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CHAPTER ONE

For Sebastian Delacroix, stepping into Hard Knocks Gym was like coming home.

He paused just inside the entrance, listening to the grunts from bags being punched, ropes being jumped, flesh being pummeled. Smelling the pungency of sweat and blood and testosterone. Yeah, nothing like the gym to welcome him back to New Orleans.

“Look what the wind blew in.” An older man, with liberal doses of salt shaken into the pepper of his hair, walked up and slapped Sebastian on his back. He remained still with an effort; Armand Duparte still packed a punch and he knew it. “Sebastian Delacroix as I live and breathe! When did you get back?”

“Hey, old man.” Sebastian gave as good as he got, clapping his mentor on the shoulder. “My plane landed late last night, then I spent the morning taking care of business, setting things in motion. I figured I could come in and work the kinks out this afternoon and check in with you.”

“You know you’re always welcome.” Armand Duparte stepped back, giving Sebastian the once-over. Again, he stood still as the older man’s keen gray eyes took his measure much like he’d done twelve years ago when an eighteen-year-old Sebastian had first stepped foot in the gym full of fight, raw talent, and absolutely no discipline whatsoever.

Duparte was the closest thing he had to a father figure and though he’d resented the trainer’s hard-ass methods and harder attitude, his mother had bought him the gym membership as a last-ditch effort to keep him out of trouble. Eventually Sebastian had recognized that Duparte had exactly what he’d needed. Duparte had given Sebastian more than he could ever repay. He’d missed the old man more than he’d admit.

“What sort of business brought you back to town?”

Sebastian hesitated. So many things brought him back home, business being one of them. He had a much larger goal in mind than moving his billion-dollar empire back to his hometown, though. Goals that included making up for past mistakes, making right the things he’d turned so wrong. Making the future better than the last five years had been.

“We’re in the process of moving DJD Holdings back here,” Sebastian explained, hedging. He wasn’t ready to share his true plan yet, especially not with Duparte. If anyone could make him question his approach and his intentions, it was his mentor.

“I know that, and I didn’t have to read the Business Chronicle to find out either,” Duparte said. “I heard it from Raphael, who’s already splitting his time between here and Baton Rouge. I thought he was handling the relocation effort.”

“He is.” Sebastian made a mental note to throttle his partner, Raphael Jerroult, who always talked too much for his own good. “Raphael closed the deal on our offices last week, and he’s in the process of transferring some of his people in from Baton Rouge. We’re going to keep the offices in Los Angeles just to maintain a presence.”

“So then you’re here because…?”

Sebastian gritted his teeth. He knew Duparte wouldn’t leave him be until he knew the truth, just as he knew Duparte already suspected what that truth was. He’d put off the reveal for a little while longer though, as he decided what to tell his mentor—and how to get his help.

“I’m here to loosen my muscles and get my house in order. How’s the equipment holding up?” he asked, gesturing at the wide array of equipment bearing a black-and-blue Hard Knocks Athletics logo.

“Pretty good.” Duparte looked around the gym. “Then again, the manufacturers know I’d knock them upside the head a few times if they retrofitted my gym with shoddy equipment.”

“Which is why it’s the best equipment on the market.” Sebastian had thrown in some of his prize money with Raphael and another of Duparte’s Lost Boys, Gabriel Devereaux, and with his permission, had adopted the gym’s name for their first company, Hard Knocks Athletics. They now supplied fitness equipment to some of the most successful college programs and sports franchises in the country, and were making inroads in the home gym market. It didn’t hurt that all three of them were champions in their respective disciplines—boxing for Sebastian, Muay Thai for Jerroult, and mixed martial arts for Devereaux. They’d each gone on to make millions in other areas, with Raphael officially taking the helm of his late father’s business, JerTech. Sebastian had branched out into several other businesses, but Hard Knocks would always have a special place in his financial heart, thanks to the man in front of him and his penchant for taking in Lost Boys.

Lost Boys. That’s what Duparte and many others had called the stray youths Duparte collected in his gym. Young men with nowhere else to go, with violence the only currency they dealt in. They were all around the same age, and had been taken under Duparte’s wing about the same time. All of them had bonded through blood, sweat, and the chips on their shoulders. Sebastian couldn’t count many people as friends, but Jerroult and Devereaux had his loyalty and his back, as he had theirs.

“The best equipment,” he repeated, allowing his pride to spill into his voice. “We wouldn’t put your name on just anything. The Lost Boys owe you more than that.”

Duparte nodded. “Speaking of Lost Boys, where’s Gabriel?”

“Hell if I know.”

Duparte shook his head. “Don’t see how you boys can run a multibillion-dollar empire when you don’t even keep track of each other.”

“We don’t need to be face-to-face. That’s what smartphones are for.” Sebastian couldn’t remember the last time they’d all been in the same time zone, much less the same room. Gabriel still fought in MMA matches and bloodier underground cage fights, probably to battle some personal demons. They had their once-a-week videoconferences for the decisions that needed consensus and brainstorming, and e-mails and phone calls otherwise. But they’d all planned to return to New Orleans for their company, for Duparte, and for their own personal reasons.

He thought about his own personal motives—or rather, one large motive. The only reason that mattered, the reason that had pushed up his timetable. The cause: the biggest fight of his life. The goal: total victory. The prize: the only woman he’d ever loved.

Duparte folded his arms across his chest. Though the man had at least two decades on Sebastian, he still had the strength, toughness, and form of a fighter with the added ability to see through anyone’s bullshit. Which he did now. “You don’t want to share, fine. Maybe loosening your muscles will loosen your tongue. You want a bag or someone to spar with?”

Sebastian raised his fists. He may have been a couple of years out of the ring, but he kept his fighting form. Today, though, wasn’t about teaching any young up-and-comers a lesson. “Bag’s fine.”

“Come on, then. I’ll get you taped up.”

He followed Duparte over to a quieter corner of the gym, dismissing the curious stares and smartphones pointed at him as he crossed the floor. He supposed it wasn’t every day that a former heavyweight champion strolled into Hard Knocks Gym, especially one who had managed to parlay his prize money into a billion-dollar empire. His presence in the gym would be all over social media within minutes. He just had to hope it would hit the Web too late for his quarry to run back to Vegas.

“You boys aren’t the only ones who’ve come back around.”

He set his bag down on a nearby bench and pulled out his wraps. “Oh yeah? Which one of your other strays decided to come back home?”

“Not my stray. Yours.”

The deceptive casualness of Duparte’s tone put Sebastian on alert. “I don’t have any strays.”

“Maybe you do, maybe you don’t. You’ll know for sure if you stay around for another hour or so.”

“Stop speaking in riddles, old man, and just say what you need to say.”

“I will, as soon as you stop beating around the bush and tell me the truth of why you decided to return to New Orleans now, and showed up in my gym today of all days.”

Instead of answering immediately, Sebastian concentrated on wrapping his hands. Duparte took the wraps from him as if Bas were some noob fresh off the street and made quick work of wrapping his knuckles and wrists for the practice gloves.

“Okay, I heard some rumors out of Vegas,” he admitted as Duparte handed him his well-worn training gloves. “I decided to check it out.”

“Which you could have done with one phone call.”

“Some things need to be checked out in person,” Sebastian replied. He pulled his sweatshirt off, then spent some time warming up, working the business kinks out of his muscles, slipping into the fighter mind-set that was never far away. “It’ll make it easier to put my plan into motion.”

A grin split the old man’s features just before he roared with laughter. Sebastian waited with gritted teeth for Duparte to pull himself together. One did not punch their mentor no matter how much he deserved it. “What’s so funny, old man?”

“You,” Duparte answered, wiping at his eyes. “A plan. You think having a plan is going to work?” He laughed again. “I’ll be in my office. Be sure to stop in before you leave. I can’t wait to hear all about your plan.”

Chuckling again, Duparte made his way to the back of the gym and the office he kept there. Sebastian turned to the bag to start his workout. He always did his best thinking while pushing his body, and today was no exception. With each strike he plotted and planned his next moves. Because while business had brought him back to New Orleans, a woman would be the reason he’d stay.

Renata Giordano, champion boxer and the love of his life. The one who’d gotten away. Granted he’d been a dick and pushed her away, but it didn’t make being without her suck any less.

After her father had died, she’d leaned on Roddy Cooper, her trainer who became her manager, then her fiancé. Not that he could begrudge the man for stepping up when Sebastian had stepped back. As far as he’d been able to follow from a state away, Roddy Cooper had done a decent job of managing Renata’s career. That she’d also fallen in love with him and became his fiancée was Sebastian’s cross to bear.

Growling, he pounded the bag harder. He had never been a turn-the-other-cheek kind of guy. He didn’t believe for a moment that a grown man who called himself Roddy was a better choice for Renata than he. Rumor was, she’d broken up with her asshole of a fiancé and manager, packed up, and left Las Vegas. There was also talk that she’d been signed to a championship bout to take place later in the year, but now she had no trainer, no manager, no support system. There was only one place she’d go for help, only one place she would trust. Which was why he was back in New Orleans ahead of schedule but ready to reclaim his prize.

Silence rolled across the gym, eventually reaching Sebastian. He caught the bag, stopping its swinging motion, then turned to face the door.

A woman stood in the entrance dressed in black fitted pants and a gray hoodie, gym bag in hand. Sunlight spilled in around her, highlighting the red streaks in her dark brown ponytail even as it cast the rest of her in silhouette. Women were a rarity at Hard Knocks. He didn’t think there were any even on the cleaning crew. Most women took a step inside, realized the only classes were competitive weight designations, and quickly retreated.

This woman didn’t. Instead, she strode into the gym as if she belonged there and knew the layout. Knew that nothing was soft in Hard Knocks, not even the towels, and neither was she. Sebastian could admire a woman like that, a woman who owned the space she claimed, and dared anyone to knock her out of it.

Sebastian’s gut tightened. He knew of only one woman who’d made a place for herself in this gym, one woman who trained hard and punched harder than many of the wannabe fighters who came through Duparte’s doors. Was she here already?

He narrowed his gaze as the woman walked toward his area. He knew that walk. Knew the tilt of her head, the swing of her shoulders, the sway of those hips. Knew every inch of that toned body, the strength of her punches and her legs wrapped around his waist. Renata.

She unzipped her hoodie one-handed as she crossed the floor, revealing one of those sports bra tops and the Mona Lisa equivalent of six-pack abs on a woman. His hands curved inside his gloves. Good God, the years of dominating the ladies’ light welterweight championship had been good to her. Most of that weight was solid muscle, though she had curves where it counted. High, tight breasts he could cup in his hands, an equally cupable ass, thighs that could grip a man and hold him in place as they fucked each other stupid. Defined arms that powered a serious punch and a brutal right hook, but fingers so soft and sure when they wrapped around his cock. All that awesomeness born of a Sicilian father and Puerto Rican mother, Renata was a whirlwind of passion and energy that he’d loved getting caught up in.

Fuck. With a growl he renewed his attack on the punching bag, imagining Roddy Cooper’s face on the polyurethane cover. Cooper had had years with Renata that should have belonged to Bas. He’d known the moment it happened that he shouldn’t have walked away from her. Shouldn’t have let his fucking fear and newfound sense of honor push away the best thing that had ever happened to him.

After another vicious punch, Sebastian stopped the bag then turned to face her again because he couldn’t not look at her, even when it hurt. She strolled through the gym, oblivious to the stares that followed her. Oblivious to him.

He gritted his teeth as she made her way to the back offices, obviously here to meet with Duparte about training for her fight. Duparte had been her trainer previously, before she and her father had moved to Vegas. Before Bas had given her a reason to uproot her life here in New Orleans. Yet she’d walked right past him as if he didn’t exist.

To hell with that. He yanked his gloves off then pulled a towel out of his bag, wiping sweat from his face. Five minutes. He’d give Renata and Duparte a chance to get reacquainted and then it was his turn. Time to put his plan into action.

He’d get Renata back. If she didn’t knock him out first.





CHAPTER TWO

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Mr. Duparte,” Renata said, extending her hand as she walked to his desk. “I really appreciate it.”

“Renata.” He rounded the desk with a genuine smile. “What’s with this Mr. Duparte nonsense? You’ve been in my gym, had dinner at my house. You can call me Armand. I know you called me worse than that when I trained you.”

She laughed as she stepped into his embrace. “You were tough, but always fair, and outside of my dad, I’ve never had a better trainer.” She sobered for a moment, then brightened. “I’m hoping I can make use of your expertise again.”

He gestured her toward one of the battered guest chairs that had been in the gym since Nixon was president. “You looking for a trainer?”

“Not just any trainer,” she answered, sliding into the chair with more confidence than she felt. Getting Duparte to train her was her Hail Mary pass.

“I’ve got a contract to fight Maria Andropova for the welterweight championship title in just over three months,” she told him. “I was second choice—her first opponent was injured in a Jet Ski accident a couple of weeks ago and tore her meniscus—which is why I have such a short runway to prepare. I know I’m a long shot for the title, but that doesn’t make me want it any less. I want it bad. I’m hoping the best trainer this side of the Mississippi will help me.”

Duparte gave her a measuring look across the desk. “What about Cooper? I thought he’d taken over those duties with your father’s passing.”

She curled her hands into fists, not wanting to beg but knowing she’d do it if she had to. She needed Duparte’s help. Buying out Roddy had wiped out her savings. With their breakup, Roddy had gotten revenge by using a combination of lies and innuendo to make sure she’d never get trained in Vegas again. That betrayal hurt worse than ending their physical relationship had, especially since his reputation and standing had resulted from her father’s hard work, not his. “He did. Things went sour a little over two months ago. I bought him out and we parted ways. Now I’ve got this golden opportunity and no team to support me.”

“I’ll support you.”

Ice flooded her veins, followed immediately by fiery rage. She spun out of the chair and to her feet, Duparte momentarily forgotten as she experienced her first face-to-face with Sebastian Delacroix in five years. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Hello, Renata,” Sebastian said, his pale gaze doing that slow sweep thing that always made her nipples tighten. Which they were not doing at that moment. “It’s good to see you.”

“Like you care,” she shot back, settling her hands on her hips so she wouldn’t do something fundamentally stupid like try to knock his damned teeth out. “I asked you what you’re doing here.”

He tossed a gym bag onto the floor. “Any particular reason why I shouldn’t be?”

“Cut the bullshit, Bas,” she retorted. “You live in LA.”

“You know where I live?” He smiled in obvious pleasure and damn if her girly parts didn’t react. His smiles used to be rare events and she’d hoarded the ones he gave her like precious treasure. Back then. Not now. Not ever again.

“How could I not know when every social media and gossip site follows your every move like you’re some pop star with too much time and money on his hands? Besides, if I know where you are, then I know where not to be. So for the last time, why the hell are you here now?”

“I live here. We’re in the process of relocating DJD Holdings’ corporate headquarters here. Raphael just signed a lease for our new digs in Place St. Charles.”

Renata fought to maintain the stoic demeanor that always intimidated her opponents. Inside though, she seethed with a maelstrom of emotion. Sebastian Delacroix. World champion boxer, billionaire, bad boy, lover. The man who had taken her heart then pummeled it to a pulp.

She wasn’t prepared to see him, much less be so close to him. Duparte should have warned her. She could have met the trainer somewhere else, made other arrangements, bailed on the meeting altogether. Scratch that. Hard Knocks was her best chance of getting that title, even if it meant seeing the devil himself.

But damn—did the devil have to look so good?

The years had improved Sebastian like a fine wine. Mink-brown hair now almost black with sweat, slicked back from his wide forehead to accentuate the dark wings of his brows and piercing glacier-blue eyes. The previously broken nose only added to his appeal, easing the devastating effect of his lips and giving his beautiful face a harder, more masculine edge. The man even looked damned sexy after a fight.

She knew he hadn’t been in a bout in a couple of years, but he obviously continued to train, still cut like a diamond and just as hard. The sweat-drenched tank top showed every muscle in his arms to mouthwatering advantage, shoulders wide enough to ride on, a broad, deep chest tapering down the multipack abdominals to a trim waist. The knee-length shorts hung low on his waist, molded to thick quadriceps, powerful thighs, and the most amazing glutes on the planet. She wondered if he still had those sexy dents on his hips, dents she’d loved to dip her tongue into. Probably did, damn him.

In boxing he was known as the Bourbon Street Brawler. But women had another nickname for him—the Bourbon Street Bad Boy. She’d heard enough about his conquests and sexual exploits over the years from models, actresses, and pop stars who’d graced his arm or adorned his bed, though she hadn’t heard of any of his relationships lasting more than a few months at a time. Not that she followed his love life. If she did, it would mean that she still cared. And she didn’t. She didn’t.

Sebastian made it hard not to care. Suits and ties could make him presentable to the business world, but one look at him and no one would mistake him for anything other than a predator. He had always been a dangerous man both physically and intellectually. His strength and toughness had attracted her from the start. Discovering the tenderness deeply buried beneath the layers of hardness had sent her tumbling head over heels in love. Uncovering the bastard beneath the tenderness had left her angry, humiliated, and determined never to make that mistake again, to never be so vulnerable again.

Bile rose in her throat. Sebastian had done well for himself after breaking up with her. Boxing championships, millions of dollars, then a billion-dollar conglomerate that focused on the fitness industry, including several exercise apps. The differences in their lives were painfully obvious. After giving her mother the last of her savings so she’d be set for a while, Renata had driven across country in a road-worn SUV with the few possession she couldn’t bear to let go of. She’d signed a lease for an apartment in a less-than-stellar part of town that she couldn’t afford to furnish beyond a few thrift-store pieces. She had maybe a month before she’d have to make some heavy decisions about her life going forward.

