed, so he couldn’t spend this weekend with her like he wanted. With his fight only weeks away, he had to force himself to focus on preparing for that when all he really wanted to do was spend endless hours exploring Ashlynn. It wasn’t even that he wanted to keep her in his bed, though the thought of that did make his dick twitch to life. A few nights ago he’d noticed a billboard advertising an upcoming concert by a singer she really liked, and he wanted to take her. The beach in Brazil was one of his favorite places in the whole world, and he wanted to share it with her. There were so many things he wanted to experience with her. In time he knew he could, but he’d never been good at being patient.

As soon as he and Thiago took their seats, the music changed to a thumping beat and red, white, and blue lights began circling overhead, indicating the fights would start soon. The crowd got louder. Leandro turned to see Darcy coming down the aisle, followed closely by Jules and Ashlynn. His heart tripped over itself as soon as he saw her. She looked gorgeous in a tight black dress with her hair pulled up. A wave of satisfaction moved through him when he noticed she was wearing the diamond earrings he’d given her last night to mark their first week together. He’d never forget how her eyes had lit up when she’d seen them. She’d refused them at first, and that had only made him want to give them to her even more.

Thiago jerked next to him, his knee bumping against Leandro’s in a rhythm as he scrolled on his phone. “What the hell, man?” Leandro asked.

His friend grinned and glanced up from his phone long enough to say, “Miguel’s Ferrari lost in the first heat. The bastard’s out for the night.”

Leandro fought the urge to roll his eyes. “Bastard deserved to lose,” he said instead, his eyes going back to Ashlynn. “Put the phone away, huh? We’re at a fight. We race later.”

Thiago frowned. “None of our guys are fighting. What the hell do I care?”

“Then why did you come? You could’ve gone to the races.”

“Because you blew off the races last week. How do I know you won’t do the same tonight? Especially if that b—” Thiago broke off as if he’d only just realized what he’d been about to say.

“Choose your next words carefully, man. Whether you like it or not, I’m with Ashlynn now. She’s important to me, and I won’t let you speak badly about her.”

To his credit, Thiago lowered his head and nodded. “I know, but you’re like a brother to me, Leo. Am I supposed to sit here and watch you make a mistake without saying anything?”

“She’s not a mistake,” Leandro said through gritted teeth. He’d had this same conversation with Thiago way too many times already. Thiago kept trying to convince him that Ashlynn only wanted to use him, but Leandro didn’t see it. “I’ve heard your opinion on the subject, now drop it and stop acting like a jealous little bitch.”

Thiago clenched his jaw, but if he said anything Leandro didn’t notice because he was too focused on Ashlynn. She’d seen them and flashed him the most beautiful smile. He loved the way her eyes warmed when she saw him. Darcy turned and said something to her, and she nodded but didn’t pull her gaze away from Leandro. Satisfaction roared through him at the confirmation that she was as lost in him as he was in her. Fuck. He’d never known it could be like this. His heart beating for just one person. Maybe fairy tales were real, because he’d jump into a cage full of dragons to be with her, and he wouldn’t even think twice about it.

“Hey, look who’s here.” Thiago thumped Leandro on his chest, breaking the spell she’d created.

Leandro turned in the direction Thiago pointed to see Gabriel Maddox and his girlfriend, Megan Sinclair, who had interviewed Leandro a couple of months ago for an article on the WFC, taking their seats just a few chairs down. Maddox gave him a stiff nod and that old, familiar anger came rumbling back to life inside him. Hot flames licked their way up his chest and down his back. No way in hell was he watching the fights with that asshole so close to him. That bastard had cheated him out of something he’d worked for his entire life. He clenched his fists as about a million angry words tried to spew out of him.

“Sorry. Sorry. Excuse me.” Jules’ voice getting closer caught his attention, and he turned his head to see her making her way down the row.

He stood and nodded as she moved past him and then gave Megan a hug before taking the seat next to her, leaving the one next to Leandro empty. Ashlynn was a little farther behind, smiling as she worked her way past the others in his row. Her smile widened when she caught his eye, and like he’d just downed a shot of tequila, some of the tension in his body drained away. She slowed when she moved past him, letting her lush ass press back against his crotch more than was strictly necessary. Goddamn, he loved her ass. He grunted softly, his hands coming up on their own to grab her hips.

He hadn’t even realized he’d done it until Jules laughed and said, “You two suck at this.” He knew that Ashlynn had asked her for advice on how to keep everything on the down-low, so he dropped his hands immediately. Being near Ashlynn made him forget everyone else around them.

Ashlynn was still smiling when she moved to take the seat between him and Jules, though she paused before sitting down. “I hope you don’t mind the seating arrangements.”

Damn. He’d even forgotten Maddox for a second, but his gaze flicked to the man before coming back to rest on Ashlynn’s red lips. “What do you mean? You did this?”

She bit her bottom lip, making him want to nibble on the plump flesh himself, and nodded. Her eyes were wide and unsure. “Jules planned to sit next to Megan and Gabe so they could cheer on Nick together. The alternative was to put you across the octagon, but I really wanted to sit next to you.”

And just like that, more of the tension in his shoulders left. Well, fuck. If he was willing to fight dragons for her, sitting near Maddox for a few hours wouldn’t be so bad. “Yeah, okay. I want to be near you too.”

Her smile was reward enough. He felt ten feet tall when she looked at him like that, but then she went and added to it.

“Thanks, Leo.” Something in his chest melted every time she called him that.

“Leo?” Darcy’s deep voice surprised them both and they jumped apart to see him standing in the row in front of them. Apparently about to take his seat.

“That’s what we call him now,” Jules chimed in with a smile. “Isn’t it cute? I think it totally works.”

Darcy shook his head as if not quite sure if he should believe his daughter or not, but then obviously decided it wasn’t worth worrying about. “Glad to see you here, Oliveira.” Glancing toward Maddox, he raised an eyebrow. “This mean you’re okay with what happened?”

Fuck no, but he was figuring out that it didn’t matter that much, not when so many other things were more important. Not when, as much as he hated being patient, he knew he’d have another challenger in his future after he beat Murphy. Not when he had Ashlynn. She’d made him see that good things were worth waiting for. After all, he’d waited years for her. “You could say that.”

Darcy grinned and took his seat.

Sitting back down, Leandro noticed Thiago was too quiet. He’d probably heard Ashlynn call him Leo too. It was true that a woman had never called him by his nickname. It just felt right with her. They belonged to each other, and maybe that meant she was part of his family, like Thiago was. He didn’t know what to make of that yet. But he did know that he’d been harsh with Thiago, the one person who’d had his back through all the family scandals and his struggle to make it in MMA.

“Don’t worry,” he said in Portuguese, leaning over and nudging Thiago’s shoulder playfully. “I’m going to the races with you tonight. We’ll win back all the money you lost because I forfeited.” He’d been too busy with Ashlynn to care about the races he’d missed last weekend.

Thiago nodded and as the fights started everything seemed to go back to normal. Leandro split his time cheering and critiquing the fights with Thiago, and talking to Ashlynn. They kept it professional, talking about the fighters and their moves. He was pleasantly surprised by how much she knew about the sport. It was just one more side to her that he was discovering he liked, and he’d liked them all so far.

But while their words were professional, at some point his hand had found its way down between their seats. He gently cupped her calf, his thumb idly stroking up and down her smooth skin in a caress that had made her shiver more than once. Since Darcy was in front of them, Leandro didn’t dare do more for her sake, because it was important to her that they keep things off the record. As much as he wanted more now, he understood her reasons. It was important for her to prove herself in her work, and he couldn’t fault her because he felt the same way.

He knew her well enough to know that she was turned on by his touch. Her nipples were stiff and she squirmed in her chair. He wanted nothing more than to go back to her place afterward and spend the rest of the night buried inside her. But Thiago had kept him updated about the races, and he’d not-so-subtly hinted more than once that they should leave early. He couldn’t let his friend down tonight. It was so damn difficult to balance his relationships with both of them when they didn’t like each other.

After Giannakis had successfully defended his title and the final roar of the crowd had died down, Darcy went into the cage to award the belt. “Can you come over tonight?” asked Ashlynn, leaning over to him.

He nearly groaned that he had to turn her down. “Can’t, minha linda. I’m racing tonight.”

She jerked back and her eyes were bright with anger. “What do you mean?”

He swallowed, suddenly aware that somehow he’d pissed her off. He knew she didn’t like the racing because of his image, but the look on her face hinted at more than that. “I missed last weekend because we were together, but I can’t skip out on Thiago again.”

She stared at him and started shaking her head, her lips moving as she tried to form words, but nothing was coming out.

“Come on, man. We leave now, we can get there for the start of the next race.”

Bad fucking timing, Thiago. She glared at his friend and then looked back at Leandro.

“Don’t let her control you,” Thiago added in Portuguese.

“Cala sua boca, Thiago,” Leandro answered.

“I can’t believe you’re still street racing,” she said, clenching the arms of her seat, her nostrils flaring.

He shrugged. “It’s not that illegal.”

“Jesus, Leandro, are you kidding me? Not only is it illegal, it’s dangerous. You just walked away from a plane crash; what happens if you crash a car? Do you think you can just walk away from that too?”

“I’ve never crashed. I know what I’m doing.” Somehow that didn’t calm her down. If anything, her cheeks got even redder.

Thiago hit his knee as he stood. “Let’s go. We can’t miss this one.”

Leandro got to his feet, torn between leaving her angry and not wanting to let Thiago down. “I have to go, minha linda. We’ll talk about this later, huh?” It was just a race, like he’d done dozens of times. He didn’t really understand why she seemed so upset.

“No, I don’t want you to go.” She reached out, her fingers brushing his hand before she pulled her hand back. “Please.”

Her plea nearly tore his chest wide open. Glancing toward the cage to see that Darcy was still occupied, he leaned down like he was whispering in her ear and pressed a quick kiss against her neck. “I have to go. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” Then he turned and left before the hurt in her eyes made him change his mind.
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ASHLYNN QUIETLY CLOSED her front door behind her, enveloping herself in the silence of her town house. Her ears still buzzed from the noise and excitement of the fights and the loud music at the after party. She’d bailed after one drink, not at all in the mood to party. After the way Leandro had walked away from her, as though what she wanted meant nothing, she didn’t want to be around people. The night had gone so well up to that point. He’d sat near Gabe for her, had touched her as much as possible given the public situation, had talked to her throughout the night. All of that made the way he’d walked away from her at the end a little harder to swallow.

She dropped her keys onto the little table by the door, feeling somehow heavy and empty at the same time as she tried to untangle the jumbled mess of her emotions. Sighing, she leaned back against her closed door, disappointment curling through her, adding to the mix. A flicker of shame rose up, and she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been nothing but a fool to expect anything other than selfishness from Leandro. Why had she thought that he could really be different?

A tiny part of her wished that she didn’t feel anything for him, that what they had was just sex, because then she wouldn’t be trying to find a way to deal with the anger surging through her veins, heating her entire body before settling in her stomach, leaving it in tense, coiled knots. Anger that he was racing, endangering himself and others. Anger that she’d asked him not to go, and he’d gone anyway. Anger at herself for thinking he was anyone other than who he’d shown himself to be.

She kicked off her shoes, wiggling her toes and trying to breathe around everything clogging her throat. Reaching for her purse, she pulled out her phone and glanced at the screen, but she didn’t have any new notifications. She bit her lip as her anger gave way to worry and her mind—very unhelpfully—conjured up all kinds of images of cars crashing and bursting into flames, mangled limbs hanging out of crunched wreckage, Leandro bloody and unconscious.

“Asshole,” she mumbled to herself, trying to pull her anger back to the surface. Anger was easier than worry. Anger didn’t make her want to throw up and cry and then drive out into the fucking desert to make sure he was okay.

She glanced down at her phone again, wondering if their relationship was what she’d thought it was, or at least, what she’d thought it could be. Or maybe she’d just had blinders on this entire time, dazzled by his good looks, his charm, his enormous dick—all of it. She thought she’d seen through his bullshit cockiness to the real him, but now she wasn’t so sure, and she hated that she didn’t trust her own reactions. Hurt and frustration and fear all wound their way through her, and she let out an exasperated grunt, letting her head fall back against the door.

She let out a joyless laugh as she wondered if her mom had been right all along to warn her away from men, especially men like Leandro. Because they’d been together for . . . what? A freaking week? And here she was, a complete mess over him. In knots. Hurting and doubting and all twisted up. She replayed the way she’d asked him not to go, the way he’d brushed off her request with a kiss and then left. Had he been able to tell how upset she was? Did he even care? She’d practically pleaded with him, and he’d gone anyway.

“Selfish ass,” she whispered, stubbornly blinking against the hot tears pricking her eyes. No, there would be no crying over Leandro. Anger? Yes. Frustration? Hell yes. Worry? You bet. But there would be no crying. Not after the way he’d turned and walked away from her, as though she wasn’t really anyone to him at all. He didn’t deserve her tears.

She pushed away from the door and padded into her kitchen, opening the fridge and retrieving a nearly empty bottle of wine. Her heart throbbed in her chest as she looked down at the label, remembering how Leandro had brought it over a couple of nights ago. They’d lain on a blanket in her little backyard, drinking wine, eating strawberries, looking up at the few stars they could see, and exchanging stories about their childhoods. It had felt so real. So genuine.

“Screw it,” she said, and pulled the stopper out, pouring the remains into a glass and then taking a healthy gulp. Maybe it would help to take the edge off her raw, jagged emotions. “Screw him. Screw everything.” And now she was talking to herself. Great. He was turning her into a crazy lady.

Grabbing her phone from where she’d set it on the counter, she carried it and the glass of wine up to her bedroom. Setting them both down on her dresser, she shimmied out of her dress and laid it on the bed. After she’d pulled on her comfiest pair of pajamas, she let herself glance down at her phone again. Her fingers itched with the need to text him, just to find out if the bastard was alive.

She left the phone on the dresser.

She looked up at herself in the mirror, her eyes immediately drawn to the diamond studs in her ears. An intense surge of anger flared up through her and with trembling fingers, she took them off, not wanting to wear something he’d given her when she was so upset with him. Not wanting to let him adorn her while she hurt because of something he’d done. Cradling the earrings in her palm, she peered down at them. The white gold studs were shaped like delicate leaves, with six little diamonds in each earring. They glinted in the soft light of her bedroom, winking at her brilliantly. They were beautiful, and expensive, and yet she had to wonder if they meant anything at all.

With a sigh, she tucked them away in her jewelry box and then checked her phone again. Nothing. So she put it on silent and plugged it in to charge on her nightstand, turning it facedown. She wouldn’t check it again tonight, she told herself, finishing the rest of her wine. She refused to obsess over if Leandro was going to text her or call her, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to text him. No, he was the one who’d walked away, so if he wanted to talk, he knew where to find her.

She washed her face a little too vigorously, brushed her teeth a little too hard, making her outsides feel as raw as her insides. Shutting off the light, she tried to push away the hurt and the anger swirling through her, but every time she closed her eyes, they seemed to pop open again.

The next morning, Ashlynn felt as though she hadn’t really slept at all. She’d spent the night tossing and turning, sleeping in anxious fits, waking up sweaty and tangled in the sheets. She hadn’t been able to shut her brain off, as everything tugged at her and kept her from falling asleep. Her worry for Leandro, anger at the way he’d callously disregarded her concerns. Her mind kept jumping back to the plane crash, the falling sensation jolting her awake more than once. God, she’d had enough fear to last her a decade in the past week alone.

What did this mean for them? She’d start to think that maybe they should call it off, but then the thought of losing him, losing them, when they’d only just begun would take her breath away and make her entire chest ache. The harder she tried not to think about everything, the louder her thoughts became. With each passing hour, her anger seemed to fade, outweighed by her worry. What if he crashed? What if something happened to him?

She sat up in bed, her neck stiff, her head aching. With a groan, she shoved the covers back, rubbing her eyes as she headed downstairs and into the kitchen. With fumbling, clumsy fingers, she managed to get her Keurig going, and she stared blankly at the wall as she waited. It wasn’t until the first sputter of liquid came out of the machine that she realized she’d forgotten to put a mug underneath.

“Shit!” She grabbed a mug from the cabinet above and managed to get it under the spout before any real damage was done. God, she needed to get a grip. She watched the mug fill, the smell of coffee wafting through the kitchen. Just as she reached for it, her doorbell rang. She frowned as her heart picked up speed in her chest. Smoothing her sleep-rumpled hair down as she walked, she made her way to the front door, her heart vaulting into her throat when she glanced through the peephole and saw Leandro standing there, a big bouquet of colorful tulips in one hand.

Her hands shook a little as she opened the door, and it was almost unfair how sexy he looked. How could she remember she was angry with him when he looked like he’d just stepped out of the pages of a magazine? His hair was slightly tousled, and a layer of stubble clung to his jaw. He wore jeans and a blue-and-white-striped button-down shirt that looked as though it had been made for him, with the way it hugged his broad shoulders and emphasized his athletic physique.

Their eyes met, an uncertain expression on his face, and relief completely overwhelmed her. He was safe and whole, and had come to her when she hadn’t been sure he would. Unable to stop herself, she threw her arms around him, breathing in his scent, savoring the solid warmth of his body against hers. She hadn’t fully realized just how scared she’d been that he’d get hurt until now.

