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Prologue

Jacob paced in the holding cell. It was freezing, but the anger pulsing through his muscles kept him warm. The blood on his face had dried hours ago, and there was no way he could clean it off with the disgusting water dribbling out of the sink in this cell. Quiet voices floated to his ears from down the hall, only serving to further infuriate him.

How dare they stick him in a holding cell like some common criminal? Did they have any idea who he was? The Sewell family was very well known in their small town of Palmer, Alaska.

When they’d immigrated here from England, Jacob had only been three years old. This town, with its towering white spruce trees and endless overcast days, was all he’d ever known. His brother remembered England, having been six years older, but they’d settled into their new home without issue.

Their father was a wealthy man who developed software to help big-name companies manage their third party relationships. He also enjoyed being a charitable man, which involved throwing large amounts of money at causes that he knew would indebt the community to him. Jacob hoped the judge felt indebted to him.

It wasn’t long before Jacob was released. He expected to see his father waiting for him outside, stone-faced and furious at the continuous embarrassment Jacob served as, but he was met with his older brother instead.

The look on Elijah’s face made him pause. Had his father picked him up, Jacob could have kept up his facade of rage and ignored the consequences of his actions for a while longer. But he’d never been able to hide from his brother.

“Elijah. I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Our father has decided to take a last-minute holiday. Mother has gone with him. I suppose that leaves me to deal with your behavior yet again.”

Jacob crossed his arms over his chest and stared at a point over Elijah’s shoulder. His brother had a unique way of making him feel small, like a recalcitrant child. “I see,” he said.

“Get in the car, brother. We will discuss this when we get home.”


Chapter One

Six Months Later…

Jacob’s muscles burned as he sprawled his legs back, countering Elijah’s double-leg takedown. He wrapped his arms around Elijah’s torso, fighting to maintain his balance. Training with his older brother was always intense, but today, it felt different. There was a fire in his chest, a need to prove himself.

“Excellent sprawl,” Elijah grunted, transitioning smoothly to a single-leg takedown.

Jacob’s mind raced, anticipating Elijah’s next move. He twisted, trying to break free, but Elijah’s grip was like iron. With a sudden yank, Jacob found himself on the mat, Elijah’s weight pressing down on him.

“Remember to stay calm,” Elijah’s voice was steady. “Use your technique, not just your strength.”

Nodding, Jacob shifted his hips, trying to create space. Elijah moved to mount, but Jacob managed to slide his knee between them, blocking the full mount and moving into half guard. Despite the intense physical struggle, Jacob felt a surge of pride. Elijah’s training was paying off.

In half guard, Jacob tightened his legs around Elijah’s trapped limb. He could hear his brother’s breathing, steady and controlled. Jacob remembered Elijah’s earlier advice: control the head and the hips. He reached up, grabbing the back of Elijah’s neck to break his posture.

Elijah responded by trying to free his leg, but Jacob anticipated this. He shifted his hips again, creating an angle, and shot his arm under Elijah’s armpit, aiming for the underhook. With a quick twist, Jacob swept Elijah off balance and reversed their positions, landing in Elijah’s guard.

“Very good,” Elijah said, a hint of pride in his voice. “Now, posture up and pass.”

Jacob planted his hands on Elijah’s chest, pushing down to create space. The physical strain was immense, but so was the thrill of executing the technique correctly. He could feel the burn in his muscles, the strain in his joints, but he pushed through, driven by more than just the desire to beat his brother. This was about proving himself, about showing Elijah that he was capable.

With a final push, Jacob passed Elijah’s guard, moving to side control. The rush of triumph was exhilarating, but he quickly remembered Elijah’s lessons on maintaining control. He secured Elijah’s head and arm, keeping his weight low.

Elijah tapped Jacob’s shoulder, signaling the end of the round. “Well done, Jacob. You’re improving.”

The brothers untangled themselves from each other and stood on the mat. Jacob bounced in place, sweat dripping down his forehead. “Another round?” he asked.

Elijah smiled and said, “Not today, brother. I have to meet Sadie soon.”

Jacob groaned as Elijah tossed him a towel. “But, my fight with The Phantom is tomorrow! How am I supposed to win if you won’t help me?” Jacob grinned as Elijah raised an eyebrow at him.

“I have the utmost confidence in your ability to win your match against Gregory Davis,” Elijah said. “He’s very skilled at eluding his opponents. But you, brother, are quite skilled at drawing people into a fight, even outside the ring. I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

Jacob rolled his eyes and said, “Are you suggesting I insult him to throw him off balance?”

“That would be a show of poor sportsmanship, brother. However, I’m sure you’ll find another means of attracting his attention. Perhaps play to the crowd. Get them on your side. It’s likely to hurt his ego, given his reputation.”

Jacob considered that. “That’s actually a good idea, Elijah. You’re wasting your talents running that restaurant. I wish you’d get back in the ring with me. We’d make an excellent team.”

Elijah laughed. “My days of fighting in the ring are over, Jacob. It’s not my calling.”

“Very well. I’ll be sure to give credit to your mentorship when I win the tournament.”

* * *

Christina held out the pink slip dress and passed her hand over its matte surface. She turned to Bailey, held it against her front, and said, “This looks terrible, doesn’t it?”

Bailey laughed and threw another dress at Christina, hitting her in the face. “Shut up. You’re gorgeous, and Ryan is going to be obsessed with you. But not in that dress. The color washes you out. Try the green one.”

Christina stuck her tongue out at her friend and pulled the green dress over her white camisole and panties. It sat flush against her skin and hugged her curves in all the right places. She turned to the full-length mirror attached to the back of her closet door and admired her reflection.

Going blonde had been Bailey’s suggestion, and she’d been right. Blonde hair matched Christina’s blue eyes far better than the murky brown hair she’d had. She twisted from side to side, eyeing the dress from different angles.

“I guess this looks okay,” Christina muttered. Bailey came up beside her and smiled at their reflections.

“You look perfect. Now, put a smile on your face, drink some coffee, and have a good time.”

“Ugh, I don’t know!” Christina turned to her bed and threw herself onto the plush red comforter. She buried her head in the soft fabric and let out a long sigh. Exhaustion burned her muscles, and the persistent stress headache she’d carried around only seemed to get worse each day. This date seemed doomed to fail.

Bailey climbed onto the bed beside her friend and patted her back. “Look, you deserve to have some fun! We only have six more weeks before the next semester starts. You should focus on something other than tutoring and Palmer Green Guardians and your mom.”

Christina sat up and narrowed her eyes at Bailey. “My work is important, and so is my mom.”

“Hey, that’s not what I meant,” Bailey said. “I know how much your mom means to you. But you can’t just be Christina-the-Caretaker and Christina-the-Eco-Warrior. Sometimes, you have to let yourself be Christina-the-Hot-Nineteen-Year-Old. Let yourself have fun tonight.”

“It’s just hard to justify going on a date when I could be here, taking care of her.”

“I know, but your mom will be fine for one night, Christina. She’s already in bed and she wants you to go and have a good time tonight.”

“What if she needs something while I’m gone?”

“I could stay, if you want. I’ll just hang out in your room until you get home and keep an ear out in case she needs anything.”

“You would do that?” Christina’s eyes widened. Her mom was on her third round of treatments and the doctors weren’t optimistic. The cancer and treatments were hard on her body. There were times Christina would wake up in the middle of the night, her mom’s raspy voice echoing down the hall. Medicine, help with the bathroom, and nightmares often led Christina’s mom to call out for her during the night. They had talked about hiring a night nurse, but Christina was determined to take care of her mother by herself for as long as she could.

“Of course.” Bailey smiled. Christina lunged forward and hugged her friend tight.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

* * *

“This isn’t exactly what I had in mind when you asked me out,” Christina said as she and Ryan pushed through a sea of loud, excited fans.

“I said I was taking you to a show!” Ryan shouted to be heard over the noise as they inched closer to their seats.

“Right. I thought you meant a movie or something.”

“You’re not into MMA?”

“Not particularly.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you have a good time.”

They finally reached their seats, and Christina took in the event with a pinched expression. Ryan tried to pass her a thermos he’d filled with vodka earlier, but she shook her head. She didn’t like the feeling of being out of control that came along with alcohol.

An announcer stepped into the ring, and the crowd swelled with excitement. Christina looked around, her lips curled in a slight smile. She couldn’t wait to tell Bailey about this. Her friend would never believe Christina spent the night at Friday Night Fights.

Ryan leaned in close to her ear and said, “You good? We can go if you want.”

She turned to him and said, “I’m fine.” She gave him a small smile, and he grinned. They turned their attention back to the ring, and Christina watched the start of the match with open curiosity. The crowd chanted for The Phantom, and Christina could see why. He seemed to evade and counter every move his opponent made with uncanny precision.

His opponent, nicknamed Iron Fist, began playing to the crowd. Jacob, whose real name was emblazoned on the large posters hanging on the walls, smirked and raised his arms to the crowd. The Phantom shot it, seeking to capitalize on his opponent’s inattention, but Jacob landed a solid blow at the last second and dodged the move, eliciting a roar from the crowd. He grinned, winking, the embodiment of cockiness.

Christina watched as Jacob bounced around the ring, his confidence evident in every movement. He would dodge a punch and then flash a grin at the audience, taunting his opponent with his unshakable composure. His strategy was clear—get into his opponent’s head, throw him off balance mentally.

The match wore on, and it became apparent that Jacob was a master of mind games as well as physical combat. He baited his opponent with feints and misdirections, causing him to overextend and make mistakes. Jacob capitalized on every error with swift, decisive strikes.

In the end, Jacob was declared the winner. Christina noticed that while his victory was certainly earned through skill, it was his psychological edge that made the difference. He’d outsmarted his opponent, using wit and strategy as much as brute force.

Her eyes trailed down his glistening, hard body as he roared with victory. His muscles bulged, and there was an unexpected softness in his face that sparked Christina’s curiosity.

After the fight, Ryan led her out to the parking lot, his face flushed with booze and excitement. He leaned in to kiss her, and Christina pulled away, her hand on his chest. “Whoa, slow down! We’ve barely spoken all night! How about getting to know me first?”

Ryan’s eyes narrowed and his cheeks flushed a deeper red. The red coloring traveled down to his neck as he gripped her arm. “Hey, no one likes a girl who plays hard to get. Let’s hit up a party. We can talk, get to know each other…”

He trailed off and leaned forward, pressing his lips against hers without hesitation. Christina jerked her head back and tried to free her arm, but his grip was tight. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Is there a problem over here?” Jacob’s voice called out. The crowd of rowdy fans mingling in the parking lot stopped to watch the drama.