Sebastian, on the other hand, probably had a Garden District mansion that looked like something out of Architectural Digest complete with priceless antiques. Outside of his business, the hardest decision he probably had to make was which tie to wear with his custom-made suit. Even then, he probably had an assistant make the decision for him.

“Congratulations on your success, Sebastian,” she said with saccharine politeness. “Glad to see that your hard decisions have paid off for you.”

His brows lowered and she did a happy dance inside at scoring a direct hit. Before he could say anything, she turned back to Duparte. “I apologize for my outburst, Mr.—Armand,” she corrected herself. “Maybe we could continue our meeting some other time?” Her training schedule was already jacked. Any more delays would seriously curtail her ability to give Andropova a run for her money. Renata wanted that money to be hers, and Hard Knocks could help her get it. She could bring her mother back home to New Orleans and still have money left over to seed her future plans.

Perhaps her desperation showed in her eyes. Duparte stared at her a long moment, then finally nodded. “Be here at six a.m. sharp tomorrow,” he barked. “I need to put you through your paces before I decide.”

“Yes, sir.” Relief swamped her. All she needed was a chance. “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”

“Don’t let yourself down,” Duparte retorted, “especially if you’re serious about this.”

“Yes, sir. See you in the morning.” She gathered her things, then turned. Sebastian was still in the doorway, still looking at her, this time with calculation. She liked that even less. Lifting her chin, she made her way to the door.

“Renata …” He reached for her but she deftly avoided his grasp.

“I have nothing to say to you. You made yourself crystal-clear five years ago. You didn’t want me then and I don’t want your support now. There’s nothing more we need to say to each other.”

She swept out, knowing she’d won that round but also knowing that Sebastian was nothing if not determined. The match was far from over.

***

Four days later, Sebastian stood ringside at Hard Knocks, questioning his sanity. Wasn’t the definition of insanity repeating the same action while expecting a different result? He knew he had control of his faculties, yet here he was at half-past early for the fourth straight day, watching as Duparte put Renata through her paces. She hadn’t spoken to him since she’d given him the brush-off in Duparte’s office.

Not that he could blame her. Anyone on the outside would think she’d been a deterrent to his success, when the reality was that he owed his success to her. She wouldn’t see it that way, not yet. Not without going into all the sordid details of why he’d pushed her away, and he couldn’t do that. It was better to let her think he’d been a self-centered asshole than learn the truth. Problem was, she still thought of him as a self-centered asshole. He was, but not when it came to her. He just needed her to listen to him for five minutes.

“Enough!” Duparte yelled, cutting through Bas’s thoughts. “Renata, in my office.”

Surprise spread across Renata’s features, then an expression he could only call defeat weighted her eyes. She grabbed a towel, scrubbed it over her face, then began to make her way to Duparte’s office.

“Sebastian, you come too.”

Her head snapped up at Duparte’s order. Emotion smoldered in her expression and he immediately thought of Van Morrison’s song about brown eyes, though that was too tame a description for Renata’s most expressive feature. They went from syrupy soft to gimlet hard in a blink. Which they did now as she and Bas exchanged frowns. Duparte’s order was as much a surprise to him as it was to her. He shrugged at her, then made his way across the floor to follow her and Duparte into the old man’s office.

“Sit.” Duparte moved behind his desk. Bas sat, conscious of Renata in the ancient chair next to him, close but so far away.

Duparte looked from one to the other, making Bas feel as if he’d been called to the principal’s office to account for his behavior. There was a reason he hadn’t made it past sophomore year in high school.

“Renata.” Duparte flicked his gaze to her, making her jump. “Are you serious about winning the title?”

“Of course, sir,” she answered.

“Do you agree you need a team to get you that title?”

“Yes, sir.” Caution crept into her tone.

“Good.” Duparte nodded for emphasis. “Sebastian is now part of your team.”

“What?” Renata spluttered.

“What?” Bas echoed.

“He has the resources and skill you need,” Duparte said. “He knows what it takes to be a winner and he knows what goes into training a winner.”

She cocked an eyebrow at Bas, skepticism clear in her dark gaze. “But training and being trained are two different things.”

“True. But I’m willing to bet that I can adapt my training regimen to suit your needs. If I was successful with it, I think you can be too,” Bas said.

“That’s quite the sales pitch. Being trained by a former world champion is certainly tempting.” She shook her head. “What I don’t understand is why. Given our history, why do you want to train me?”

“Because you’re good,” Bas told her honestly. “Because I know you want to be better, and I think I can help you get to the next level.” He shrugged. “Hell, maybe I miss the ring and this is as a good a way as any to get back into it. Mostly though, I like to watch you fight.”

She folded her arms. “You’ve watched me fight.”

“Of course.” He’d followed her career religiously just to keep a connection with her, not that she needed to know that. He’d even attended a few matches, sticking to club-level boxes instead of prime ringside seats because he didn’t want to be a distraction. Not that anything distracted Renata when she stepped into a ring. “You’ve got good stamina and excellent reach. I think you can be stronger with your uppercuts though. And you get a little stiff on your dance-back about halfway through your bouts.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “I thought so too, but Roddy said it was all in my head.” She snorted. “One of many reasons why he’s a former trainer.”

“So let me take the job. I’m not just blowing smoke up your ass, Renata. I mean it when I say I want to help you. You deserve that belt.”

Indecision shone in her eyes. “Don’t you have an empire to run?”

“I have talented people whom I pay a boatload of money to make sound decisions on my behalf,” he told her. “But I do have special projects that I prefer to take a hands-on approach with.” And he really wanted to be hands-on with her. Very hands-on.

“How do I know you won’t flake out on me?” she asked. “Get distracted by some personal or professional crisis that’s more important?”

“Nothing’s more important than getting you this championship.”

“Really.” Skepticism lit her eyes. “Why is my championship important to you?”

“Because I want you to endorse Hard Knocks Athletics. We’ve spent a lot of time cornering the commercial and male market, but we’re lagging in the female demo. Featuring you in an ad campaign would be great for us. We’d do a series of ads featuring you wearing our gear, working out on our equipment, preparing for your match with the full line of Hard Knocks products. You win, we win. Even if you don’t win—though I think there’s a very good chance you can—we’d still win, and so would you.”

“How?”

“We’d compensate you well for your endorsement, of course.” He named a figure.

Her eyes widened a fraction, and Bas realized Duparte had been right. They’d talked after Renata had left that first day, and Bas had done some further digging on his own. Cooper had done a number on her before she’d left Vegas, leaving her all but penniless. Having Renata endorse their women’s athletic line had been his intent from the moment he’d conceived of it the year before, though his long-range goal was for her to manage the line from concept to sales.

The prize money was incentive enough but the fight was eleven weeks away, and women’s boxing didn’t command the same coverage or purse sizes that men’s sports did. An endorsement deal would give her a financial cushion she no doubt needed.

“If you agree, I can have the company’s lawyers draw up the contract for you to review this afternoon,” he said. “I’d make the terms favorable for both of us, but you should have Duparte review it with you and advise you on it. We’ll have a check cut as soon as you sign, and then we’ll set photo shoots and fittings in motion.”

She glanced at Duparte. Though the old man had been his mentor for longer than he’d known Renata, Bas knew he wouldn’t side with Bas for that reason alone. Which was why Bas had pitched the idea to Duparte two days ago, and Duparte had named the payout that he thought it would take for Renata to set aside her anger and make a deal with Bas.

Duparte nodded. “I wouldn’t steer you wrong,” he said. “Nor would I bring Sebastian in if I didn’t think he could get you to the level you need to reach. You should make use of him while you can.”

She snorted. “You know what? I’ll take you up on your offer.” She poked his chest. “After all, you owe me.”

“There’s just one more thing, Renata,” Duparte said, his expression solemn.

“What is it?”

“I want you to make use of Sebastian’s facilities. Not only does he have state-of-the-art equipment—the use of which would be part of your endorsement deal—but he also has the privacy you need in order to completely focus on your training.”

Renata looked from one man to the other. “Where is this facility?”

Bas hesitated. “My house.”

Her mouth dropped open. She looked at Duparte, dismay obvious in her eyes. “Armand …”

“You’re not focused, Renata,” Duparte cut in. “You’re distracted and distracting here in the gym. Preparing for Andropova should be the only thing on your mind, but it’s not. When the gym’s going full bore, I have to work the entire floor, which is not fair to you. We also don’t want people getting shots and video of you and your workouts.”

“It’s business, Renata,” Bas said quietly. “Since we’re a team, the three of us decide which approaches work best, but some of the stuff we’re incorporating isn’t on the market yet. There will be a confidentiality agreement included with your endorsement contract. I know you won’t go running to our competitors, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t a few opportunists at Hard Knocks. This is the best option. You will have my complete focus for the next three months. I won’t guarantee you the belt, but I bet you that I can help you take your technique and skill to the next level. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you’re the last one standing in the ring. By the time the match is over, we’ll both have what we want.”

She stared at him in silence, searching his gaze. Finally, she looked up at him through her lashes. “I’ll do whatever it takes to win this match,” she told him, her voice equally low and husky. “I’m not afraid to work hard to get what I want. Even if it means working with the Bourbon Street Brawler.”





CHAPTER THREE

“Welcome to my personal gym.”

Sebastian stepped back, eyes on Renata as she stepped over the threshold. She took two steps into the travertine foyer, then spun in a slow circle. “I know you’re all Daddy Warbucks and stuff now, but something tells me this is the only state-of-the-art gym on Audubon Place. It certainly looks nothing like any gym I’ve ever been to.”

“The gym’s on the top floor.” He took her bag from her. “I wanted to be able to work and work out, and entertain if I have to. I’m all about maximizing my investments.”

“Wait.” She gave him a wide-eyed stare. “This is yours? You live here?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Not anymore.” He grinned. “Though Mom prefers her condo in Florida.”

Warmth suffused her smile. “How is your mother doing?”

“She was sick for a while, but she’s doing a lot better now. Off on a Mediterranean cruise. As for this place, it suits my needs.”

“Are you serious? How does a multimillion-dollar home in an old-money gated neighborhood like Audubon Place suit a billionaire bachelor bad boy boxer? I thought Los Angeles was more your style or maybe even out where all the Saints players live if you wanted to be here.”

“I still have a house and office in LA, but New Orleans is home. Besides, there’s more to me than being a billionaire bachelor bad boy boxer.”

Her gaze bounced around the main room, taking everything in. “How’d you even come across this place? You must have had someone searching for a while for you. There can’t be that much turnover in this community.”

“There’s not. But I’ve learned to be patient and wait for the right moment, then strike.” Finding the house in the gated enclave on Audubon Place had taken patience, deep pockets, and negotiation—all the things that had made him a success and not a “where are they now?” candidate. He hadn’t told anyone, but he’d owned the home for a couple of years, retiring from boxing a month after closing the deal. Installing the gym, upgrading security, and maintaining the century-old revival charm had taken a lot of time but the results were worth it.

“You don’t have a butler or a maid or bodyguard?”

“Not yet. For now, there’s just Chris, my personal assistant.” He took her bag from her. “I’ll have to get around to hiring maid service and a bodyguard who doubles as a driver eventually, I guess, but I plan to do most of my work from here. I can take care of my basic needs myself.”

He guided her farther into the room, down the four wide steps that led into the main living area. Windows dominated the far right side of the room. A cream-colored sectional with pale blue pillows took up most of the floor, offset by other seating areas of ice-blue chairs with cream pillows. A stocked bar flowed right into a dream of a kitchen anchored with industrial-style appliances, the whitewashed cabinets and center island topped with black granite.

“This is amazing. It must have taken you a lot of time.” She eyed him. “And money.”

“Thank you. It took both. But I wanted it to be just right.” He saw no reason to pretend otherwise. His estimated wealth was common knowledge for anyone who followed ESPN, Forbes, or TMZ. It guaranteed him a steady supply of beautiful and ambitious women who wanted to be seen on his arm whenever he wanted them, which admittedly wasn’t often. There was only one woman he wanted, and he had three months to convince her to give him another chance, not that he intended to take that long. Getting the house right was just the start.

He showed her the breakfast nook that opened onto a sunroom that led to the wide patio with a hot tub tucked into an arbor, a pool, and the two-bedroom pool house. Beyond the sunroom lay the television room and entertainment bar, his formal office, and a large guest suite at the very back decorated in white and aged gold that was more soothing than ostentatious even as it reflected the style of the revivalist house perfectly.

“This is one of the guest suites,” he told her as she walked through the room. “The previous owners had it sound insulated, but that was before I put in the television room.”

“That’s a minitheater, Bas,” she reproached him. “Seating for twelve, a screen that rivals a movie theater, a full bar, and a popcorn machine does not equal ‘television room,’ dude.”

He shrugged, unapologetic. “I like to study fights and watch disaster flicks, what can I say? The second level has two more guest suites besides the master, and a smaller bedroom between the study and the master. Let me show you those.”

She balked. “What for?”

“So you can decide which one you want to stay in.”

“I can’t stay here,” she protested. “Are you kidding?”

“Why would I be kidding?” He stopped, frowning at her. “I just said you could stay here.”

“I thank you for the invitation, but no. There’s no way on God’s green earth that I’m staying here.”

“Why not? You need to train. You agreed to let me train you, agreed to allow me to control all aspects of your training.”

“Yes, but—”

“I have plenty of room here. Everything you need to focus on honing your skills is available right here. We’ll have the right foods made here. We can run in Audubon Park. You can do laps in the pool, soak in the hot tub. You don’t like the equipment in the gym, we’ll go to Loyola. Since I donated a bunch of new machines, I think they’ll let me use them if I want to.”

“Yes, but …” You’re here, she wanted to say, which was the biggest reason she couldn’t be here. Live under the same roof with Sebastian Delacroix for three straight months? How was she supposed to concentrate on anything but Bas? How the hell was she supposed to sleep, knowing he was right down the hall?

He finally clued in on her discomfort and heaved a sigh tinged with hurt and exasperation. “If you’re worried about privacy, you can stay in the pool house, which has two bedrooms to choose from. You’ll be able to focus entirely on your training with no distractions.”

She’d only signed a one-month lease on the crappy apartment that she didn’t want to stay in anyway. Giving it up wouldn’t be a hardship and would allow her to focus on other things. She snorted. Like avoiding distractions.

He grinned again. “I’m going to work you hard, Renata, giving you everything that you asked for. Trust me, when I’m done working you, you won’t have the energy to be distracted by anything else.”

The dark promise in his words and his gaze, intentional or not, sent a shiver of need through her. Yeah, if she worked hard, pushed herself, she’d get through this. One thing she knew from bitter experience was that Sebastian Delacroix could focus on his career with single-minded intensity. Even if that meant turning his back on someone he professed to love. That focus was exactly what she needed if she wanted a championship belt in three months. She didn’t have time for anything else. She certainly didn’t have the heart for something more.

“All right. Show me this state-of-the-art gym.”

Renata followed Sebastian up two flights of stairs to a wet dream of a personal gym. Free weights and tension machines lined the back wall. Two different punching bags, a speed bag, and medicine balls were aligned along the mirrored wall to the left. A wet bar with a fridge was in the left corner behind her. On the right was some aerobic equipment, a massage table, an elliptical, and some multiuse monstrosity she hadn’t seen before, as well as a video camera and computer setup. In the center stood a boxing ring, not regulation, but close. In the far right corner a door led to what she could only assume was a bathroom. Heck, Sebastian probably had a hot and dry sauna back there. She wouldn’t put it past him.

Though the gym took up the entire floor, he’d maintained touches here and there of the house that contained it. Pale yellow paint coated the walls like splashes of early morning sunlight, providing a warm contrast to the black, blue, and gray of the machines and the darker blue of the mat flooring. Large posters and photos dotted the walls, and she realized that there were shadowboxes that held each of his championship belts proudly displayed beside a photo taken moments after he’d won: bloody, exhausted, but triumphant. There was also a photo of him in a business suit alongside two other impressive-looking men with the first Hard Knocks Athletics prototype. At the start of the line of photos was a picture of the Sebastian she remembered: early twenties and just coming into his power and talent.

Somehow she got the feeling that he hadn’t intended the display to crow about his achievements. No, she thought these reminders were placed for motivation, reminders of where he’d been and where he was going.

“This is amazing.” She shook her head. “I keep using that word, but it fits.”

“Thanks.” He glanced about the room, pride obvious in his expression and tone. “I test a lot of Hard Knocks’ prototypes here. We pride ourselves not only on setting the standard, but surpassing it.”

She laughed. “Nice commercial. I can see why they made you the spokesperson.”

“That’s Raphael Jerroult’s job. I’m the R and D guy. New technologies, weight management and workout apps, new polymers and metals for our equipment, biometrics, that sort of thing.”

“Wow.” She stepped into the center of the room, spun in a slow circle. “I think my nipples just got hard.”

Sebastian’s gaze immediately dropped to her breasts, and dammit if her nipples didn’t tighten for real. “Don’t be a tease, Renata,” he ordered, tension filling his features. “It won’t make me go easy on you.”

She settled her hands on her hips. “Who said I was teasing? And who said I wanted you to go easy on me? I can take whatever you can dish out.”