“Oh, good. You’re happy to see me,” he said.

But now that she knew he was fine, her anger returned with a vengeance. Without the worry to keep it at bay, her anger nearly overwhelmed her.

She stepped back out of his arms and grabbed the flowers from his hand. “You. Jerk!” She yelled, smacking the flowers against his chest with each word. “You. Had. Me. Worried. Sick!”

Leandro held his arms up, trying to deflect the blows, petals exploding everywhere and floating down around them in a riot of color. “Hey! Ashlynn. Ashlynn!”

Her anger spent, her shoulders slumped and she dropped her arms, her heart pounding, her face hot. A silence hung between them, and he tentatively reached forward, taking the bouquet from her hand and tossing it down on the ground. “Minha linda, I’m sorry.”

She frowned. After the restless night she’d spent, worried and hurt and angry, she needed more than just an apology. “For?”

He hesitated and then cleared his throat. “For . . . for making you upset.” A smile flickered across his face, as though he was pleased with himself for figuring it out.

She was half-tempted to pick up the bouquet and give him another whack. Instead, she huffed out a breath and shook her head. “Why am I upset, Leandro? Why did you bring me flowers?” An apology was worthless if he didn’t even understand what he was apologizing for.

He hesitated again, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck. He looked almost . . . forlorn, with his brows drawn together, his sexy mouth in a slight frown. “Because you don’t like when I race?” He looked so eager and hopeful that he’d found the right answer that she almost took pity on him. Almost.

She closed her eyes and exhaled slowly, because it was hard to concentrate on what she needed to say when she was looking at him. “Because I asked you not to, and you did it anyway. It made me feel like you didn’t care. I spent the entire night worried about you, while you were off doing something dangerous and illegal, even after I asked you not to. How would you feel if you asked me not to do something that upset you, and then I went and did it anyway?”

His expression softened and she could practically see the light bulb going off inside his head. He shook his head, frowning, glancing down at his feet. “I didn’t . . . I didn’t see it that way.” He looked up at her, his eyes wide and bright. He took a step toward her, taking her hands in his. “I’m so sorry, Ashlynn. I didn’t mean to make you feel that way. The last thing I want to do is hurt you or make you feel like you don’t matter to me.” He squeezed her hands and smiled tentatively.

She squeezed back and nodded. “I care about you, Leandro. A lot. That’s why it hurt so much to feel so . . . so disregarded. I spent all night worrying about you, wondering if you were okay, praying you wouldn’t crash. The idea of something happening to you, of losing you . . .” She closed her eyes against the burn and swallowed thickly before continuing. “Feeling like you didn’t care if I was worried or upset really sucked. Big-time.”

His expression tightened, and he nodded. “I’m an idiot.” He seemed to be waiting for her to say something, but she didn’t, and then he laughed softly. “You’re not going to correct me on that, are you?”

She laughed a little too, and then slowly shrugged.

He smiled and let go of one of her hands to reach up and push her hair away from her face, his touch lingering on her cheek. “I’m so sorry I put you through that. I didn’t see it that way at all last night, but I understand now.” He sighed, his fingers moving lower, tracing her collarbone, back and forth, in a mesmerizing rhythm. “All of this—being in a relationship, being with you—it’s new to me. I’m . . . I’m groping my way along.”

“I think you mean fumbling,” she said quietly, biting her lip to keep from laughing.

Humor danced in his eyes, and she felt as though she were settling back into her skin, as though her world was righting itself. “Right. Fumbling my way along. I’m not used to having someone, and because of that, I’m not used to the fact that what I do affects you. I can’t promise I won’t fuck up again, but you have to believe me when I say that I’m sorry and I’m trying.”

She nodded, smiling up at him. “I know. I do.”

He kissed her forehead and pulled her into his arms. “I care about you too, minha linda. I want this. Us.” He pulled back slightly, just enough to gaze down at her. “You’re so smart and beautiful. You are . . .” He paused, an almost odd look on his face. “Special to me. You make me feel lucky just to be near you.”

The last remaining shreds of her anger and hurt dissolved, and she tipped her head up and kissed him. “You make me feel lucky too,” she said, whispering the words against his mouth.

He kissed her again, slower and deeper than before, sending heat curling through her entire body. “Does this mean I’m forgiven?”

She laid a hand on his cheek. “No more illegal racing. Please. It’s so dangerous.”

He took her hand and kissed it, his mouth so warm and soft against her skin. “I promise.” He stilled and then let out a long sigh. “I’ve never had someone worry about me before.”

Ashlynn frowned. “But what about your parents? Your family?”

He shrugged, suddenly looking much younger. “I wouldn’t say that they don’t care, but they certainly don’t worry. They’ve never said anything about the racing. The fights.” He blinked a couple of times. “Not even the plane crash.”

Ashlynn’s heart hurt for him, just a little. What he was describing sounded . . . lonely. Things may not have always been easy for her growing up, but she’d always had her mother and Kayla, no matter what.

She kissed him, soft and sweet. “I care. I worry. And you’re forgiven.” She barely managed to get the last word out before he’d crushed his mouth to hers. He picked her up, her legs going immediately around his waist, and walked them inside. They only made it as far as the living room.

God, she hated being upset with him, but the spectacular make-up sex almost made it worth it.
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ASHLYNN OPENED HER front door and Leandro let out a low whistle at the sight of her. “Gorgeous, minha linda.” She blushed and looked down at the dress as if she didn’t know she was beautiful. The black lace dress had a deep V that showed off her full breasts, with scalloped trim at the neckline and half sleeves. He’d picked it out because it was sexy and classy and as soon as he’d seen it, he’d fantasized about her in lace.

“Thank you again for the dress. Like I told you on the phone, you didn’t have to do this. It’s too much.” She smiled up at him.

“I know I didn’t. I wanted to. I like to dress you in pretty things.” He’d had the dress sent over by courier from the Dior store earlier in the week.

She turned to show him the back. “Can you help me finish the buttons?”

The lace draped open, revealing her smooth skin, and he couldn’t resist kissing up her spine as he started fastening the buttons. “I like to undress you in pretty things even more.” She shivered as his mouth brushed across the nape of her neck.

She laughed, but it sounded forced, and she turned back around, putting her arms around his shoulders and threading her fingers in his hair. He stroked a hand up and down her back and tipped her head back so he could look into her beautiful eyes. “You okay?”

She nodded. “I’m nervous, I guess. Meeting your parents seems like a big step.”

His vovô had called earlier in the week to tell him that the family was in Los Angeles for a business meeting and would stop by to see him in Las Vegas before heading back to São Paulo.

After the way Ashlynn had gotten so upset with him last weekend, he’d wanted to smooth things over with her. Sometimes the way she looked at him gave him the feeling that she didn’t think he was serious about them, that she kept waiting for him to back off. He knew that his history with women wasn’t exactly reassuring. He’d never introduced a woman to his family before, and it was the only way he could think to show her how much she meant to him. Besides, he wanted his family to meet her too. He was tired of feeling as if his life was in two halves: one with Ashlynn and one without her.

“You’re important to me, Ashlynn. You’re a part of my life. It’s only natural that you meet them.”

She bit her bottom lip, something she always did when she was uncertain. “But you haven’t even met my family yet, and they live here.”

Something he’d noted but didn’t want to pressure her about. She’d introduce him to her family when she was ready. “I’d really like you to meet them, but if you want to wait, we can wait.”

“No, I do want to meet them. It’s just that everything seems to be moving so fast. I’m kinda freaking out here.”

He wanted to rub the little crinkle between her brows away. Instead, he placed a gentle kiss on her lips and then pressed his forehead to hers. “If I’m being honest, I’m a little scared too. I’ve never felt this way. You make my heart beat faster than when I’m racing—which I’m not doing anymore.”

She laughed, and this time it was real.

“You make me want to do anything to see you happy. But it’s good, minha linda. Everything with you is so fucking good that I want to be scared.”

“Okay.” She nodded, and he could almost see her trust him a little bit more. “Then I’m ready.”

“Yeah?”

She laced her fingers with his and led him toward the door. “I have to admit that I’m a little curious about your parents and how they put up with you as a kid.”

He laughed and smacked her ass, leading her to the passenger side of the Bugatti. “Your Batmobile awaits.”

She rolled her eyes, laughing as she slid into the seat.

The drive to the Strip was fast. She asked him about his family, and he knew she was hoping to remember their names so she’d get them right, but she was smiling, and that was all he wanted. He let her off at the curb at the front entrance to the Bellagio and then drove around to drop his car off at the valet so they wouldn’t be seen together. He hated the fucking secrecy and was glad his fight was only two weeks out so they could leave it behind them.

When he walked into the marbled entryway of Le Cirque, the maître d’ recognized him immediately and told him that everyone else had already arrived. “I’m waiting for my guest,” Leandro said and wiped his palms on his pants as he stepped to the doorway to look for Ashlynn. He hadn’t realized how nervous he was to introduce her to his family until just now. It wasn’t that he was worried Ashlynn wouldn’t please them because of anything within her control. Ashlynn was amazing. It was because he knew that his mother wouldn’t miss the opportunity to pick her apart. She wouldn’t live up to his mother’s expectations because she didn’t have money and status, two things his mother required of all the people in her life, and by extension, her family’s lives. And, since he was being honest with himself, he was concerned with what his vovô would say. Vovô controlled the family in a way his mother never could. If he didn’t like Ashlynn, then the entire family might not accept her. It wouldn’t change things for Leandro, but he wasn’t sure how Ashlynn would react to that.

Leandro really wanted them to accept her, because he was pretty sure that he was falling in love with her. Everything about this was different from anything he’d experienced before. Deeper and satisfying in a whole new way. He’d even started to imagine her with him when he thought of the future.

“Hi.” Her sweet voice broke into his thoughts. She smiled up at him, the dings and bells of the casino floor at her back. “Now you look worried.”

“Worried that you’d run off.” He teased.

“I might’ve thought about it,” she said, taking his hand as he led her farther into the restaurant, away from the casino and anyone who might know them. “But I’m not one to pass up a free meal at an expensive French restaurant.”

“Who said it was free?” He laughed as he drew her closer, loving the way they were together. Maybe even loving her a little bit. “You pay me back later tonight.”

She raised a brow. “Then this place had better live up to the hype.”

He laughed and kissed her. “Come on. Everyone’s inside.”

His heart pounded as they followed the maître d’ to a private room on the edge of the dining room. Maroon fabric draped the walls, and candles twinkled on the large round table, lending the already cozy room an intimate feel. Two windows looked out onto the fountains and the faux Eiffel Tower in the distance. The beautiful view was almost enough to distract from the five pairs of eyes that turned on them as soon as they approached. Instinctively, he put his arm around Ashlynn’s waist.

“Ashlynn, this is my family.” He went around the table introducing her to his grandfather, his parents, skipping over Thiago, who was sitting next to Leandro’s mother, and finishing with Isabella. Relief flooded him that his sister had remembered his request that she sit next to Ashlynn. He and Isabella could shield her from their mother as much as possible.

Ashlynn offered a polite greeting to them. Isabella got up to greet them both, pulling him into a hug and shaking Ashlynn’s hand. “I’m so happy to meet you, Ashlynn. Leo has never brought a girlfriend home to meet us, so this should be a treat.” He glared at his sister, but she gave him a good-natured smile.

His father also came around the table to embrace him. “Happy to see you, Leo. You gave us a scare with that plane crash.” Then looking at Ashlynn, he said, “Welcome, Ashlynn. We’re glad you could join us for dinner.”

She smiled and shook the hand he offered her. Leandro let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. The American saying so far, so good came to mind. They hadn’t eaten her alive. Yet. He could tell she was nervous as she sat next to Isabella. He smoothed his palm down her back and took the chair between her and his grandfather.

“Leo,” he said, his deep voice both stern and welcoming in a way that only his grandfather could pull off.

“Vovô, I’m glad to see you here.”

His grandfather nodded and then his gaze flicked to Ashlynn, who was talking to Isabella, and back again. He spoke in Portuguese. “Who is this girl you’ve brought to dinner?”

“She’s my girlfriend.” It was the first time he’d called her that. It was the right word, but it felt strange on his tongue. But strange in a good way, an exciting way, while at the same time not quite conveying everything he felt for her. When he’d been younger and in school, he’d had many girlfriends. They’d all been fleeting, frivolous relationships. They hadn’t felt like this.

“Does this mean no more models and strip clubs? No more videos?”

Leandro felt his face warm. “No more models and strip clubs.” Though there could be videos—private videos. If Ashlynn wanted to play around with them he wouldn’t tell her no. She’d look fucking gorgeous on camera. Now that the idea had been planted, he found that he really wanted to try it.

The older man gave a nod, and the conversation started to flow around them. His father asked about her job. His mother scoffed, “PR? What is that anyway?” Waving her hand, she continued, “Have you considered a real job? Something with numbers or products. Something you can hold in your hand. PR is all talking.” She shook her head, leveling her gaze at Leandro. “No family name, no prestigious schooling, a nothing job . . .” She shrugged and then looked at Ashlynn. “I’d expected so much more from you, Leo.”

Ashlynn’s jaw dropped ever so slightly, clearly taken aback. She paled and fidgeted with her napkin in her lap, unsure what to say or how to react. Shit. He’d forgotten just how toxic and nasty his family could be—especially his mother when she wasn’t getting her way. Thiago laughed and Leandro gave him a hard glare to shut him up.

“It is a real job, Mãe. Ashlynn works hard,” said Leandro, fighting against the flare of anger tickling up his spine. He left her other comments alone, refusing to even acknowledge them.

“Public relations is absolutely an important role in any organization.” Isabella was quick to jump in. “We’ve just approved a multimillion-dollar deal with a PR firm in LA to expand our business.”

Isabella then asked Ashlynn about her current projects, which led them to spend a few minutes talking about the WFC. The earlier tension seemed to have been forgotten by everyone except Ashlynn, whose shoulders were stiff, her movements careful and practiced, as his mother went back to drinking her champagne and offering benign comments.

“Will you stay in town long enough to come to my fight?” Leandro asked, biting into the blue crab–and-caviar appetizer. He was on a strict diet now that he was in the weight-cutting phase of his training, but he’d had to make an exception for tonight.

“Oh, Leo.” His mother sighed. “You know we can’t stand to watch that carnage,” she answered in Portuguese.

“In English, Mãe.”

His mother rolled her eyes and said in English, “You can fight if you want, but you can’t expect us to watch.”

The sad thing was that he didn’t expect it, but for some reason he couldn’t explain, he kept hoping. Disappointment settled like a dead weight right in the center of his chest. He felt Ashlynn’s hand on his thigh and looked over to see her reassuring smile. It seemed to tell him that everything would be okay, because he had her. Covering her hand with his, he gave it a squeeze, feeling like the luckiest man in the world. When he looked back up, he saw his mother shake her head as she looked down at her food. It was obvious she was unhappy with him and Ashlynn. Maybe he should’ve explained his mother to her more before bringing them together. Maybe he was rushing things.

“His fighting is better than those stupid races,” said his vovô, huffing out a breath before taking a sip of his tequila.

“You’re not still doing those, are you, Leo?” his father asked. Then, shaking his head, he added, “It looks bad for the family. You can do that when you’re young, but you’re almost thirty. Time to grow up. How do you expect to earn respect when you come into the business?”

“I’m not coming into the business, Papai. You have Isabella.” They’d only gone over this a million times, and he bristled in annoyance. Sometimes he wondered how he’d ever fit in with them.

“Stop trying to give away my job, Papai.” Isabella feigned anger, trying to defuse the tension gathering around the table.

“Okay, okay. I’m not giving anything away. There’s enough work in the company for all of you. But fighting isn’t a career. It’s a hobby. One day you’ll see that, see that you need a direction for your life.”

“That’s not what I meant anyway,” said Vovô. “Racing is dangerous.”

Leandro smiled. “Obrigado, Vovô.” His grandfather was stern and had everyone afraid of him, but occasionally he’d say things that let Leandro know he cared.

“Oh, don’t worry. He’s not racing anymore,” Ashlynn chimed in.

Vovô looked at her as if stunned she’d spoken to him.

“No, Leo doesn’t get to choose what he does anymore,” said Thiago, his eyes narrowed at Ashlynn.

Leandro felt the corner of his mouth twitch upward when she completely ignored Thiago and said, “I convinced him that it’s too dangerous. I don’t like staying up all night worrying about him.” Then she took a sip of her champagne.

They all seemed to look at him for confirmation. He shrugged and took another bite of the crab. “It’s true.”

His grandfather nodded and glanced over at Ashlynn as if she was a puzzle he was trying to figure out. Thiago sniffed and sat back in his chair, but Leandro ignored him. He didn’t want to fight with his best friend about his girl, but Thiago wasn’t ready to let it go. He leaned close to Leandro’s mom, but his voice still carried across the table when he told her that Ashlynn was using Leandro to further her career in public relations.

“Mãe, Thiago, enough. We’ll talk about this later,” he said in Portuguese, hoping to God that Ashlynn didn’t understand any of it.