Christina’s fury rose as humiliation colored her cheeks. “I’ve got this. Thanks,” she said to Jacob. Turning her head to Ryan, she growled, “You have five seconds to get your hand off me.”

Ryan laughed in her face, and she slapped him. Her palm burned, and her ears rang as adrenaline coursed through her body. Ryan dropped her arm and stared around as his entire face turned an unpleasant shade of red. If he was looking for support, he didn’t find any in the eerily silent crowd of bystanders.

“You’re a fucking bitch,” he muttered. He spat on the ground near her feet, walked over to his truck, climbed inside, and slammed the door shut. The engine roared as he sped out of the parking lot.

After he left, the crowd erupted into applause and laughter. Christina raised a hand, blushing, and waved away the attention. She started walking toward her car and took slow, deep breaths to control the trembling in her limbs. Suddenly, Jacob stepped in front of her, his eyes bright with mirth.

She stopped and glared at him. He gave her a wide grin and held up his hands in surrender. “Easy, love. You likely hit harder than The Phantom. Wouldn’t want to mess up my good looks now, would you?”

Christina leveled him with her best no-nonsense look and snapped, “Don’t call me ‘love’.” His accent was intoxicating. It was vaguely British but in an old-fashioned way, and the way he’d called her ‘love’ sent a tingle of pleasure down her spine. “And get out of my way.”

Jacob dodged her hand as she went to push him aside, and his face lit up. “Well, then. If not love, what should I call you?”

“Nothing.”

“I wouldn’t dare call someone as gorgeous as yourself ‘nothing’.” Christina bit her lip to keep herself from smiling. “What’s your name, love?”

“Christina Forbes. Will you move now?”

“Ah, Ms. Forbes, why not stay for a while? We could get to know each other. It seems your date showed you a poor time this evening. I’d be happy to correct that.”

Christina laughed. “First of all, Ms. Forbes is my mother. Don’t call me that, either. And secondly, I don’t make it a habit to spend time with pompous jackasses.”

Jacob’s eyebrows shot up, and he placed a hand on his chest. “I’m deeply offended! You don’t even know me.”

“I know your type.”

“My type, love?”

“Yeah. Jocks that think they’re so much better than everyone else just because they can throw a punch.”

“It seems you’re no stranger to the perks of throwing a proper punch either, love.”

“You’ll find that out personally if you call me ‘love’ again.”

Jacob’s smile widened. He took a step back, and Christina frowned. “It was lovely to meet you, Ms. Forbes. Perhaps I’ll see you around sometime.” He walked over to a man standing by the entrance with his arms crossed over his chest. Jacob clapped the man’s shoulder, and Christina turned away, ignoring the slight thrill their conversation had caused.

“Pompous jackass,” she muttered.

* * *

“Jesus, Christina. You could at least be nice to him,” Bailey said, her eyes full of reproach.

Christina gave her friend a sharp look and said, “He didn’t even try! Look at this place! It’s still covered in garbage!” Christina swept her arm out, pointing at various bits of garbage still lying on the ground. All she had asked Brian to do was pick up the garbage at Hyde Park. He was doing court-ordered community service and probably thought Palmer Green Guardians would be an easy option.

But not the way Christina ran things. She expected the volunteers who worked with her to put in their best effort. Judging by the garbage scattered around the benches, it seemed Brian hadn’t done much.

“I’m not signing off on his hours,” Christina said, her hands shaking as she bent down and began stuffing the litter into a large garbage bag.

“You have to sign off on his hours. He was here, and people saw him working. Just because he didn’t do it to your standard-”

“My standard? Bailey, do you think he did a good job?”

“Well… no, but–”

“Exactly!”

“You still have to sign off on his hours.”

“Ugh!” Christina grunted as she moved to the other side of the park. It was awful how much garbage accumulated there. College kids from the neighboring town often came to smoke weed, drink beer, and party. It wasn’t nearly as bad during the summer when most of them were vacationing in exotic places or getting drunk on their father’s yachts, but the garbage still accumulated quickly.

Bailey came up beside her and bent down. “Christina, what’s up with you? You’ve been in a mood ever since your date last week. Are you still thinking about Ryan?”

Christina flushed. “Of course not. He was a jerk.”

“Thinking about the fighter?”

Christina turned and glared at Bailey. “No,” she snapped. Bailey grinned as Christina turned back to comb through the grass for bits of broken glass.

“You liked him.”

“I did not!”

“Then why are you blushing?”

“I’m not. It’s hot out.”

“Apparently, the fighter was hot, too.”

“He wasn’t that hot.”

“I take offense to that, love.”

Christina gasped and shot upright, nearly knocking Bailey over. She turned and faced Jacob, who grinned at her. “What the hell are you doing here?” Christina demanded.

Bailey stood and pressed her lips together as her eyes flickered between them. Jacob looked even more attractive than Christina remembered. He wore a leather jacket over a simple blue t-shirt and faded jeans that hugged his toned legs. He didn’t have the traditional face of a fighter. His face was soft in areas where she’d expect it to be hard, and his lips were full.

“Well, it’s nice to see you too. I am here to volunteer my time for a couple of hours.”

Christina gave him a sharp look. “Really? I’ve literally never seen you before and I’ve been volunteering for Palmer Green Guardians since I was fifteen.”

Jacob gave her a smile and spread his hands out. “What can I say? I’ve been volunteering at several organizations in town for the past six months. I enjoy variety.”

“Oh, I saw your name on the list today. Jacob Sewell, right?” Bailey asked. He nodded and placed his hands in his pockets.

“Wait, the list? You’re here for court-ordered community service?” Christina asked, raising her eyebrows. He sighed and shuffled his feet.

“Yes. Had I known someone as beautiful as yourself was so heavily involved in Palmer Green Guardians, then perhaps I would have volunteered here sooner.”

Christina flushed. “Right. Well, Bailey usually handles the volunteers, so—”

“Except I have to go,” Bailey said, grinning. Christina sent her a sharp look and Bailey shrugged. “I have a meeting with Ms. Winter this afternoon. I told you.”

“Oh, right.” Christina frowned. Bailey worked as a freelance wedding photographer. She was very good at it, and it usually kept her busy during the summer.

“I’ll see you later,” Bailey said. She nodded at Jacob, pulled off her gloves, and headed toward the parking lot.

Jacob turned to Christina and smiled. “Put me to work, love. I’m very good with my hands.”

Christina rolled her eyes. She fixed him with a look and said, “Jacob Sewell? Like, your father is Marcus?”

“That’s right.”

She scoffed and stood. “That makes sense.”

“What?”

“Not only are you a pompous jackass, but you’re also a rich pompous jackass.”

“Well, that’s not very polite.” Jacob grinned and stepped closer. “I’m quite pleased to see you again.”

“And why is that?”

“You’re beautiful, Christina. And full of spirit.” Christina gaped at him. His smile widened as he continued, “I would like to take you out on a proper date. Your previous suitor clearly didn’t know how to treat a woman. I could take you to Villa del Sapore in Wasilla. It’s only an hour’s drive, and the food is certainly worth it.”

“Don’t you know how to take a hint? I wasn’t interested when you hit on me after my date tried to assault me and I’m not interested now.”

“It looked to me like he was the one being assaulted.” The smile had dropped from Jacob’s face and he took a half step back. He seemed hurt, and Christina bristled. She didn’t have time for this.

“Really? Maybe you should get your facts straight before you hit on someone. He forced himself on me after I told him to slow down. He tried to get me drunk while you were playing mind games in the ring.” Jacob’s eyes widened.

“I wasn’t playing mind games,” he said. “And I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.” Jacob sighed. “Look, love, we got off on the wrong foot. But I do want to take you out. I’ve rarely met someone with your spirit before. It’s quite intoxicating.”

Christina smiled, flattered. She pulled the gloves off her hands and ran her fingers through her hair. “Thanks. But I can’t. I have too much going on right now.”

“So let me give you a much deserved break.”

Christina laughed. “You don’t even know me.”

“I would like to, if given the chance.” Jacob smiled coyly and Christina pursed her lips. He was getting under her skin, but she couldn’t let herself get distracted. The date with Ryan had been an absolute disaster and a complete waste of time. She could have spent the night at home, working on her plans for the fundraiser next week and staying close to her mother.

Men only led to trouble, anyway. “Look. Maybe you’re not a jackass. But you’re still rich and pompous,” she said. Jacob’s eyes lit up, and she shook her head at him. “Sorry. I’m sure you’ll find someone else with spirit to take on extravagant dates.” She looked around the park, spotted Mark, and pointed to him, “Mark will get you started today. I have to go.”

Christina walked away and did her best to ignore the sharp pang of regret as she made her way to the parking lot. She wished things were different because if she were being honest, Jacob seemed like he could be her type. He was intelligent, charming, and gorgeous. But he was also a distraction. She had enough to focus on without adding an extra complication to her life.


Chapter Two

The crowd’s roar filled the gym, echoing off the walls and vibrating through the mat beneath Jacob’s feet. He barely noticed. His mind was a storm of thoughts about Christina, her polite but firm rejection replaying over and over. The sting of her words fueled a fire in his chest, burning hotter with each passing second.

His opponent, a wiry fighter named Carlos, circled him, eyes sharp and focused. The referee signaled the start, and the bell rang. Jacob launched himself forward, aggression driving his every move. His fists flew faster and harder than usual as he vented his frustration.

Carlos tried to keep his distance, dancing around the ring, but Jacob closed the gap with relentless pressure. He threw a powerful right hook that connected with Carlos’s jaw, sending him stumbling back. The crowd’s cheers grew louder, but Jacob remained laser-focused.

Carlos attempted a takedown, but Jacob sprawled expertly, countering with a knee to the body. He could see the pain flicker across Carlos’s face, but there was no room for mercy tonight. Jacob moved in, delivering a flurry of strikes. Each hit landed with precision, his anger sharpening his technique to a razor’s edge.

A left hook followed by a swift uppercut sent Carlos reeling. Jacob seized the opportunity, driving forward with a powerful double-leg takedown. They crashed to the mat, Jacob quickly transitioning to mount. The gym erupted, spectators on their feet, but Jacob’s attention was fixed solely on his opponent.