The look he gave her should have made her run back down the two flights of stairs and out the front door. Danger and hunger gleamed in that laser-like gaze, rooting her to the spot. She’d thought Sebastian was no longer interested in her in that way. She was obviously so very wrong. The thought thrilled her.

“You think so?” he asked, his voice as soft as she’d ever heard it. As soft as when he’d whispered to her as they’d lain entwined in bed together, breathless and muscles trembling. He padded toward her, a predator on the prowl, his gaze never leaving hers. When a mere whisper separated them, he stopped. “You really think you can take whatever I want to dish out?”

Less than an inch separated her breasts from the wall of his massive chest, sadly covered by his black tank. Still, he was close enough that she could feel the energy crackling between them, making the fine hairs on her arms stand on end. Memories flashed through her mind, filling her body with need. Straddling him on a weight bench. Her ankles on his shoulders as he plunged deeply inside her. Stretching her lips wide to take his cock. Fingers digging into those dark waves as he licked and suckled a scream out of her.

Need gripped her body, making her want to weep. Oh, her body definitely remembered this man, remembered the no-holds-barred way they went at each other, how she’d willingly taken every bit of sexual pleasure she could from him. But her heart remembered the pain when he’d left her, when he’d chosen a life as a boxer over a life with her.

She licked her lips, raised her chin. No way would she allow him to intimidate her. Not now, not when she had so much at stake. “I know I can. Give me your best shot.”

Sebastian grinned at her, then gestured to the far corner. “Well, come on, then.”

He led her over to a sturdy, waist-high padded table that looked as if it could double as a massage table for two. Without a word, he grabbed her around the waist and lifted her up as if she were a child instead of a one-hundred-and-forty-pound boxing machine. “I talked to Chris on the way over,” he said as he walked around the table to a gray steel cabinet. “He’s gathering videos of Andropova’s latest matches and anything else he can find. We can watch them tonight while eating dinner. Unless you’d rather go out?”

“I’m here to train, not date,” she retorted.

“Who said anything about dating?” He pulled out a couple of hand wraps then returned to her. “I figure we can discuss any questions or concerns about your endorsement deal so we can have the lawyers ready the paperwork for tomorrow. We’ll have the photo shoot here in a week.”

“That sure of yourself, are you?”

He raised an eyebrow. “The shoot was already in the works. Raphael models our gear but we’re also featuring our latest prototypes.”

She bit her tongue as he began expertly wrapping her hands. Of course it was about business with Sebastian. How could she have thought otherwise? Boxing and business—those were the two most important things in Sebastian’s life. Maybe his mother was first, but Renata knew from experience that nothing else came close on the list of importance.

Bas gripped her fingers as he finished the wrap. “Is that too tight?”

“It’s fine.”

“Good.” He made quick work of wrapping his hands as she jumped off the table. “Did you bring your own gloves? I don’t think mine will fit you, but I can have Chris overnight a pair in for you.”

She made her way over to her gym bag for her practice gloves. “Give poor Chris a break and let him explore New Orleans before you start overloading him with work.”

“You know his job is to assist me with stuff, right? He gets paid very well for that—and extra for off-hours work. Besides, he doesn’t complain.”

She arched a brow. “Who in their right mind would complain, especially to you?”

He frowned. “I’m not a hard-ass, Renata. I treat my people fairly.”

“I’m sorry.” She shoved her hands into her gloves. “I guess I’m feeling a little twitchy right now. This is kind of surreal.”

“Day’s not going quite like you expected it to go, is it?” Sebastian grinned again, and again she felt the effect of that smile like a caress. “You ready to show me what you’ve got?”

Renata pulled her mind out of the gutter with an effort. Why in the hell did she think every word that came out of Bas’s mouth was a come-on? It hadn’t been that long since she’d had sex, had it? She frowned as she realized she couldn’t remember the last time she and Roddy had slept together. It was well before they’d broken up, that much she knew. “Let’s do this.”

They warmed up their muscles for a few minutes then stepped into the ring. It was like throwing a mental switch. She shifted from Renata, shell-shocked ex-girlfriend to Renegade Giordano, former women’s welterweight champion.

“Okay, Rennie,” Bas said, holding up his gloved hands. “Show me what you’ve got. Don’t hold back, either.”

She didn’t, giving it all she had, wanting to show Sebastian all of her skills. She didn’t want him to think he was wasting his time or his huge vats of money by taking her on. More than that though, she wanted to show him that she was a capable boxer, she wanted him to appreciate her skill and talent and strength. She knew if Bas admired anything, it was his opponent’s skill.

Dance back, bob, weave. Right, right, left. Left hook, right hook, uppercut, right cross. Dance back and repeat. She sank into the rhythm of the sparring, focusing on her target, hitting Sebastian’s gloves wherever he held them. He barked orders as she swung, pointing out a lack of follow through on one punch, ordering her to tighten her footwork, praising a good jab. He coached, guided, criticized, and corrected, everything she would have expected of a trainer.

It was like the years had fallen away. Back in the day, they’d met at Hard Knocks, when Renata and her father had come into the gym in search of a no-nonsense training space. The gym already had an excellent reputation for producing winners, and Sebastian had been on his way up even then. Renata’s father, Salvatore Giordano, had been a bantamweight boxer in his time but hadn’t made it to national prominence. Still, he’d convinced Armand Duparte to give Renata a chance. She’d taken it, stepping into the ring and showing everyone what she could do. That included Sebastian, who had happened to be at the gym that day.

She’d squared off against one of the bantamweights who’d made the mistake of treating her like a girl instead of a girl with boxing gloves. By the time she’d dropped him on his ass for the second time, everyone in the gym knew she’d meant business. Including Sebastian. Twenty-five to her twenty-three, he’d already had national recognition and was prepping for the next major leap in his career. They’d fallen hot and hard and fast for each other, their sexual attraction akin to pouring water on a grease fire. She should have known it was too good to last. She should have known he’d throw her over for the next step to a world championship. Hell, she’d probably have done the same thing if their positions had been reversed.

Sebastian tapped her shoulder hard. “You’re not paying attention! Where’s your mind at?”

Crap. She shoved her thoughts away. “I’m paying attention.”

“The hell you are!” he barked. “Stop wasting my time. Pull your head out of your ass and act like a boxer.”

“I am a boxer!” Anger flooded her. Wasting his time? She was not a fucking waste of time!

Growling, she went on the attack, putting her all into every punch, every jab and uppercut, growling and grunting with each swing. She backed him into a corner, her aim less refined with each swing. Her vision blurred and it took her long moments to realize it wasn’t sweat stinging her eyes, that Sebastian wasn’t returning her jabs or even trying to defend himself.

Shocked at herself, she backed away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—oh God, I’m apologizing to you. To you, when you’re the one who should be apologizing to me! You stomped on my fucking heart, Sebastian Delacroix. Stomped on it, pissed on it, then disappeared like we had nothing. My dad said it was for the best but I didn’t believe him. I didn’t want to believe him because I believed you were better than that. But you didn’t even come to his funeral. Now here I am, giving you an apology! How ridiculous is that?”

Renata started laughing, and once she started, it was impossible to stop. She laughed until she couldn’t breathe, until the force of it doubled her over. Only when Sebastian’s arms went around her did she realize she wasn’t laughing at all.

“Renata. Rennie.” He cradled her against his chest, one hand cupping the back of her head, the other firm around her waist. When had he removed his gloves? “I’m sorry, Rennie, so very sorry.”

The softness of his tone as much as the words themselves pushed her overboard. She buried her face into the sweat-soaked cotton of his shirt and bawled. For the loss of her father, the love of this man, the years they should have had together. All her frustrations and pain and confusion raced up and out, eager to be purged through her tears.

When the tears subsided, embarrassment set in. “God, that was such a girl thing to do.”

He loosened her gloves, pulled them off, then tossed them to the mat. “Nothing wrong with that,” he said, wiping her tears away with gentle sweeps of his thumbs. “I happen to like girls. Especially girls who can kick ass.”

Embarrassment gave way to relieved laughter. She felt more than a little punch-drunk, even though she knew Sebastian had blocked more than attacked. “Yeah, well, I obviously had some pent-up emotions I needed to work out. Thanks for taking it.”

“No problem. I’ll be your punching bag anytime.”

Shit. She belatedly realized that his father had done much the same to him, using a young Bas as a human punching bag for his drunken rages. “Oh, God, Bas—”

“Don’t.” His arms tightened around her. “I know the difference between what you did and what he did, Rennie. Like you said, you had some stuff to work out and I wanted you to let it out. Besides …” He smiled down at her. “Unless you aimed for my nuts, you weren’t going to do a lot of damage with those gloves on.”

“So you’re saying I’ve got a long way to go before I can take on Andropova?”

“Not at all. But you’d have a long way to go if you were facing me in the ring. Beginning with adding on another eighty pounds.”

She knew that. Bas had been formidable during his time in the ring. Very few of his matches went the full time. He was just that quick, that brutal, that good. That focused. It was why she had no problem with agreeing to train with him. Even with their personal issues unresolved and strained, she could learn a lot from him professionally.

His expression sobered. “I’m sorry about your father.”

Her heart twinged with old sorrow. She still missed her dad, even though it had been two years since he’d passed. “I don’t need your condolences, Bas. I know we weren’t together anymore by then, but you knew him. I would have thought you’d come to the funeral at the very least.”

“I was there.”

“What?”

“I was there. At the interment. I offered my condolences to your mother.”

She blinked, trying to find words, trying to speak past her shock. Bas was at her father’s funeral, and her mother had never told her? His absence was the one thing that had pissed her off more than anything else. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

He spread his hands. “I didn’t want to make a difficult day even more difficult for you. Besides, you were leaning pretty heavily on Cooper by then. I figured the last thing you’d want was for me to show up, but I owed your father my respect. He was a good man and he obviously loved you.”

He cupped her cheeks. “You have every right to be angry with me. You have every right to never forgive me. But I’m going to try to make things up to you, starting now. We’ll work together to get you back that title.”

She looked up at him, exhausted, bewildered, and turned on despite herself. Her body instinctively reacted to his as if they were chemically bonded. “Why? Why would you do all this for me? The training, staying here, the endorsement deal—you’re doing way more than you need to. So why?”

“Because of this.” His eyes glittered with intent as he stared down at her, mesmerizing her, making her breathless with anticipation and want. He cupped the back of her head in one large hand, then angled his mouth to cover hers.

Yes! Her body ignored the warnings in her brain, swaying into him as he kissed her with a thoroughness that curled her toes. This was what she remembered most about him, missed most about him. This hard man, this rough, tough brawler, who had the lips of an angel and the skill of a devil.

Thrusting her hands into the black silk of his hair, she allowed herself to fall into the sensual spell he wove, parting her lips and questing with her tongue. He sucked in a harsh breath then tangled his tongue with hers, dueling with her, plundering her mouth as she raided his. Splaying his hands across her ass, he dragged her closer, lifting her up to rock her hips against the hard rod of his arousal. God, she remembered that too. Remembered it with such potent clarity that she still mourned the loss of it.

She’d had lovers since Sebastian, but none of them could make her body sing the way he could. None of them came close. She realized then that she hadn’t wanted them to. If they had, then she would have had to settle. Like she’d almost settled for Roddy. Almost ignored her instinct to pay more attention to her lover-slash-manager and what he was doing to her career and her finances.

Just like that, her passion dried up. She pushed against Sebastian’s shoulders. He let her go, but he took his time doing it, the imprint of his ready body branding her senses.

They stood a foot apart, staring at each other, their breathing loud in the expansive room. Damn him for looking so damn good. Damn her for being weak enough to want him after he’d broken her heart. And damn Roddy for not being good enough to make her forget Bas and be happy with him.

“Damn you,” she seethed, breathing hard, her hands clenched in fists at her sides. “Damn you for making me want you again. For making me want you still.”

He laughed, no humor in the sound. “If you think you’re alone in feeling that way, your powers of observation aren’t worth shit.”

Her anger bubbled up again. “You expect me to believe that you want me for any reason other than I’m a convenient piece of ass?”

His cheeks flushed red. “Fuck, Rennie, you know damn well how I popped a hard one whenever you walked into the gym. We fucked every chance we got, even when we were so damn tired after training we couldn’t even move but we just had to be inside each other. You were never just a convenient piece of ass, and you sure as hell aren’t one now!”

“You really expect me to believe that? You dumped me with that lame excuse of not being good for each other or whatever the hell it was and after five years of no communication, you expect me to just jump back into bed with you like nothing happened?”

“I don’t expect anything, but I want everything.” He stomped closer to her, his expression set in harsh lines. “I want you, Renata. I want you under me in my bed, above me on this weight bench, beside me in the sauna. I want to know if you still taste as sweet as I remember, if you still whimper when I fill you, or if you’ll pull my hair like you used to do when I buried my face between those thighs. I want you every way I can have you. But not angry, not coerced. If we do this, it’ll be because you want it.”





CHAPTER FOUR

A week later, Renata had to question her sanity. Not about the training. That was going fine. Better than expected even. Sebastian focused completely on her training, pushing her body to its limits, knowing when she had more to give and when to back off. Already he’d erased old muscle memory with improved techniques. Even Duparte was impressed. She doubted she could have found a better trainer, and it made her wonder where her career would have been if she’d been able to train with him for the last five years.

Yeah, Sebastian was an excellent trainer, and he behaved as if that was all he’d ever been to her, as if he’d never had her naked beneath him, as if he’d never ripped her heart out.

She was the one having difficulty keeping her mind focused on her training. Her body remembered Sebastian all too well, and it was eager for a reunion. She remembered the sounds he made when he worked out, the sexy grunts and groans that reminded her of their sex. Remembered the intoxicating smells of sweat and focus and dedication, the smell of this particular man.

She wanted it, wanted it desperately. Wanted it so much she couldn’t hold onto her anger anymore. When he touched her now as he talked about how better to extend her reach, or working on her center or loosening her hips while concentrating on her core muscles, her nipples always pebbled and her breath shortened. She’d wait for his hand to glide up her arm to her shoulder, grasping the back of her neck to pull her close for a kiss. Or his hands would drop to her hips, dragging her back against all that hardness and the burning brand of his erection. Then he would spin her around, he would kiss her, and she would forget about everything but getting skin to skin as fast as possible.

If he noticed her reaction to their closeness or guessed at the thoughts in her head, he gave no sign. He didn’t even get hard—and she knew she would have noticed that.

“Renata?”

She blinked, startled to find Chris, Bas’s personal assistant, standing in front of her, his ever-present tablet in his hand and Bluetooth on his ear. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“I asked if you were ready to change for the photo shoot.”

“Change?” She looked down at her cherry-red sports bra and shorts. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

“This.” He reached out to tap the logo on the left leg of her shorts. “Hard Knocks has its own line of sportswear. We can’t have our new spokesperson photographed wearing a competitor.”

“Oh. Makes sense, I guess.” Changing wouldn’t be a hardship since she didn’t have any particular brand loyalty, instead choosing whatever made her comfortable for her high-intensity workouts. “Do you have anything in a size medium that I can wear?”

Chris smiled. “There’s a full wardrobe in your size in your sitting room. I had a range of colors and styles shipped in. You’ll be wearing HKA sportswear from here on. A few of the outfits are prototypes, so Mr. Delacroix will be very interested in your opinion.”

“Really.” She looked around for “Mr. Delacroix,” but there was no sign of him in the gym. Shortly after breakfast he’d disappeared into his office, leaving Chris to walk her through what she could expect from the shoot. She’d spent the last half hour doing light tests with the photographer and a videographer and discussing her general workout routine.

“Ms. Giordano,” the production assistant, called, “we’ll be ready for you in about fifteen minutes.”

“Okay, I just need to change. I’ll be right back.”

She headed down a flight to her bedroom, still reeling from the whirlwind changes in her life. Two weeks ago she thought she’d have to beg Duparte for help. Now she not only had her former lover and one of the best boxers in the business as her trainer and erstwhile manager, she also had a lucrative endorsement deal that, if she managed it carefully, would ensure she’d never have to worry about money again. She would have thought it an elaborate scheme on Sebastian’s part to get into her pants if it weren’t for the fact that, aside from that smoldering kiss the first day, Sebastian hadn’t made a single move to seduce her.

Not that he had to. She was doing a stand-up job of seducing herself.

Her mouth dropped open as she stepped into the sitting room that connected to her bedroom. Chris hadn’t lied when he said she had an entire workout wardrobe. Dozens of jackets, pants and shorts in varying lengths, a wide array of tops from full coverage to scandalous, all bearing the Hard Knocks Athletics logo. She had so much new gear she wouldn’t have to wear the same thing twice during her entire pre-fight prep.

She decided on a pair of high-cut compression shorts in black with bright blue piping. Looking more like a modest bikini bottom than a pair a shorts, they were the style she usually favored for working out because the compression material provided the support her muscles needed but still kept her cool. She picked out a blue cross-strapped sports bra in the same compression fabric, trying to tell herself she didn’t pick the color because it reminded her of Bas’s eyes.

After adding socks and a pair of lightweight training shoes, she surveyed herself in the full-length mirror. Though her body-fat percentage was low, she’d inherited her Puerto Rican mother’s ass and her Sicilian grandmother’s C cups. Both were impervious to diet and exercise but at least the compression material would offer extra support while making the most of her workouts and wicking the sweat away. Figuring that sex appeal sold products, she drew on some waterproof eyeliner and lip gloss, then pulled her hair up into her standard high ponytail. Feeling suitably prepared, Renata grabbed a couple of extra outfits then headed back to the upper level. She soon discovered just how unprepared she was.