They lowered their voices, but throughout the rest of dinner Leandro caught snatches of their conversation. He did his best to ignore them and kept his attention on Ashlynn and Isabella. He was glad to see that she seemed to enjoy talking to his sister. She asked her about her work at the company and her new business. Toward the end, Ashlynn even got Isabella to open up about her mysterious new girlfriend, a relationship she’d yet to tell Leandro much about.

“So, Leo,” his father said. “Will you be using the guesthouse when you come home next month? José says the penthouse won’t be remodeled in time. He told you there was a delay in procuring the marble?”

“He told me.” Leandro’s apartment was overdue for a remodel, so he’d arranged for it to be done during his time in Las Vegas. It figured it wouldn’t be done on schedule. “If the guesthouse is free, I’ll stay there. Otherwise, I can find something. The yacht?”

“No, the guesthouse is fine. I’ll have it cleaned up for you.”

“Obrigado. Hopefully I won’t need it for more than a few months. If I have my way, I’ll have another fight scheduled by then.”

With stiff movements, Ashlynn dabbed at her mouth with her napkin and then set it down on the table. All the color had vanished from her face, and her fingers shook a little.

“Are you okay?” he asked, trying not to draw attention to the fact that she looked like she might be sick. Maybe something she’d eaten wasn’t agreeing with her.

She nodded, quick little jerks of her head. “Yeah.”

The waiter came to clear their dinner plates away, and Ashlynn excused herself to go to the ladies’ room. Vovô nudged his arm. “I like her, Leo. She’s not like the other girls you date.”

Leandro smiled, a feeling of calm coming over him for the first time since he’d sat down. “I like her too, Vovô.” More than like. A lot more.

“I hear your mother and that boy chirping across the table. They won’t like her because she’s good for you and that threatens them. Don’t let them poison you. Keep her around and don’t screw up.”

Leandro swallowed thickly and let the truth of those words wash over him. She was good for him. She made him want to be a better person. A person who could be worthy of someone like her. Nodding, he smiled and said, “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on letting her go.”

His gaze landed on his mother and Thiago cackling over some joke. He wondered if this had always been his life before Ashlynn had come along. Empty. Meaningless. Frivolous. He hoped that she wasn’t too insulted by his mother’s treatment of her tonight. Suddenly it was important that he talk to her and let her know how he valued her.

Excusing himself from the table, he went to find her.
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ASHLYNN EMERGED FROM the bathroom feeling a bit steadier on her feet, although she still didn’t feel quite whole after the way she’d been dissected and picked apart. She peered into the dining room, but instead of heading back to the table, she took a right and stepped out onto the terrace that overlooked the Strip. Lights twinkled in the distance, glowing merrily in the night. The sounds of music pouring out of different bars and restaurants mingled with the traffic below and the hushed conversation and clinking of dishes from the restaurant behind her. Staring unfocused into the distance, she pulled first one and then another deep breath in, trying to get her head together.

“I’m sorry my mom’s such a bitch.” At the sound of Leandro’s quiet voice, she turned. He stood a few feet away, his hands in his pockets, a chagrined expression on his face. He studied her for a moment, rocking back on his heels. He looked so devastatingly handsome in his dark blue suit, no tie, shirt open at the collar, that her entire body vibrated with the need to go to him.

But she shook her head and licked her lips, completely unsure how to respond to that. His mom had been a bitch, but she didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. His mother’s behavior wasn’t Leandro’s fault. Realizing that the silence was stretching on between them, she smiled, but then glanced back out toward the Strip, not wanting to give him the chance to see that it wasn’t quite genuine. “It’s okay,” she said, counting the different colors in the lights. Something to focus on instead of the doubt and uncertainty whirling through her like a tornado.

She felt Leandro’s strong, warm hand on her lower back. “No, it’s not okay. She was awful to you. I didn’t expect her to react that way. She was disrespectful.”

Ashlynn turned, and his arms slipped around her waist. “She . . . really didn’t like me.”

Leandro raised a hand, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I need you to know two things right now. One: Her reaction to you isn’t your fault. At all. She’d made up her mind before we’d even arrived that you aren’t good enough for me, which isn’t true. And two: I don’t give a fuck what she thinks. I care about you, minha linda. So much.”

She nodded slowly, chewing on her bottom lip. “So it doesn’t bother you that your family doesn’t think I’m good enough?”

He shook his head. “It’s only my mother—everyone else liked you, especially my grandfather. And you are good enough for me.” He dipped his head, pressing a gentle kiss to her lips. “You’re so much more than just good enough. You make me want to be better. I . . .” He sighed and pressed his forehead to hers. “I really like who I am with you, Ashlynn.”

His words settled over her, soothing her, working to allay her doubts and fears that maybe whatever this was between them wouldn’t work. That it didn’t have a future, as much as she wanted one.

“I think it sucks that they don’t support your fighting,” she said, sliding her arms around his shoulders and weaving her fingers into the thick hair at the nape of his neck. “I know how important it is to you, how hard you train, how seriously you take it.”

He smiled sadly. “They’ve never supported it, and they never will. I keep hoping, but I know I need to accept it. Stop hoping for things that will never happen.”

His wistful tone tugged at her heart, and she traced her fingers over his cheek. “For what it’s worth, I think what you do takes an incredible amount of athleticism, and discipline, and determination. I think it’s amazing, and I’m proud of how hard you work.”

He kissed her, soft and slow, quieting more of her doubts and fears.

“Honestly, it’s like you were raised by wolves,” she said, shaking her head.

“What do you mean?” He frowned slightly, his brows knitting together.

“Like how your dad didn’t care about you racing because it’s dangerous, only because of how it looks. It was cold.” She pressed tighter against him. “And you’re not cold at all. You’re warm and sweet.”

Sadness flickered in his eyes as he nodded slowly, acknowledging what she’d said. “You make me that way, minha linda. I’m finding all this good in myself because of you.”

She swallowed thickly against the rising tide of conflicting emotions. Hope and doubt. Fear and happiness. A swirling mix of bitter and sweet she was still trying to process. Even if she did make him want to be a better person, did that really matter if she didn’t fit in his world? If she was constantly having to fight for her place? And it wasn’t as though he fit neatly into her life either. She could lose her job if their relationship became public knowledge. They weren’t built on a solid foundation—they came from different worlds, wanted different things, had different goals. How could all of that not pull them in opposite directions and send them crashing to the ground? She didn’t want to think about all the doubt and the worry, but she couldn’t ignore it either.

Clearing her throat, she forced herself to ask the question that had been eating at her since she’d left the table. “If I’m so important to you, why didn’t you mention that you were going back to Brazil after your fight? Were you just planning to leave for months and not tell me?” Even though she knew it probably wasn’t his intention, she couldn’t help the way it made her feel as though she—or at least her feelings and her needs—didn’t mean that much to him. Or maybe it was just that his idea of “belonging to each other” meant something different to him than it did to her. It felt shitty that he might be completely fine with picking up and not seeing her for months at a time. Shitty and isolating and confusing.

The expression on his face didn’t change, and he shrugged in his usual way, all casual confidence. “I just assumed you’d come with me.”

She stepped out of his arms, hugging herself against the chill in the night air, even as relief trickled through her that he wasn’t planning to leave her. “How could you assume that? You never even talked to me about it.”

He shrugged again, smiling. “It didn’t seem like a big deal, and I’ve been focused on my fight.”

She blew out a breath, trying to contain her irritation. “I know you have, but I can’t just pick up my life and come with you to Brazil for months on end. My career is here. My family is here.”

“But we’re together now,” he said, frowning and looking almost adorably confused.

She realized that Leandro was everything her mother had warned her about. He was the kind of man her mother had told her would ruin her life. Dangerously good-looking. Too charming. Cocky. Self-absorbed. The kind of man who’d always put himself first, and who got away with it because of his sex appeal and charisma and confidence. The kind of man who’d swoop in, fuck up everything she’d worked so hard for, and leave her broken and alone.

When she opened her mouth, her words came out harsher than she’d intended. “That doesn’t mean that my life revolves around yours, Leandro! I’m not some puppy who’ll follow you around wherever you go. I can’t just take off for Brazil—I have a job, a mortgage, a family. And you seem to have forgotten all of that.”

He held up his hands as though approaching an angry bear. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. You’re right, I should’ve talked to you. We’ll figure it out, okay?” He sighed and pushed a hand through his hair. “Remember how I said that I don’t know what I’m doing? That I’d probably fuck up again?” He sent her a rueful smile and then shrugged. “Well, here we are.”

She grudingly let him pull her back into his arms. “I know you’re sorry, but that doesn’t make it okay.”

“I’m in unexplored seas with you. I don’t know what I’m doing, but I’m trying.”

For some reason, his admission didn’t make her feel better. Instead, it fed into the doubts and fears that they were going to crash and burn, even with the best of intentions. “It’s uncharted waters,” she said, her anger simmering just beneath the surface.

“Huh?” He frowned, one eyebrow inching up.

“The expression,” she said, trying to pull them back onto familiar ground. “It’s uncharted waters.”

She didn’t understand why, but that made him smile, bright and genuine. “I’m falling in love with you, Ashlynn.” He bent and kissed her neck. “Did I say that right?”

Her stomach exploded in butterflies, her nerve endings sizzling underneath her skin, but her anger and uncertainty were still there, leaving her a confused mess. “What?”

“You heard me. You want me to shout it from this balcony? Because I will. I’m tired of keeping us a secret, even if it is to protect your job.”

“I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. The most amazing man had just told her he was falling for her, and all she could feel was panic. They seemed to hit roadblock after roadblock—was it supposed to be this hard? What if, between living in different countries, his family, her career . . . what if love wasn’t enough?

“I know tonight’s been a lot,” he said, tracing his fingers over her chin. “It’s all been a lot.”

“I’m . . .” She took a deep breath, as though about to plunge underwater. “I’m falling for you too, Leandro, and it freaks me out. It’s fast. Everything’s so intense with you.” Crash and burn. The words echoed through her brain.

He kissed her, deep and slow, sending heat curling through her. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark, hooded with lust. “Let’s go home. I want to spend the rest of the night inside you.” He kissed her neck and dropped a hand down to her ass, squeezing. “I want to fuck you until neither of us can walk. I want you to scream my name until you’re hoarse. Even if we’re a secret, I . . .” He broke off, his eyes bright. “I need to know you’re mine.”

She looked up at him and nodded, not wanting to think any more tonight. She was sick of the confusion and uncertainty tangled up inside her, and so she clung to the only certainties she had: as much as it scared her, she was in love with Leandro, and when they were in bed together, nothing else seemed to matter. And right now, after the night she’d had, she needed the comfort of being with him, of losing herself in how good he made her feel.
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ASHLYNN TUGGED ON the glass door of the WFC building, the overly chilled air washing over her as she entered. She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, stifling a yawn. Damn. She should’ve stopped at Starbucks on the way in, but she’d been so concerned about getting to the office on time that she hadn’t thought to. She’d spent a sleepless night wandering around her town house, her mind too full to sleep.

After Leandro had screwed her brains out he’d left, as usual, but instead of falling into her normal deep, sated sleep, she’d lain awake. Eventually she’d given up and tried to find something to distract herself with.

His admission that he was falling in love with her should’ve made everything better, but it hadn’t. It had only muddied the waters even more. She knew he’d never had a serious relationship before, and she had to question if he was confusing lust for love. It was simply too fast for his feelings to be deep and genuine, and for some reason, she felt the need to cling to this rationalization.

The simple truth was that she didn’t fit with his family, and maybe never would. They were from completely different worlds, and she wasn’t sure how to work around that. Every time she tried to picture what their future would look like, her mind ground to a screeching halt. She couldn’t envision herself living in some mansion in Brazil, not working, just . . . doing nothing. Being nothing. That wasn’t what she wanted for herself. A fancy penthouse in Las Vegas was a bit easier to picture, but Leandro wasn’t planning to stay in the US indefinitely. How would those geographical differences play out if they got really serious? Married? She didn’t want to arrange her life around his and have nothing left for herself. Nothing of her own.

And on top of that, she couldn’t imagine trying to make herself into someone who fit into his world—who spent money like it was going out of style, who rubbed elbows with the rich and famous, whose identity was tied up in who you knew and who you were doing. It just wasn’t her.

Maybe all they had was sex, because in bed everything was perfect. Maybe she was trying to make what was nothing more than hot sex into something deeper than it actually was. Not a real relationship, but an illusion of one.

She’d sat in her dark living room, the TV flickering quietly as she sipped her tea and tried to sort everything out. Everything was happening so fast that it was hard to untangle one feeling from another. Did she see a future with Leandro? As much as she wanted one, she could just as easily picture going back to her life the way it had been before. It was a sad thought, and it didn’t feel quite right, but it was easier to imagine that than following him around the Brazilian party circuit, living in a country where she didn’t speak the language, didn’t know anyone, didn’t have a life of her own. She couldn’t help but wonder if she was setting herself up for the kind of disaster that would leave her broken and alone, just like her mother had warned her.

Ashlynn approached her desk, but before she could even set her things down, Craig emerged from his office, his icy blue gaze on her. Something about the way he was looking at her had the hair on the back of her neck standing on end as a chill raced down her spine.

“I need to speak with you,” he said and tipped his head toward his office, not waiting for her to follow before disappearing back inside. Her mouth went dry, and she hastily set her things down before following him. She passed by his assistant Deb’s desk, her apprehension growing at the sadly sympathetic smile on Deb’s face. She smoothed her hands down her skirt as she entered, plastering what she hoped was a pleasant smile on her face. “Close the door.” He spoke without looking up from the tablet in his hands.

God, that damn tablet. Her entire body went cold as she wondered if Leandro had done something and what that would mean for both her job and her relationship with Leandro.

Craig frowned and shook his head as he stared down at the tablet, looking unhappy even for him. Ashlynn’s pulse picked up, but she forced herself to sit down in one of the chairs facing his desk. Whatever it was, she’d handle it.

Without a word, he passed her the tablet, and she took it, her stomach clenching as she tried to brace herself for whatever she was about to see. There was a video cued up, and she glanced up at Craig. He nodded, and she hit play.

Immediately, the screen was filled with a dim image of her and Leandro standing on the terrace at Le Cirque. Not just standing together on the terrace. Kissing.

“Honestly, it’s like you were raised by wolves.” Her own voice played through the tablet’s speakers as a wave of nausea slammed into her, making her vision fade around the edges. She clenched the tablet, as though she could somehow will the video to stop, to not exist, for Craig not to have seen it.

Through a hazy sheen of disbelief, she watched as she and Leandro talked about his going to Brazil, and how that was a problem because they were together. Leandro telling her he was in love with her. Kissing her neck.

The admission that they’d been keeping their relationship a secret.

She didn’t dare look up at Craig as she watched the rest of the video play, unable to take her eyes from the screen. More kissing, followed by Leandro’s dirty talk, and her world dropped away. She felt as though she were floating, suspended as she stared at the screen. The video cut off just then, and she forced herself to breathe, her mind racing, her face hot.

Her hands shook as she handed the tablet back to Craig, and although it was her job to always know the right thing to say, in that moment, she had nothing. It was as though she’d totally forgotten how to speak. Her mind was too busy reeling from what she’d just seen to make room for the idea that mouths made intelligible sounds that carried meaning.

Craig said nothing, just stared at her expectantly, and she squirmed slightly in her seat. “I can explain,” she said weakly, licking her lips and trying to figure out how the fuck she was supposed to explain the video.

She wasn’t sure if it was because he was out of patience, or because he was putting her out of her misery, but Craig raised his hand, cutting her off. “You knew the rules and you broke them anyway.” He let out a long, slow breath, and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ashlynn. You’re fired.”

Ashlynn’s mouth opened and closed several times as Craig’s words rang in her ears. Her stomach heaved, sweat prickling along her hairline. She wiped at her brow, nodding slowly as his words sank in.

“What about Leandro?” she asked, her voice raspy and unsteady. The idea that he might get kicked out of the WFC over this—stripped of his belt, not allowed to fight, because of her—took her breath away.

“I’ll deal with him separately. I know you’re not the only guilty party in this, but the WFC has too much riding on his upcoming fight. But he’ll be dealt with.” Craig’s tone was foreboding as he sat back in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest. “I like you, Ashlynn. I think you’re smart, and a hard worker. But you’ve left me no choice here.” He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. “Please clear out your desk and go. Accounting will forward you a final payment for any money owed.”

Shock and humiliation battled it out for first place amongst her racing emotions as she managed to stand from the chair and nod at Craig. “I understand. Thank you for the opportunity. I . . . I’m sorry.”

Craig tipped his head to the side, something almost sad in his eyes. “Me too.” He dropped his gaze to his computer and started typing, dismissing her.

Everything inside her felt numb, frozen, as she walked back to her desk, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. If someone tried to make small talk about how her weekend had gone, she might have to punch them in the throat.

Her eyes burned as she retrieved her things from her desk, but she blinked furiously, refusing to cry. With everything gathered up, she hightailed it back to the parking lot, feeling light-headed.