He rained down punches, each strike fueled by the frustration of Christina’s rejection. Carlos tried to cover up, but the blows kept coming, relentless and punishing. The referee hovered nearby, eyes sharp for any sign of Carlos tapping out or losing consciousness.

Finally, Carlos’s defenses weakened. Jacob locked in a tight armbar, pulling back with all his strength. The pain was too much, and Carlos tapped frantically on the mat. The referee stepped in, pulling Jacob off and signaling the end of the fight.

“Winner by submission, Jacob ‘Iron Fist’ Sewell!” the announcer’s voice boomed through the speakers.

Jacob stood, breathing heavily, sweat dripping from his brow. The crowd’s cheers washed over him, but the victory didn’t soothe his bruised ego. Jacob went through the motions of cleaning up after the fight as his mind whirled.

Maybe Christina’s rejection was for the best. Jacob’s days were becoming increasingly busy as he worked his way through the tournament and slowly chipped away at his ordered community service hours. He still had sixty hours left and two months to complete them. There were only four rounds left until the final match of the tournament and he was determined to win. He needed to prove to everyone, especially his father, that he was capable. And he needed to show Elijah that he hadn’t wasted his time training him.

After his arrest, Elijah had begun training him. It was astonishing how well fighting had helped Jacob learn to control his anger. He’d sorely wished he’d taken Elijah up on his offer long before. But after his arrest, Elijah hadn’t given him a choice.

Jacob had fallen in love with the sport. His father had laughed in his face when Jacob had told him about his plans to pursue MMA. Jacob recalled the derision in his voice when he’d said, “You never learn. Do you, son? First, your misguided obsession with art and now this. This will be a waste of your time. You will never learn to control your temper enough to succeed. Your brother is an excellent fighter, but he knew when to leave it behind and focus on a career. You should do the same.”

It had infuriated Jacob at the time and he still felt anger pulse through limbs as he recalled the conversation. Winning this tournament would put him on the map. He could move on to a regional tournament next.

Fighting in the ring usually offered Jacob a release from the stressors of life but he couldn’t stop his mind from ruminating on his last encounter with Christina.

She’d seemed to be warming up to him, but something was holding her back. The way she’d called him rich rang in his mind. It wasn’t his fault that his parents were wealthy and had given him a healthy trust fund. Yet, it certainly seemed to make him unappealing in her mind.

He wracked his brain to think of a way to win her over. Jacob had met and dated many women in college, but none could hold a candle to Christina. It wasn’t just her physical beauty, which was quite impressive on its own, but her fiery spirit. She was confident and self-assured. However, there was vulnerability swimming deep in her eyes when they spoke. He wanted to learn more about her and it had seemed she wasn’t entirely opposed to the idea.

Jacob walked out of the club and called Elijah as he got into his car. The phone rang through to his brother’s voicemail and Jacob growled. He threw the phone on the passenger seat, started the car, and drove home.

Once home, Jacob poured himself a small glass of scotch and grabbed an ice pack. He sat on his couch, nursing his sore muscles and sipping the glass. A movie played on the television in front of him, but it couldn’t hold his attention.

He hated feeling this way. He hadn’t felt this way with any of his girlfriends in the past. They had all been fun, quick relationships with no depth or stakes. The attraction he had toward Christina felt different.

After a while, his phone rang. Jacob picked it up and answered sullenly, “Hello?”

“I apologize for missing your call earlier, brother. I trust you’re one round closer to winning the tournament?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t sound too pleased, Jacob.”

Jacob sighed. “I can’t stop thinking about Christina. Help me purge her from my mind.”

“Is that what you want?”

The ice pack burned Jacob’s skin. He’d left it on his knee for too long. He shifted it to his shoulder and held it firmly in place. “I don’t know,” he said. A voice giggled in the background and Jacob frowned. “Is that Sadie?”

“Hi, Jake!” she called, her voice echoing. Jacob let out a gusty sigh.

“Sounds like you haven’t gotten bored of our Elijah yet.”

“Don’t be sad, Jake. Did you tell her you think she’s pretty?”

“Of course I did!” Jacob exclaimed.

“Don’t rile him up, Sadie,” Elijah ordered.

“I’m hanging up now.”

“Jacob, wait,” Elijah said. Jacob rolled his eyes and muttered about his brother’s bossiness under his breath as Elijah told Sadie he’d be right back and went into another room. “Alright, brother. Tell me what’s going on. I haven’t heard you this upset in quite some time.”

“I ran into her again during my community service a few days ago. She seems like she likes me, Elijah. But she turned me down when I asked her out.”

“Did she happen to give a reason?”

“She said she was too busy. And that I’m a rich pompous jackass.” Elijah chuckled and Jacob glared at the phone. “It’s not funny!”

“Alright,” Elijah said, his voice soothing. “Perhaps she is too busy to pursue a romantic relationship at the moment.”

“You’re very helpful,” Jacob snapped.

“If you’re serious about getting to know this girl, perhaps you should get involved in the things she’s involved in.”

“What do you mean?”

“You ran into her while volunteering for Palmer Green Guardians, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Well, perhaps you should involve yourself further in the organization. They’re hosting a fundraiser at Palmer Elementary in a few days. Why not go and show your support for her cause?”

“You think that would work?”

“It would allow you to see her and speak with her.”

“Perhaps I could ask her out again.”

“Jacob, I would advise some restraint. Focus on being her friend first.”

Jacob rolled his eyes and shifted the ice pack to his other shoulder. He felt lighter and hopeful. Elijah often gave excellent advice. “Yes, I think I’ll stop by the fundraiser and make a donation. Maybe bring her a gift.”

Elijah sighed. “Brother–”

“Thanks, Elijah!” Jacob hung up before Elijah could launch into another lecture on the virtue of patience.

* * *

“That’s beautiful!” Christina exclaimed, admiring the young girl’s birdfeeder. She was at the crafts station, where participants had created various items from the box of recycled materials provided by the Palmer Green Guardians. The person who created the best item would win a LifeStraw as a prize.

“Thank you,” the girl said. Her mother sat to her right and waved at Christina.

Christina winked at the girl as she wrote a score down on her clipboard and moved on to the next participant. The fundraiser was going extremely well. They’d raised a few thousand dollars so far, and she hoped they’d raise double that by the time the event was over.

“Christina! Someone needs you at the donation table,” Mark, the head of Palmer Green Guardians, came over and tapped her shoulder.

“Okay, I’ll head there now,” Christina said. She walked to the donation table and stopped a few feet away.

Jacob stood in front of the table and gestured with his hands as he spoke with Penny, another volunteer. Penny was leaning close to him, smiling wide and twirling a strand of air around her finger.

Christina felt a twinge of jealousy as she approached and plastered a smile on her face. Jacob looked over and immediately stepped toward her. Penny’s smile dropped.

“Hello, love. Are you enjoying the fundraiser?”

“I’m working.”

He grinned. “Yes, but we often enjoy the work we’re passionate about. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I guess,” she said, smiling. “You’re not on the volunteer list today. Did you come here to see me?”

“I did. And to make a donation.”

“I hope you know you can’t buy a date with me.”

“That wasn’t my intention at all, love. I merely wanted to support our community’s efforts to become more eco-conscious.”

“How noble of you.”

“Christina,” Penny said, her eyes narrowed. “Mr. Sewell just made a very generous donation.”

“Please, call me Jacob. And I was happy to do it.”

“Well, thanks for your donation, but I have a lot of work to do. Don’t forget to take an I Donated sticker on your way out.” Christina ignored Penny and turned to leave, but Jacob touched her arm lightly and she stopped. “Yes?”

“Come on, love. Just five minutes of your time. Let me get to know you a little.”

“Fine. We can grab a coffee.”

“Excellent!”

They walked to the coffee booth. Christina was tense as she ordered her coffee and sat across from him. She cupped the warm drink in her hands and tried to slow her rapid heartbeat. She’d never had anyone pursue her this intensely. It was exhilarating.

Jacob watched her with bright, expressive eyes. Christina cleared her throat, straightened in her seat, and said, “Listen, I’m sorry if I’ve come across as too harsh. I get that way sometimes.”

The playful grin on Jacob’s face softened into something more sincere. “No apologies needed, love.”

“I meant what I said the other day.”

“About my being a pompous jackass?”

Christina laughed and her skin tingled as she leaned forward. “No. Well, maybe. I haven’t fully decided about that yet.”

“I see. Allow me the opportunity to show you the type of man I really am.”

“And what type of man is that?”

“Dashingly handsome. Charming. And fun.”

“Okay,” Christina laughed. “Look, you have to stop showing up where I am and flirting with me.”

“Aren’t you enjoying yourself? The look in your eyes tells me you quite enjoy the attention.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t have time for this. No offense.”

“None taken. Perhaps I can do something to convince you to make the time.”

Christina sighed. “I’m sorry. You’re cute, but I have a million things to do and my life is really complicated right now.”

“If I can’t take you on a proper date, then perhaps we can spend time together another way. Are any of the million things you have to do group activities?”

The sparkle in Jacob’s eyes was disarming. Christina was flustered and her mind raced. What was she doing? She shouldn’t be flirting with him. But he was attractive and persistent, which were qualities that appealed to her.

“Well, we’re cleaning up Breaker’s Park on Tuesday. We could use an extra volunteer.”

“What time?”

“Normally we’d start at noon and end at three, but only three of us volunteered for Tuesday. Bailey and Mark work late, so we won’t get there until nearly eight o’clock.”

“In the evening?” Jacob frowned. “That’s rather unusual.”

“Yeah. It’s also rather annoying.” Jacob laughed as she copied his accent, causing Christina to flush with pleasure. “But it’s our only choice. It’s a busy week. Bailey has a wedding to shoot and I have a few tutoring sessions to do. That’s the only time a few of us have free.

“You work as a tutor?”

“Yeah. I help juniors and seniors get ready for the SATs.”

Jacob eyed her with appreciation, and she flushed under his gaze. “Very well. Put my name on the list.”

“How much community service do you have?”

Jacob frowned, his eyes darkening. “Another sixty hours.”

“Another? So you already did sixty hours?” He nodded. Christina whistled. “Wow. What did you do?”

Jacob shifted in his seat and said, “I’d rather not go into details, love. Suffice it to say I used to have significant difficulties controlling my temper.”

“Oh. No offense, but I’m kind of surprised your dad didn’t just make a donation to Judge Luther’s charity. Everyone knows he’s easy to bribe.”