On the edge of her consciousness she realized that the gym was crowded with more people and equipment than it had been when she’d left. The rest of her brain attempted to process the triple vision of masculinity standing before her.

Sebastian, gorgeous and powerful in a navy tailored suit, looking every inch the master of all he surveyed. She’d seen him in workout gear. She’d seen him dripping with sweat. She’d even seen him in all his male glory, deliciously nude. But something about a man in a suit flipped every woman’s switch. It sure flipped hers, and as needy as she felt, it wouldn’t take much to send her up in flames.

Beside him stood a tall, blond, sun god dressed in loose-fitting black shorts and a white tank emblazoned with the Hard Knocks logo and the words “Earn It.” He looked as if he needed a surfboard beneath his arm. The third man, dressed in a more somber version of Sebastian’s suit, had hair darker than Sebastian’s, midnight eyes, and a soulful glower perfect for a warrior-poet. Everyone gave them a wide berth, recognizing apex predators when they saw them.

Sebastian noticed her first. His eyes, God, how she’d missed that look in his eyes. His hungry, feral gaze slowly roamed over her from her ponytail to her face, then slower still as it dropped to her throat, chest, abs. Warmth blossomed between her legs as she felt his gaze on her thighs then down to her toes before slowly reversing course. By the time his eyes reached hers, she was sure he’d pictured her naked and spread for him.

“Renata.” A gravelly quality entered his voice as he stepped to her, placing a possessive hand on her lower back. He guided her toward the other two men, keeping his body between them. “This is Raphael Jerroult and Gabriel Devereaux, the other two-thirds of DJD Holdings. Gentlemen,” he said, putting soft emphasis on the word, “Renata Giordano, champion welterweight boxer and our new spokesperson.”

Gabriel Devereaux had intensity and edginess, and looked as if his nose had been broken more than once. Not that it detracted from his handsomeness. No, the broken nose kept the man from looking unfairly beautiful, leaving him at the too-gorgeous-for-words level. Raphael Jerroult was the golden angel, the Crescent City Casanova with the brilliant smile, and even when he loved them and left them, he left them smiling and sighing happily.

Neither man could compare to Sebastian in her opinion. Sebastian with his midnight hair and Nordic blue eyes that so many thought were as cold as his personality. She knew that iciness was a shield he’d put up as a young teen, a shield that allowed him to survive his father’s drunken rages. A shield that hid a smoldering will she was powerless against.

Raphael gave her a smile guaranteed to melt the panties off a nun as he took her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Giordano. Please call me Raphael. After all, any friend of Sebastian’s is a friend of mine.”

She sensed Bas tensing beside her, but chose to ignore him. Tried to, anyway. “Thank you, Raphael. And please, call me Renata.” She noticed the braided crimson bracelet around his left wrist. “Do you follow the Kabbalah or is that for a particular awareness cause?”

The smile fled his face as his free hand clamped down on his wrist, covering the woven band. “No. It’s for … remembrance.”

“Oh. Okay.” Sure that she’d committed some social faux pas, she gestured at his shorts. “I suppose you’re also participating in the photo shoot today?”

The grin returned. “Actually, I was the original focus for the shoot. Since I’m the prettiest of the bunch, they put me in the ads to pimp our products. Then Bas had one of his rare brilliant ideas to have you endorse the women’s line. I gotta say, you wear our logo well.”

“Thank you.” Heat stained her cheeks, heat that leveled up a notch as she felt Sebastian’s fingers stroke her bare spine, just a gentle touch to remind her that he was still there. As if she could forget with the way her body kept sending out little zings of electric awareness. She darted a glance up at him. His face was impassive but she could clearly see the tightness of his jaw. He wasn’t very happy with his partner’s flirting. Perhaps if he’d spent the past couple of nights focused on her body’s other needs, he wouldn’t have need to worry.

She turned to the other man, holding out her hand. “Hello.”

“Ms. Giordano.” His hand, large and warm, engulfed hers, giving her a clear look at his bruised knuckles.

“You still fight?” she blurted out.

“Yes, but mostly underground,” he said, as if a billionaire indulging in illegal cage fighting happened all the time. “It amuses me.”

Those space-dark eyes took her measure, daring her to object. Her instincts told her that getting on this man’s bad side would be a very bad idea. “Everyone needs an outlet.”

Gabriel nodded, then flicked a glance at Sebastian. “Good choice.”

He could have meant the endorsement deal or her being their next meal. No hint of warmth emanated from those fathomless dark eyes. Devereaux was definitely more warrior than poet. A billionaire who fought in underground cage matches for the fun of it was clearly no one to fuck around with.

As if sensing her unease, Sebastian’s hand splayed across her back as he subtly turned to place more of his body between her and the other two. “When Devereaux’s not busting balls in the cage, he closes our more difficult negotiations and handles most of our overseas production. Raphael’s the charmer of course, and takes on most of the public relations and charity work we do, as well as handling our nutritional and weight management products division.”

At his limit, Sebastian propelled Renata away from his partners before he did something rude, like bash in Raphael’s pretty face. Taking her to the last quiet corner of the gym, he spun her to face him. About to warn her off Raphael, he made the mistake of looking down at her chest and nearly bit his tongue off.

Fuck. Her nipples pressed defiantly at the lightweight fabric that was a sorry excuse for a top. At least for the general public to see her in. “Are you cold?”

“No. Why?”

Double-fuck. That meant she was aroused, as aroused as he was from the moment he’d seen her in her tight, tiny shorts and even tinier top. Gritting his teeth, he shot a pointed glance at her chest. “So that’s because of me?”

She blushed, and damned if that wasn’t hot. “Don’t flatter yourself!”

“It better not be because of Raphael. I’d hate to break the man’s jaw, friend or no.”

Her chin lifted, the golden highlights in her dark eyes flashing. “What about Gabriel?”

“He’s vicious enough in a fight to make me question the odds, but I have righteous anger on my side.” He stared down at her, trying to determine if she was serious or not. “Are you going to make me fight my friends, Renata?”

Her eyes widened. “No, of course not!”

“Then let’s see if we can find something other than my hands to cover your tits, okay? That would kinda ruin the shoot.” He steered her toward the production assistant, his voice dropping to a low growl. “No one sees your nipples but me.”

He hid a smile as she tripped then quickly righted herself. It felt pretty damned good to know that Renata wasn’t impervious to the heat between them. He’d had to wear cups for all their workouts in order to keep his erections concealed, and the damn things were beginning to chafe.

He’d given her a week. Seven days to prove how serious he took her training. Problem was, working out with Renata, watching her body stretch, flex, and tighten was as much an aphrodisiac as a platter of oysters. Some of their best sex had come after high-intensity workouts. She had to remember that, just as she had to know that her skimpier and skimpier clothing choices were driving him insane. He was done with waiting. Today was the day he’d officially reclaim Renata.

The production assistant started the prep work, and Bas realized his torture had just begun. They oiled her up to highlight the definition in her muscles. Then they misted her to simulate perspiration shining on her already glowing skin. Then, oh, God, then she warmed up, demonstrating just how flexible she was as she loosened her body with stretches that had all eyes focused on her. Both the photographer and videographer had a field day as she launched into her workout. Arched back on the medicine ball for sit-ups. On her hands and knees, feet crossed at the ankles as she went through push-ups. Jumping rope. Working the speed bag then the heavy bag, fake perspiration giving way to the real thing. She was beautiful.

He was doomed.

Raphael released a low whistle as he stepped closer. “So that’s Renata Giordano,” he said, a wide grin splitting his face that made Sebastian want to split his lip. “I can see why you want to train her and make her our spokesperson. She’s definitely a hottie. Good thing for you we already had this photo shoot scheduled or you would have had to throw even more money around.”

Sebastian clenched his jaw. He knew the other two would rib him over this; it was just the way they were. Didn’t mean he was handling it well, though. “I told you she’d be perfect. She’s right in the demographic we want to target.”

“There’s something you want to target, and it sure as hell ain’t her demographic,” Gabriel said.

“Oh it’s definitely her demographic,” Raphael drawled. “And the fact that she’s a fine piece of—”

“One more word,” Sebastian interrupted, his voice soft with warning. “One more disrespectful word and I will drop you.”

“So it’s like that, huh?”

“It’s always been like that,” Bas growled. “She’s mine.”

“Does she know that?”

“I’ll remind her the moment this shoot is over. In the meantime if you want to keep that pretty face of yours as it’s currently arranged, I suggest you back the fuck off.”

“I can’t back off. I’m supposed to be in the next set of shots with her.”

“Raphael …”

Laughing, Raphael raised his hands in surrender. “Peace, man. I’ve got plenty of options and I don’t have to try nearly as hard or pay as much to get in a woman’s panties.”

“That’s because none of the women you choose are worth it,” he shot back. “Renata’s worth it. She’s worth everything.”





CHAPTER FIVE

Renata stripped out of her third—or was it fourth—outfit of the day, then stepped into the gym’s steam shower, a beautiful contraption for two built of redwood with lots of bells and whistles. After rinsing off the day’s sweat, she managed to turn the controls to the steam setting then slouched onto one of the bench seats.

Willing herself to relax, she leaned her head back against the wooden slatted wall behind her, mindful of one of the ten spouts that ranged behind her. Her eyes slid closed as steam filled the compartment. Once Sebastian had showed her this indulgence, she knew she couldn’t stay anywhere else. The steam shower was a decadent luxury she used at the end of every workout.

Renata’s body tingled with frustration. The source of that frustration was somewhere below her, dealing with the production people and his partners. She’d been a fool to think that she’d be immune to him. Her fingers were numb from stroking herself to completion whenever she could, fantasizing that it was his fingers in her pussy, his touch plucking her nipples to stiffness. His voice whispering explicit promises in her ear, tempting her to throw away caution and do all the bad things that had been so good with him.

She shifted on the bench, one hand stroking her breasts, the other slipping down her belly to the juncture of her thighs. To the place that throbbed with want, the need to be filled. Bas, she thought, you really need to kick those people out and come up here and take care of me …

The shower door opened. She slitted her eyes to see the object of her fantasies stepping into the shower, the steam doing little to shield his nakedness or his arousal. “Don’t stop on my account,” he said as he reached up to the shelf. “I’m enjoying the view.”

She pulled her hand away. “Bas, I—”

“Don’t. Stop.”

Sebastian nearly bit his tongue at the sight of Renata fondling herself. He’d known she’d head for the steam shower after her workout as she did every time. It was time to act. Seven days of being a good boy had been six days too fucking long. Kicking everyone out had taken longer than he’d wanted, and he hadn’t given two fucks about the shit-eating smirks his partners had thrown at him. He’d just wanted to get back upstairs to Renata.

He clenched his fists, aching with the need to cup her, to drag her close, to slide his cock deep inside her. Everything in him fought against the need to pick her up, back her into the wall, and fuck her like the beast he was. Doing so would definitely ease the ache in his balls, but it would also ruin any chance he had for more.

So instead he made his way to the bench opposite hers. Conscious of her gaze through the swirling mist, he slouched as she did, acutely aware of the heaviness of his cock and the pain in his balls. He didn’t dare take himself in hand. Not when the sight of her had him so close to popping off.

“Touch yourself, Renata,” he ordered with a rasp. “Spread your thighs so I can see how gorgeous you are.”

She hesitated, eyes tightly closed. Even through the swirls of steam he could see her embarrassment, the tightening of her abdomen as if she prepared to escape. Like he’d let her leave them both unfulfilled. Not this time.

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, sweetheart,” he told her, keeping his voice pitched low, soothing her. “Not as beautiful as you are, not as beautiful as your pleasure is. Touch yourself for me.”

Her lips parted on a sigh of surrender, her hand once again sliding down to the thin strip of dark curls. As he watched, she circled her clit with two fingertips, once, twice.

“Just like that, sweetheart,” he encouraged her, pitching his voice low. “Looking at you is like looking at a work of art. All that golden skin glistening with drops of water, your cheeks flushed with pleasure, and your luscious breasts heaving with every breath you take.”

She shifted on the bench, her thighs falling open and giving him a perfect view of her slick heat. Damn him, but she looked so fucking hot that he wanted to grab her up and sink his cock so deep into her heat he’d be there forever. Instead he held back, the effort growing more difficult by the second. His cock hurt just looking at her. He needed her surrender, needed her to come to him willingly, needed her to make the conscious decision to choose him.

“Think about how it would feel for me to cup your breasts in my hands. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I can tell by how high and tight your nipples are. You want me to suck them into my mouth, don’t you? Want me to tease and lick and bite them.”

“Yes,” she whispered on a little moan that shot straight to his balls. He could almost feel her desire riding the steam, teasing him as he teased her. She wasn’t going to run, not anymore. The back of her head pressed against the wall, her arched back jutting her breasts out toward him as if she offered herself like a feast.

Need stabbed at him, short and sharp and deep. There wasn’t a minute in the last five years that he hadn’t wanted her. Even when he’d tried to lose his memories of her in other women, he hadn’t been successful. Now she was here, naked and wanting, and he’d be damned if he’d let her walk away this time.

“Love those sounds you make, baby,” he said, his voice thick. “Now I want to hear you make them while you ride my cock.”

Renata’s eyes snapped open, the bluntness of Sebastian’s words breaking through her hazy fantasy. He sat across from her, looking like some glistening fertility god, powerful and lusty and ready.

“I’ve waited a week, Renata,” he said, his voice stark as he wrapped a hand around the base of his cock. “A whole week with this damn pole between my legs no matter what I try to calm it down. Cold showers, jerking off—none of it eases the ache. Nothing can, except being inside you.”

She licked her lips, her mouth-watering at the sight of him. “You … I didn’t see you with an erection during our workouts. I would have noticed.”

“A cup, cutting off my damn circulation. But now … now I think it’s time to ramp up your workouts.”

His voice had that dangerously soft timbre that reminded her of late night post-coital bliss. She forced herself to swallow instead of drool. “Ramp up to what?”

“Something a bit more aerobic.”

“Aerobic?” Her gaze dropped to his hand as it slowly traveled the length of his erection, long strokes that made her want to drop to her knees in front of him and replace his hand with her mouth.

“Yes,” he said, and for a heartbeat Renata thought he’d read her mind. “A more vigorous aerobic exercise that ends with a deep, penetrating massage.”

“Ah … oh.” Renata’s breath caught in her throat even as heat spread through her at Bas’s low, seductive rumble.

“You remember, don’t you? The heights of pleasure, the sensation of being so thoroughly fucked it was a miracle you could walk the next day, let alone train.” Sky-blue eyes burned into hers. “I bet your body remembers. I bet you’re wetter now than you were a moment before, just remembering everything we did for each other. Tell me you’re ready to make new memories.”

Like there was any other choice? “I’m ready.”

He drew a deep breath. “There’s no turning back from here, Renata,” he warned her. “I want you and I’m going to keep on wanting you. Every chance I get.”

“Should make for some interesting training sessions then,” she murmured, her insides warming at the hungry look he gave her. The longer he looked at her, the heavier and fuller her breasts felt, painfully tight with the need to be touched.

He held out his hand. “Come here.”

She rose to her feet, slightly unsteady with the need to be skin to skin with him. He wrapped his fingers around her wrist, drawing her close, then took her fingers into the warmth of his mouth, sucking her juices. Her knees buckled, but he guided her down until she straddled his knees. Mere inches separated her from the perfection of his hardness, rising like a mast between them.

“Not yet, sweetness. Let me enjoy this moment of just touching you.” He reached out to cup her breasts, his thumbs brushing lightly over the distended peaks. “You’re perfect. Perfect and beautiful.”

The first electric touch of his hands, the rough pads of his fingertips sent a zap of pleasure straight to her core. She’d been sleepwalking through her life, and his touch awakened her. Just Bas’s hands on her, hands that knew brutality but now touched her with reverent gentleness, and she felt more alive, more present, than she had in years.

“Need to taste you,” he muttered, his voice raw and guttural. Sliding an arm around her waist, he arched her backward, then dropped his mouth to her left breast. She gasped as pleasure raced like a shock through her, every nerve ending coming alive. She whimpered with need, clutching at his wide shoulders in a futile effort to keep herself grounded. She was a fool for waiting. She’d missed days of this, days when she could have reveled in the passion that Bas gave her.

The powerful suckling changed to a short, sharp nip of teeth to her nipple. The resulting bolt of pleasure-pain arced right to her clit, throbbing in time with her heartbeat. She couldn’t hold back the gut-deep moan of desire.

“Yes,” he growled in approval, his fingers teasing and plucking her right nipple. “You like that, don’t you? Maybe I should tie you to my bed. No, tie you to that weight bench, spread wide for me, so I could do whatever I want, whatever I need.”

“Fuck,” she whispered, because she couldn’t say anything else. The thought of being helpless and exposed, bound for their mutual pleasure, made her breathless.

“That too,” he said against her breasts. “Definitely that.”

He switched that beautiful mouth to her right nipple, laving her with warm strokes of his tongue. “I want you hot and wet for me, Renata. I want you to need this as much as I do.”