Less than ten minutes after she’d arrived, she got back in her car and pulled out of the WFC parking lot, leaving the building she’d thought had held her future in her rearview mirror. The upbeat pop music playing on the radio grated on her nerves, and she shut it off, silence enveloping the interior of the car. Leaving her alone with her agitated emotions. Shock and humiliation and anxiety and anger. And, fuck, the anger was the sharpest, the strongest. Anger at whoever had taken that video and deliberately sent it to Craig. Shit. It hadn’t occurred to her to ask him where he’d gotten it—she’d been so caught off guard by its existence that her brain had ground to a halt. Anger at herself for getting so caught up in Leandro. Anger at Leandro for tempting her into something she’d known—known—would blow up in her face.

With her hands gripping the steering wheel, she pulled over, knowing she was too distracted to drive. “Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck fuck!” But the scream she’d let loose wasn’t cathartic, and hot tears spilled from her eyes, racing down her cheeks. She sucked in a shuddering breath and laid her forehead against the steering wheel, no longer fighting the tears, but letting them flow.

She was a failure and a fool. She’d potentially ruined her professional reputation, and for what? Some hot sex with a dangerously good-looking guy? Getting fired—and for breaking very clear rules—would be hugely damaging to her name, a name she’d spent years working to build up. Who would hire her now?

Fucking no one, that was who.

How would she pay her mortgage?

Who would pay Kayla’s tuition? Her mother lived paycheck to paycheck, and if there was no money, she knew Kayla would drop out. Again.

“So stupid,” she said, swallowing thickly. “So selfish. What is wrong with me? God! Fuck!” She’d been bitten in the ass by her horrible taste in men before, but never quite this badly. All those past disasters were nibbles compared to what felt like a shark bite. She slammed the palm of her hand against the steering wheel. Anger was better than fear, so she clung to it, not wanting to think about how fucking scared she was that she might’ve just blown her life to smithereens.

A deadweight kind of calm settled over her as the fact that she may have completely ruined her career sank in, and after a few more deep breaths, she pulled back onto the road and drove back home in a numb trance.

As she closed the door of her town house behind her, she wondered if she’d have to sell it in the near future. She gazed around lovingly at the warm, tidy space. The walls she’d painted. The furniture she’d saved up for. “What the hell have I done?” she asked herself quietly, slowly moving through the space toward the kitchen.

After deciding that she didn’t care that it wasn’t even ten in the morning, she opened a bottle of wine and poured a glass, needing something to take the edge off the tangled mess of emotions threatening to strangle her.

Her throat thickened with fresh tears and she sank down onto the couch, her phone in hand. She opened her text window with Leandro, her thumb hovering over the screen as she tried to figure out what to say. After a few minutes and several sips of wine, she decided to just go with the simplest, most direct thing she could think of.

I just got fired because of us.
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“WHAT HAPPENED?” THOSE were the only words Leandro could get out when Ashlynn answered the phone. After seeing her text, he hadn’t even bothered replying; he’d called her, needing to hear her voice. He sucked in a breath and wiped away the sweat that threatened to drip into his eyes. He’d just finished a wrestling drill when he’d come to get a drink of water and seen her text.

It hadn’t seemed real. It still didn’t. He’d read it three times expecting the words to magically say something else. He still didn’t understand how their relationship had gotten her fired. They’d been careful.

Ashlynn took a deep breath, the weight of the world in that sound. “Can you come over? We need to talk.”

Her voice sounded different. Hollow. That, more than the words in her text, made his heart pound against his ribs. “Yes. Of course. But tell me what happened.”

“Just come over. I’ll tell you everything here.”

He opened his mouth to ask her how she was, to tell her he was sorry. Anything to keep her talking, but she ended the call before he could say a word. Fuck. He looked down at the phone in his hand as if he could pull answers out of it. Opening his email, he didn’t see anything from Darcy. He thought about calling him but changed his mind. It’d be best to talk to Ashlynn first so he knew what they were dealing with before reaching out to Darcy.

“I have to go,” he called out to his coach and wrestling partner. Without giving them an explanation, he pulled his T-shirt on over his head and ran out to his car. Ashlynn needed him, and he had a bad feeling deep in the pit of his stomach. Like maybe she needed him, but she didn’t want him.

He drove as fast as he could and pulled up in her driveway about fifteen minutes later. His palms were sweaty and his heart hadn’t stopped racing. He couldn’t explain what it was, but something about her had been different on the phone. She’d been sad and probably a little angry, but it had been more than that. Dragging his palms along the bottom edge of his shirt, he knocked on her door.

She looked tired when she opened the door. Her face was pale, and her eyes were too wide and too bright. His heart twisted at the sight of her, and he pulled her into his arms. She allowed it, but she seemed stiff and not the same as when he’d left her last night. “I’m sorry, minha linda. Are you okay?”

She nodded against his chest, but then took a step back. A flicker of fear moved across her face, and he didn’t quite know what to make of it. “Come in,” she said.

He followed her to the couch and sat down beside her. He would’ve reached for her hand, but she crossed her arms over her chest. It felt like she was miles away from him, like she didn’t want him to touch her. Her getting fired had put that empty space between them, and he hated it. “What happened?”

“Have you talked to Craig?”

He shook his head. “He hasn’t called me. I wanted to talk to you first.”

Her brow furrowed and she said, “I went into work this morning and Craig called me into his office. He had a video of us. It was from last night on the terrace.” She was so mad that her voice nearly shook with it.

A wave of anger crashed through his body. It was hot but left him cold after it swept over him. Whoever had taken that video was dead, as far as he was concerned.

She continued, her eyes on something across the room. “It showed us kissing and talking about how we’d had to keep everything secret. I don’t even know how someone got it without us seeing them.” She shook her head.

His mind raced as he thought back to talking to her, trying to remember everything they’d said. From what he remembered, no one had been on the terrace with them. The restaurant was small; he would’ve known. There definitely hadn’t been any paparazzi there. Someone had done this on purpose. Maybe someone had seen them from the casino and followed them inside, or maybe someone in his own family had done it. He’d have to deal with that later. Right now he needed to be here for Ashlynn, because he had a sick feeling that he knew where this was going.

“So Darcy fired you? Because of me?”

She nodded, finally looking at him. “Because of us.”

“That goddamn no-fraternity clause?”

“Nonfraternization. Yeah, because of that.”

This time the wave of anger was so strong that he wanted to hit something. They hadn’t been doing anything wrong. Ashlynn had been doing her job. He’d been training and doing press like he’d agreed to do. There was absolutely no reason that she should be out of a job. Fucking Craig Darcy. “That’s not fair. He can’t do that. We’re adults.”

She sighed and shook her head. “He can do it. We both signed the contract.” Leaning forward, she grabbed her wineglass off the coffee table and downed the last swallow.

He saw it then, the anger she’d just barely held in check. The way her jaw clenched and her eyes flashed, edging out the fear. Forcing himself to swallow down his own rage, he touched her thigh. Right now, he needed to keep her calm and let her know he was on her side in this. “It’ll be okay, Ashlynn. We’ll get through this.”

She frowned, the grooves deepening between her eyebrows. “But it’s not okay. I was fired.”

He nodded and gave her thigh a light squeeze. “I know. I’m sorry. But it’ll be fine. Look at it this way. You were concerned about coming to Brazil with me, but now you don’t have to worry.”

His attempt at levity failed spectacularly. She shook her head and dropped her empty wineglass onto the table, shooting to her feet. From the anger flashing in her eyes, he thought she might throw it at him. “How can you say that? You know how much this job meant to me.”

He held up his hands and sat back on the couch, giving her space. “I’m sorry you lost your job, minha linda. I just meant that now we don’t have to hide anymore. We don’t have to keep things secret. I can tell the world you’re mine, and you’re free to come with me to Brazil.” He understood that losing this job was a blow to her, but there would be other jobs. She could still freelance. There had to be more to this because her anger was starting to turn on him, but he couldn’t seem to figure out what it was.

“Do you not understand how big this job was for me? Craig was going to hire me full-time. I know you’ve never had to worry about money, but I’ve spent my whole life worrying about it. This job would’ve given me security, a future. I worked hard for it, and it’s just . . . just gone now.” She snapped her fingers to emphasize how fast it had happened.

“I know it was important to you, but—”

“No. There is no ‘but,’ Leandro. It was important to me, and now it’s gone. Don’t you get that?”

He rose and tried to approach her, but she turned and stormed away from him so he stayed where he was. “Yeah, I understand. But I want to take care of you. You don’t have to worry about money. I’ll take care of everything you need.” He wanted to hold her, but he knew that was out of the question.

“That makes me . . .” She stopped with her back to him, hands on her hips, and shook her head, looking down at the floor. “What would that make me? I sleep with you so you can take care of me?”

“What? No! Jesus, Ashlynn, that’s not what I meant.” He ran his hand through his hair. He could feel her slipping away from him, but he wasn’t sure how to stop it from happening. “You’re with me now, and I’m with you. We take care of each other.”

“Well, I have a mortgage, and Kayla’s tuition will be due again soon.” She turned to face him, her face tight with anger.

“I’ll take care of that, minha linda. Whatever you need, I’m here for you.”

She let out what sounded like a hollow laugh. “I’m not using you for your money.”

“I know that. I know. That’s why I want to give it to you. It’s not about the money, it’s about helping you.” He walked over to her and ran his fingertips over her hair. “Let me take care of you.”

“That doesn’t help my future, Leandro. Don’t you understand that I worked hard for my career? I need a job so that I can keep paying my bills, so that I can do something that I enjoy doing. So that I can have a purpose. I can’t just go live with you and give up everything I’ve worked for.”

He sighed and gripped the hair on the back of his head in his fist, frustrated that they were fighting when that was the last thing he wanted. And, to be honest, he was a little hurt that every offer to help her was being rejected. “I’m a little bit confused, amada. I don’t know what you want from me right now. I never said that I didn’t want you to work.”

“No, but you can’t just take care of me.”

“Okay, then tell me what I can do for you.”

“Nothing, Leandro. There’s nothing you can do that can make this better unless you have a fucking time machine. When word of this gets out, it could ruin my professional reputation. No one will want to hire me.” She started pacing and he took a step back to give her space. “This is my life. Don’t you understand that?”

“Don’t you want a life with me?” He clenched his fists at his side to keep from reaching for her. Everything she was saying sounded a lot like she didn’t want to make room in her life for him, and that hurt like a goddamn knife to his chest. “You said before that your life didn’t revolve around mine, but isn’t that how it’s supposed to work? Your life revolves around mine; my life revolves around yours. We figure out a way to make them work together.”

“But I don’t know how to make it work in your world.”

And there it was. That was why she was so angry and fearful. Some of it was about the job, but a lot of it was about him and what had happened last night at dinner with his family. Or maybe this had been brewing before the dinner. Maybe she’d held on to her doubts even after they’d decided they were all in. For the first time, his own anger gave way to fear, because he didn’t know how to fight her doubts.

“Your world is so much bigger than mine. I feel like it’ll swallow me up and I’ll lose myself. It’ll be your life, your world, and I’ll find a tiny place in it and forget who I am.” She swallowed hard, her eyes wide and afraid.

He took a deep breath, choosing his words carefully so he wouldn’t set her off again. “We can figure it out together. My world isn’t as big as you think. You’re overreacting now because you got fired and you’re understandably upset.”

“Don’t patronize me. I’m upset, but I’m not overreacting. My whole life just got turned upside down, not yours. You’ll probably get a fine, and you’ll pay it without blinking, but I lost everything I’ve worked for, Leandro. I lost it! Everyone is counting on me. My mom, my sister. They both need me to keep it together, but I was so selfish. I wanted something I knew I shouldn’t have. I let you in and look what happened.”

A chill crept over his skin, pulling it tight. “I don’t understand. Are you trying to say this was a mistake? That I’m a mistake?”

She nodded, her eyes bright. “Maybe, yeah.” Then something seemed to click and her entire body stiffened with resolve. “Yeah. I think that’s exactly what this was.”

All the air in the room seemed to leave, taking all the sound with it, and there was only her standing across from him. Only she might as well have not been there for how alone he felt. As many times as he’d felt like an outsider in his own family, he’d never once felt as isolated as he felt right now. “We aren’t a mistake.” He swallowed past the lump in his throat and her eyes narrowed. He saw a tiny chink in her armor as a flicker of the fear that pulsed beneath her anger threatened to claw its way through. “I love you, Ashlynn.”

But her voice was surprisingly strong when she said, “No, you don’t.” She paused, and when she continued, her voice was softer. “I know that you think you do. But you don’t.” And then even quieter. “And that’s for the best.”

“Ashlynn . . .” Despite himself, he reached for her, but she swung her arm away. He needed to hold her, to remind her how good he made her feel, and they could put this outburst behind them. Despite what she said, he knew she was overreacting to being fired, and he didn’t fucking care. He’d let her heap her anger down on him as long as she remembered he loved her and that maybe she even loved him, at least a little. “You don’t mean that. You can’t tell me how I feel. You’re angry, that’s all.”

He reached for her again, following her as she backed up until she brought her hands up and said, “No!”

He stopped short, reminded of how she’d held off Jason in the parking lot. She was looking at him that exact same way, as if he was nothing to her. It was at that moment that he realized she meant it. She wasn’t simply taking her anger out on him. “What are you saying?”

“You should go.”

He took a few steps back, needing the space to deal with the nearly overwhelming pain in those words. “You don’t mean . . .” But she did mean it. He could see the resolve in her eyes. “Fuck. Just like that? You say it’s over, and you think you can forget what we had that easily?”

“I don’t know,” she said, her shoulders dropping, making him want to pull her into his arms and beg her to stop what she doing to them. “But I need space. I can’t do this with you anymore. It’s . . . you’ve taken over my life and I have to figure things out on my own.”

“No, you don’t. I’m here with you, and we’ll figure things out together.”

She shook her head, and he knew he wouldn’t get anywhere with her. “Go.”

“Fine. I’ll go. But you remember this: I love you, Ashlynn Fields. You can tell yourself I don’t if it makes you feel better, but you’ll be wrong.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Eu te amo. This isn’t over.”

The silence dragged out between them, and if he’d held any hope that she might reconsider, she snuffed it out when she said, “Go. Please.”

He turned and walked out her door with anger pulsing in his chest where his heart used to be. Sometime in the space between her telling him to go and his next breath, he’d figured out who might’ve taken that damn video. The one person who had hated the idea of Leandro and Ashlynn from the beginning. He needed to find Thiago.
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AS LEANDRO RACED home, weaving through traffic, his suspicion only grew. It grew so fast that by the time he pulled into his driveway, he’d have bet a million dollars that he’d find a copy of that video on Thiago’s phone. Thiago was the only one who’d been against his relationship with Ashlynn from the very beginning. Leandro never would’ve thought his friend would stoop to something so underhanded, but it made too much sense for him to ignore his gut feeling. If someone else from the WFC had been at the restaurant, Leandro would’ve seen them.

Thiago had motive and opportunity, but there was more. Ashlynn had mentioned that someone had sent Darcy a photo of them dancing in Miami. Thiago had been in that club in Miami with them. All he would’ve had to do was pull out his phone and snap a picture. At the time Leandro had been too focused on Ashlynn to care who’d sent the damned thing. But this was too far. This was fucking with their lives. Ashlynn had lost her job. Then she’d turned around and fucked up their relationship, and Leandro wasn’t going to rest until he knew who was responsible.

He was so angry that when he walked into the house he had tunnel vision. He took the stairs two at a time, his gaze on Thiago’s closed bedroom door. It was barely noon, so Thiago would still be in bed nursing a hangover. As usual.

Leandro pushed open the door so hard that it swung back and bounced off the wall. Thiago wasn’t in his bed, but it didn’t matter because Leandro saw his phone on the bedside table. He picked it up, dialed the pass code, and opened the video app. The very first video was Ashlynn and Leandro standing on Le Cirque’s balcony. He pressed play and watched as he told her that she made him a better person, that he loved her. Rage mixed with sadness as he watched, causing pressure to squeeze his chest, making him want to roar and let it all out.

That moment had been for them and them alone. He clenched his teeth near the end, where he said dirty things to her and squeezed her ass. No one except Ashlynn was supposed to hear those words. Not Thiago. Not Craig Darcy. A sick feeling churned in his stomach as he realized the video could be all over the Internet by now. Strangers could be listening to him say those words to her, watching him touch her. He deleted the video and scrolled through Thiago’s photos until he found the one from the club in Miami. He wasn’t even surprised it was there, and then he deleted it too.

“Leo?” Thiago stood framed in the doorway, a cup of coffee in hand, his gaze jumping from Leandro to the phone in his hand. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Leandro’s teeth were clenched so tightly that his jaw ached. “You took a video of Ashlynn and me and sent it to Craig Darcy.”

Thiago’s eyes went wide for a second, but then he grinned and shrugged, walking into the room and sitting on the edge of the bed as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “I did what I had to do. You didn’t leave me much choice.” He set his coffee mug down on the bedside table and leaned back against a pillow.

“What the hell does that mean?” Leandro asked, struggling not to yell.

“It means you were letting that girl lead you around by your dick. You weren’t yourself with her around. She was bad for you, and you couldn’t see it.”