Jacob laughed darkly. He stared into his coffee cup as he said, “My father was quite displeased with my behavior. He is a hard man. Very strict. What about your parents? Did they provide you with your love of the environment?”

Christina swallowed and accepted the change of subject. “I never knew my dad. My mom adopted me when I was two. She’s technically my aunt, but she adopted me when her sister–my biological mom–died. My mom was a teacher. She’s never really been into conservation. I got into it through the Miss Palmer pageants.”

Jacob sat back and pressed his lips together, suppressing a grin. Christina gave him a look and he said, “I thought I recognized you. You won a couple of years ago, right? I must have seen your picture in the paper.”

“I won three years in a row, actually.” Christina couldn’t help but brag. “They love competitors who do a lot of volunteering and community work. That’s how I got involved with Palmer Green Guardians.”

“I knew you would be as intriguing as you looked,” Jacob said, his eyes bright. Christina blushed and cleared her throat. She felt hot and sticky despite the air conditioning blasting through the lunch room where they sat. Jacob had the unique ability to get under her skin in a way no one else had. Christina wasn’t sure if she liked that or hated it.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said. “I’m just like everyone else.”

“Perhaps. But we all have something that sets us apart from the crowd.”

“What sets me apart? My blonde hair? I dye it.”

“Not your hair, love. You’re full of fire and determination. Excellent qualities to have.”

“Christina! There you are.” The spell that had fallen over Christina during their conversation was instantly broken as Mark hurried over. He nodded at Jacob, though he barely glanced at him, and said to Christina, “We need you to hand out prizes.”

“Oh, right, sorry,” Christina said, frazzled. She grabbed her coffee cup and took a couple of swallows. The liquid was lukewarm, but she figured the caffeine would work just the same. “Sorry, Jacob. I’ll see you at Breaker’s Park.”

“That you will, love.”


Chapter Three

Christina tugged at her shirt and stared around the park. It was half past eight and Jacob hadn’t arrived yet. Maybe he’d changed his mind. Her stomach twisted at the thought. Had she been too stand-offish? She’d thought they’d connected during their conversation at the fundraiser. It was difficult to believe she’d gotten so personal with him. The only other person who knew about her biological mom and her adoption was Bailey. None of her friends in high school had known.

Mark stomped past her with a deep frown. She turned to see a group of college guys staggering into the park. They held dark bottles in their hands. Laughter drifted across the park from the group, loud and grating.

“Hey, you guys need to find somewhere else to party tonight,” Mark said as he approached the group.

Christina sighed, dropped the garbage bag on a nearby bench, and headed over to provide backup.

One of the frat boys stepped up to Mark and grinned. His movements were sloppy, and his voice was unsteady as he said, “Come on, man. We’re just going to chill for a little bit.”

An argument started between Mark and Rick, the apparent leader of the frat pack. Christina looked around for Bailey and felt a rush of warmth as Jacob came striding toward her. “Sorry I’m late, love,” he called, but his eyes were narrowed at the group as they began to raise their voices at Mark.

“Hey, I wasn’t sure you were going to make it. What happened to you?” Christina reached out and grazed the side of Jacob’s face. An angry cut ran from the top of his temple to halfway down his cheek. It was swollen and red.

“I’ll be happy to explain in just a moment,” Jacob said. He stepped around her and approached the group. “Boys, what brings you to Breaker’s Park this evening?”

“Yo, Jacob! What’s up, dude?” One of the men called out.

“I am here to assist the Palmer Green Guardians in restoring this park to its former glory. It appears you are here to impede those efforts.” The group grew quiet at Jacob’s dark tone. Christina stepped forward as goosebumps rose along her skin. She’d never heard him sound angry before. It was intimidating.

“Come on, man. We’re just here to chill,” Rick said, shrugging. He scuffed his shoe along the ground in front of him and frowned.

Jacob stepped closer to Rick until he was mere inches from his face. Christina’s feet carried her forward until she was just behind him. “I do not appreciate members of my fraternity disgracing themselves in public like this. You will take your friends and go to a private space to continue your activities this evening. And if I ever discover your friends have sullied this park again, I will hold you personally responsible.”

Rick clenched his jaw and tried to laugh it off but immediately backed away. “Yeah, man. Whatever. Come on, guys.”

The group left far more subdued than they’d arrived. Christina’s skin tingled as Jacob turned, his eyes still alight with determination and his face set. She could see why he was such an intimidating fighter now. His shoulders were locked in a tight line, adding to the natural air of authority he carried. Christina stepped forward and placed her hand on his arm. He stared down at her, his eyes dark and expressive.

She licked her lips and Jacob’s eyes flickered to them before returning to her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“I’m happy to help, love,” he said. His voice was deeper than usual. Warmth blossomed in Christina’s stomach, traveling down, settling into an undeniable ache.

“Yeah, thanks for the assist. We still have a lot to do tonight, though, so let’s get moving,” Mark said, destroying the moment.

Christina stepped back and bit her lip. She glanced at Jacob, who watched her with a wolfish grin. He’d noticed her arousal. The thought excited her further. Tonight was going to be interesting. She led Jacob over to the corner of the park where they’d set up a few lights and handed him a pair of gloves and a bag.

He put them on without hesitation and knelt down to begin picking up the array of half-decomposed garbage. Christina joined him and they worked side-by-side in silence for a few minutes. Jacob was quick and efficient, which Christina appreciated.

“So, want to tell me what happened to your face?”

Jacob chuckled and said, “My brother and I were training this evening. I was a bit too enthusiastic, and he knocked me into a weight bench. It was an accident.”

Christina blew out a breath as she took in the cut. “It looks painful,” she said.

“It’s nothing. I’ve gotten far worse from him in the past.” Seeing Christina’s frown, he laughed and said, “Elijah and I have trained together for a while, love. He would never hurt me on purpose, but these things happen.”

“Is he a fighter, too?”

“Not anymore. He doesn’t quite enjoy the thrill of physical confrontations the same way I do.”

“Why do you enjoy it so much?”

“It’s thrilling. And it’s good for me. Training and fighting have helped me learn self-control and discipline.”

Christina flushed. His eyes locked onto hers, dark with sincerity and hunger. She couldn’t believe she was letting herself fall for a guy like him. When Christina had imagined her future, she’d always assumed she’d settle down with a nice, quiet man. Someone who wouldn’t get in her way as she pursued her ambitions and who would be happy to let her lead the way.

But that narrative didn’t fit Jacob. He challenged and pushed her buttons in ways no one else had before. Talking to him was maddening. She couldn’t imagine the version of herself she’d become with Jacob at her side, encouraging and challenging her to do more and be better. It suddenly seemed incredibly important to find out.

“I guess I could use a little more self-control and discipline,” Christina said, her face burning. She hadn’t meant that to sound quite as sexual as it did, but the effect on Jacob was instant. His ears turned bright red and he grinned.

He leaned forward, his eyes trailing over her parted lips, and said, “I would be happy to offer my assistance with that, love.”

“And how would you go about that?”

Leaning closer until his warm breath brushed her ear, Jacob whispered, “Are you interested in self-control or discipline? I have methods to teach you both.”

“Either,” she breathed, her hands curling in the grass.

“Well, I’ve always found a firm spanking works well to instill discipline. As for self-control, have you learned to orgasm on command? If not, I would be happy to teach you. It’s quite fun to hold back until your lover allows for your release.”

Jacob leaned back, licked his lips, and pulled off his gloves. He stroked Christina’s hair and she gasped at his touch. His touch set her skin on fire as his hand traveled lower, ghosting over her neck, trailing down her abdomen.

“Wait–” Christina gasped as Jacob undid the button of her jeans.

He scooted closer to her and held a finger up to his lips. The lanterns placed nearby reflected off his dark eyes, giving them a mischievous sparkle. “They are on the other side of the park, love. If you do not wish for them to know, I suggest you remain quiet.”

Jacob slid his fingers into the waistband of her jeans and brought them lower. He swirled them around her clit and she jolted forward. Her hands landed on his shoulders and her fingers curled into his jacket as intense tingling spread around her sensitive nub.

She whipped her head around, but Mark and Bailey were working together on the other side of the park. They probably couldn’t see anything, but the possibility of being noticed titillated and terrified Christina in equal measure.

A single finger teased her clit, rubbing her too softly. It felt like her brain short-circuited as she shoved a hand down and pressed him more firmly against her. Jacob clucked his tongue and removed his hand from her pants.

“Jacob–” The high-pitched whine in her voice made his smile even wider.

“I see you do need lessons in self-control and discipline, love. That was very naughty.” Christina flushed, one hand still gripping his jacket while the other hovered between them as if unsure of what to do with itself. Her body was on fire and her clit throbbed. Each pulse sent a jolt of desire and pain through her body. This was torture. Why would he get her all riled up just to stop like that?

“You started it!”

“Yes, and I would have finished it, had you behaved. You tried to control the situation. Now, you must wait until later to finish. If I allow it.”

Christina gaped at him, her mouth wide with shock. His words only seemed to make the pulsing stronger and she desperately wanted him to throw her down and fuck her right there.

“You can’t do that!”

“I most certainly can, love. And if you don’t behave later, then I will have to punish you. Am I making myself clear?”

His smile was far too wide, his enjoyment at her neediness too obvious. Christina’s heart thundered as she bit her lip and tried to get her thoughts straight. “Yeah, okay.”

Jacob chuckled and leaned forward until his soft lips were pressed against her ear. “When we’re playing like this, love, I expect you to address me respectfully. A proper answer would be ‘yes, sir’. Do you understand?”

Leaning back just far enough to catch her eyes, Jacob tilted his head and waited. The smile was gone, replaced by a sincere hunger that sent shivers through Christina’s body. She opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again. “Yes, sir,” she whispered.

The delight on Jacob’s face made Christina laugh. He leaned back and said, “Wonderful! Once we’ve wrapped up here, we can continue this at my home.”

He went back to work as if nothing had happened, as if he weren’t distracted a tall, and Christina sighed. She stood, gave Jacob a pointed look, and said, “I’m going to get some water. I’ll be right back.”

“Yes, water should help cool you off,” he chuckled.

* * *

“This is where you live?” Christina asked, her eyes wide. She’d expected him to live in a small apartment or maybe a single-bedroom house. But the home they pulled up to was huge. It had two living rooms (although he insisted one room was a ‘sitting room’), a massive kitchen with a breakfast nook, an equally massive dining room, a laundry room, an office, and a bathroom. All of that was just on the first floor.