She squirmed in his embrace, wanting to close the distance between them. She wanted this, desperately. It had been too long since she’d felt so passionate, so feminine. Only Bas could make her feel delicate, all the while reducing her to a bundle of sensation. “I do need it, Bas,” she whimpered. “I need you.”

“Not yet.” He straightened. “But you will.”

He lay siege to her mouth, lips and tongue demanding a response. Respond she did, thrusting her hands into his hair, opening for him, her tongue dueling his. She pressed as close to him as their bodies would allow, her nipples teased by the scattering of hair on his chest, her belly scorched by the hot hardness of his cock between them.

He pulled her closer, one large hand splayed between her shoulder blades. The other slid between their bodies, down, down—oh, yes, please—until he cupped her damp entrance.

Her breath caught as he pushed his blunt middle finger into her slit. “Good, you’re already wet. You’ll be able to take me with no problem.”

“I’ve been thinking about you all day,” she confessed, riding his hand. “About how good it felt to have you inside me.”

He gave her a dark smile, full of sensual intent. “You kept me waiting and gave me a serious case of blue balls. I should punish you for that, but I won’t.” He thrust two fingers deeper inside her. “Much.”

She moaned, clutching his shoulders as he fucked her with his fingers. “Can you punish me after you fuck me?”

“Definitely after.” His eyes glowed incandescent blue as he pulled his hand free, leaving her aching and empty. He reached for the glass shelf, then handed a foil packet to her. She slid backward then dropped to her knees, eyes level with his hardness. Her heart hammered in her chest as she stared at the decadent package that was Sebastian Delacroix. A perfect balance of strength and grace and masculinity, about to be hers.

“Renata.” He waited until she looked up. “You keep looking at me like that, it’s going to be hard to hold back.”

“It’s already hard,” she said, inching closer to him. Tension crept into the lines of his body as she gazed up at him then slowly reached out to wrap her fingers around his thickness. His nostrils flared just as she closed her fingers around him.

His eyes shuttered on a groan as she pumped him, his hands gripping the edge of the bench so tightly his knuckles whitened. The feel of him in her hand empowered her, made her want to drive him as wild as he’d made her. “Are you ready?”

“I’ve been ready since you walked into Hard Knocks. Ready for days.”

“I just need to make sure,” she purred, then licked the head of his cock. His head dropped back on a groan as she licked up the salty flavor of pre-come seeping from the head of his cock. She parted her lips to take more of him, happy with his answering rumble of pleasure. He reached out to grasp her head, his hold gentle but implacable as his hips shifted once, twice. Pumping his cock deeper into the warmth of her mouth.

“Christ, Rennie.” He pulled back with clear effort, his breathing haggard. “Your mouth is going to kill me. I don’t want pop off like a noob with his first woman.”

“Good.” She tore open the condom. “I have plans for you.”

“Thank God,” he breathed as she rolled the condom down his length. “Come here.”

He reached down, clamping his hands beneath her armpits and lifting her easily onto his lap. She immediately wrapped her arms around his neck and planted her feet on the floor. Even through the condom she could feel his heat and thickness sliding against her outer lips.

“Now, Bas,” she pleaded against his mouth. “I’ve been waiting for years. Don’t make me wait anymore.”

“No.” He palmed her ass with one hand, held the base of his cock with the other as he positioned her. “No more waiting.”

With her eyes focused on his, Renata lowered herself onto his cock. A long slow glide that she felt with every pounding beat of her heart. The relentless intrusion made her yearn to close her eyes to focus on the feel of him filling her, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. Instead they stared at each other, caught in the erotic moment of finally, truly reuniting after so long apart.

She sucked in a breath as she watched the pleasure glide over his features as he pushed himself deeper into her slick core, only letting it out when he’d buried himself to the root. She rested her forehead against his as their connection locked into place, the same overwhelming multiple-level linking that she’d felt when they’d first met, first had sex. The cell-deep awareness of him that felt like coming home.

“Renata.” Wrapping his arms tightly around her, he pulled her close and repeated her name on a groan as a shudder wracked his body. “Good God, you feel good.”

“So do you,” she breathed as her inner muscles flexed to accommodate him. “I’m ready for my workout, Mr. Delacroix.” Splaying her hands on his shoulders, she began to ride him, a smooth, steady rocking of her hips that slowly but surely drove her toward her peak.

“Ride me, baby,” he muttered against her lips as he matched her rhythm. “I don’t know how long I’m going to last.”

“There’s always the next round,” she told him, quickening her pace. She didn’t want him to hold back. An unrestrained Bas was the best lover she’d ever had. She wanted him to be as on fire for her as she was for him, just as wild, just as needy.

One of his hands slid down between them, his thumb unerringly finding the engorged bundle of nerves sitting atop her entrance. He stroked her, strong circular motions just the way she liked, guaranteed to send her up and over. His tongue slid against hers, passionate, sliding strokes that mirrored his thumb on her clit. Her hips jerked in an erratic motion as pleasure spiraled higher, tighter, until she broke. She came on a long rough groan, grinding down on him as he devoured her mouth.

With a soft curse he pulled her off him. He stood, set her on her feet, then turned her around. “Hands on the wall. Now.”

She immediately complied, pressing her hands to the wall, still wanting, still needing. He slapped at the control panel, changing the steam bath to a multi-jet shower. A shuddering groan broke from her as the spray danced over their sweat-drenched skin from multiple directions, massaging her body from throat to thighs. One jet in particular pulsed directly on her throbbing clit. Her knees almost buckled again as sensations assaulted her. “Oh, God. Bas.”

“I’ve got you.” Settling his big hands on her hips, he entered her from behind, ramming into her core with single-minded intensity that almost lifted her off her feet but allowed the stream of water to caress her clit like stroking fingers. This was fucking, and now that she’d taken the edge off, it was exactly what she needed, surrendering to pleasure, surrendering to Bas. Letting go of everything but the passion bombarding her body.

She pushed back against him as he drove into her, the slapping of their bodies muted by the splashing water. But she could hear Sebastian, hear his sinful praises and promises ramping up her desire again. Caught between his thrusts and the sensual play of water, she could only give in to the passion, let it take her wherever he wanted. When he shifted, rolling his hips, her whimpers became mewls of pleasure. All too soon she could feel it, feel her orgasm building, approaching with all the force and power of a freight train. “Bas,” she gasped. “I’m almost—”

“Let go, baby,” he urged, his voice ragged, his hips thudding into hers. “Come with me.”

She threw back her head on a guttural wail as the orgasm ripped her apart, leaving her in tatters. She dimly heard his answering shout as he stiffened against her and came, his cock pulsing deep inside her.





CHAPTER SIX

Renata slipped into the bubble-filled tub. It was a hard choice between the decadence of the soaking tub and the multidirectional heads of the shower, but the sweet soreness in her muscles and between her thighs made the choice for her.

Sighing, she settled deeper into the steaming water, the heated waves from the jets soothing her humming, over-pleasured body. She’d lost count of how many times they’d had sex in the past month, but it seemed to happen morning, noon, and night. Even her monthly cycle, light as it was thanks to training and regulation through birth control pills, wasn’t much of a deterrent for either of them. She needed to invest in some of those Hard Knocks supplements if she intended to keep up with him and her own voracious desire.

That desire threatened to lead her into dangerous waters, waters she couldn’t afford to tread. It was all too easy to slip into the mind-set she’d had five years ago, the foolish dreams of having a future that included Bas. Back then, their passion had burned just as hot, just as intense—and then for Bas, had burned out.

A quick shot of remembered pain cleared romantic notions from her head. No, she couldn’t fantasize about a future with Bas. That would only screw up the present. She needed to enjoy what was happening now, while it was happening, and not let anything derail her plans. It was the only way she’d be able to cope when her time with Bas ended.

“Morning.”

She turned to the doorway at Sebastian’s low greeting. He leaned against the doorjamb dressed in a black robe, his hair wet and slicked back, his jaw free of stubble and a soft smile curving his lips. Need pulled at her anew. “Morning yourself.”

“You left before I got to show you my surprise.”

“I’m still recovering from the last one.” She sank lower in the tub. “I doubt there’s anything better than this.”

“Not even coffee?” He pushed off the doorjamb, and that’s when she noticed two mugs in his hand. “There’s a wet bar in the dressing area between the two master closets. Complete with a coffeemaker. But if you’d rather I leave …”

“Ooh.” She made grabby hands. “Give me that.”

Chuckling, he crossed the room and handed her one of the mugs. Café au lait. She took an experimental sip. “Mmm,” she moaned, her eyes sliding closed. “Just the way I like it. Bonus points for you. A girl could certainly get used to this.”

“A guy could too.”

Her eyes popped open as she felt the water shift, giving her a glorious glimpse of a naked and aroused Bas slipping into the tub. She held her coffee aloft as he arranged himself behind her, pulling her back against his chest. “I thought you’d already taken a shower.”

“I did. And now I’m enjoying you enjoying your coffee.” His hands settled on her shoulders and he began a gentle massage, his thumbs stroking up her neck to the base of her skull, relieving the headache she didn’t realize she had.

“Hmm. And I’m enjoying you enjoying me enjoying my coffee.”

“Your ad campaign officially broke yesterday, and we’ve got tons of hits on the Web site and our YouTube channel,” he informed her. “Your phone will probably blow up today. If you want, you can forward your calls to Chris and let our PR team handle your interview requests.”

“I can handle a handful of interviews, Bas.” She snorted. “I mean, there wasn’t much noise when the press release went out. How bad could it be that I’d need your PR team?”

“You broke with your former trainer and fiancé. In a matter of weeks, you land a championship title match, and now you have an extremely lucrative endorsement deal and a former heavyweight champion as a trainer.”

“Oh.” She sighed. “I guess there’ll be a bunch of people curious about how that all went down.”

“Even more curious if they knew about our history.”

“Damn.” The coffee roiled in her stomach. “Yeah, I think I’ll turn everything over to Chris. I really just want to focus on my training, not the song and dance that goes with the championship. At least not until we have to go to Vegas.”

“All right. I’ll let Chris know.” He dropped a kiss to her forehead. “I have to go into the office for a little while today. I’ll probably be out until noon at least. If I could deal with it from here, I would.”

“That’s okay, Bas. I don’t expect you to spend all your time with me.”

“I enjoy spending time with you.”

“Same here,” she said, glad he couldn’t see the lopsided grin that spread across her face. “But we’re not joined at the hip.”

He shifted behind her, the thickness of his erection sliding along the crease of her buttocks. “Maybe we’re not joined at the hip,” he murmured into her ear, “but we can be joined in other ways.”

“Bas!” She laughed. “I’m a fan of making up for lost time, but parts of me need a break. Besides, I know you have a company to run and probably multi-jajillion-dollar decisions to make with Raphael and Gabriel. I’ve got things to do too.”

“Glad one of us is being the responsible one.” He continued the delightful massage, his fingers strong and sure as they kneaded her spine. “What sort of things, if I may ask?”

“I’m meeting with the board of the Girls Up Foundation. It’s a nonprofit focused on helping girls from all walks of life achieve their athletic and academic dreams. I’d heard some good things about them, and I’m hoping to do some work for them, especially if I win the title.”

“When, not if.” He trailed his hands down her arms, sending shivers through her. “Sounds like a great cause to lend your name to. If they ask you for donations, I happen to know a guy who could be convinced to contribute.”

She laughed softly. “What if they want you for a bachelor auction or something like that?”

“I’d do it, but only if you were bidding.” His fingertips gently glided up her sides, leaving chills despite the temperature of the water. “No matter who won, you’re the only one I intend to go home with.”

“Bas.” Her head fell back against his shoulder as he cupped her breasts. Want pooled low in her belly as his thumbs stroked her nipples to tightly sensitive points. Soreness fled as her body hummed with need, pressing back against him.

His lips grazed the side of her neck, below her ear. “Renata,” he whispered, his voice low and gravelly. “Why can’t I get enough of you? I try to step away from you, I try to give you space, and I get pulled back. I see you smile, hear you sigh, and I come running, hot and ready and wanting.”

His hands slid down the flat planes of her stomach to the crisp strip of hair between her thighs. Floating on a haze of desire, she parted her legs for him, needing the relief his questing fingers could provide.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me when you respond like this?”

She pushed back against him again, moaning. “Do you have any idea what you do to me to make me respond like this?”

The first stroke of his fingers on her wanting flesh had her burrowing back against his chest, wanting as much contact as possible. Fatigue and soreness fell away as pleasure flooded her bloodstream.

“Kiss me,” she moaned, craning her neck. His free hand cupped her jaw as their mouths met. That hot mouth crushed hers in a kiss that revealed the hunger that always simmered between them, making her dizzy, desperate, demanding.

Growling, he lifted her just enough to slide his cock between her thighs, the thick length sliding along her outer lips as his fingers continued to tease her. She groaned again as his free hand rose to her left breast, fingers plucking her nipple to painful awareness and creating an answering zing of pleasure below.

“All that fire,” he breathed against her throat. “All for me. All mine.”

She couldn’t deny his words even if she’d wanted to. Her body knew the truth. She’d been his from their first shared orgasm, his since their first kiss. She’d been his from the moment their eyes had met her first day at the gym. “Bas …”

Water sloshed as he pushed against her, the motion bumping the head of his cock against the bottom of her clit. Bas had reach in more than his right hook. She moaned, arching her back and grinding down on him and those decadent fingers. She was on her way to gone, but not so far that she was able to suppress the whimper when he thrust two fingers inside her.

He stilled. “Renata?”

Her cheeks flamed with heat that had nothing to do with passion. “I … I have some tenderness there.”

She nearly whimpered again when he pulled his fingers away. “Why didn’t you tell me? If I’d known I wouldn’t be sitting here pawing at you like a beast with no self-control.”

“Because I was afraid you’d stop, and I don’t want you to.”

Stop he did, his arms going around her waist. “With you, I forget myself.” He rested his forehead against the back of her neck. “I know you’re strong, and I know exactly how tough you are. When I’m with you, I’ve always been able to drop my guard and not worry about being too forceful or too strong, not worry that I’m hurting you. But I did.”

The remorse in his voice cut her to the quick. Sebastian was a big man, with all of the strength and power befitting his size. One didn’t become a heavyweight boxing champion without being a force to be reckoned with. She also knew he was afraid he’d inherited his father’s violent tendencies toward those weaker than himself, and he went to great pains to avoid any hint of it.

“Bas.” She gathered his hands, pressing kisses to his fingertips. “How are you supposed to know I’m hurting if I don’t tell you?”

He was silent a moment. “I should know when you’re hurting,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I should know when I hurt you.”

A wealth of meaning in those few words had her throat tightening with sudden tears. She captured his hand in hers and guided it back down to the juncture of her thighs. “Please don’t stop, Bas. It always feels good when you touch me.”

He pressed a button, stopping the bubbles swirling through the water. “Then let me touch you my way.”

He grabbed her vanilla-scented soap then lathered his hands. Just as before, he massaged her skin, his touch gentle but sure as they moved in soothing circles. Renata relaxed under his ministrations, her passion easing into something far more tenuous, far more dangerous. Still, she reveled in it, starved for the simple pleasure of being cared for. Sebastian made her feel treasured, precious. Made her feel more than wanted, more than needed. Made her feel as if he loved her.

Stop thinking, she admonished herself. Just enjoy the feelings while you can.

She did, surrendering to Sebastian’s ministrations, discovering a gentleness to him she doubted he even realized he had. Hazy, intoxicated by sensation, she stood docile while he dried her with a warmed towel. He repeated the process on himself, then gathered her in his arms. With long, purposeful strides, he walked into the bedroom she hadn’t slept in for weeks.

When he placed her so very carefully on the bed then drew away, she reached out for him. “You’re not leaving?”

He hesitated, then smiled down at her. “It’s early yet. I suppose I can stay a while.”

He stretched out beside her, blue eyes considering and considerate. Reaching out, he cupped her cheek, a light press of his skin against hers. He seemed subdued, cautious, and so unlike the Sebastian she knew she wondered if something was wrong.

“Your touch won’t break me,” she told him truthfully, ignoring the cramp of fear in her belly. She worried more about her emotions getting the better of her, leading to a heartbreak she wasn’t sure she could recover from.

“Renata.” He kissed her, a soft press of his lips as if tasting her, testing her. She opened for him as he dragged his tongue over her lips, licking at her mouth, coercing mewling sounds from her.

When she thrust her hands into his hair to pull him closer, he stopped. He pulled her hands up until her fingers connected with the wrought-iron headboard. “Hold on,” he ordered. “If you let go, I’ll stop.”

It was the best threat he could have made at that moment. She wrapped her fingers around the cool metal. “Kiss me.”

He’d do that and more. “No more talking, and no letting go.” Sebastian gave her his most wicked grin, rewarded by a delicate shiver sweeping her body. “Good things come to those who wait, and especially those who obey.”

She opened her mouth to make a snarky reply, but one raised eyebrow from him stopped her revolt. “Good girl,” he crooned. “Now, where was I?”

Taking his time, Sebastian kissed his way down her throat, savoring her. Worshipping her. Apologizing with each breath, each kiss, each stroke. His need for Renata consumed him, a living, breathing thing that had yet to be satisfied. He doubted it ever would. He was completely and utterly addicted to her moans, her cries of passion, the way her pussy gripped him when she came.

He needed inside her every day, several times a day. The fact that he’d caused her even a hint of pain sliced through him. It didn’t matter that she’d been just as enthusiastic as he’d been, he’d vowed that he’d never hurt her again. He had to prove that he could be gentle with her. Prove it to her and to himself.