“Goddammit, Thiago!” Leandro broke, throwing the phone across the room so hard it hit the wall with a loud cracking sound. Thiago sat up, as if just now realizing how angry Leandro was. “She was good for me, but you hated her from the beginning. What did she ever do to you?”

“She took you away from everything you loved.” Thiago stood and started counting off on his fingers. “You stopped racing, you stopped going out, the guys never see you anymore. She turned you into an old man. Even your mom could see it. She hates her.”

“My mom hates her because she doesn’t come from money, not because she’s bad for me.” His mother had never given a damn about what was good for him.

Thiago shook his head like it didn’t matter. “Whatever. In time you’ll see that I’m right and I did you a favor. When you’re balls deep in another lingerie model, you’ll thank me.”

A chill prickled up Leandro’s spine, tightening his skin. It was like he was seeing Thiago for the first time, seeing him as he really was. This wasn’t the man who was like a brother to him. This was a stranger. Or maybe it wasn’t Thiago who had changed. Maybe Leandro had changed so much that he no longer fit into the life he’d left behind.

Had he ever been like Thiago? Shallow and so self-absorbed he couldn’t see how he ruined lives? The thought nearly staggered him, sobering him from his anger. The life Thiago described sounded awful, meaningless, and petty. Leandro didn’t want it. He wanted Ashlynn. He wanted late nights on the couch eating popcorn and watching old movies. He wanted to take her to that tiny restaurant in Paris that he loved. He wanted to create a new life for himself. With her.

He didn’t want lingerie models and strippers. The very thought of fucking another woman made his stomach turn. It felt wrong. He didn’t want the racing and the nightclubs either. Not without Ashlynn. They’d only been temporary distractions from the emptiness inside.

“I want you out of here, Thiago.” He put his hands on his hips, resisting the urge to throw Thiago out himself.

Thiago raised his hands in an elaborate shrug. “I get that she’s hot, but don’t let good pussy blind you. There’s plenty more out there.”

The sound that came out of Leandro was something between a growl and a roar. It tore out of his chest as he rushed Thiago. His breath came out in a whoosh as Leandro backed him into the wall, knocking over the table and sending the coffee spilling onto the floor. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

“You’re the asshole,” Thiago shot back, pushing against Leandro’s shoulders and bringing his knee up.

Leandro blocked his knee and punched him in the ribs. “You got her fired. She broke up with me because of you.”

“Good! I’m glad she broke up with you. You don’t fucking need her. She’s a bitch.”

Leandro hit him again. Thiago brought his arm up, and Leandro jumped back, narrowly missing a punch to the throat. “Don’t fucking talk about her. You don’t have the right.”

“I’ll talk about her all I want. She’s a whore who was using you.”

Leandro punched him right in his loud mouth. With the catharsis of that hit came clarity. “Fuck you. I want you out of my house. If anyone is using me, it’s you. Twenty thousand here. Ten thousand there. She hasn’t asked me for one thing. But you, you’re just a fucking leech. You don’t want me to be with Ashlynn because you know she sees right through you.”

Thiago sneered, blood turning his teeth red. “I’m your brother, man. You’re really going to throw me out over some pussy? I’ve been here for you, no matter what. Where’s that bitch now? She’s not here. You have a fight in less than a week, and look what she did to you.”

Leandro punched him again. His wrestling coach, who must’ve been downstairs waiting for him, came rushing in and jumped between them, pushing Leandro off before he could get in another hit. “You betrayed me, Thiago. You’re not my brother. I don’t know when it happened, but you changed.”

“You changed,” he shot back.

Leandro couldn’t even deny it, because he had changed. He now saw Thiago for who he really was. Only he suspected it went far deeper than the video to Darcy. Just after Christmas, Thiago, who was always low on cash, had come home driving a brand-new Rolls-Royce Wraith. He’d said it was a Christmas present, and Leandro had assumed Thiago’s family had bought it for him. Now he suspected he knew where it had really come from.

Leandro allowed the coach to hold him back as he pointed to where the broken cell phone lay on the floor. “If I look at that phone, will I find my sex tape? You took it and sold it?”

Thiago didn’t even try to deny it. He shrugged. “Hey, I did you a favor, man. You were on TMZ and Entertainment Tonight Us Weekly put you on the cover. People know about you now because of me.” He hit his chest, looking proud of himself. “You should be fucking thanking me. You tell me I’m a leech, but you’re an ungrateful prick.”

“You ruined their lives. Those women caught so much shit for that.”

Thiago laughed. “Emilia says she’s doing okay. She has a new career in adult entertainment now. Pays a lot better than modeling bikinis.”

Leandro frowned. “You talk to Emilia?” She was the model he’d been casually dating. It had been her hotel room that they’d gone back to, and she’d invited the other women to come there. “Wait . . . did you plan that with her? You planned to record us and sell the video?”

Thiago’s grin confirmed it. “You always were a little slow. Don’t worry, she got her cut and I got mine. Even you came out ahead. Win-win.”

Leandro lunged for him again, but his coach held him back. “Get the fuck out of my house. I don’t want to see you again. You have five minutes.” Leandro left the room, needing to put as much space between him and Thiago as he could before he did something he’d regret.

Stepping outside onto the back patio, he breathed in the dry desert air. Ashlynn was right. He’d been surrounded by wolves his whole life and hadn’t been able to see it. Somehow he’d let the only person who really cared about him slip through his fingers. His hand itched to take the phone from his pocket and call her, to tell her that he’d gotten rid of Thiago so that she would know that someone had paid for her misery.

But he didn’t. She’d asked for space, and in all of this he’d realized that he’d never been very good at listening to her. He’d given her what he’d thought she needed, instead of what she actually wanted. So he could give her space.

He only hoped that somehow that space brought her back to him.
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ASHLYNN PUSHED HER potatoes from one side of her plate to the other. Normally, her mother’s cheesy garlic mashed potatoes were one of her favorite comfort foods, but even her appetite was failing her. Over the past several days, she’d mainly subsisted on ice cream, Oreos, rosé, and Clif bars. Her crappy diet combined with the stress of losing her job was likely the main cause of her stomach feeling as though it was twisted into painful knots—she stubbornly refused to believe that she was still hurt over having to let Leandro go.

But just the thought of his name had her chest tightening, and she gently set her fork down, taking a sip of her water. It seemed impossible that getting fired and everything that had followed had only gone down a week ago. The past few days had stretched on interminably, slow and empty. No work to distract her from the pain of telling Leandro to leave. No Leandro to distract her from the worry and humiliation of losing her job. She’d spent way too much time alone with her thoughts, and even eating her feelings wasn’t giving her any relief.

Her mother eyed her as she cut into her fried chicken—normally another of Ashlynn’s favorites, but today it tasted like ash. Feeling the weight of her mother’s gaze, Ashlynn forced herself to take a small bite of potatoes. When her mother had invited her over for dinner, wanting to check on her after losing her job, she’d gone, but with no intention of telling her mother about Leandro. There was no point; she already knew what her mother would say. That she’d been a fool, and that hopefully she learned from this. That she’d raised her to know better than to get involved with someone like Leandro. There would be no sympathy—only disappointment and recrimination. And she didn’t need either of those things. She already felt like total shit over everything that had happened, no heaping dose of maternal guilt necessary.

She’d talked to Kayla a little about the breakup, and about losing her job, but as the older sister, Ashlynn felt the need to shelter Kayla from the shittiness of her life. She wanted her focused on school and work, not worrying about her big sister. She’d always been so careful with her, wanting to lead by example.

“Sweetie, are you okay?” her mother asked gently, setting her fork down and touching Ashlynn lightly on the shoulder.

God, what was it with that question? She’d managed to keep it together all evening, but something about the phrase are you okay? had her carefully constructed walls crumbling. The tears that had sat frozen right behind her eyes thawed and started to fall, streaking down her cheeks. Ashlynn pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes, trying to stem the flow, but it was no use. Her shoulders shook, and she sucked in a shuddering breath. Her throat ached as emotions swirled through her—the hurt, the anger at what had happened, the sadness at what she’d lost. “No. I’m really not.”

“I know it’s upsetting to get fired, but it’s just a bump in the road. You’re smart, and you’re a hard worker. You’ll get through this. I know you will. You’ve got your other freelance jobs, and more will come along.” Her mother wasn’t wrong. Jules had called the next day to apologize for her dad’s behavior and offer her a reference for future jobs, trying to mitigate the damage done to her reputation. She’d gotten the sense that Jules wished there were more she could do, but Ashlynn had been so grateful for the reference that she hadn’t pushed it. Just like she hadn’t wanted to come between Leandro and his family, she didn’t want to come between Jules and hers.

Ashlynn dropped her hands from her eyes, looking into her mom’s kind face. The sudden need to unburden herself was almost overwhelming. “It’s more than just the job,” she said, the words falling out of her mouth before she could think twice. “There was a man. Someone I cared about very much, and we broke up because I got fired.”

Her mom frowned but didn’t say anything, and Ashlynn found herself telling her mom the entire story. Getting assigned to work with Leandro on his image to undo the damage of his antics. How handsome and charming and infuriating he’d been. How she’d known better, but hadn’t been able to help her feelings for him. The intensity of their connection. How he’d told her he loved her, but she’d ended things because of the damage to her career.

How much she hurt, every minute of every day.

As she spoke, she started to feel lighter, and she realized just how weighed down she’d been with her own expectations of herself. She’d always seen herself as the family’s rock, but really all she’d done was tie a stone around her neck and drag it around, proving to everyone how strong and stable she was. She’d been sinking under that weight for a while now, and it felt good to let go of some of it.

She hadn’t felt weighed down with Leandro. She’d felt free. Happy. At least until the end, when she’d focused on all the reasons things couldn’t work out between them instead of all the reasons why things could. She’d been happy until she’d decided, somewhere in her subconscious, that she didn’t really deserve to be happy. She’d amplified the doubts, letting them take over, sabotaging her own chance at happiness.

And as she told her mom the whole story, she realized that breaking up with him had made her feel heavy again. She’d wanted space, but the space hadn’t helped at all. She felt so much worse without him. The truth was, she’d liked who she was with him. Relaxed and carefree. He’d told her that she made him a better person, but he’d made her better too. Less rigid, more alive. And she felt as though she’d lost that newfound sense of self along with him. Her heart . . . it just hurt. All the time.

“And so you broke up with him?” her mother prompted gently, and Ashlynn realized she’d trailed off, lost in her own thoughts.

Ashlynn nodded. “Yeah, I did.” She felt a little sick as she remembered the pain on his face when she’d told him to leave. Even as she was destroying what they’d found together, she’d believed so strongly that she was doing the right thing. But when he’d told her he loved her, she’d almost taken it all back and thrown herself into his arms. Now she wasn’t sure what to do with those words, but she was glad she had them. If she didn’t have Leandro, at least she had his admission that he loved her. She’d traded her doubts about a life with Leandro for doubts about a life without him.

Her mom raised an eyebrow, let out a long, weary sigh, and then shook her head. “Oh, Ashlynn. Honey. I thought you knew better.”

And there it was. Ashlynn didn’t say anything, not wanting to get into an argument with her mom, and feeling like an idiot for thinking she could turn to her for comfort over losing Leandro.

“Men like your Leandro, like your father—they’re all the same,” she said, waving a dismissive hand through the air. “They only care about themselves, and only want one thing. Once they’ve gotten what they want, they move on, not giving a damn about what they’re leaving behind. The better-looking and more charming the man, the bigger the ego. I’ve always told you that, haven’t I?”

Ashlynn nodded, having a hard time reconciling her mother’s view of men with who Leandro really was, deep down. He wasn’t perfect, but he wasn’t the villain her mother seemed to assume all men were. Leandro had characteristics that her father hadn’t: loyalty, honesty, a caring warmth. Her entire chest ached as she thought about those qualities, and how she hadn’t trusted him, despite them. She’d seen the truth; he had so much good in him, even if people like his mother and Thiago didn’t see it, or didn’t want to see it for their own selfish reasons. Her father never would’ve bought out a florist just to make a sick girl’s day, or donated money to a children’s hospital. He never would’ve given up a hobby he loved because the woman in his life asked him to. She realized now that Leandro had had no intention of racing again, or going to strip clubs. Those fears that he wasn’t being honest about that were based on her own inability to trust her feelings.

Her mother continued, not waiting for Ashlynn to say anything. “I’m grateful for you and Kayla—you’re the best things that I ever did. But your father ruined my life. All I want is something better for you and Kayla. Don’t make my same mistakes.” She nodded. “I know it hurts, but it’s for the best that none of this with Leandro worked out. It sounds like it had disaster written all over it. Just be grateful you escaped relatively unscathed.”

“Leandro’s nothing like Dad,” said Ashlynn, her voice quiet but firm, secure in the knowledge that she was finally seeing the truth of that. “But I assumed he would be because you’ve made me and Kayla help carry your baggage.” It was so obvious now, how she’d let her mom’s bitterness hold so much sway over her own decisions. That she’d let herself live in fear, that she’d questioned her own instincts, over and over again, holding herself hostage to her mother’s pain.

“That’s not what I did,” said her mother, frowning defensively. “I guided you down the right path. I spared you from making my same mistakes.”

“No, you made it so that we’d be afraid to make any mistakes.”

“Ashlynn!” Her mother sat back in her chair, her brow furrowed. “How can you say that?”

“I love you, Mom, and I’m sorry for what Dad put you through. It sucks, and it wasn’t fair. You’re right; he was a selfish jerk. But that doesn’t mean all men who share any of his same characteristics are a disaster waiting to happen. Maybe that’s hard for you to accept, but it’s true.” It was certainly true of Leandro. “Kayla and I can’t keep living our lives in the shadow of what happened to you. I know you mean well and that you love us, but you’ve spent a lot of time and energy scaring us away from something that might lead to happiness. We need to live our own lives. Follow our own paths, unburdened by your baggage.” As she spoke, she felt a sense of freedom growing within her, like she was cutting through the metaphorical shackles her mother had tied around her wrists, each word sawing through them a little bit more.

“But this Leandro hasn’t made you happy. Look at you, you’re miserable.” Her mom leaned forward and rubbed her shoulder. “Sweetie, I don’t want to fight about this. I want you to be happy. I want you to find someone you can be happy with, but I know this man isn’t that person. He has a sex tape. What sort of man has a sex tape?”

“This isn’t only about Leandro. I don’t know what will happen with us.” Though it didn’t look good. “This is about Kayla and me making our own mistakes. Leandro isn’t Dad.”

Her mom chewed on her bottom lip, toying with her fork. After several seconds, she nodded, her eyes shrouded with sadness. “I just don’t want you to have to experience the same hurt and loneliness I had to endure. The consequences weren’t worth the excitement.” She wrung her hands together, visibly struggling with her own anxiety.

Ashlynn stood and wrapped her arms around her mom. “I love you, and I’m sorry that you had such a tough time of it, Mom. I really am. I know you did your best for me and Kayla. But it’s not fair for you to pass your fears on to us. It’s just not.” She spoke in a gentle tone, trying to comfort and soothe her mother, and it struck her how their roles were gradually shifting. It used to be that her mother would be the one to comfort and reassure her, but the tables had turned. It was both freeing and a little disconcerting. It was such an odd thing to see her mother through fresh eyes. Grown-up eyes, not as child and parent, but as two adult women with different perspectives.

They finished up their dinner, and as she drove home, Ashlynn had to admit that she felt a little bit better. As though she’d gained a little clarity and could maybe see a way through the mess she’d created. She’d told Leandro that they were a mistake, but the only thing that felt like a mistake was letting him go. Letting her fear win. She’d let her mother’s doubts and fears worm their way so deeply into her brain that she hadn’t fully realized just how powerful they were. Until now. But now that she saw them, knew that they were there, at least she could stop feeding into them. Stop giving them power.

Maybe if she found a way to think around that fear, she and Leandro could find ways to deal with the other obstacles. The differences in lifestyle. The geographical challenges. The fact that his family disliked her. Wondering if he’d eventually get bored with her and move on. And all of that was assuming he’d even take her back after what she’d done to him. To them, and to what they’d had together.

But as she drove, her mind cycling through the different roadblocks they’d come up against, her mood deflated. Even without the fear holding her back, the hurdles felt insurmountable.

She missed him. She loved him.

But maybe that wasn’t enough. She just didn’t know.
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THE ARENA’S LIGHTS dimmed and the fans roared to life as the opening beats of Ludacris’ “Get Back” pumped through the speakers. Adrenaline flowing through Leandro’s veins, he closed his eyes to soak in the power of the crowd. A lot of sweat and blood had gone into preparing for tonight and, despite the setback with Ashlynn and Thiago, he felt ready. Tonight was the night he’d shut Declan Murphy up for good. Tonight was the night he’d force Craig Darcy to give him a real competitor. Tonight was the night he’d prove to everyone he belonged here.

He almost grinned at that last thought. Funny thing was, he didn’t give a fuck about proving anything to anyone anymore. Somewhere between loving Ashlynn and losing her, he’d realized that he didn’t care what everyone thought. He could win every championship in mixed martial arts and his family wouldn’t care. Craig Darcy would only care because of the money it earned him. Same for Thiago. Leandro only had to worry about pleasing himself. He’d finally realized all the rest was bullshit, and all that mattered was being proud of himself.