“Are you impressed, love?”

“More like confused. What do you even do with all this space?”

Jacob chuckled. “It is a bit much for me, but my mother insisted I take this home. She wanted to ensure I had plenty of space for all the grandchildren she expects me to give her.”

Christina laughed as he winked. “Do you even want kids?”

“Someday,” he said, shrugging. “Let’s go upstairs.”

Jacob led her up to his bedroom and she frowned as she looked inside. It wasn’t at all what she’d expected. The bed was carefully made, the walls were bare, and there wasn’t a single thing out of place. Jacob hadn’t seemed like the type to be so meticulously organized, but apparently she was wrong.

“Wow,” she said.

“I know it’s not much. But I don’t spend very much time here.”

“You need serious help decorating this room! It’s your bedroom. It should be your sanctuary. Look, you could put up a couple of posters right here or maybe some artwork. Oh, and over here–”

“Love, as much as I enjoy your enthusiasm, I don’t believe we’re here to discuss my lack of decor.”

Christina turned and froze. Jacob was standing just inside the doorway with his shirt off and she admired his sculpted chest. She walked forward and placed a hand on his bicep, trailed down to his wrist, and looked up at him with wide eyes. Her chest began to hurt as a deep pulsing thrummed through her body again.

“Do you like what you see, love?”

“You’re beautiful.”

“Beautiful?” Jacob repeated. He grasped her hand and gave her a curious look.

“Gorgeous,” she confirmed, causing him to laugh.

“Well, it’s not the compliment I was expecting, but I suppose I’ll take it. Although, it seems wrong that anything else could be considered gorgeous when you are in the room.”

Christina laughed as he led her over to the bed. They stood at the edge of the bed for a moment, and then Jacob leaned forward and kissed her. The gentleness of his touch surprised her and she melted against him. The heat from his body rolled over her in delightful waves, causing heat to rise to her face and drift down, settling in her lower belly.

Jacob leaned back and pressed his forehead against hers. “So, self-control or discipline tonight, love?”

“Dealer’s choice,” Christina said. He leaned back, giving her an impish grin. She swallowed.

“I do love being in control,” he said, his voice deep and raspy. Christina squealed as he sat down and pulled her face down over his lap. “Do you have a safe word, love?” he asked, his tone far too casual for this situation.

Blood rushed to Christina’s face as she hung over his lap, her blonde hair falling around her like a curtain. She shook it out of her face and tried to glance over her shoulder at him, but the look of hunger Jacob sent her made the painful throbbing in her clit start back up again, so she stared at the floor instead.

“Um, no. I’ve never actually done anything like this before.”

“I see. In that case, I should give you a little guidance. You need to choose a safe word. It should be something easy to remember, but make sure it isn’t something you would say accidentally. If, at any time, you wish me to stop, you will use that word. Unless you use that word, I will decide what happens from one moment to the next, and you will do as you are told. It would also be helpful for you to remember what I told you earlier about how to speak to me when we are engaged in this type of play.”

The minor scolding set Christina’s body on fire. She squirmed over his lap, her toes digging at the floor. “Okay. My safe word is ‘Guardian’.”

She could hear the smirk in Jacob’s voice as he said, “Excellent. Do you have any questions before I begin?”

“Begin what, exactly?”

“Spanking you. Then, playing with you. And then, if you’re a good girl, I will fuck you. Does that sound alright, love?”

“Yeah,” she breathed. A sharp swat landed on her left butt cheek without warning and Christina cried out. The pain radiated through her bottom, transforming into pressure around her clit. She bit her lip to keep herself from groaning.

“Is that the way you were instructed to address me, love?”

“Oh, no. Um, sir.”

Jacob chuckled. “Don’t worry, love. I will remind you whenever necessary.”

His hand fell against her bottom again. He moved slowly, alternating sides with each swat. After a moment, he reached around her waist, his fingers grazing tortuously over her clit before moving to undo her button. Jacob helped her lean up far enough to pull her jeans down, then guided her back down over his lap.

The spanking became more vigorous and Christina breathed hard through the pain. It was an odd kind of pain that she’d never experienced before. She wasn’t even sure pain was the right word to describe the sensation. There was the initial shock as his hand fell against her bottom, then heat, and then unbearable pressure.

After a while, Jacob stopped and began rubbing her butt firmly. His hand somehow soothed the fire it had just caused, and she relaxed under his touch. “That was the discipline portion of this evening, love. You took that astonishingly well. Now, I’ll move on to teaching you about self-control.”

Christina whimpered and squirmed over his lap. “I think I’m good on the lessons tonight. I’d really rather you just fuck me now.”

Jacob laughed and laid several sharp swats on her bottom, causing her to yell out. She was panting by the time he’d finished and her entire body vibrated with desire. “That’s not how this works, love. I chose what happens and when. Now, we’re going to play a little game. I am going to touch you. You will not move or make a sound until I give you permission. You will not cum without my permission. Do you understand?”

Christina’s breath was ragged and uneven as his words drifted over her prone form, filling her with unease and excitement. “Yes, sir,” she whispered.

“Good girl,” he said. Jacob pulled her panties down to her knees and moved his finger over her slit. Christina flushed. She could feel the wetness on her thighs. A single finger pushed inside and she gasped as her body clenched around it, desperate for more. Jacob chuckled and slid another finger inside. He moved them in and out with excruciating slowness.

Christina locked her muscles in place and bit her lip so hard she was worried it would bleed. She was desperate to do as he’d said and remained still and silent. After a moment, he withdrew his fingers and said, “Very good. Let’s see if you can keep it up.”

A groan bubbled in Christina’s throat but she swallowed it back. Jacob pushed her legs apart, leaving her wide open and exposed. He pressed his finger against her clit gently and she nearly screamed. Her body shook with the effort of holding herself still as he began rubbing her most sensitive spot in small, feather-light circles.

After only a few seconds, Christina couldn’t stand it. “Jacob, please!” she shouted desperately, grinding her hips down onto his finger. Jacob snatched his hand away, wrapped it around her waist, and laid a volley of furious smacks against her butt. She cried out and writhed over his lap as the spanking intensified.

“That was very naughty, love,” he sounded amused as he continued spanking her.

Christina thrashed over his lap and said, “Just stop teasing me, already!”

The spanking abruptly ended and Christina found herself on her feet too quickly to process what had happened. Jacob grabbed her shoulders, spun her around, and bent her forward. Her palms sank into the soft mattress as Jacob reached into the bedside table and pulled out a condom.

Second later he lined up against her entrance and pushed himself deep inside. Christina cried out, her fingers curling into the bedspread, and pushed her hips back against him. Jacob laughed and gripped her hips as he pulled out and thrust back inside her.

Jacob fucked her hard and relentlessly. Christina moaned and held on desperately to the bedspread. After a few minutes, he pushed her forward so her chest rested against the bed, allowing him to hit even deeper inside of her.

The pressure in her clit became too painful and Christina reached a shaking hand down to give herself the relief she desperately needed.

“Absolutely not, love,” Jacob grabbed her hand and pinned it to the small of her back. Christina cried out as tears of frustration and need built behind her eyes.

“Jacob, please!”

“Not just yet, love.” He pulled out and positioned them so Christina lay flat on her back. Jacob grasped her hips and pulled them to the edge of the bed and entered her once again. “Look at me,” he ordered, his voice deep and husky.

Her eyes snapped onto his as he began fucking her again. She squeezed her eyes shut, but a sharp smack to her right nipple sent them flying open again. The look in his eyes was dark and dangerous as he warned, “I did not give you permission to close your eyes.”

Christina whimpered, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. Finally, she begged, “Please, sir. Please.”

“Please, what, love?”

“Please let me cum. Please.”

Jacob grinned and said, “Put your hands behind your head.” Christina did so immediately and Jacob reached into the beside table once again, this time pulling out a small vibrator. Christina eyed it nervously, but Jacob didn’t give her a chance to consider it before he’d turned it on and pressed it against her clit. She cried out as the vibrations flew through her body, destroying the last semblance of self-control she had left. “You can cum now, love.”

She squeezed her eyes shut as the orgasm tore through her, forcing her muscles to contract. Her toes curled and she could feel Jacob moving inside of her again. She heard him moan, felt his fingers tighten around her waist, and then she melted against the bed completely.

Jacob pulled out of her gently and she vaguely heard him moving around the room. A warm towel pressed against her sex, cleaning her gently. Moments later, Christina felt herself lifted into Jacob’s arms. He pulled her against his chest as he laid down and she curled into him, feeling blissfully content.

“That… was amazing,” Christina whispered. Her body was slick with sweat and tingling. She looked up and grinned at the dazed look on Jacob’s face.

“Yes. It was.”


Chapter Four

Jacob pulled up to the modest one-story house Christina pointed out. It was barely six o’clock in the morning and the sun hadn’t yet managed to break through the horizon, leaving the world suspended in twilight. He put the car in park and turned to Christina. Reaching out, he placed his palm on the back of her cool neck and pulled her toward him. They kissed chastely as if the previous night’s activities had been a shared dream.

When they pulled back, it was difficult for Jacob to let her go. She’d insisted on arriving home early before her mother woke up. Jacob had grumbled when she’d woken him at five this morning, but it hadn’t taken much cajoling for her to convince him to get up. He was smitten.

“Thanks for driving me home so early,” she said, smiling as he moved his hand to her shoulder.

“I would have rather had a lazy morning in bed with you, love, but I understand the importance of commitment to one’s family.”

“Have I mentioned that I really like your accent?”

Jacob chuckled. “You have not, but thank you. I happen to like yours as well.”

Christina grabbed her purse and placed her hand on the door handle but hesitated. She bit her lip, her face flushed, and she said, “And thanks for last night. I had a good time.”

“As did I, love. Will you let me take you on a proper date now?” The warmth from his hand made it difficult for Christina to think straight. She stared at his dark, expressive eyes surrounded by long, black lashes and lost herself for a moment. Jacob’s voice drew her back after a second, “Love?”

The smile on his face widened as Christina cleared her throat and blinked. She pointed a finger at him and said, “I knew you’d be a distraction.” They laughed and Christina continued, “I’ll call you tomorrow. We can set something up.”

* * *

Jacob waited at the small table. He wrapped his hands around the mug of coffee, his eyes trained on the window. It was raining outside today, which was too bad. It would have been a lovely day to take her on a picnic, but a coffee date was better than spending their time together picking up garbage.