With each press of his lips, glide of his tongue, and nip of his teeth he laid claim to her body. Her hands tightened on the bars as he palmed her breasts, the rough pads of his fingertips teasing her nipples to full wakefulness. Her deep groan of pleasure as he suckled the distended peak into the warmth of his mouth was sweet music to his ears.

He released her nipple with a wet, sucking plop and stared up at her face, her cheeks flushed with passion. She bit her lip, fighting to keep her reactions contained, but he knew firsthand that she’d always been vocal with her desire. A chuckle rumbled from his throat. “I don’t expect you to hold back your pleasure, sweetness. I love the sounds you make. But no snappy comebacks and no letting go. All right?”

She nodded quickly, her legs restless, her thighs quivering where she cradled him. He turned his attention to her other breast, teasing the nipple with teeth and tongue. So conscious of his big body between her thighs, the heat he generated, the want that coursed through her. She didn’t give a damn that she’d been sore before. She wanted him. She needed him.

He continued his leisurely journey, kissing his way down her rib cage and the flat planes of her abdomen. Tensing with anticipation, she held her breath as he gently parted her folds.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured. “It’s like you burn for me the way I burn for you.”

She whimpered, lifting her hips in non-vocal demand. Holding her breath, her body tense with anticipation, she waited for the first brush of his mouth against her aroused flesh.

She didn’t have to wait long. Her body arched off the bed at the first warm slide of his tongue over her clit. Gentle forays over and into her folds, simultaneously soothing her and firing her passion. Her arms trembled with the effort to maintain her grip on the headboard as his sensual ministrations ramped her higher and higher. Desperate for release, she lifted her hips to his questing tongue, his name wanting to burst from her lips.

A shuddering groan swept through him, then his hands slipped beneath her buttocks, lifting her so that he could feast on her. She cried out at the sensual assault, buffeted by electric sensations as he alternated sucking her clit with tonguing her slit. She wanted to hold on, wanted to make the pleasure last longer but Bas was a relentless expert, pushing her up, up, up the peak then shoving her over.

She broke, his name tearing from her throat on a groaning cry as her body shattered with orgasm. She didn’t come back to herself until she felt him prying her hands free of the wrought-iron headboard.

He massaged her hands, his expression at once stern and tender. “Are you all right?”

She smiled up at him, feeling punch-drunk. “Yeah, but I know how you can make ‘all right’ even better.”

He dropped kisses into the center of her palms. “You need to rest.”

“Please, Bas,” she begged, need making her desperate. “I don’t need rest, I just need you.”

A better man would have walked away, let her recover. He’d stopped being a better man when he’d walked away from her the first time. How the hell could he refuse her? How the hell could he ever walk away from her again when she held his heart and his balls in her hands?

Rising to his knees, Sebastian reached across her to open the nightstand and grab a condom. With quick, efficient movements he sheathed himself then covered her. “You have me, Renata,” he told her. “You always have.”

He fit himself to her opening then entered her with a long, slow glide that took every bit of his control. In, in, in, then he lowered himself onto his forearms until they were fused chest to toes. Tilting his head, he kissed her, a melding of lips and tongue he echoed with slow rolls of his hips.

She moaned into his mouth and he drank it in, her taste, heat, and scent invading every part of him, once again laying claim. He made love to her as thoroughly and gently as he knew how, possessing every inch of her. Wanting to possess her just as thoroughly as she possessed him. Wanting her to want him as much as he wanted her. Wanting her to want forever.

He clasped her hands above her head, keeping them fused together head to toe, keeping his gaze locked to hers. He saw the passion in her eyes and the glimmer of more, knowing he’d put it there. Saw the moment it became too much, when she let orgasm take her. Only then did he let go, let the sweet heat of her rippling body sweep him up and catapult him headlong into ecstasy.

No, there was no way that he’d ever let Renata go. He just had to find a way to convince her that she belonged to him, with him, and he’d never leave again.





CHAPTER SEVEN

“Thanks for meeting with me today, Ms. Lovelace,” Renata told the stunning redhead who owned Choux, the upscale restaurant they’d met in.

“First of all, call me Macy.” The woman, who sported bright green eyes and looked to be close to Renata’s age, gave her a generous grin. “And second of all, are you kidding me? The Girls Up Foundation is ecstatic to have you on board.” She paused. “We do have you on board, don’t we? If not, I can reply you with more bourbon-laced praline pie.”

Renata, full from lunch and the possibilities of working with the charity, smiled back at the ebullient woman. “Absolutely. I’m really looking forward to being part of the foundation.”

“You’re perfect for helping us expand our active living outreach. Your story is so inspiring. A female boxing champion?” Macy shook her head. “The girls will eat it up.”

“Well, I don’t do it alone,” Renata said modestly as they headed for the entrance. “And that’s part of the story I’d share. Even with an individual sport like boxing, you need a team. I’m hoping that my team will be willing to donate.”

“Oh really?” Macy turned to her with electric eagerness. “Who’s your team?”

“I’m training with Sebastian Delacroix and endorsing the Hard Knocks line of ladies’ athletic gear. I think anything I do with the foundation will be a good fit for them.”

“Sebastian Delacroix?” A strange expression crossed Macy’s features, surprise and a good deal of trepidation. “You’re training with the Bourbon Street Brawler? I thought he was on the West Coast.”

“He lives here now.” Renata frowned. “Do you know him?”

“Know of him, but who doesn’t? He and his friends are the most eligible bachelors this city’s ever had. I don’t know any women who don’t want a piece of them.” Macy raised a brow. “Your name’s going to be a curse on everyone’s lips when the word gets out that you’re seeing him.”

“We’re not seeing each other,” Renata protested. “Not really. We kinda have a history. And a present. Hell, it’s complicated, is what it is.” Heat stained Renata’s cheeks. “I can’t believe I’m saying all of this to you.”

“Hey, we’re friends now, we’re supposed to dish to each other. Besides, I know all about having a history with a guy like Delacroix. No, not with him,” Macy hurriedly added. “Another athlete, all intensity and focus and testosterone. When it’s turned on you …” She shuddered.

“Yeah,” Renata agreed. “That.”

She could still feel the effects of her morning with Sebastian, both physically and emotionally. The tenderness had surprised her. The care and concern had drilled through the last of her defenses, causing her heart to surrender. In that soft dawn interlude, her love for Sebastian had reignited, burning brighter and hotter than it had before.

She’d thought he was going to tell her that he loved her and ask her to stay with him after the Vegas bout. Their early morning connection had been that deep, that earth-shattering. He’d taken her body with such gentleness she could almost feel love pouring off him and into her. The worship in his eyes, the way he’d held her gaze as he’d entered her repeatedly, she’d believed to her marrow that he was truly making love to her.

She shook her head. Maybe that was just wishful thinking on her part. When they’d come down from the orgasmic high, the intensity had receded, leaving room for the doubts to come back. Damn doubts, they intruded every time she was apart from Sebastian. Doubts all the more painful for how much she loved Sebastian, knowing he didn’t feel the same way.

They were on a timer and it was rapidly running down. She knew it. They were working toward the goal of getting her the championship. In a couple of weeks they’d have to shift to Vegas and deal with the interviews, the pomp and hype leading up to the match. When that was done, when the belt was won or lost, it would be over. She’d have no reason to return to that beautiful Audubon Place mansion. No reason to see Sebastian again.

She couldn’t swallow the whimper of pain at the idea. Macy noticed. “Are you all right, Renata?”

Renata pasted on a smile. “Yes, thanks. Just thinking about all the things I have to do before my fight. And what I can do for the foundation in the meantime.”

“Of course. If there’s any way you can document your training and your mental approach to it, I think it will be helpful—holy hell.” She stopped abruptly, causing Renata to bump into her. “It’s him.”

Renata looked over Macy’s shoulder. There at the curb, leaning against a cobalt-blue 1965 Shelby Daytona Cobra Coupe, sharp as a blade in his navy suit, stood Sebastian. People had stopped to stare at him and the rare car, smartphones clicking away, but he paid them no heed. Like a boulder in a stream, he was an unmovable force. You either went around him or resigned yourself to breaking against his will.

He looked up from his phone and smiled at her, a slow smile of pleasure, secrets, and promises. She felt the change in her body as his attention rolled over her—the rush of endorphins, the sharpening of her senses, the tingle in her extremities as if his gaze had the weight of his touch. “Sebastian,” she murmured, needing the feel of his name on her tongue.

“Good God, that man is lethal,” Macy breathed. “How do you do it?”

“I don’t know,” she answered as he pushed off the car and approached them.

“Hello, ladies.” He nodded at Macy, then his sky-blue gaze returned to Renata. “I happened to be in the neighborhood, and thought you could use a lift.”

“Sure you did.” She turned to Macy. “Macy, this is Sebastian Delacroix. Sebastian, this is Macy Lovelace, owner of this restaurant, head of the Girls Up Foundation, and my new best friend.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” He slid an arm around Renata’s waist, and she tried to suppress the thrill of being publicly claimed by him. “If there’s anything my company can do to help, we’re quite happy to partner with Ms. Giordano to make it happen.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” Macy turned back to Renata. “I’ll call you later, new best friend. We’ve got a lot to talk about.” With a wink and a wave, Macy returned to the restaurant.

“New best friend?” Sebastian remarked as he guided her to the low-slung car.

Renata leaned her head against Sebastian’s shoulder for a moment. “She is. I’m going to enjoy working on the foundation with her, and having a BFF.” She stopped in front of the car. “This is what you tool about town in?”

“Only when I want to impress a beautiful woman,” Bas said as he handed her into the coupe.

She waited until he got in to retort. “Right. I’m surprised you don’t have one of those flashy million-dollar imports.”

“I always had a thing about classic American cars. There were only six of these made. It’s worth more than I’m comfortable admitting to you but I smile every time I drive it.”

“I can see why. Bet it’s great on the open road.”

He grinned. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

He maneuvered the car into traffic and soon enough they’d made their way to the interstate westbound to Kenner. She watched him drive, enjoying the capable way he shifted gears, remembering all too well how he’d handled her body with those same expert hands.

“If you don’t stop looking at me like that, I’m going to have to pull over.”

“And that’s a problem, why?”

He cut her a glance. “While I’d like nothing better than seeing you spread naked on the hood of my Shelby, that’s not the way I prefer to end up on TMZ. Or in jail. It would be worth it, though.”

She lightly punched his arm as he pretended to slow down. “How did your meetings go?”

“Good. Our international division had a minor hiccup but we smoothed it over. Gabriel doesn’t have to head overseas but he will anyway.” He frowned. “There are some underground tournaments over there that are a little more … unrestrained.”

She could hear the concern in Sebastian’s voice and didn’t blame him for his worry. She knew the clandestine fights could get truly vicious. “He’ll be all right.”

“If I wasn’t sure of that, Raphael and I would strap him down and lock him up.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “We’re all expected over at Duparte’s house for Sunday dinner next week when Gabriel gets back. Duparte likes to make sure we’re all still more or less together every once in a while. It’ll be a way for the company to formally celebrate our new headquarters and the success of your endorsement deal.”

She snorted. “We just started. I don’t think you can call it a success yet.”

“Don’t underestimate the power of the Internet. You’re trending on social media sites.”

She groaned, remembering what Macy had said regarding her involvement with Bas. “Good or bad?”

“Mostly positive. Chris has several interview requests for you already and not just from sports outlets. The fight promoter is ecstatic. I’m guessing it’s going to be a circus by the time we get to Vegas.”

“I suppose that’s part of being linked to a billionaire bad boy player.”

“I’m not a player,” he said, tacitly agreeing with everything else. “You know I’ll do my best to shield you from the worst of it, but the gossip magazines like getting into my business—which means they’ll get into yours. They also have no problem with making things up from ‘reliable sources.’ Do you think you can handle it?”

She had nothing to hide, but she hadn’t considered what being with Bas would truly entail. He was her Bas, but he was also Sebastian Delacroix, a young billionaire bachelor who had the added bonus of being jaw-droppingly gorgeous. Of course he and his equally rich and single friends would be on everyone’s radar.

She managed a weak smile. “Hey, all I have to do is make it to Vegas, right? Once the fight’s done, this will all be over and I’ll get my quiet life back.”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment, but she noticed his grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Yeah,” he finally said, his voice flat. “They’ll find someone else to hound soon enough.”

Renata turned to look out the window. She’d obviously said the wrong thing, but it was the truth. There wasn’t anything beyond the end of the fight. Win or lose, once the bout ended, her deal with Sebastian was done and her time with him would be over. She had to remind herself of that. All she had right now was the next few weeks. She’d enjoy them while she could but when the time came, she’d walk away.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Arnand Duparte lived in the Garden District, a neighborhood of lovely old homes lush with history and landscaping. Sebastian eased his car into the cobbled drive, careful not to bump the other two sports cars already there, one low slung and black, the other a flashy cherry red. She had no idea what they were, which meant they were probably incredibly expensive.

“Boys and their toys,” she murmured as Sebastian came around to help her out of his own low-slung pricey hunk of machinery. “I take it the other Lost Boys are already here, or is Duparte trying to reclaim his youth?”

Sebastian grinned. “Duparte’s an Aston Martin kind of guy. And you already know I go for the classics.”

She arched a brow at him. “You don’t expect me to believe that you only have one car.”

“I only have one car. Here.”

Renata shook her head in mock resignation. “I obviously should have had Duparte manage my money for me.”

“Well, now you’re in my hands,” he told her, resting one of them at the small of her back as he guided her to the front door. “I’m confident enough to think you’d prefer my hands to old man Duparte’s.”

“He’s not that old,” she felt compelled to point out. “And he’s got great hands.”

“Then I guess I’d better improve my hold.” His hand slipped down to cup her ass. “After all, practice makes perfect.”

“Bas!” She slapped at his hand. “What am I going to do with you?”

Wickedness sharpened his grin. “All sorts of sinful things, I hope.”

The front door opened, saving her from further comment. The housekeeper greeted them warmly then led them into the parlor where Duparte and the other Lost Boys were already enjoying a before-dinner whiskey.

“Ah, here they are at last.” Duparte’s smile was wide as he came to meet them. He gathered Renata’s hands in both of his, then pressed kisses to each of her cheeks. “Renata, it’s good to see you again. I trust that Sebastian isn’t working you too hard?”

“No, sir,” she answered.

“She’s the one doing the pushing, not me,” Sebastian said, shaking Duparte’s hand. “We’ve got just over a month to go. She needs to pace herself.”

“She looks to be in fine fighting form to me.” Raphael Jerroult rose from one of the club chairs, giving her a dazzling smile. He took her hand then leaned over it, pressing a long kiss to the back. “Mighty fine fighting form.”

She blushed despite herself. She knew Raphael Jerroult was a player to the extreme, and had never met a woman he didn’t like, but that didn’t mean she was immune to his charms. “Thank you.”

Sebastian growled like an alpha male marking his territory. “Think you can let go now? She’s going to need to use that hand to eat, you know.”

Raphael straightened, giving her a wink. He didn’t release her hand though. “That sunny disposition must be a real motivator for training. Keep it up, Delacroix, and you’ll take the Mr. Sunshine title from the Bayou Beast here.”

Jerroult guided her over to Gabriel, who rose like an approaching thunderstorm. The Bayou Beast moniker suited the large man. He looked as if he’d been in a fight or two since she’d last seen him. Sebastian was good with his fists, Jerroult was too, but Gabriel Devereaux was a master in the cage. He didn’t just win his cage matches, he dominated. Rumor had it there were some fighters who refused to face off with him. He simply had that level of viciousness.

The taciturn man gave her a nod. “Hello, Renata.”

She smiled at him. “Hi, Gabriel. It’s good to see you again.”

She turned to Duparte. “Mr. Duparte,” she said to the older man, “Sebastian told me that you put on a mighty fine spread.”

“That I do. Though we always have our traditional dishes, I make sure to keep in mind that someone at my table is always in training. You’ll have no need to feel guilty for indulging yourself. What would you like to drink?”

“I’m not much of a drinker, but if you have some tea or lemonade, I’d be thankful.” She didn’t drink during training, and since Sebastian didn’t drink for obvious reasons, she usually didn’t imbibe around him.

“I believe we have both. Sebastian, the ginger ale’s in the wet bar. Renata, if you’ll come with me?” He offered her his arm.

She took it, then turned to the other men. “You should all take lessons from him. This is charming in full effect.”

Jerroult frowned. “Hey, old man, you said you taught us everything you know.”

“About fighting, yes.” Duparte winked at her. “I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.” He turned to Renata. “Shall we?”

“Thank you.” Renata allowed Duparte to guide her out of the parlor and into the spacious kitchen, where a friendly older woman prepared a variety of delicious-smelling dishes. “We’ll be ready in about fifteen minutes, sir.”

“Thanks, Anne.” At Duparte’s urging Renata slipped onto one of the bar stools at the center island then sighed.

Armand chuckled as he headed for a cabinet. “Better?”

“I can breathe again, so yes. Are they always like that?”

“They’re always testing to see which one is the top dog,” Armand explained as he took a glass over to the built-in french-door fridge. “It’s pure fun for them. Keeps them on their toes. But if any one of them needed the other two, there’s no question that they’d stand together. For a while, they only had each other.”

“But I thought Bas had his mom. She bought him his membership to your gym, right?”