Murphy was a bullshit challenger who wouldn’t last one round in the cage. But Leandro had taken the fight seriously and used it to brush up on his wrestling since it was Murphy’s strength. As a result he was stronger than ever, and he was proud of that. Whatever their problems might be, he knew that Ashlynn was proud of him too. He started to wonder if she’d watch the fight on TV, but he stopped himself. Now wasn’t the time to think about her.

Opening his eyes, he walked down the aisle toward the octagon. Fans leaned over the railings to reach for him, and he gave out a few high fives as he went. Murphy strutted around the cage like a chicken, his tongue out and his hands up in devil’s horns. Shaking his head at the pathetic bid for attention, Leandro handed off his belt to his coach. It felt odd not giving it to Thiago. His friend had been with him at every single one of his fights and, despite what Thiago had done, Leandro missed him. It was like there was a blank space at his side. He felt Ashlynn’s absence too, and looked for her in the crowd even though he knew that she wouldn’t be there.

Tossing his hood back, he unzipped his sweatshirt and shrugged out of it. Next came his shoes, and the WFC-issued Mereo shirt and pants, until he was standing in his fight shorts. A referee came over to examine him quickly before instructing him to enter the octagon. Leandro bounced up the steps, pausing at the entrance to kneel down and say a brief prayer before stepping inside. It felt a lot like he was stepping into his future, a different one than he would’ve had before Ashlynn had come into his life. One with less bullshit.

Murphy came over immediately, prompting the referee to jump between them, but Leandro ignored him and walked to his corner, bouncing on the balls of his feet to loosen up. The trash talk used to rile Leandro up and get him ready to fight, but he was starting to realize it was a fleeting distraction that drained more than it revitalized. He was realizing more and more every day how much of his life had been wasted on shit that didn’t matter.

The music faded away and the lights got brighter as Gary Watts, the WFC’s announcer, stepped into the cage with a microphone in his hand. He was a fan favorite, so he had to smile and wave as he waited for the cheering to die down. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is the main event of the evening!” The crowd went wild again, and he smiled. Leandro paced his side of the cage, suddenly ready to get this over with. Finally, Watts announced the judges who’d be scoring the fight.

“And now! Five rounds to determine the WFC light heavyweight champion! First, fighting out of the blue corner, holding a professional record of five wins and two defeats, standing at six feet tall, weighing in at two hundred and six pounds, the challenger, Declan Murphy!” Half the crowd screamed and the other half booed while Murphy strutted around banging his fists on his chest like an idiot.

Watts pointed toward Leandro and said, “Fighting out of the white corner, holding a professional record of thirteen wins and one defeat, standing at six feet two inches tall, weighing in at two hundred and five pounds, presenting the reigning”—Leandro raised his arms and the crowd started cheering—“the defending, undisputed light heavyweight champion . . .” Leandro stalked his corner, facing his fans and letting their energy move through him. “Leandro ‘O Caçador’ Oliveira!” The place exploded in screams and it was too loud to hear whatever Murphy was trying to yell at him.

He moved to the center of the octagon when the referee called them both over. Murphy kept his shoulders back when they met in the middle, but Leandro could see fear creeping into his eyes. Apparently, he’d expected more of his fans to follow him over from the NWE, or maybe he was only just now realizing what he’d gotten himself into. The referee explained the rules and invited them to touch gloves. Murphy backed away, refusing.

“I know you’re not used to real fighting. I’ll take it easy.” Leandro couldn’t resist the dig.

“Fuck you,” Murphy said as he moved back to his corner.

When they were both back on their sides, the referee clapped his hands together and said, “Fight.”

They circled around each other. Leandro planned to play it slow, to watch Murphy and figure out his strategy before rushing in.

Leandro tossed out a jab, telegraphing the move to test Murphy’s reflexes. As expected, the guy was slow, blocking the punch, but only because Leandro had moved sluggishly. They moved like that for a solid minute, trading jabs and kicks. Murphy was clearly getting frustrated at his inability to land anything, because he scowled and started punching harder and wilder. Leandro grinned as he blocked them all and started making sure his landed, pissing Murphy off.

Finally, Murphy exploded, charging Leandro in a take down attempt. Leandro welcomed the move, his heart quickening as satisfaction roared through him. He’d been waiting for it. This was his opportunity to beat Murphy at his own game, to prove to everyone and himself that he was the better man and deserved to win. Deserved to have a worthy opponent in his next match. When he could’ve blocked, Leandro let Murphy take him down, and they rolled. Murphy was strong, but Leandro was quicker, more used to fighting with efficiency instead of for showmanship.

They wrestled for dominance, but eventually Leandro got the upper hand and had Murphy in a rear naked choke, his legs around Murphy’s waist to subdue him. It was almost too easy, and in that moment Leandro knew that it’d all be over in a moment. He tried to hold back his smile until the end. He squeezed, managing to get his forearm under Murphy’s chin to apply pressure to his throat. Murphy grabbed at his arm, but Leandro was holding on too tightly for his fingers to pry him loose. Murphy let out a gasp and his face turned red. He lashed out, his fist connecting with Leandro’s forehead, but it lacked any heat. Gratification rushed through him as he tightened his hold.

A few seconds more and Murphy began to noticeably sag against him. The referee hurried over and pulled Leandro off as a medic charged in through the door. The fight was over, and Leandro had won. He looked up at the clock as the crowd started cheering as they realized what had happened. Three and a half minutes. Not bad.

Soon the octagon was swarming with people: officials, Leandro’s team, Murphy’s team, Craig Darcy. Leandro narrowed his eyes when Darcy came over. They’d spoken once in the past week, on the day Ashlynn had gotten fired. Darcy had called him that afternoon to let him know what happened. He’d also informed Leandro that he was being fined $50,000 and officially being put on probation—whatever the hell that meant. Leandro had told him to fuck off and that he wanted Ashlynn to get her job back, not that it had done any good.

“Good fight, Oliveira,” Darcy said.

“Yeah? Good enough to get me a decent opponent next time?”

Darcy grinned and nodded. “You’ve earned it. You get the next man in line.”

“About fucking time.” The challenger for this fight should’ve come from the top five light heavyweight contenders. It still rubbed him wrong that it hadn’t worked out that way.

Darcy wasn’t listening. He’d gone over to collect the belt so he could present it to Leandro. A pissed-off Murphy stood next to the referee in the center of the cage, and Leandro walked over to take his place on the ref’s other side so that Watts could announce the winner.

Everything felt off. Leandro was pumped that he’d won, but he’d also never believed losing was a possibility, so the win felt hollow. The fact that he only had his coaches there to celebrate the win only added to that emptiness. No Thiago. No Ashlynn. Isabella would probably call later; she watched all his fights. He’d probably hear from his brother and his grandfather tomorrow. He had a few friends in the first couple of rows who shouted his name and would go to the after party with him, but they weren’t enough.

Fuck. He missed Ashlynn. He wanted nothing more than to have her there cheering him on. He’d run out of the cage and pull her into arms, kiss her in front of everyone so they’d know she was his. But she wasn’t there, and he hadn’t heard from her since the day she’d broken up with him. He was starting to think that maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe everything would just slowly start to slide back to the way it was.

Only it wouldn’t, because Ashlynn had changed him and he didn’t know who he was without her. The ref raised his arm, and he heard Gary Watts say his name as Darcy slid the belt around his waist. He smiled and pumped his fist in the air. Even though he’d known winning was inevitable, it felt good to have the belt. He stayed in the cage a little longer, celebrating with his team and the fans as Murphy was being led away. Climbing up the side of the cage, he unstrapped the belt and held it high above his head. The arena went wild. Being champion would never get old.

Once again he found himself scanning the rows around the octagon. He saw Jules, but Ashlynn wasn’t with her. Of course not.

After his postfight interview, he made his way back to the locker room, his cheeks sore from forcing himself to smile. He said good-bye to his guys in the hallway backstage, needing to shower and change before meeting up with them at the after party. Though he had a feeling that even tequila wouldn’t shake the heaviness that had come over him.

Turning the corner to the locker room, he drew up short when he saw Gabe Maddox standing there. He had a giant smile on his face as he gazed down at his girlfriend, Megan. Maddox was known for being somber and brooding, and Leandro had never seen him smile like that. As a matter of fact, Leandro had never seen him look particularly happy, but he looked damn near ecstatic.

Megan saw Leandro first, and the smile dropped from her face. Maddox straightened and turned. His smile relaxed but didn’t go away. “Hey, man. Congratulations. That was a good fight.”

Leandro took in a breath, preparing himself for the inevitable anger that he knew was coming. But when he let out the breath, he was surprised to find that he felt calm. There was no anger, no resentment. Just a strange serenity that accompanied the sadness from earlier. “Thank you.”

Maddox nodded, and Leandro was struck by the peace he saw in his eyes. Leandro had thought Maddox was crazy to retire. He was only thirty-one and at the top of his game. It was obvious the man had a few good years of fighting left in him, but he seemed happier now that he’d put that part of his life behind him. Maybe the foundation work suited him better. Or maybe the woman next to him had something to do with it. Leandro thought of how Ashlynn had changed him and wondered if it was the latter.

He started to walk past them, but something stopped him. He didn’t want to go on as he had before, letting things that didn’t matter distract him. It was time to bury the hatchet with Gabe. They’d both moved on since their fight. “I’ve heard good things about the work you’re doing with the foundation,” Leandro said.

Maddox’s eyebrows raised in mild shock, but his smile widened. “Thanks. It’s rewarding work. I think we have a chance to do some good things. We could always use volunteers. The kids love it when fighters show up.”

Leandro remembered how good it had felt to donate to the children’s hospital, but how it had felt like it wasn’t enough. Maybe this was the answer. To actually do something. “Actually, that sounds great. I’d like to try it.”

“Seriously? Absolutely, man. When can you come by? Are you going back to Brazil now that your fight is over?”

Leandro frowned. He’d planned to leave within the next few days. Somehow that felt wrong now. He’d be leaving Ashlynn. Not that he was with Ashlynn, but being in a different country, on a different continent, seemed too final. He felt panic start to squeeze his chest. “I’m . . . I’m leaving next week.”

Maddox nodded. “Give me a call when you’re back in town and we can arrange something. You know how to find me.”

Leandro agreed to give him a call and started to say good-bye to him, but again he stopped. For several years Leandro had idolized Maddox as one of the best fighters in the world. He still didn’t understand how someone could leave it all behind like Maddox had. “What made you walk away from it all?”

“There’s more to life than chasing opponents in a cage. You have to know what’s important.”

Leandro frowned, but he nodded and said good-bye. Walking into the locker room, he sat down on the stool in front of his locker and slowly began to unravel his hand wraps. Thoughts of Brazil, his future, and Ashlynn troubled him. The one thing he knew for sure was that Ashlynn was important, and he wasn’t ready to give up on them. He kept remembering how she’d said that her life and his couldn’t coexist. Still a concept he couldn’t agree with. If they both wanted it to work, couldn’t they find a way? Couldn’t he keep fighting and be with her?

Before he left for Brazil, he needed to figure that out.
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THANK GOD FOR Pinot Grigio. Ashlynn wasn’t entirely sure how she’d have made it through the past several days without it. It had seen her through more than a week’s worth of lonely nights, of empty days trying to find more work, crying jags, and numb spells. But she knew that sooner rather than later, she’d have to pull herself together and figure out what was next. She needed to find healthier, more mature coping mechanisms than lying around in sweats drinking wine and eating ice cream.

Tomorrow, she told herself as she padded into the kitchen to refill her glass. She’d figure everything out tomorrow. Open up her planner and make a to-do list. Send some emails. Clean her house. Get some fresh air and do some laundry. They were baby steps, but she’d had enough wallowing. Even if her heart still hurt.

Sitting back down on her couch, she pulled her discarded blanket up around her legs and picked up the remote. Hitting play, she snuggled back and took a sip of her wine, watching as Leandro came onto the screen.

She’d recorded his fight last week, even though she’d watched it live, because it felt as though it was all she had left of him. Her throat thickened and her chest tightened as he moved toward one of the officials, ready to be examined before stepping into the ring. He stripped down to his fight shorts, her body warming at the sight of his. She couldn’t help but notice that Thiago wasn’t hovering the background as usual, but maybe the camera just hadn’t caught him. She’d watched his fight so many times she was pretty sure she had every movement, every facial expression memorized. She felt the urge to pause it, to study the contours of his face—the same face she’d learned with her fingertips, her mouth—but took another sip of her wine instead. Really, she shouldn’t even be watching this, torturing herself.

God, she missed him. What she wouldn’t give to have that time machine she’d so sarcastically asked him for—not to undo the two of them getting together, but to undo the bad parts. She’d bail on the dinner with his family, and then whoever had recorded them wouldn’t have been able to, and Leandro’s mother wouldn’t have picked her apart like a goddamn vulture. Then she wouldn’t have lost her job, and wouldn’t have felt the need to blame Leandro and break up with him.

If only. Because while she’d been so convinced that she was doing the right thing at the time, after hashing a few things out with her mom, and spending a lot of time alone with her thoughts over the past few days, she wasn’t so sure. In fact, what had felt like a certainty now felt like a pretty big mistake. In a knee-jerk reaction, she’d blamed him, which had been wholly unfair of her. Fear made people—including her—stupid.

She glanced at where her phone sat on the coffee table in front of her, staring at it for a few seconds, willing it to blink with a notification. But the screen stayed black, no happy little blue light flashing to indicate that she had a text or a missed call. For a second, she debated picking it up and calling Leandro and . . . what, exactly? She bit her lip, playing with the hem of the blanket as she thought, the familiar sounds of his decisive victory coming from the TV. She was on her second glass of wine, it was after eleven at night, and she wasn’t even sure if he wanted to talk to her. She stared at the phone a little longer, but then decided if she was going to call him, she should do it in the light of day, without any alcohol in her system.

Maybe she could call him tomorrow, just to talk, to see where things stood. Assuming he hadn’t already gone back to Brazil. He hadn’t posted much on Instagram since winning the belt, and he’d been silent on Twitter, so she didn’t know if he was still in town. The fact that she hadn’t heard from him since she’d kicked him out of her town house probably wasn’t a good sign. But then again, she had asked him for space. For all she knew, he was already back in São Paulo. That thought made her even sadder. If he’d left, it would feel so . . . final. They already had so much to work through without a continent separating them. If he was willing to work through the damage she’d caused. Her stomach turned in a slow, sick circle as she contemplated the fact that she might’ve taken the best thing that had ever come into her life and set fire to it.

She’d blown it all up, and while she wanted to call him and see if they could pick up the pieces and keep trying, she had to admit that there was a part of her that didn’t want to emerge from the twilight, from the not-knowing. Because if she didn’t call him, maybe they still had a shot. But if she called him and he told her to take a flying leap off the nearest building . . . she wasn’t ready for that.

She returned her attention to the TV, wishing she could’ve been at his fight with him, cheering him on, kissing him in front of everyone after he’d won. Granted, she hadn’t wanted to go anywhere near a WFC event after the humiliation of getting fired by Craig Darcy, but it had still felt a little bit wrong, watching it at home, alone, on TV.

Shit. She’d really messed everything up.

Her phone started ringing, causing her to jump and spill a trickle of wine over the top of her glass. She licked the outside of the glass to prevent it from dripping onto the blanket as she leaned forward to check the phone’s call display, her heart beating hopefully in her chest.

But it wasn’t Leandro. A number she didn’t recognize lit up the screen, and she hit ignore. Her eyes jumped between the TV and her phone, watching to see if the caller left a message, but the icon didn’t appear. Instead, her phone started ringing again about thirty seconds later, with the same number popping up on the screen. Probably some drunk person at a bar or casino dialing the wrong number. She hit ignore again and took another sip of her wine, watching Leandro choke out Declan Murphy. A surge of pride moved through her as she watched him, his bronzed skin glistening with sweat, his muscles flexing as Murphy struggled against him.

Her phone chimed with a text, and huffing out an impatient sigh, she picked it up from the coffee table. It was from the same number that had already called her twice.

Ashlynn, baby doll, please just talk to me.

A chill crept over her skin as she read the text. No way was it from Leandro. He’d never called her baby doll, which was a creepy pet name to begin with. No, there was only one man who’d been trying to get her to give him a second chance since he’d practically assaulted her and she’d refused to see him again.

Jason.

Another text came through.

I know you’ve missed me. I was real patient while you whored around with that Spanish asshole, but I’m not playing nice anymore. So why don’t you let me come in so we can work things out, since you’re home alone?

Her extremities went numb as she read and reread Jason’s text, and she wondered if she should shut off the TV, turn off the lights, and hide. She wasn’t sure if she should respond to the text, or call the police, or just ignore it and call his bluff.

Before she could make up her mind, a thunderous knock crashed against her front door, causing her to gasp and drop her phone to the floor, her heart vaulting into her throat. She swallowed, her throat dry, as she wiped her sweaty palms on the blanket. She picked up her phone, her mind racing with what to do. Call 911? A neighbor? Ignore it? Yell at Jason to fuck off?