Christina pulled up in her small blue sedan. He stood as she walked inside, smiling broadly, and pulled out her chair for her. “Thanks,” she said.

“I hope your coffee isn’t too cool,” he said, nodding at the drink. The sweat on his palms was uncomfortable and he tried to be discrete as he sat and wiped them on his jeans. She smiled and took a small sip. They sat in silence for an awkward moment. Jacob laughed and said, “Why do I feel as though my charm has suddenly disappeared?”

Christina laughed as well, her cheeks flushing. “It is a little awkward.”

“We should correct that.”

“How?”

“Tell me a little about yourself, love. Outside of your dedication to the environment, I don’t know as much about you as I wish I did.”

“There’s not much to know. I’m pretty boring.”

“I strongly disagree.”

“I’m a total open book. You’re the one with that whole mysterious fighter thing going on.”

“Mysterious fighter thing?” Jacob asked. His eyebrows rose and his lips stretched into a wide smile.

“Yeah, you know! Guy with a dark past learns about himself by learning to fight. You’re kind of a cliche.”

“A cliche?” Jacob chuckled, pressing a hand against his chest. “That cuts rather deep, love.”

“Sorry, but it’s true. Tell me what happened.”

“Why I received court-ordered community service, you mean?”

“Yeah,” she said, leaning forward curiously. Jacob sighed, his smile dropping as he stared into his cup. “I’m sorry, you don’t have to.”

“It’s fine, love.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve always had a bit of a temper. My father, despite his various attempts, could never convince me to control it. I let it get out of hand one hand while at the pub with friends.”

Christina tilted her head and said, “You don’t seem very close to your father.”

“No, we’re not,” Jacob sighed. “He is a hard man. He had very high expectations for my brother and I. Elijah always lived up to those expectations. I did not. It made my father very angry, having such a disappointment for a son.” The venom in Jacob’s voice was palpable. He swallowed and tried to reign in his anger. “He could be quite cruel when he was angry.”

“Physically?” Christina asked. Jacob nodded. “Oh. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It’s fine, love. My brother has always believed in me. If it weren’t for him, I likely would have ended up in prison a very long time ago.”

“It must be nice to have a sibling.”

“It can be. He can also be a pain.” They laughed. “You have no siblings, love?”

Christina took a sip of her cool coffee and shook her head. “No. My mom was forty-five when she adopted me.”

“What happened to your biological mother?”

“She overdosed on heroin. I was there when it happened, but I don’t remember it. I was only two.”

Jacob gave her an appraising look. “That is a terrible thing to face at such a young age.”

“Well, it sounds like you dealt with some shitty situations too.” Jacob shrugged. Christina continued, “It never made sense to me. People that get angry after going through something terrible. Thinking about my biological mom just makes me sad for her.”

“That is because you are a strong woman,” Jacob said, his eyes trained on hers. Christina gave him a small smile and he continued, “Most people believe there are two ways to react to a crisis. Let it consume you or come out stronger. But there’s a third option, love. Some of us learn to love the fire.”

Her eyes widened. “And you learned to love the fire?”

“Sometimes pain can be a good thing. We cannot be strong if we have never known weakness. Experiencing pain is a way to build strength. Choosing to be in the ring and fight, knowing there are rules in place and techniques one must use, allows me to channel my anger appropriately and build strength, physically and mentally.”

“I’ve never thought about it like that before.”

“I’m glad to have opened your eyes, love,” Jacob said. He leaned forward and placed a hand over hers. “But I don’t want our day together to be spent rehashing old wounds. Let’s do something fun.”

Christina laughed and placed her other hand on top of his. Her palm was warm and soft. “Like what?”

* * *

“You’re insane!” Christina shrieked, laughing as she sprinted through the yard. Her bare feet sunk into the grass as she made her way back to the table. She grabbed a new water gun, turned, and unleashed a torrent at Jacob.

He tried to dodge the stream, but Christina was relentless. Jacob sprang up, ran straight through the stream, and swept Christina into his arms. She dropped the water gun, laughing uncontrollably.

“You are quite the opponent, love.”

It was still raining. Somehow, with wet hair and lashes, Jacob looked even more gorgeous than he had before. She leaned up and kissed him hard. He kissed her back, his arms tightening around her small frame.

They pulled back and Christina knew the goofy grin Jacob wore must mirror her own. “We should head inside. I’m covered in mud.”

“I would be happy to offer my assistance washing you up, love.”

“I bet you would,” Christina said, her cheeks straining. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled this much. Jacob set off toward his house and Christina squirmed in his arms. “I can walk, Jacob.”

“Why do that when I could carry you?”

“Because I’m heavy and I don’t want you to drop me.”

“You are not heavy! And there is absolutely no chance of my dropping you.”

“Why? Because you’re so strong?”

“Yes, love, I happen to be quite strong. Thank you for noticing.”

“And pompous. Don’t forget that.”

“Is that so?”

“Definitely.”

“Well, then, perhaps I should let you walk.” Jacob grinned wickedly and set her down in a mud puddle just before the entrance. Christina shrieked and smacked his chest.

“Jacob Michael! I’m going to ruin your floors!”

Jacob’s eyebrows flew up. “Well, I know I’m in trouble when my middle name makes an appearance.”

Christina pointed a finger at him and said, “You are definitely trouble.”

“Shall I carry you to the shower now, love?”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head, but her smile remained firmly in place. Jacob’s eyes traveled down her body and she flushed under his gaze. “Alright, I guess I’ll let you carry me.”

“How kind of you, love. Wouldn’t want to ruin my floors, right?”

For a moment, Christina felt weightless as Jacob swept her into his arms again. He carried her inside, laughing, leaving a trail of mud on the hardwood floor as they headed for the shower.


Chapter Five

“Well, assuming I win the tournament, I’ll enter the regional next. If that goes well, I could get a contract,” Jacob said. Winning this tournament was everything. If he lost, it would only prove his father right and show his brother that all his training had been a waste of time.

“You’ll win, Jake,” Sadie said, smiling. Turning to Christina, she said, “You guys met at his match with The Phantom, right?”

Christina nodded, smirking. “He tried to play hero afterward when my date was bothering me.”

“It didn’t look like you needed rescuing to me,” Elijah said, smiling as Christina blushed.

“You were there?” Christina asked. Elijah nodded.

“What happened?” Sadie asked.

“She hauled off and slapped him. It was quite satisfying to watch,” Jacob said, his eyes sparkling with laughter.

“He was being a jerk,” Christina said.

“You’d better watch it, Jake,” Sadie teased.

“I don’t know what you mean. I’m a perfect gentleman.”

Christina laughed. She reached over and grasped Jacob’s hand. He smiled and brought her hand up to his mouth, kissing the back gently, grinning when she blushed.

“Aw, so cute,” Sadie said. Jacob turned to give her a mock glare while Elijah chuckled.

A loud chiming echoed through the home and Jacob turned to give his brother an odd look. “Expecting someone, brother?”

“Not at all,” Elijah said. “Excuse me.” He stood and left the table. Jacob heard the door open and his stomach dropped as the sound of his father’s voice drifted through the hall. He turned and shared a look with Sadie.

“Who is that?” Christina whispered, leaning close to him.

“My father,” Jacob said. He turned to Christina and said, “Sorry, love. We weren’t expecting him to stop by.” He tensed as footsteps came down the hall. This evening was going so well. Inviting Christina to dinner with his brother and Sadie had been a big step for Jacob. He’d wanted everything to go perfectly. A surprise visit from his father was not at all what he’d had in mind.

A moment later, Elijah and Marcus came into the room. Jacob stood and greeted his father coolly, “Hello, father. What brings you by this evening?”

“I came to drop off some paperwork for your brother. Hello, Sadie,” Mr. Sewell addressed Sadie coldly. She stared at the table and muttered a hello back. Mr. Sewell turned his attention to Christina and smiled. “Hello, I’m Marcus. And you are?”

“Um, Christina Forbes. It’s nice to meet you.” She held out her hand and Jacob watched with sharp eyes as his father took it carefully in his own.

“Wonderful.” He dropped her hand, turned to the brothers, and said, “Well, I didn’t mean to interrupt your evening. I’ll be on my way. But I also wanted to let you both know that I’m planning to take a trip to Paris next month. Your mother will accompany me and we’ll likely be gone for a few months. Should you need help with your business, son, you can contact Mr. Pratt.”

“I see,” Elijah said quietly.

Jacob’s chest burned and his mouth opened without conscious thought. “Months? You’ll miss the final match of the tournament. I thought you and mother were going to attend?”

Mr. Sewell turned his eyes on Jacob and gave him a look of such disappointment, it would be impossible for Christina not to notice. Jacob’s face burned as he said, “You know how I feel about such nonsense, son. You should pursue a real career, like your brother.”

Jacob scoffed and looked away. Elijah immediately stepped in, placing a hand on their father’s arm lightly. “Jacob is well aware of your opinion, father. But he’s doing quite well. Now, if that’s all, I will show you out.”

Elijah led their father out, their voices echoing down the hall as blood roared past Jacob’s ears. He could hardly see through a red haze of anger as Christina reached out and touched his shaking hand lightly.

“Jacob? Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he muttered shortly.

Elijah returned quickly and exchanged a look with Sadie. Turning to his brother, Elijah placed a hand on his shoulder and said, “Jacob, I know you’re disappointed—”

“I am not disappointed. It’s exactly as I expected.”

“We should talk about this—”

“I do not want to talk about it, Elijah. Leave me alone.” Jacob turned, his body vibrating with tension.

Elijah reached out, touching Jacob’s arm, and before he could think about the consequences, Jacob turned and threw all his weight into his arms, shoving Elijah clear across the room.

“Oh my God,” Sadie whispered. She stepped over to Christina, who stared at Jacob with wide, horrified eyes.

Elijah picked himself up slowly, his eyes burning with fury. He took several deep breaths and said quietly, “Christina, I am very sorry, but I believe we should cut this evening short.”

“And who are you to decide that?” Jacob spat, the adrenaline unrelenting as he curled his hands into fists.

Christina stepped back and swallowed. “It’s fine. I’ll see you later,” she muttered. She turned and practically fled from the room.

“Should I go talk to her?” Sadie asked, looking up at Elijah nervously.

“No. Go to our room. Now.”