Armand placed a glass of lemonade in front of her. “Their relationship was strained at that point. He was spending his time in every kind of backyard and underground fight he could. He wanted money to take care of his mother, and she thought he was trying to channel the rage he’d inherited from his father. Along with his looks.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for Sebastian’s mother, surviving an abusive husband, protecting her son until he became the protector—a protector who was the spitting image of her abuser. “But they’re good now, right?”

“They seem to be. All the boys are better now than they were when they first came to Hard Knocks, but even they would tell you they’re still works in progress. Why don’t we get out of Anne’s hair and I’ll give you a tour?”

They made a slow meander of the first floor, then stepped out a side door to a beautiful courtyard. “So tell me, how are things going with you and Sebastian?”

Though Armand’s voice was casual, Renata wasn’t sure whether the older man meant the training or the nonexistent relationship. Deciding discretion was best at the moment, she went with the safest topic of conversation.

“Better than I imagined,” she finally said. “Sebastian’s a good trainer and I’m now a Hard Knocks girl for life. I’m in the best shape ever.”

Armand gave her a long, measuring look, but what he was looking for, Renata didn’t know and he probably didn’t find. “Sebastian’s a good man, very dedicated to whatever he sets his mind to. You could do worse than have him as your trainer and manager.”

“I realize that,” she said softly. Then because she couldn’t keep it contained, she added, “I know exactly how dedicated he is. After all, he wouldn’t be where he is today without that focus on his career. And neither would I.”

She had to remember that. Helping her train for and win the belt benefited them both. Professionally, life was great. Personally, uncertainty gnawed at her. She and Bas had fantastic sex, but she needed more than that. Especially now.

“Renata?”

She jumped at Duparte’s soft query, then pasted on a smile. “We should return to the guys. Somebody’s probably got someone in a headlock and they need you to referee.”

Dinner was a delicious arrangement that would put any four-star restaurant on notice. Renata gave in to temptation and allowed herself to indulge in a couple of traditional New Orleans dishes that she knew she’d have to work extra hard to work off later, but it was so worth it.

“I want to hug Anne, that meal was so good,” Renata said with a contented sigh. “If I hadn’t already decided to stay in New Orleans, this food would definitely convince me.”

All four men turned toward her. “You’re staying?” Bas asked, his voice soft.

Raphael interrupted with a delighted laugh before she could reply. “So the Bourbon Street Brawler convinced you to stay already? Congrats man—that’s some quick work.”

Renata glanced from one man to the next, noting the knowing look on Raphael’s face and Bas’s tightening features. “Bas didn’t have anything to do with my decision.” He hadn’t asked her to stay with him, anyway. He hadn’t asked her anything, he’d only demanded. “Staying in New Orleans was always part of the plan.”

“Oh, so there’s a master plan beyond winning the women’s welterweight championship?” Raphael asked her, waggling his eyebrows at Sebastian. “What’s next for you?”

Renata took a deep breath, then dove into the deep end. “Retiring from boxing.”

“Retire?” Bas gaped at her. “Why? You still have some good boxing years left.”

“Thanks for saying that, but I’ve done my time and I’m ready to move on.”

He shook his head, his frown deepening. “I’ve watched you train, throwing your whole self into it. You want this fight.”

“Of course I do.”

“Yet you want to just stop after you win it?” He folded his arms across his chest. “Doesn’t sound like the Renata Giordano I know.”

She pushed back from the table then stood, her hands settling on her hips. “I haven’t seen you in five years. I’d say you don’t know me as well as you think you do!”

“Ooh, burn!” Raphael cooed. “This is better than any blockbuster—and we’ve got ringside seats!”

“Shut the fuck up,” Sebastian growled. Standing, he reached for Renata’s hand. “Come on. We need to have this discussion without an audience.”

Ignoring her protests, he guided her through Duparte’s home and out to the garden. He knew something bothered her. He’d noticed the change when she’d returned from the kitchen, and her mood hadn’t improved. He’d already planned to talk to Duparte but now … he needed to know what was wrong so he could fix it.

Darkness had crept in during dinner, but soft lighting in the landscaping and the stone fountain provided enough illumination. He sat her on a bench then turned to face her. “All right then, enlighten me. Why I should spend the next few weeks training you for a title just so you can walk away afterward? Why accept the shot in the first place?”

“To prove myself.”

“Prove yourself?” he echoed. “You’ve been a champion. What the hell do you have to prove, and who do you have to prove it to?”

“To myself!” She shot to her feet. “I need to prove that I don’t need Roddy to win! I need to prove that I’m good enough without him.”

“Are you kidding me?” he roared. “Of course you are!”

He stopped, red splashing across his vision. “Holy fuck. Is that what that pissant told you? That you couldn’t make it without him?”

Renata’s shoulders drooped. “He was there when Dad died. I leaned on him, I trusted him. He helped me keep it together when my world was falling apart. I was grateful to him for that. So yes, I thought I needed him. I felt like I owed him. He wanted me romantically and I thought I wanted him that way too.”

She pushed her hair back from her forehead, her expression tired. “When he asked me to marry him, I automatically said yes. It seemed like the right thing to do. But I couldn’t set a date. I kept coming up with reasons to delay, even in Vegas, the town of quick marriages. I remember how much Mom and Dad loved each other, and how Mom still says that Dad was her one true love and how important it was to not settle. I felt like I owed Roddy, but I owed my parents more. I owed it to them and to myself to have the closest thing to their marriage I could possibly get. So I gave Roddy back his ring and asked if we could revert to our professional relationship.”

She snorted. “To say it didn’t go over well is an understatement. That’s when he unloaded all this crap on me about how I was nothing without him, how he sacrificed everything to make me a success, and … and other things I’d rather not remember.”

She looked down at her hands, and his heart ached for her. He could well imagine what a weak-spined ass like Cooper would say to make Renata doubt herself.

“Renata.” He waited until she looked at him before continuing. “You were good before Cooper. You know that. And you’re good without him. Hell, if we stop training now you’ll still be the best boxer out there.”

“That’s why I’m going to do things my way from now on.” She placed a hand over her heart. “Not your way, not Dad’s, not Roddy’s, I’m going to win that title, claim the purse and the belt, and then I’m going to retire.”

“And do what?”

“More work with the Girls Up Foundation. They like the results of what I’ve done for them so far, and they’ve asked me to come on board permanently.”

She took a deep breath and blew it out, her dark eyes serious as she faced him. “I’m going to accept, find a nice place here to settle down, move my mom back, and then I’m going to start a family.”

Bas took a step back, feeling as if he’d been on the receiving end of a punishing bout. “You … you want to start a family?”

She nodded. “I want to have my own child. It’s going to take some time to recondition my body from boxing to birthing, which is another reason to retire now. If it doesn’t work, I’ll look into surrogacy or adoption. But I’d really like to have kids. I feel ready and I don’t want to put it off for much longer.”

An image of Renata rounded with child assaulted him. He had to clench his hands to hide the sudden tremble as his world threatened to topple off its foundations. Longing, pure and potent swept through him, overpowering his senses. He wanted her to have her family, wanted it with everything within him. But he’d be damned if he’d let her have it with anyone besides him.

“I think that’s the first time I’ve left you speechless,” she wisecracked, though her voice had a trembling edge to it. “I’d write this down in my diary if I kept one.”

It took him a moment to speak. “I think you’d be a fantastic mother, and the opportunity to work with the Girls Up Foundation sounds like a perfect fit for you.” He took her hand. “You won’t have to adopt unless you want to. And you won’t have to use a surrogate either.”

She laughed, unsure of his meaning. “I’m not on a deadline, though I have to admit it feels like the clock is ticking, especially since I don’t have prospects lining up to donate to the cause.”

“Yes, you do.” He turned to face her fully, his gaze boring into hers. “Me.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You? You want to father my kids?”

He straightened his shoulders. “You sound surprised by my offer.”

“I am.”

“Is it really so impossible that I’d want to be the father of your children?”

“Well, yeah,” she answered, flustered.

His jaw clenched. “Why?”

Renata stared at him, flummoxed. How could he not see what a bad idea this was? It was so perfectly ludicrous she wanted to laugh. She didn’t. She was too surprised. Surprised, and a little stung. Sebastian offered to father her child. Yet at no time had he said he loved her or wanted to marry her. At no time had he asked her what she wanted.

Memories swamped her, memories of their last day together five years ago. Bas, his face a granite mask, telling her he chose boxing over her, that he needed to focus on his career and couldn’t afford to be distracted. That’s all she’d been to him then, a fling that had distracted him from his boxing career, the most important thing in his life. She’d loved him with everything in her and she’d only been a damned distraction. What if that was all she was to him now?

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t accept his offer. If she did, he’d be in her life forever. There was no way he’d agree to father her children and then walk away. No, Sebastian would want to be a part of her children’s lives, her life, demanding that things go his way, and if she didn’t agree, he had the power and the money to take her kids from her. It would be different if he’d offered marriage and love. But he hadn’t. He’d only offered sex and the results that came from it.

She wanted more. She needed more. She needed Bas to love her as much as she’d loved him then, as much as she loved him now. If he didn’t want her for everything, she couldn’t give him anything.

“Why Rennie?” he prodded when she remained silent too long.

“Several reasons. It’s us we’re talking about here. It’s one thing to train and have sex. It’s a whole other thing to have you impregnate me.”

“You still haven’t given me any reasons why not, Rennie,” he said with infinite patience as if she were a stubborn child. “Given the amazing sex and the amount of practice we have, I think I could manage the impregnating part with no problem.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “Why are you willing to be my sperm donor?”

“I’m not.”

The slash of pain was so sudden and sharp she couldn’t breathe for a moment. “Of course not. So there’s really no point in continuing this conversation, is there?”

“You’re misunderstanding me.” He pulled her closer. “I don’t want to be your sperm donor. I want to be the father of your children. I’m going to give you children, Renata. But I’m giving them to you as your husband.”

“Husband?” She needed to sit down. She needed a drink. She needed to escape whatever weird alternate universe she’d slipped into. “You want to be my husband?”

“All this disbelief is hell on a man’s ego. If I’m going to be a father, especially of your children, then I’m damn well going to be a husband too. Why is that a shock to you?”

“Because we haven’t gone a day without yelling at each other.” She shook her head. “Hell—I used you as a punching bag my first week here!”

“A punch I deserved,” he reminded her, a slight smile on his lips. “You’re not planning on punching me again, are you?”

“Of course not!” She backed away from him, fear spilling like ice into her veins. Fear that she loved Bas too much. That he only wanted her because he’d made a mistake in letting her go in the first place, and he hated making mistakes.

It was so tempting, so very tempting to take his offer. She loved him enough. But while she knew he wanted her now, it wasn’t enough. She didn’t want to be owned. She didn’t want to be a possession like his titles, his cars, his company. She wanted to be cherished, wanted their children to be a product of love, not a business transaction. If that’s all it meant to him she’d rather be alone, as painful a prospect as that was.

“Bas,” she choked out. “We can’t do this.”

“Yes, we can.” Determination hardened his features. “We are.”

“I can’t,” she whispered, the only way she could force the words out. She shook her head, straightening her spine. “I can’t. You want to father my child because you don’t want me to turn to anyone else. You offer marriage because you don’t want me to be with anyone else.”

“Damn right,” he snarled at her. “You’re mine. You’ve always been mine!”

“Yours.” Pain chopped through her. “A possession like your championships, your cars, your money? A wife and kids are not possessions, Bas. A child needs to feel like he’s cherished, not owned.” So does a wife.

“I know that!” he roared.

“Do you? Do I? We’re so different from when we were together. We don’t know each other anymore. We have no idea if we could have a real relationship.”

“We’re living together. We’re having the best sex of our lives. We’re working together toward the common goal of getting you that championship title.” He folded his arms across his chest, irritation marring the perfection of his features. “Sounds like stuff married couples do all the time.”

“And what’s supposed to happen after the championship?” she demanded, her voice cracking as her fears spilled out. “A husband is not the same thing as a trainer. And managing dozens of companies and billions of dollars is not the same as being a father. You can’t just yell and throw money and issue orders and expect everything to go your way. Intimidation is no way to be a family.”

“Intimidation?” He abruptly stilled, body tense as if awaiting a blow. “You’re afraid, aren’t you? Afraid of me, of what I might do.”

She wanted to deny it, but couldn’t make the lie come. “Yes.”

He took a step back from her with a pained groan, a stricken look on his face that hurt her heart to see. “Christ, Rennie, just say that you don’t think I’d be good husband and father material and leave it at that. No need to twist my balls off while you’re at it.”

He turned on his heel and stalked away.





CHAPTER NINE

What the hell just happened?

Pain gripped Renata’s heart, obliterating the need to call Sebastian back, to apologize. He’d looked at her as if she’d sucker-punched him. As if she’d broken his heart instead of the other way around.

She stared up at the night sky, struggling to breathe past the sobs that threatened to choke her. How could he not understand that there were things she wanted too—things she needed to hear from him? She’d promised herself that she’d be on her own rather than be with a man who didn’t love her, a man who only wanted what he could take from her. Even though the love she felt for Sebastian was all-consuming, even though he offered everything any sane woman could ask for or hope to have, being with him wouldn’t work if it was one-sided. Without love, it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

Even now she felt her resolve weakening. Even now she wanted to apologize to him, to give in and say yes to a man who only spoke about what he wanted, not what they wanted or needed, or could have together if they both loved each other. So what if he didn’t love her? Maybe he wasn’t capable of love—it wasn’t like he’d had a good example of it growing up. Maybe all he could offer was the physical passion. She’d be a fool to refuse him—she’d have the children she wanted, the security of marriage … and she’d slowly die inside, waiting for Sebastian to inevitably choose something or someone else over her like he’d done before.

“Renata.”

She turned to find Duparte standing in the doorway. Disappointment weighted down his features and Renata knew somehow that she was the one who’d disappointed him. The pain spread through her chest, leaving her gasping for breath and fighting tears.

“Mr. Duparte,” she managed, trying to find enough air to speak, to apologize, to ask about Sebastian. Her lungs refused to work, but she tried. “Armand …”

Concern chased away disappointment as he took a step forward, reaching for her. “Renata, are you all right?”

She shook her head violently, arms wrapped around herself in a futile effort to keep from falling apart. Sebastian had finally broken her, and it took all her energy to keep herself together. She could fall apart later when she was alone. Except she’d have to go back to Sebastian’s house, get her things … “Oh, God.”

Duparte guided her to a bench and eased her down. “Breathe,” he ordered, rubbing a hand on her spine. “Breathe in, now out. That’s it.”

She did as he asked, and the burn slowly eased from her lungs. Minutes passed as she sat there, holding back tears as Duparte comforted her. It so reminded her of five years ago, when her father had comforted her after Bas broke up with her, and tears spilled again.

“Why can’t he love me?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Inwardly she cringed at the pathetic sound, but she needed to know and Duparte was the closest Bas had to a father figure. “I promised myself that I wouldn’t open myself up to him again but I did and I’ve let him hurt me. Again. But it hurts so much worse this time. I know his childhood wasn’t the best, but I’d hoped … is it something about me or something in his past that makes him unable to love?”

Duparte looked at her in surprise. “You think he doesn’t love you?”

“It’s the truth. He hasn’t said the words. He’s never said the words.”

“Have you?”

“Back then, yes. He broke things off the very next day.” Her hands fisted on her knees. “Now I think he wants me just to want me, and I can’t do that. I just can’t. Not until I know that I’m more than just a possession to him.”

Duparte’s soft laughter startled her. “That boy always has to do things his way, the hardest way possible.”

“What do you mean?”

“Only three things that boy’s ever been afraid of,” Duparte said. “One, not being able to protect his mother. Two, that he’s just like his father. And three, that he’ll never be good enough for you.”

“How could he think he’s not good enough for me when he’s all I’ve ever wanted? He knew that, but he dumped me anyway.”

“Your father asked him to.”

Just when Renata didn’t think she could absorb one more jolt, Duparte hit her with another. “My father.” The words felt like shards of glass. “My father asked Sebastian to break up with me?”

Duparte nodded. “You were on your way up. Everyone knew that. Just as everyone knew how protective your father was of you. So when Sebastian asked your father’s permission to marry you—”

The ground rocked beneath her. “Bas wanted to marry me?”

“From the first day he saw you in the ring. Sebastian turned to me and said, ‘That’s the girl I’m going to marry.’ He meant it too.” Duparte sighed. “Your father said no. Said it wouldn’t be fair for you to give up your dream and become a wife and mother while Sebastian continued pursuing his career. That if Sebastian really loved you, he’d put your needs above his and let you have your chance while you could still take it.”

Renata slid a trembling hand across her eyes. It sounded like something her father would have done. Boxing had been their collective dream, something they’d bonded over since she’d learned to walk. He’d pushed her but she’d wanted to be pushed. She’d wanted to make him proud. But she’d wanted Sebastian too.

“I would have,” she whispered. “If we couldn’t both box, I would have given up everything to be with Bas. I thought we’d find a way to make it work for both of us. But he said boxing was too important, it was his chance to get everything he ever wanted and he couldn’t blow it.”

Her voice cracked over the years-old pain. “We could have trained together, worked the circuit together, put off starting a family until later but he said he couldn’t be with me. And then he walked away.”

Duparte covered her hand with his. “Do you see now why he couldn’t be with you, why he had to walk away?”