On shaky legs, she managed to push off of the couch, Leandro’s postfight interview still playing in the background. She took the stairs two at a time, her phone clutched in her hand as she focused on getting to her bedroom at the top of the stairs and running to the window that faced the front of her town house, looking out onto the street. Holding her breath, she separated the horizontal blinds with two shaking fingers, her heart squeezing almost painfully as she spotted a very familiar black Jeep parked across the street and a few houses down.

Anger surged through her as another knock rattled her front door. God, he was fucking unhinged, coming to her place late at night, practically trying to break her door down. If he thought that was acceptable behavior, what else would he try? The chilling thought ran through her as she managed to text him back, despite her trembling fingers.

Get out of here, now, or I’m calling the cops!

“You fucking bitch!” His voice echoed up and down the empty street, muffled but intelligible. “Let me in, you fucking little tease! I’m done with it, Ash. I’m here to get what you promised me. Fuck!”

There was an odd tone to his voice that had every hair on her body standing on end. In that moment, she knew that if Jason got in the house, he’d hurt her. Badly. She choked back a frightened sob, her heart racing, her stomach churning as she forced her fingers to dial 911.

Downstairs, the doorknob rattled violently, and she was intensely grateful that her mom had drilled it into her from a young age to always lock her front door.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

Something slammed against her front window, maybe Jason’s fist, and she shrieked and jumped, clutching the phone so tightly that her fingers ached. “Someone’s trying to break into my house. Please, hurry. He’s going to hurt me.”

There was another crashing thud against one of her front windows, and adrenaline surged through her. She started moving through her house, shutting off lights.

“What’s your address, ma’am?” asked the dispatcher, his tone calm and detached.

She told him and he assured her that the police would be there shortly, and then asked her to stay on the line with him.

She crept to the top of the stairs, still listening. The racket Jason had been making had disappeared, and she wondered if he’d given up and gotten back into his car. She’d just turned around to head back to her bedroom to peek out the window when she heard a sickening crash, followed by the almost melodic tinkle of glass as something, a fist, a boot, a rock, she didn’t know what, smashed out a window.

“You’re going to be so sorry you weren’t nicer to me, Ash,” came Jason’s taunting voice, now definitely inside the house. “I’m going to fuck you till you bleed, you little slut.”

The blood in her veins turned to ice, making her limbs feel heavy. She turned and bolted into her bedroom, locking the door behind her and then moving the armchair from the corner in front of the door, doing her best to barricade it. But she knew Jason was determined, strong, and irrationally angry.

“Please hurry,” she said into her phone before disconnecting the call, and then dialing Leandro’s number. He was the only person she could think of to call, the only person she wanted to talk to if things were about to go very, very wrong for her. She sent up a silent prayer that he hadn’t yet gone back to Brazil or blocked her number.

Please, just let him answer.

He answered on the first ring, and he’d barely gotten her name out when the words came rushing out of her. “Jason’s here. He broke into my house, and I’m barricaded in my bedroom. I’ve called 911, but the cops aren’t here yet. He’s threatening to rape me. I’m so scared.”

There was no hesitation in Leandro’s voice. “I’ll be there in three minutes.”

[image: images]

CURSING THE TRAFFIC on the Strip, Leandro turned onto Flamingo and gunned the engine of his Ferrari. He maneuvered around the cars ahead of him and blew through a red light, relieved that he’d postponed his trip to Brazil until the end of the week. He hadn’t wanted to leave without saying good-bye to Ashlynn, but he’d been hesitant to call her, hoping she’d reach out to him. He’d never expected her to reach out quite like this. Fuck. Any relief he’d felt at hearing her voice had vanished the second she’d started talking.

“Stay with me. Tell me what’s happening.”

Her breaths came fast through the phone, nearly matching the frantic beat of his heart. “He’s still downstairs. I think he’s looking around. I just heard a door slam.”

Dammit. Her house was too small for it to take Jason longer than a minute to figure out she was upstairs. Leandro was at least two minutes out. Cold terror made him tighten his grip on the steering wheel as he realized there was absolutely nothing he could do to stop Jason from getting to her. The most they could do was try to slow him down.

“Hide, sweetheart. I’ll get there soon.” A car horn blared behind him as he blew through another intersection.

“I’m in the closet. I closed the bathroom and closet doors so it wouldn’t be obvious where I am.”

“Good.” He was trying to stay calm for her sake, but he kept imagining Jason with his hands on her and wanted to beat his fists against the steering wheel in frustration. Thank God he’d been on his way to meet some friends at a casino instead of staying home, so that he was closer to her.

“Oh God!”

His heart stopped. “What?”

“I hear the stairs creaking. He’s coming up the stairs!” Her voice shook, a harsh, squeaky whisper.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He was going to be too late. “I’m close, sweetheart. I’ll be there soon. Stay quiet so he doesn’t find you.”

“I’m so scared.” Her soft voice cracked on the last word.

“I know, minha linda. I swear to you I’ll be there soon.” Her neighborhood was up ahead. Only a few blocks away, but how much damage could Jason do in the time it took to drive them?

The call went silent except for her breathing, and Leandro mumbled a prayer that he’d get there in time. The muffled sound of Jason yelling her name came through the phone. He was taunting her. The sick bastard. Leandro couldn’t wait to get his hands on him. He punched the gas and accelerated through a turn, tires screeching on the pavement. His blood ran cold when there was a loud bang, like the sound of a door being forced open and slamming against the wall, followed by Ashlynn screaming.

Please God, don’t let him hurt her.

Turning onto her street, he tossed his phone onto the passenger’s seat. Somehow he’d expected things to look different, but every house sat quiet and dark. Tranquil. Even hers. He pulled to a stop at her curb, but there was no sign of the horror going on inside. He’d barely come to a full stop before he vaulted out, not even taking the time to close the car door as he ran across her small lawn.

The front door was locked, so he backed up and aimed a kick right at the dead bolt. It gave way, flying back on its hinges and hitting the wall. He could hear a struggle going on upstairs, Jason’s angry voice, muffled thumps against the carpet, and the sound of glass shattering into tiny pieces. Anger started to edge out his fear.

Taking the stairs two at a time, he ran into her bedroom. Jason had her on the bed, one hand on her throat while the other tore at her sweatpants. Ashlynn struggled against him, arms flailing, legs kicking. Dark, savage emotions crashed over Leandro. For the first time in his life he knew what it felt like to want to really hurt someone. To want to take them in his hands and break them.

“Get the fuck off of her,” he growled.

Jason looked over, having been too focused on what he was doing, or maybe he was too stupid to realize Leandro had come in. He lifted his hand from her throat to block Leandro’s punch, but Leandro was faster. His fist landed on Jason’s jaw, throwing him back on the bed. Ashlynn scrambled to sit up, and Leandro put an arm around her waist to help her off the bed. She seemed okay, but he didn’t have time to look closely for injuries. She’d probably have finger bruises on her neck. The thought of that motherfucker daring to put his hands on her made Leandro shake with fury.

“What the fuck?” Jason rubbed his jaw.

“Go! Run outside and wait for the cops.” Leandro let her go, needing her to get as far away from Jason as possible.

“Oh, you’re gonna pay for that.” Jason bounced to his feet. Leandro noted with satisfaction that Jason had fingernail scrapes on the side of his face.

“Come on, asshole. Hit me! Fight someone who can take you on, fucking coward.”

Jason lunged at him, and Leandro braced himself to take it as they fell against the wall. The son of a bitch was strong, but he had no idea what he was doing. He was sloppy, and his extra bulk made him slow. Leandro brought his knee up, catching him in the stomach. Jason stumbled back, and Leandro followed up the knee with a one-two punch. Jason wobbled, but recovered just enough to lunge forward, driving his face into Leandro’s fist. This time he fell to the floor and Leandro followed him down. Jason managed to recover enough to hit Leandro in the jaw, but the minor pain only spurred him on, adding fuel to his already out of control anger.

Leandro laid into him, letting his fury pour out of him, and didn’t come up for air until strong hands were grabbing both of his arms and pulling him off. It took him a second to realize the cops were there. Two had him and a third was hovering over Jason, still groaning in pain on the floor.

“Thank fuck,” he said as his anger drained. All he wanted to do was hold Ashlynn and make sure she was all right. It wasn’t until they were pulling his hands behind his back to handcuff him that he realized what was happening. “What are you doing? He’s the one who broke in here.”

“Save it, man,” one of the cops said. “Right now I’d advise you to be quiet.”

Leandro blew out a breath and let them lead him downstairs. Ashlynn stood on her front porch talking to a fourth officer. Her eyes widened when she saw him. “No! No! What are you doing? You don’t need to take him, please. He was protecting me. Don’t take him.” The words tumbled out of her as she came running over.

The cop raised her hand. “Ma’am, we need to get your statement first. We’ll get his too.”

“Better call an ambulance for the other guy,” the officer holding Leandro’s right arm said to the woman.

She nodded and started talking into her radio.

“Ashlynn! Sweetheart, are you okay?” he called over his shoulder as he was marched toward one of the waiting cruisers. It was killing Leandro not to be able to go to her. She seemed so lost and pale, standing there shivering in her tank top and sweatpants. He wanted to pull her against him and tell her how goddamn afraid he’d been. He noticed she held a hand at one of the straps and realized it was because her top had been torn. Fresh rage burned through him and he wanted to hit Jason again.

She nodded. “I’m okay.”

He didn’t have a chance to say anything else as he was put into the back seat of the police car. He wanted to kick the seat in frustration, but realized that wouldn’t get him anywhere. Instead he let out a slow breath and laid his head back against the seat, content with the fact that she was safe and he’d stopped Jason.

Neighbors had started peeking out their windows to see what was going on, especially when an ambulance pulled up and Jason was loaded onto a gurney. A few minutes later, he was taken away, sirens wailing. Leandro didn’t feel any regret that the filho da puta would spend the night in the hospital. He fucking deserved worse.

After the ambulance left, the cop who’d put him into the cruiser came back, opening the door and asking Leandro questions. What was his name? How did he know Ashlynn? Then the cop asked him to go through everything from when he’d received Ashlynn’s phone call until he’d been put in the cruiser. Did he know Jason? Had Leandro ever been arrested before? As he talked, he kept looking for her, but they’d led her inside once Jason had been taken away. He wondered how she was feeling. If he’d get to talk to her again or if they’d take him to jail. She’d called him, but he didn’t know if that meant anything. Emotions had been running high. She’d been terrified. He was glad she’d reached out to him, but maybe only fear had driven her to do it. Maybe he’d be a fool to read anything more into it than that.

Finally, the cop asked him to step out of the car and took the handcuffs off. Leandro was still rubbing his wrists when the other officers walked up. “Sorry about the handcuffs, Mr. Oliveira. Just following procedure.”

“Saw you fight Murphy the other night,” another one said. “Mind if we get a selfie?”

Leandro was a little surprised they all seemed to know him, but he smiled for a picture and gave out autographs while talking shit about Murphy. The whole time he was aware of Ashlynn standing on her front porch, a sweater wrapped around her shoulders, and he really wanted to get to her. To hold her and make sure she was okay.

Yet when the cops left, Leandro still didn’t know if she wanted that. His heart kicked against his ribs as he came to a stop at the bottom of the steps leading up to her porch. In the yellowish glow of her porch light, he could tell there were faint bruises emerging on her neck. He wanted to pound on Jason all over again.

She was smiling as she took a few steps down so they were at eye level, as if she hadn’t just lived through a nightmare. “You know, my mother always warned me about guys like you.”

He couldn’t help but smile back. “Guys like me?”

“Bad boys. She said they always end up in the back of police cruisers.”

“Yeah?” He laughed and looked down, wondering if she was hiding more bruises under her sweater. “I guess she was right. How are you, minha linda?” His eyes met hers, trying to figure out how she felt, not only about tonight, but about him.

“I’m fine. No real damage.” She looked unsure, and her teeth tugged at her bottom lip.

He wanted to hold her, to know that she was whole and well. To feel her against him. Finally, he broke and reached for her, closing the distance between them. Her arms immediately went around his shoulders. She felt so damn good against him. He breathed in the scent of orange blossoms. Fuck, he’d missed that smell. “Are you really okay?” He wanted to pull back and look again but couldn’t let her go yet.

“Yes, just some bruises.” Her voice was muffled against his neck.

Finally, he pulled back enough to look at her face, hoping to read something there that would tell him how she felt. “What happened? Why was he here?”

She shook her head and quickly told him about the texts she’d received and everything that had happened before Leandro got there. “I think it’ll be fine now. Officer Sullivan, the one who took my statement, told me—off the record—that he probably has a few broken ribs and a broken nose. I’ll get a restraining order, but I think he’ll leave me alone now.”

“What if he doesn’t? I can’t stand the thought of . . .”

She smiled and put her hand on his chest to soothe him. “Don’t worry. He’ll be in jail for a long time. Breaking and entering, assault and battery, attempted rape . . . I’m sure there are more, but I’m too tired to think of them.”

He nodded and covered her hand with his, holding it against his heart. “I was so afraid of what he might do to you. I didn’t know if I’d get here quick enough.”

She chewed her bottom lip, her eyes suddenly too bright. “I was scared too. The whole time I just kept thinking that if something bad happened, you’re the person I wanted to talk to.”

He swallowed past the sudden ache in his throat and slid his fingers into her hair, cupping her head and pulling her close to him. His lips brushed her temple as he spoke. “I’m glad you called. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too.”
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A SILENCE FELL between Ashlynn and Leandro, but it wasn’t awkward or uncomfortable. He stroked a hand up and down her back in a gentle, soothing motion. The night suddenly felt too quiet after the cacophony of police officers and ambulance sirens. She sucked in a deep breath, trembling slightly as her mind wandered back to what could’ve happened had Leandro not come in time, and she wrapped her arms tighter around him. She didn’t have words to describe the intense feeling of gratitude radiating through her—not just that he’d answered the phone and rushed over to protect her, but the fact that she was in his arms again when she hadn’t known if that was a possibility for them.

“How come you’re not back in Brazil yet?” she asked, closing her eyes and breathing in his scent as she snuggled in against his chest. Everything with him felt so right, so comforting.

He caressed her hair, his big hand warm and reassuring. “I . . . I guess I was waiting. To hear from you. I didn’t want to leave, not with the way things are, or were, between us.” He pulled back slightly, looking into her eyes. “Are you really okay?”

She nodded, swallowing around the lump in her throat at the tenderness in his eyes. Why had she thought this man wasn’t right for her? This man who was strong, and brave, and protective, and sweet? She knew it was because she’d been scared, weighed down by her mother’s baggage, reeling from the shock of losing her job, and she hadn’t been thinking clearly. “I’m really okay.” She glanced back over her shoulder at her broken window. She’d have to pull money out of her savings to get that fixed, and while she’d never believed in alarm systems in the past, she felt the sudden urge to have a top-of-the-line one installed.

“I don’t think you should stay here alone tonight,” he said, following her gaze. “You can come back to my place, stay with me.” There was a pause, and then he dropped his arms from around her, rubbing one hand over the back of his neck. “Not that I’m assuming . . . anything. I just mean . . . Shit. I can’t think in English right now.”

“No, it’s okay. But, uh . . . I don’t know that I’m in the headspace to deal with Thiago right now.” She pursed her lips, trying to think. She didn’t want to stay at her place, and she wanted to talk to Leandro, but there was only so much she could handle tonight.

His expression shifted, and he lifted a hand, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Her chest tightened, and she realized how accustomed to that gesture she’d become during their short relationship. “Thiago . . . Ashlynn, I’m sorry. He was the one who recorded us at the restaurant.”

“What? Why?” She’d known that Thiago hadn’t liked her, but given his loyalty to Leandro, recording them seemed over the line.

“Because he wasn’t the friend I thought he was. You were right. I was surrounded by wolves, but I couldn’t see it.” He paused, pain sifting through his eyes. “I made him leave.”

She shivered as that news settled over her, and he wrapped her in his arms again, giving her some of his warmth. For someone she’d originally pegged as selfish, he gave so much. “I’m sorry, Leo. I know you guys were close. That must’ve been hard.”

He nodded, not saying anything, but not letting her go. She let him hold her for a moment, relaxing into him when he placed a soft kiss on top of her head.

“I’ll go get my stuff, and then we . . . we can talk some more. Okay?”

He nodded, and followed her into the house. He roamed around while she packed, clearly not wanting to crowd her, but not wanting to let her out of his sight either. God, she’d missed seeing him in her house, more than she’d even realized. She’d spent so much time obsessing over the ways their worlds didn’t fit, and not enough appreciating the ways they did.

Her stomach lurched as she moved around her bedroom, once her sanctuary, but now a scene of violence and fear. She was glad she had somewhere else to be tonight; she was especially glad that somewhere else was with Leandro.

“Minha linda, do you mind if I call someone to come fix your door and your window? I don’t want your house to get robbed while you’re away.”

Her heart squeezed at his hesitant tone. She’d told him that she’d felt smothered by him, and he was treading so, so carefully. Even after he’d come to her rescue and protected her. Even after he’d been shoved into the back of a cop car.

She poked her head around the corner and caught his gaze. “Yes. Thank you. That would be great.”