Sadie nodded and left, giving Jacob a wide berth as she moved around him. Jacob stared at Elijah, his body coiled and ready for a fight.

Elijah took a few steps toward his brother and said, “Let’s discuss this in my office, brother.”

“Discuss what, Elijah? Our father’s continued disappointment in me? Or your inability to recover from a light push?”

Elijah blew out a slow, deep breath. He stared at Jacob and said, “You are very far out of line right now, brother. Do you wish to make the consequences of this evening worse for yourself?”

Jacob swallowed. “And what exactly do you plan to do about it, brother? Beat me as our father would?”

Elijah snapped out, hitting Jacob across the back of the head with such force he stumbled, and tears welled in his eyes. “I will never beat you, Jacob. How dare you say that to me? If it weren’t for me, father would have beaten you far more often. Perhaps then you would have learned some respect.”

The words dug into Jacob’s subconscious, mingling with the ringing in his ears in a particularly unpleasant manner. The fight drained out of him and he slumped into the chair Christina had vacated, tears trailing down his cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Elijah,” he whispered. Elijah pulled out a chair and sat. He was silent, which was never a good sign. “Elijah…”

“Not only did you lose your temper, but you also put Sadie and Christina in danger. I can handle being the target of your anger, Jacob, but if I had hit either one of them, they could have been hurt. That is completely unacceptable.”

Jacob buried his head in his hands. Elijah placed a comforting hand on his shoulder and took another slow, deep breath. Jacob envied his ability to stay so composed. After a moment, Elijah said, “Jacob, I apologize for what I said about our father. You didn’t deserve his treatment of you. But you know I would never use his means of discipline. Right?”

“Yes, I know that. I’m sorry, Elijah.” Jacob turned to his big brother with glistening eyes. “What am I going to do? I terrified Christina.”

Elijah sighed and gripped Jacob’s shoulder more firmly. “Yes, you did. You will have to apologize, Jacob. Perhaps explain a little about why that upset you as much as it did. I will also expect you to apologize to Sadie after we finish our conversation. Is that clear?”

Jacob nodded, his face burning. His chest still felt tight with anger and he fought to take slow, deep breaths. “I don’t know why I get like this, Elijah. I thought I was learning to control it.”

“You are, but it takes time, brother.”

They were silent for a moment. Jacob turned to look at Elijah and asked, “Are we still going to discuss this in your office?”

“Yes. While I understand you are trying your best, your behavior was unacceptable, Jacob. If you had hurt Sadie or Christina, we would be having a much more serious conversation.”

Jacob swallowed. He had a feeling they were already about to have a serious conversation. He couldn’t imagine how it could be much worse.

“I understand.” He stood and glanced around the room. A chair was still knocked over from his outburst earlier. He went over and picked it up.

“Let’s go, Jacob,” Elijah said. Jacob nodded and followed Elijah out of the room.

* * *

Jacob stared at his tear-stained face in the bathroom mirror. He tried to scrub away the evidence of his tears, but his face remained red and puffy. This entire night had been humiliating, and he still needed to apologize to Sadie before he left.

He exited the bathroom and returned to Elijah’s office, where he and Sadie spoke in hushed voices. Jacob stood in the doorway, his limbs heavy with exhaustion.

Elijah looked up and walked over. He pulled Jacob into a tight hug. Jacob wrapped his arms around his brother and tried not to cry again. “It’s alright, Jake,” Elijah said quietly.

They pulled back and Jacob glanced at Sadie. She gave him a quick half smile and he looked away again. Clearing his throat, Jacob walked further into the room. He stopped a few feet away and said, “Sadie, I’m sorry. I know I frightened you. There was no excuse for my behavior. Can you forgive me?”

Sadie stepped closer and threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. “Of course I forgive you. Your dad’s an asshole.”

“Sadie!” Elijah reprimanded her sharply. Jacob smiled.

“Yes, he is.” He pulled back and Sadie smiled at him. “Thank you, love.”

“A little violence at the end of dinner isn’t enough to scare me, Jake. You should know that. You’ve met my parents.”

Elijah sighed, and Jacob’s chest tightened. His behavior had probably brought up some very unpleasant memories for her. “I remember. I’m sorry, Sadie. I’d never wish to remind you of that.”

Sadie shrugged. “If it weren’t for you and Elijah, I would still be reminded of it daily.”

Jacob sighed. Sadie’s family hadn’t been very kind to her, either. It was something she and Jacob had bonded over when they’d met during their community service orientation. Sadie had been there on a drug charge. He’d introduced her to Elijah, and the rest was history.

“You will never have to deal with that again,” Elijah said. He moved over and pressed a kiss against the top of her head. The room fell silent for a moment and Elijah began rolling up the sleeves of his shirt, as he often did when deep in thought. Jacob noticed a large purple bruise on his forearm and his face dropped.

“Is that from me?”

Elijah glanced down at it. He looked back up at Jacob and said softly, “Do not concern yourself with it, Jacob. I’m fine.”

“I really am sorry, Elijah.”

“I know. We’ve discussed it, and now we move forward. I suggest you head home and get some rest. It’s been a trying night.”

Jacob groaned and sat, wincing. “Should I call Christina tonight? Or text her?”

“I think you should give her a little space, Jake. Try reaching out tomorrow,” Sadie said.

“But I need to apologize. I can’t stand the thought of her being afraid of me now.”

“Our actions have unintended consequences, brother. Speak with Christina tomorrow.” The reprimand in Elijah’s voice wasn’t harsh, but it was clear, and Jacob nodded.

* * *

Christina opened the trunk of her car and began loading the bags of groceries inside. Her mother was at a doctor’s appointment and she wanted to get this done before she got home. They were going to watch a movie tonight if she felt up to it.

The last couple of days had been difficult. Her mother could tell Christina was upset, but she didn’t want to burden her mother with the truth, so she said she was just overwhelmed with her tutoring and volunteer work.

But the truth was she couldn’t forget the look in Jacob’s eyes when he’d lashed out. It was as if he’d completely blacked out. Christina was used to seeing a brightness in his eyes, a sparkle of laughter or twinkle of mischief. She’d never seen him truly angry before. Despite the times he’d mentioned his issues controlling his temper, Christina had never considered what it would be like to see him lose it like that.

It was terrifying.

Her phone rang and Christina sighed as his name lit up the screen. She’d ignored his text this morning, but her heart ached for him. His father was a complete jerk. She could understand why he’d been so angry.

Finishing up the groceries, Christina returned the cart and sat in her car. She stared at her blank phone and selected Jacob’s contact as her heart picked up. He answered on the first ring, his voice subdued and soft as he said, “Hello, love.”

“Hey.” She cleared her throat and stared out the window, watching as a young mother with a wild toddler struggled across the parking lot. “Are you okay?”

“Me?” Jacob sounded surprised. “I’m fine. But I am quite worried about you. I never wanted you to see me like that.” Christina was silent and Jacob sighed. “Can we talk? Please. We could meet at the coffee shop again.”

“I don’t know, Jake,” she said, biting her lip. She hadn’t felt a connection like this to anyone before, not even Bailey. Could she really throw it away over one bad night?

“Please, Christina. Give me a chance to apologize in person.”

“Okay, but not tonight. I’m spending time with my mom.”

“Tomorrow evening, then?”

“Sure.”

* * *

Christina pulled up to the coffee shop and took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure whether her relationship with Jacob could survive the outburst she’d witnessed. But she owed it to herself to see what he had to say, at least.

She walked inside and spotted him at the same table they’d occupied last time. Sitting down, she gave him a small smile and placed her purse on the ground between her feet. “Hey,” she said.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. His eyes were downcast, shoulders slumped forward. She hated to see him look so defeated.

“Well, I figured I should at least hear you out.”

Jacob swallowed and placed his hands on the table. He stared at them as he said, “Christina, I am very sorry you had to see that—”

“Are you sorry that I saw it or that it happened?” Christina interrupted sharply. He flinched and she immediately regretted it.

“I’m sorry that it happened at all,” he said, sighing. “I have always had a poor temper. It infuriated my father when he couldn’t control me. He would resort to…” Jacob trailed off and cleared his throat. “Well, that doesn’t matter. The point is that I am still working on getting it under control. I was disappointed that he and my mother weren’t interested in attending the tournament.”

“But why lash out like that? And at Elijah? I thought you guys were close.”

“We are close, love. That’s likely why I lashed out at him. He’s always been the person I felt safest expressing myself to. Because of that, he has often become the unwitting target of my rage. Especially when I was younger.”

Christina’s chest tightened. His eyes were glistening with unshed tears, but there was none of the usual light dancing in his eyes. She reached forward and placed a hand on top of his. He glanced up at her with wide eyes. “Are you guys okay? He must have been so pissed.”

Jacob chuckled. “He was not pleased. I received quite a talking-to after you left.”

Christina grimaced. Elijah had been nothing but polite and friendly to her, but he was an incredibly intimidating man. She couldn’t believe how someone as bright and sensitive as Sadie enjoyed his constant stoicism. Lowering her voice, Christina asked, “He didn’t hurt you, right? I was worried you guys would get into a fight when I left.”

Jacob shook his head immediately. “No, love. Elijah would never hurt me.”

“Good.” Christina sighed and said, “I don’t know where we go from here, Jake.”

“Are you afraid of me now?”

“Kind of,” she said. Jacob nodded, clearly hurt.

“I understand.”

“I’ve never seen anyone lose control like that before,” she whispered. “I thought you were really going to hurt him.”

“A part of me wanted to,” Jacob admitted quietly. He bit his lip, then said, “Elijah’s been trying to teach me to control my temper on his own, but we’ve agreed it’s time to find more experienced assistance.”

“You mean therapy?”

“Unfortunately,” Jacob muttered.

Christina smiled at him and patted his hand. “There’s nothing wrong with getting help, Jake. I was in therapy for most of my teens. Dealing with the abandonment issues from losing my biological mom and insecurity issues with my adoptive mom.”

“I cannot imagine you ever being insecure.”

“That’s because I had an excellent therapist.”

They smiled at each other for a moment. “I am still very interested in pursuing a relationship with you, Christina. But I understand if you feel the need to take some space.”

“I think I’ve had enough space.”

Jacob’s eyes lit up and Christina grinned. She loved the look in his eyes when he was happy. “Really?”

“Yeah. Why don’t we go see a movie tonight? Spend some time together.”

“I would like that very much, love.”