“I see why he felt he had to,” she admitted. “But I see I had good reason to be mad at Bas and my father. We’ve lost five years. I could have stopped the first time I won my belt.”

“So you do want to have a family with Sebastian?”

“I’ve always wanted a family with Sebastian. I just wanted him to love me as much as I love him. I wanted him to put us first.”

Duparte sighed. “Do you know why Sebastian got into boxing?”

“He was a backyard bare-knuckle fighter,” Renata answered, not sure where Duparte was going with the conversation. “He did it to earn money to keep his mom safe and away from his father. Then his mom got him a membership to your gym and you made him a professional.”

“He’s the spitting image of his father, and he hates that. Hated that his mother was reminded of his father every time she saw Sebastian. So he’d get his face bashed in and he’d fight to get his demons out. He needed it and felt like he deserved it. It was punishment and therapy.”

“Oh, God,” she choked out. “Sebastian.”

“That boy needs you, Renata.” Duparte sat back, his expression grim. “He needs someone who can love him without conditions, someone who believes there’s good inside him.”

“Of course he’s a good man! He’s been nothing but good to me.”

“He said you think he’d be just like his father.”

Her heart thumped painfully in her chest. “Like his … oh, God.” Bile rose in her throat. Sebastian’s father had been a mean drunk who’d abused him and his mother. He was nothing like that horrible man. How could he think…?

Are you afraid of me? Of what I might do?

Yes.

She leapt to her feet, racing through the house to the front door, snatching it open. The Shelby was gone, and so were the two imports. She whirled back to Duparte as he caught up to her, her pulse racing wildly. “Where is he? I need to see him—I can’t let him go one more second believing that. He’s nothing like his father!”

Duparte pulled his keys from his pocket, then guided her out to the garage to a sleek Aston Martin. “He went to Hard Knocks, and the boys are with him.”

“Take me to him,” she pleaded. “God, he must be so hurt right now.”

Duparte disengaged the alarm, then handed her into the car. “Let him work this out of his system,” he advised. “He asked me to take you home. When he’s ready, that’s where he’ll go.”

Indecision tore at Renata. She and Bas had always pounded their frustration out on punching bags, channeling their emotions into honing their bodies. She’d done that in spades in the days and weeks after their breakup. Clarity eventually came. If he had to work through his hurt and anger so they could talk, truly talk, she’d do the same. After all, she was training for the fight of her life.

“All right. Take me home.”

***

“She’s afraid of me.”

Sebastian stood in front of the heavy bag at Hard Knocks, but couldn’t make himself throw a punch. Just the thought made his gut churn.

Renata was afraid of him.

“Are you sure you didn’t misunderstand her?” Raphael asked.

“I asked her point-blank if she was afraid of me. She said yes.”

He scrubbed a hand down his face, feeling sick. It had never crossed his mind that he could intimidate Renata. She was the one person he’d believed would never be terrified of him, but she was. She feared him and he didn’t know what he could do or say to change that. Helplessness tore at him, the same paralyzing fear he’d experienced before his body caught up with his desire to defend his mother.

“Man, you need to think clearly,” Raphael said. “She’s been with you before. She’s lived alone with you in that monster house for how long now? She wouldn’t do that if she was afraid of you.”

“Maybe she thinks she didn’t have a choice. Maybe she felt trapped.”

Gabriel snorted. “Renata’s not the meek and submissive type.”

“No, she’s not. That’s what’s making this even more fucked up.” The idea that Renata didn’t feel safe with him burned through him like acid.

Raphael sat on one of the weight benches. “So why do you think she’s afraid you’ll hurt her?”

He didn’t know. That was the problem. If he knew why she was afraid, he could take steps to fix it. “What else could it be?”

“You love her?” Gabriel asked.

His shoulders bunched defensively. What the fuck did he know about love? “She’s everything!”

“She know that?”

“Of course she does! I …” Sebastian stared at his friends. Renata knew how he felt about her, didn’t she? She had to know. How could she not know?

Duparte stepped into the gym. “Son, you’ve stepped in it good this time.”

Sebastian spun to his mentor. “Renata. Is she …?”

“She’s at the house waiting for you, alternating between anger and heartache.” Duparte shook his head. “Both of you, so hardheaded and stubborn. You need to talk this out. I want god-babies.”

Sebastian closed his eyes. Would talking be enough? “I don’t know what to say to her.”

“Tell her you love her,” Duparte advised. “Women need the words. And sometimes we do too.”

Sebastian stripped off his practice gloves, determination mixing with longing and an ego-bruising dose of uncertainty. “I’ve got to go to her.” He headed for the door and the fight of his life.

“Good luck, man,” Raphael called while Gabriel nodded encouragement.

Sebastian stepped into the night, knowing he’d need all the luck he could get. Because he wasn’t sure he was capable of giving Renata the words she needed.





CHAPTER TEN

Silence pressed down on Sebastian as he let himself into the house. The house sounded empty and he knew if he botched things with Renata, that empty silence was all he had to look forward to. For a moment he wondered if Renata had left despite Duparte’s assurances, and the thought that she wasn’t there punched him like a cheap shot to the kidneys.

Dread pumped through his veins as he made his way to the second level and Renata’s bedroom. It bled to panic as he raced from her empty suite to his, calling her name. Maybe Duparte was wrong. Maybe Renata had come to her senses and decided to cut her losses. Maybe …

Just inside the doorway he stopped short. Renata sat against the headboard wearing one of his dress shirts, eyes red-rimmed but gimlet hard. Her beauty, her presence, sucked the air from his lungs, causing him to sag against the door frame in abject relief.

She spoke first. “I decided that maybe it’s time we act like rational adults and talk. So we’re going to clear the air, Sebastian Delacroix. I don’t care how long it takes, we’re going to reach an understanding.”

“I’ll start.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair and took a ragged breath. “I know no one in their right mind should want me to father their children. But God help me, I want kids with you, Rennie. I’d die before I hurt them or you. They wouldn’t want for anything in the world.”

“I know that, but Bas—”

“I’ll call my lawyer in the morning.” He gripped the door frame above him in an effort to prevent himself from reaching for her. “We’ll draw up a stringent prenuptial agreement. Punitive damages if I ever hurt you or any children we have. If I hurt you, you should have a way to hurt me.”

Shock raced across her features. Her hand tightened on the front of her shirt, then smoothed out. “No,” she said, her voice even.

“Then name your terms,” he demanded, desperation making his voice harsher than he’d intended. “You want everything? Fine, you can have it all. Just know that I can’t back down on being with you and our children. We’ll all be in this house together and you and I will continue to share a bed whether we are married or not. I lost five years. I’m not losing one second more. I’ll find a way to convince you not to be afraid. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Listen to me.” She crawled closer to him, holding his gaze. “I’m a boxer and a Sicilian Puerto Rican. Do you really think I wouldn’t go all mamma grizzly on your ass if you tried to hurt me or our kids? But it’s a moot point because I know you. You are not your father. I have never believed that, and I’m so sorry that I made you think, for even a second, that I could believe that.”

“You said you were afraid of me. Afraid of what I would do.”

“Afraid of you breaking my heart, Bas! You dumped me for your career once before. I was afraid you’d do it again.”

He jerked back, a low groan of pain crawling up his throat. “Not because of my career,” he ground out. “For yours.”

She gaped. “So what Duparte said is true? My father made you break up with me?”

“Yes.” He blew out a sigh. “Walking away … hardest damned thing I’ve ever done. I can’t regret the outcome. You made it, Renata. You became a champion. You fulfilled your father’s dying wish and he got to see you with that belt. What I’m sorry for is hurting you. I don’t like you being hurt. I just hope you’ll forgive me eventually.”

“Dad told you about his cancer,” she whispered thickly. “That’s why you did it.”

He nodded, hands tightening on the doorjamb. “I ripped my fucking heart out and proceeded to break yours. I ruined the best thing that happened to me even as I vowed to do everything I could to be worthy of having you someday. I was determined to be a success so I could give you everything you’d need to have a happy life.”

“I needed you!” Intensity tightened her voice. “How could you not know that?”

“I wanted to believe that. But your father was … he was the first man I respected as a father. His main concern was to do everything he could to help you achieve your dreams. He wanted the best for you and he’d do anything for you. I admired the hell out of him for that. It made me want to be like him one day, and I knew I needed time to get to that level of selflessness where you’re concerned. But I’m not selfless, Renata. If I were I’d let you go, but I can’t. I want you too much.”

Her eyes softened. “I know you want me, Bas, but I need more than that.”

“What? Tell me what you need, sweetheart, and I’ll do it.”

The uncertainty in her eyes stabbed at him. “If you love me, I need to know. I need the words.”

The doorjamb whined beneath his grip, his heartbeat tripping with renewed dread. “I don’t know.”

She gasped. “You don’t know if you love me?”

Her hurt expression knifed through him, goading him to attempt an explanation. “My dad said he loved my mom even when he rearranged her face. My mom said she loved him each time she forgave him and took him back. She says she loves me but she hasn’t looked me in the eye since I was sixteen because I look so much like him. That’s been my experience with love. Even I know it’s pretty fucked up.”

“Bas.” Tears spilled down her cheeks as she covered a horrified gasp.

“I can’t give you the words,” he confessed, knowing he was ruining his chances, but knowing he had to tell her the truth. “Not when I don’t know what they’re supposed to mean. What I can tell you is that I’ll do anything for you, anything to make you happy. Your laughter is my favorite sound. Your head on my shoulder is my favorite sensation. The crook of your elbow is my favorite taste. The way pleasure breaks across your face is my favorite sight. Just behind your left ear is my favorite scent. Every moment I have with you is my favorite moment and worth more to me than my championships, my companies, everything else.”

His eyes slid closed. “I bought this place because I wanted to fill it with your laughter and our kids. I know I don’t know the first thing about being a decent husband or father, and the idea frankly terrifies me, but I want to learn. I want to try. Because when I think of home …” He stopped, then started again. “When I think of what I want home and family to be for me, I think of you. Only you. Always you.”

Realizing he was close to begging, he shut his trap. He’d beg if he had to, if she wanted. If it would keep her here, keep her with him, he’d crawl over hot coals down Bourbon Street.

“Oh, Bas.” His eyes popped open as he felt her hands cup his cheeks. She smiled up at him, her beautiful eyes brilliant with tears. “You gorgeous, clueless man. You do know what love is.”

“I do?”

She nodded. “You walked away not because my father asked you to, but because you wanted what was best for me—no matter how ridiculous that was. That’s love. You welcomed me into your home, became my trainer, gave me an endorsement deal, and didn’t ask for anything in return. Why?”

He pressed his cheek into her hand, hoping. “Because I wanted to make up for hurting you.”

“Because you love me.” She pressed against him. “You’ve seen to my every need, taken care of me in your own special Neanderthal way because you love me and that’s the way you show it. Sebastian Delacroix loves me.”

A shudder swept him. “If that’s love, Rennie, then yes. I love you. I love you with every broken, flawed piece of me. Love you so much it hurts, but it’s the best kind of hurt there is.”

“I love you too, Sebastian,” she said, scrubbing at her tears. “When I’m in your arms, I feel complete and safe and home. You’re home, Bas. Being with you is being home.”

“Renata.” He wrapped her up, relief overwhelming him as he claimed her mouth with his, peppering his kisses with whispered apologies. She thrust her hands into his hair, her salty kisses interspersed with her own expressions of remorse.

It was long moments before they broke for air. He brushed her tears away with as gentle a sweep as he could manage with trembling fingers. “I never want you to cry over something I did, ever again.”

“These are happy tears,” she whispered, brushing at his cheeks. “Now I need to make love with you, with both of us knowing that we love each other and belong to each other.”

“Yes. God, yes.” Clothes flew in a shower of fabric. Naked, he scooped her up in his arms then carried her over to the king-sized bed. He positioned her in the center then stood back, gazing down at her. “You’re so beautiful, Renata. Like a dream that’s finally come true. You’re mine, and you’re where you belong.”

“Yes.”

He stretched out beside her, then began to kiss her, pressing soft, full kisses to every bit of her skin. He moved slowly down her body, from forehead to cheeks, nuzzling at the sensitive spot beneath her ear, along her jaw before claiming her lips. She opened for him on a moan, the sweetest sound, proof of his ability to please her.

With every touch and kiss and stroke, he showed her how much he loved her, how much he needed her. What she had to look forward to every day for the rest of their lives, throwing her to the heights of pleasure with his hands and mouth.

“Bas,” she whimpered breathlessly when he let her back down.

“I’m right here, sweetheart. I’m right here with you.” He rose above her and the way she smiled at him, welcomed him inside, blew everything else away. Renata was his finally and forever, and he was now home.

***

Four weeks later

Renata stood in the center of the ring, her eyes closed as the silence wrapped around her. The crowds had dispersed a while ago, followed by her very gracious opponent and a swarm of media. Her victory had been sweet, sweeter than she’d believed it would be. Sweetest because when she’d knocked down Andropova for the last time and the fight had been called, she’d run straight into her corner and into Sebastian’s arms. His exultant yell as he’d hoisted her up onto his shoulder had rolled through her like a drug. He’d been as thrilled as she’d been, her biggest and loudest cheerleader, her constant supporter, carting her around the ring, heads and shoulders above everyone. This night was truly the best of her career, and she had Sebastian to thank for it.

“You don’t have to stop, you know.”

She opened her eyes, watching in pleasure as Sebastian stepped over the lower rope and into the ring. He’d showered and changed after the press conference had ended, and the worn jeans, black shirt, black boots, and black leather jacket made him look even more like a brawler than usual.

“I don’t know how it would work,” she said, her voice hushed. She was tired, battered, and bruised, and it all felt good.

He moved to the center of the ring, a man who knew how to move his body for the best possible result. A man comfortable with who and what he was. A man who loved her unconditionally. “If it’s what you want, Renata, we’ll make it work,” he said, his voice ringing with quiet assurance. “We’re not going to let anyone stand in the way of our dreams. Not even ourselves.”

She did a slow spin in the center of the ring, taken in the empty arena. “It was amazing.”

“You were amazing. You always were. You always will be.”

She laughed. “You’re talking like you’re the one who’s punch-drunk, not me.”

He stopped in front of her, blue eyes shining with love and assurance. “Rennie, I’ve watched you fight from a distance. This is my first time seeing you fight up close. You are absolutely, positively, undoubtedly amazing. If this is what you want to do, you should do it.”

Hesitation pulled at her because while she wanted to do this, she also wanted her life with Bas, her family with Bas. “I don’t want to have to choose between us and the ring.”

“Who says you have to?” He gathered her hands in his. “Renata, we’re together. We’re in this together. We’re always going to be together. That means I got your back no matter what. You want to defend your title this year, next year, the year after that? Do it. You want to go on a speaking tour and show off your belt and tell your story to young girls so you can inspire them? Go for it. If you want to focus on being a mother, that’s not a problem either. Want to do it all? I say why not? I just want you to know that no matter what, I am here. I’m here, Renata. I’ll have your back, carry your bag, and rub your feet. I’ll help you train and manage your career with you. I’ll very enthusiastically work on filling our house with our babies and learn to change diapers. Whatever you do, whatever you want to do, however you want to do it, I’ll do it with you.”

“Bas.” Tears sprang to her eyes. If she’d ever doubted how he felt for her, she never would again.

He knelt in front of her. “I love you, Rennie. Every part of you—the fighter, the mother, the lover. And for some crazy reason, you’ve decided that you love me. You’re willing to take a chance on me and I’d be a fool to not do everything in my power to make you happy.”

He reached into his jacket pocket, then pulled out a black velvet box. “Every time I won a bout or made a million I bought a ring for you,” he confessed. “But I kept switching it out until I found something that I felt really suited you and a regular diamond wouldn’t cut it.”

He opened the box, revealing a flawless, gleaming, red center stone encircled by a ring of clear stones set in a gleaming, studded platinum band. “It’s a red diamond flanked by flawless white diamonds. I saw the stone and it reminded me of you and your fire and I knew I had to get it for you.”

“Oh, God, Bas, did you really buy me a ring every year?”

“Every time I won—whether it was a match or a business deal, as a statement that I was ready to win you back. This one was delivered to me just before I left LA.”

A smile wreathed his entire face. “Renata Maria Giordano, you are the love of my life. You’re my peace, my center, my proof that there’s a heaven. Tonight you’ve proven what I already knew—that you’re the best of the best. I’d be the happiest man alive if you would do me the honor of letting me share your life, your dreams, your hopes, and your joys. I am yours and you are mine and I want the whole world to know that we stand together. Will you marry me?”

His fingers shook as he plucked the ring out of the box and slid it onto the ring finger of her left hand. It fit perfectly. “What do you say, Renata? Will you do whatever you want with the rest of your life as Mrs. Giordano-Delacroix, knowing I’m with you every step of the way?”

“Yes,” she said. “On one condition.”

Wariness dimmed his eyes. “Name it.”

“Can we get married here in Vegas? I want to have a formal wedding back in New Orleans, but I don’t want to leave Vegas until I’m your wife.”

“Thank God.” He smiled, strain falling away from his features, making him appear almost boyish. “I already booked you a spa appointment first thing in the morning, then a fitting in our suite right after. We’ll be married by sunset.”

She pulled him to his feet. “I love the way you think, Mr. Delacroix.”

“And I love everything about you, soon-to-be Mrs. Delacroix.”
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