He nodded. “My phone’s in the car. Meet me outside?”

“Sure. I’ll be right out.” She quickly gathered up the rest of her things, not letting her gaze linger on the broken picture frame on the floor, or the armchair tipped over on its side. For tonight, she was safe, and she had Leandro. She’d figure everything else out tomorrow.

As she walked down the stairs, her overnight bag slung over her shoulder, her hands started to shake, and her legs felt weak. The adrenaline was wearing off, and all she knew was that she needed to feel good. She rushed the rest of the way down the stairs and out the broken front door, not stopping until she’d flung herself into Leandro’s arms. He immediately circled them around her waist.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered before arching up on her toes and pressing a gentle kiss to his mouth. He let out a soft groan and kissed her back, tender and slow.

“I know, sweetheart. I know,” he murmured, moving a strand of hair out of her eyes. “I’m sorry too. I was taking over, and I just . . . I screwed up.”

She shook her head, sagging against him. Relief wasn’t a strong enough word for the feeling cresting over her, making up for some of her depleted adrenaline. “No, I’m the one who screwed up. I got scared and I bailed, and that was completely unfair to you. I was so focused on controlling every aspect of my life, always afraid of making a mistake, that I wasn’t really living at all. And then you came along and took my rule book and ripped it up, and that was scary too. I didn’t give you a chance. I didn’t give us a chance. And I ended up making a huge mistake anyway—I never should’ve pushed you away.”

He bent and kissed her again, his lips soft and firm against hers. “And what about now? Will you give us a chance?”

She nodded quickly, threading her fingers into his hair. “I want this. I want you. We’re so good together, Leandro, and I’m sorry that I freaked out. I’m sorry I couldn’t see past my fear to what an amazing man you are.”

His eyes grew bright, and he swallowed. “I love you. Eu te amo. God, Ashlynn. I was so scared I’d never hold you like this again.”

She raised a hand, cupping his cheek, savoring the warmth of his skin under her fingers. “I’m so sorry. What we have . . . it’s special. It’s big, and it’s consuming, and that can be kind of scary. But I promise you, I’m done with being scared.”

“And I’m done with wolves. You make me better, Ashlynn. I need you.”

She met his eyes and spoke the truth. “I love you, Leandro Oliveira. And from now on, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Except back to my house?” He raised a cocky eyebrow, and even though the night air was chilly, she felt that gesture like sunshine on her skin.

“Let me rephrase. I’m not going anywhere without you. We’ll figure it all out.”

He smiled and kissed her again. “Together.”

She nodded. “Together.”


EPILOGUE
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Six months later—Brazil

ASHLYNN GLANCED OVER at Leandro, his bronze skin glistening in the late-afternoon sun as he sat sprawled on his beach lounger, wearing nothing but a pair of dark blue swim trunks and sunglasses. He reached down beside him, muscles bunching and flexing beneath all that skin as he lifted the condensation-covered glass holding his caipirinha to his mouth. Six months after she’d first let him into her life—into her bed, into her heart—and she still couldn’t seem to stop staring at him. Still couldn’t quite believe that he was hers.

As though he could feel her eyes on him, he swiveled his head and pushed his sunglasses up onto his head. His eyes skated up and down her body, leaving a trail of heat in their wake, and a slow smile spread across his face. The bruises that had marred his face from his last fight had mostly faded, with only the faint trace of a black eye lingering. He sat up and swung his legs over the side of his lounger, leaning toward her. Reaching out, he traced his fingers over her collarbone, toying with the strappy tie of her bikini. As slowly as it had come, the smile melted away, a much more serious, thoughtful expression taking its place, that brooding intensity that she’d pretty much always been helpless against.

She captured his hand with hers. “What are you thinking about?” She met his gaze and was stunned at the emotion shining out at her. He smiled softly and then cleared his throat, the sexy, teasing glint returning to his eyes.

“How fantastic that bikini’s going to look on the floor when we get back up to our room.”

It didn’t matter that they’d had ridiculous amounts of sex over the past six months; her nipples still beaded and her core still warmed at his words. As though her body was addicted to his, and for once in her life, she wasn’t going to fight something she couldn’t control. She laughed and took a sip of her drink, letting herself enjoy the moment—something she’d gotten a lot better at.

She leaned forward and kissed him. “You say that about all my clothes.”

He shrugged, laughing against her mouth. “Well, it’s true. You look beautiful in everything you wear. But naked? Minha linda, you’re beyond gorgeous.” He kissed her again, this time with a little bit more heat. He pulled away with a satisfied smile, easing back into his lounger and picking up his drink.

Bossa nova music floated in the air around them, mingling with the sound of the waves crashing against the shore, people laughing and shouting in Portuguese as they played in the surf. The Copacabana Palace Hotel rose up behind them, its elegant white façade gleaming in the sun. She pulled in a deep breath, inhaling the scents of the ocean, sunscreen, lime, and coconut as she relaxed back against her lounger, taking in the glorious view of Copacabana Beach stretching out in front of her. Turquoise waters lapped against the sand. Farther down the beach, more hotels dotted the curving shoreline, with rocky mountains covered in lush greenery rising up behind them. Clusters of palm trees separated one hotel from the next, their fronds rustling in the breeze.

She’d never imagined that something this luxurious and extravagant could be part of her world, but she’d learned to expect the unexpected with Leo. Maybe she’d even learned to embrace it. She loved the way he pulled her out of her shell. For the first time in . . . well, maybe ever, she felt as though she was truly living.

Ten days ago, Leandro had successfully defended his belt against Kenny Mack, the number-one-ranked light heavyweight. He’d finally gotten the chance to prove himself like he’d wanted, and his patience and hard work had paid off, because even though Mack had been a formidable opponent, Leandro had knocked him out cold in the third round. Despite Ashlynn’s mixed feelings about going to a WFC event after everything that had happened, she’d been in the front row, cheering him on the entire time.

She’d probably never work for the WFC again, but that was okay. Getting fired hadn’t been the death sentence she’d feared it would be, and thanks to Jules’ glowing recommendation, she’d managed to get her feet under her and keep going. She worked with a couple of the bigger casinos and one of the local sports teams now and was building a name for herself.

Her phone chimed from inside her beach bag, and she reached over to fish it out, dismissing a couple of nonessential work-related emails that she’d deal with later. She shook her head and laughed at herself as she realized the old Ashlynn—the pre-Leo Ashlynn—wouldn’t have done that. She was grateful for the balance she’d found with him, and knew she was so much happier because of it.

Before their vacation, they’d visited his family in São Paulo. She wasn’t sure she’d ever quite get used to Leandro’s level of wealth. The Oliveira mansion had seemed like something out of a movie. Immaculately landscaped grounds patrolled by armed guards, splashing fountains, soaring columns, wings stretching out on either side of the Spanish-style home. The inside hadn’t been any less spectacular, with massive chandeliers, travertine floors, floor-to-ceiling windows wherever she looked, beautiful art hanging from the walls, each room tastefully decorated with luxurious furniture.

Thankfully, they’d stayed at Leo’s penthouse, which was luxe and gorgeous but not nearly as overwhelming as the ten-bedroom mansion.

The visit hadn’t been as strained as she’d feared. His grandfather, father, brother, and sister had all spent time with her, getting to know her, coming along while Leo had shown her around the city, taken her shopping, to parks and museums and art galleries, to fancy restaurants, out dancing. She’d practiced her stuttering Portuguese, wanting to impress his family, knowing how much he liked it when she tried to speak a little.

Everyone had welcomed her and shown her a good time, except his mother. Ashlynn knew his mother might never really warm up to her, but she could handle that. She was in this for the long haul with Leandro, and was willing to be patient and give things time where his mother was concerned.

Her own family had welcomed Leandro—Kayla enthusiastically, and her mother slightly less so. But she’d warmed up to him. Apparently even her mother wasn’t immune to Leandro’s charms.

After spending a week in São Paulo, Leo had whisked her away to Rio de Janeiro for a surprise vacation. They were supposed to go back to Vegas in a couple of days, and for the first time in her life, she was dreading going back to work. Not because she didn’t love her job, but because she just wanted to stay here, with this gorgeous man, in their own little cocoon of sun, sand, and sex.

And speaking of sex . . .

“I think I’m just about ready to go back up to the room,” she said, stretching her arms overhead. Leandro’s eyes went immediately to her breasts, and he smiled.

“Vamos,” he said, standing from his beach lounger and holding his hand out to her. Hand in hand, they made their way back into the luxurious hotel, across the glittering marble floors, beneath the massive chandeliers and through the opulent lobby to the private elevator that would take them back up to their penthouse suite. As they stepped into the elevator, nerves shot through her, mingling with a slightly breathless anticipation, because she was going to offer him something she’d never given to anyone before. Something that would let him know she trusted him more than she’d ever trusted anyone. She wanted to give him every single part of her, knowing he’d take it and cherish it.

The second the door of their penthouse suite closed behind her, his hands were on her hips, pulling her back against him, his mouth on her neck. She moaned and tilted her head, relaxing into his familiar touch and scent. He skimmed a hand up over her ribs, thumbing her nipple through her bikini top and then continuing upward, pulling on the tie at the base of her neck. It fell forward, exposing her breasts, and he continued kissing her neck as he cupped her with one hand, undoing the tie around her back with the other. It fell to the floor, and she wiggled her bikini bottoms down over her hips, kicking them away.

“See,” he whispered, his hot breath against her ear making her shiver. “Looks perfect on the floor.” He nipped at her ear, and she smiled, pressing back against him, feeling his thick cock against her ass through his swim shorts. A fresh wave of nerves crested over her and she let out a little laugh and managed to step away from him. Turning, she pressed a quick kiss to his mouth.

“I’ll be right back.” She stepped into the bathroom and rummaged around in her bag, fishing out the two items she’d been looking for: the coconut-scented lube and a condom. The items in hand, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Naked. Tanned. Practically glowing with happiness.

When she stepped back into the bedroom, she found Leo naked on the bed, propped up against the pillows, one arm behind his head, the other hand leisurely stroking himself. His eyes grew hungry as she moved closer, her hands behind her back. She watched his hand for a moment, heat flushing through her body.

“I have something for you,” she said, her voice cracking a little. She cleared her throat before continuing. “Something I know you’ve wanted for a long time, but that you’ve never pressured me to do.”

He sat up a little straighter, his eyes glittering darkly.

“Something I’ve never shared with anyone before,” she said. “Something I want to share with you. Because I love you, and trust you, and want something that’s just us.” She took her hands out from behind her back and held up the condom and the little bottle. “I don’t want any boundaries between us. I want to give you everything.” Her eyes stung and her throat clogged at the sudden onslaught of unexpected emotion.

Leo rose to his knees, his eyes bright, his mouth slightly open as his gaze flicked between her and the items in her hands. “Are you offering me . . .” He pushed a hand through his hair, shaking his head slowly as though he couldn’t quite believe it.

She joined him on the bed, tossing the items down and then sliding her hands up his chest. “Yes.”

He let out a string of strained-sounding Portuguese before crushing his mouth to hers, his hands sliding down to her ass, squeezing and massaging. “Are you sure? Minha linda, are you sure?”

She nodded, arousal spiking sharply through her as he parted her cheeks and trailed his fingers up and down between them, a slow, featherlight touch. He’d never made it a secret how much he loved her ass, and they’d played and experimented in the past, with fingers, and more recently, toys. It felt forbidden, and sexy, and she’d been surprised at how much she’d liked it.

He eased her down to the bed, kissing a trail down her body, lingering on her breasts before settling himself between her thighs. As his lips brushed over her clit, he reached for the lube. She fell back against the pillows and closed her eyes, letting out a shuddering gasp when he swirled his tongue over her clit, again and again, working her into a panting frenzy, her pussy swollen and throbbing.

As he worked her with his mouth, he eased first one and then a second finger into her ass, his movements slow and gentle. They’d done this much before, and she’d learned how to relax her muscles and let him in. Heat churned through her core and her legs started to shake a little as an orgasm barreled down on her. He moved his fingers in a steady rhythm, sucking her clit into his mouth with a soft growl, and everything inside her tightened and then exploded into shimmering sparkles of pleasure, leaving her skin tingling, her muscles trembling.

Leo knelt between her legs and sheathed himself in the condom, gazing down adoringly at her. “Can you go onto your hands and knees, minha linda?” His voice came out raspy and low.

She smiled up at him and did as he’d asked, her limbs feeling loose, her earlier nervousness gone thanks to the orgasm.

She felt a slick coolness between her cheeks, followed by the slow, steady press of the thick head of his cock against her. A dull burn radiated through her, and she sucked in a deep breath, willing herself to relax. He pushed in a little bit farther, and the burn abated a little, giving way to an intense feeling of fullness that felt different from what she was used to, but in a good way. He let out a strangled groan and a long, slow exhale. “You’re in control, Ashlynn. You say stop, we stop. I’m only going to go in this far. It’s up to you if you want more.”

Something in her chest tightened at how sweet and considerate he was being given how badly he wanted this. She’d never felt closer to him. His gentleness made her bold and she pressed back against him, taking him a bit deeper. Her body seemed to pull at him, wanting to engulf him. The fullness became more intense and her clit began to throb.

“Fuck,” he whispered, his breathing harsh. His hands gripped her hips, but he didn’t move, taking his cues from her. She moved forward and then back again, her nerve endings singing with hot, sharp pleasure at the taboo sensation of his cock stroking in and out of her ass. “You are so fucking beautiful like this,” he said, flexing his hips in another slow in-and-out stroke. “Meu Deus, Ashlynn, I’m not going to last. Your ass is so hot, so tight. This is incredible, fuck.”

He slid farther in, and she let out a long, loud moan. Her hands clenched at the sheets and she pressed her hips back against him, wanting more of that intense fullness that was driving her insane. Heat swirled through her as he established a slow, steady rhythm, his breath coming in sharp pants, their moans tangling together.

He reached between her legs and worked his fingers against her clit and something deep inside her snapped. Her legs and arms shook, her eyes clenched shut tight, and she moaned his name over and over again as her orgasm took over her body. She couldn’t think, she couldn’t speak, she couldn’t breathe. All she could do was feel, as though her entire body was a giant mass of throbbing nerve endings.

He moved a bit faster, a bit deeper, taking her in earnest. After a few strokes, he cried out and stiffened. She felt him pulse inside her, and even those little twinges felt so good. He slowly, carefully pulled out of her and she collapsed on the bed, trying to catch her breath. Leo pressed a kiss to her shoulder.

“Are you okay?” he asked and she craned her head to look up at him.

“I’m so much more than okay.” Her entire body felt like sunshine, warm and sated.

“Come here.” He rose from the bed and picked her up, cradling her in his arms as he walked them toward the shower. “Thank you, sweetheart,” he said, bending to kiss her. “I can’t . . . You’re amazing, you know that?”

She laughed. “I’m glad you liked it. I liked it too.”

“And I like that I’m the only one to ever have you that way.”

“Mmm. I like that part too.”

After a long shower filled with lingering kisses and teasing, soapy touches, they sat down on the penthouse’s terrace, looking out over the ocean. Wrapped in their bathrobes, they ate their room service dinner, sharing a bottle of wine. As she stared out at the ocean, a deep sense of contentment settled over her, and for the first time in her life, she felt at peace with exactly where she was in that moment. Happy. Fulfilled. Loved. The fact that her boyfriend was a billionare sex god didn’t hurt either, she thought as she smiled to herself. She stood and walked to the balcony, taking her glass of wine with her. Resting her elbows on the edge of the railing, she couldn’t help but feel that this was a pivotal moment in her life. A before-and-after marker. A newfound sense of self, of happiness, of what she wanted her life to be.

Leandro came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. “Now it’s my turn,” he said, and something about the tone of his voice had the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. “I want to give you something.”

She turned to face him just in time to see him take a navy-blue velvet box out of the pocket of his robe. Her heart picked up speed and everything else around her dropped away.

Leo glanced down at the box and then up at her, so much love and tenderness in his eyes that she couldn’t quite breathe. Without a word, he flipped the box open, revealing an enormous sparkling oval diamond set into a rose-gold band, which was covered in tiny little diamonds. “I love you, Ashlynn, more than I’d ever thought I could love someone, and I know it’s because you make me better. I’m not me—the real me, the best me—without you. And so, because of that . . .” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat. His eyes were bright, his expression soft, happy and full of love. She reached up and stroked his cheek, silently encouraging him. Standing with him as he made himself vulnerable. “Everything I have is yours. My heart. My protection. My life. And I want to spend the rest of my life giving you everything, because without you, I’m nothing. I want to marry you, minha linda, more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. Will you have me?”

Her hand shook as she pressed her fingers to her mouth, trying to contain the happy sob threatening to break free. A few moments ago, she’d thought there was nothing more she wanted, but she’d been wrong. Unable to speak around the emotions swirling through her, she nodded and threw her arms around him, letting out a little laughing shriek through her tears as he picked her up and spun her. When he set her back down, he plucked the ring from the box and slid it onto her finger.

“I love you,” she whispered against his mouth, kissing him with everything she had. “I love you now, and I’ll love you forever.”

His arms tightened around her. “Forever, minha linda.”
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