Chapter Six

Christina stood outside the front door and waved as Jacob drove away. She sighed, watching his car as it disappeared down the road. The past week had been a whirlwind of emotions. The awful dinner and the amazing evening they’d spent together afterward had ended up bringing them so much closer.

They’d been practically inseparable the past week. She’d even gone to the lavish birthday party Elijah had thrown Sadie a few nights ago in Anchorage. Last night, Jacob had taken her to that restaurant in Wasilla. They’d gotten a hotel room in town and spent the evening lost in passion.

Being with Jacob was unlike anything she’d ever dreamed about or experienced. It wasn’t as if she’d never had sex before meeting him, but those experiences were nothing like the ones she’d shared with Jacob. She had never felt so alive, so in tune with herself, and so ravenous for the flesh of a man.

The intensity of her emotions would have made her nervous if her skin didn’t sing every time she remembered the touch of Jacob’s hands on her hips or the way his voice sounded when he’d said, ‘I think I’m falling for you, love.’

The house creaked as she tip-toed down the hallway. She paused outside her mother’s room and frowned. An eerie silence fell over the house. The analog clock ticked in the living room while the fan her mother always left running in the kitchen whirred. But the wheezing, rasping breaths she was used to hearing outside her mother’s door were nonexistent.

A head rush almost dropped Christina to her knees and she reached out, steadying herself against the wall. Her eyes fixated on a picture in a simple frame hanging just above her eye level. It was a picture of the sunset at Myrtle Beach in South Carolina. She remembered that vacation vividly. Her mother had taken a month off of work and they’d visited several beaches, an aquarium, water parks, and restaurants. She remembered her mother’s excitement when they went to Broadway at the Beach and her own fear when they’d ridden the Ferris Wheel together. It had malfunctioned, and they’d been stopped at the top for over an hour. But Christina had never been truly afraid. Her mother had made sure of that.

“No,” Christina whispered. She pushed off the wall and surged forward, slamming the door open. Her vision swam as she tore through the room, checking the adjoining bathroom. Her mother wasn’t there. It wasn’t even six thirty yet. The sun was barely up. Where could she have possibly gone?

Christina ran through the rest of the house, her voice echoing in the eerie silence as if calling back to her, mocking her childish fear. Death was inevitable for everyone. Christina knew that. She and her mother had discussed what she needed to do once she passed. But it wasn’t time for that yet.

If her mother had died alone last night while Christina was out with Jacob, she would never forgive herself. Or him. Eventually, Christina picked up her phone and tried calling her mother. She didn’t answer, and Christina had no missed calls or texts.

Her anxiety grew. Blood roared past her ears as her heart thundered against her rib cage, demanding to be reunited with her mother. Christina took several long, slow breaths. It was too early to try calling her mother’s doctor.

She called the local hospital instead, St. Monica’s, and dropped to the floor when she learned her mother was admitted at 3:30 this morning after calling for an ambulance. After getting the room number, Christina grabbed her mother’s keys off the counter and darted out the door.

Red lights meant nothing to her that morning. She raced through town with single-minded focus and ignored the horns blaring in her direction. The hospital was usually a twenty-minute drive from their home, but she’d made it there in half that time.

After a quick stop at the visitor’s desk, she ran to her mother’s room. Every molecule of oxygen left her body as she entered. Her mother was lying in bed with her eyes closed, unmoving. The stark white sheets made her mother’s skin look grayer than usual. She was a ghost of the woman who’d adopted her two-year-old niece and brought her to Disney World to cheer her up after she’d watched her biological mother overdose.

Seeing her mother so depleted broke something within Christina. She pulled the visitor’s chair close to her mother’s bedside, sat down, and wept.

* * *

“Not so fast, Jacob!” Elijah chided his little brother sternly. “I have told you many times before, brother. Technique over brute force.”

Jacob rolled his eyes and bounced around Elijah while keeping his gloved hands raised. He’d convinced Elijah to train with him today, though their sparring match had quickly deteriorated into trading blows senselessly, which he knew Elijah hated. But Jacob couldn’t be bothered with technique today.

He was concerned, confused, and angry. The past week had been the best of his entire life. Christina was everything he’d ever wanted in a partner and they’d grown closer each day. Until last night, when he’d received a text from her saying that she needed space. He’d tried to call her, only to receive a text asking him to leave her alone. It didn’t make any sense.

A blow to the head knocked Jacob off his feet and he fell to the mat with a thud. Elijah knelt beside him in an instant. He clutched his brother’s shoulders as his eyes flickered over Jacob’s face. “Are you alright, Jake?”

“I’m fine,” Jacob muttered. He sat up slowly, his ears ringing, and placed his head in his hands. Elijah moved a hand to his back and gave him a couple of soothing pats.

“Alright, brother, that is quite enough of that. You have been unable to focus on your training all day. I would like an explanation.”

Jacob glared at his brother and spat, “Well, you’re not getting one.”

Elijah sat back on his heels and Jacob looked away. He ripped one glove off with his teeth and tried to ignore his brother’s admonishing tone as he said, “I don’t appreciate your tone, Jacob. Something has clearly upset you. If you don’t wish to talk to me about it, then so be it. But we will not continue your training while you are this distracted. Am I clear?”

“Whatever,” Jacob muttered. He ripped the other glove off, threw it at his brother, and stood. Coming here was a mistake. Jacob ignored his brother’s attempts to call him back as he stalked out of the room.

He ran into Sadie in the hall, and she raised her eyebrows. “Hey, Jake. You okay?”

“Fine, love. Just not in the mood to talk,” he muttered. Jake stepped around her and hurried out of the house. Normally, training with Elijah in his brother’s personal gym helped distract him from any issues in his life, but it only served to put him in an even more foul mood today.

Sitting in his car, Jacob looked around and tried to think about this rationally. Perhaps she hadn’t gotten over witnessing his outburst of anger as easily as he’d thought. Or maybe something had come up with her mother. But why push him away?

Jacob sighed and pulled out his phone. He didn’t want to seem too pushy, but it was killing him not to talk to her.

Christina, I know you said you needed space, but I’m concerned. Is there anything I can do?

He started the car, prepared to drive home and find something to distract himself while he waited for her response, but his phone chimed with a text from her almost instantly.

I’m sorry, Jake. Please just leave me alone for a while.

The phone bounced as Jacob threw it into the backseat. He smacked his hands against the steering wheel, put the car in drive, and sped out of the driveway. Clearly, something was wrong. But if she didn’t want to talk to him about it, there was nothing he could do except wait.

Sunlight glared through the windshield, and Jacob squinted. His lungs and fists burned. He needed to direct this confusion and hurt in a productive way before it destroyed him. Twenty minutes later, he pulled into Friday Night Fights and stalked inside.

Jacob stormed into the Friday Night Fights gym, his limbs shaking with adrenaline. He needed an outlet for his frustration, something to punch, someone to spar with. Jacob scanned the room, his eyes landing on a few fighters warming up. One of them, a stocky guy named Trevor, was wrapping his hands. Perfect.

“Trevor,” Jacob called out, his voice edged with an intensity that caught the other man’s attention. “You up for a spar?”

Trevor looked up and nodded. “Sure, man. Let’s go.”

They stepped into the ring, the lights above casting sharp shadows on their faces. Jacob barely heard the usual banter from the onlookers. His focus was singular—he needed to hit something.

The bell rang, and they began circling each other. Trevor moved in with a jab, which Jacob easily dodged. He responded with a flurry of punches, his movements sharp and aggressive. Trevor blocked most of them, but the sheer force behind Jacob’s strikes was palpable.

“Whoa, easy!” Trevor shouted, panting. But Jacob wasn’t listening. His mind was a whirlwind of emotions, and he just needed to release them.

Trevor attempted a takedown, but Jacob sprawled, countering the move. In a swift motion, he pushed Trevor away, standing back up. They circled again, and this time, Jacob went for a high kick. It landed with a solid thud against Trevor’s shoulder, staggering him.

He rushed forward, grabbing Trevor in a clinch. Without thinking, he brought his knee up sharply, aiming for Trevor’s head—an illegal move.

The knee connected with a sickening thud, and Trevor crumpled to the mat, clutching his head in pain. The gym fell silent as Jacob stood over Trevor, his chest heaving, the red haze of anger slowly lifting as reality set in.

“Jacob! What the hell, man?” one of the trainers shouted, rushing into the ring. Others followed, helping Trevor sit up. Blood trickled from a cut above his eye, and he looked dazed.

“Well, then. Anyone else up for a spar?” Jacob glared at the trainer as he helped Trevor off the mat. The owner of the gym, David, came over, and Jacob turned to him aggressively. “Come to spar, David?”

“What are you doing, Jake?”

“Sparring.”

“That was an illegal move. You’re too wired up to be on the mat right now, Jake. Go home.”

Jacob strode forward until he was in David’s personal space. He knew he was making an ass of himself, but all the lessons he’d learned about controlling his temper had disappeared for the moment. He once again felt like the angry teenager who had gotten expelled from three schools in less than two months for fighting. One of those kids had ended up in the hospital. His father hadn’t been pleased.

The memory of those times only fueled his fury as he spat, “You do not have the right to tell me what to do.”

“I own this gym,” David growled, stepping forward with narrowed eyes. “And as of right now, you are done in this gym and the tournament. Now get out before I call the police.”

Jacob was fuming, but he wasn’t stupid. He backed off, his face burning with humiliation, and stormed outside. Outside the gym, he paced the length of the parking lot, his thoughts a chaotic mess. He couldn’t believe he had lost control like that again. What was wrong with him?

He kicked a rock across the parking lot and tried to take deep breaths, but as the minutes passed, he only grew angrier. Not only had he ruined his chance with Christina somehow, but he had now destroyed his MMA career before it had even gotten off the ground. His father was right. He would never amount to anything.

“Brother,” Elijah called out. Jacob whipped around and watched as Elijah strode across the parking lot.

“What are you doing here?” Jacob’s voice was rough and low.

“David called me,” Elijah said, his tone calm but firm. “He told me what happened.”

Jacob clenched his fists, the anger flaring up again. “I do not need you to babysit me, Elijah. I’m fine.”

Elijah took a step closer, his eyes locked on Jacob’s. “You are not fine, brother. This is getting out of hand. You are extremely lucky David called me instead of the police. You may not have wished to talk earlier, but I can no longer give you that option.”

Jacob shook his head, his frustration boiling over. “Talk? You think talking is going to fix this? Christina doesn’t want to see me anymore, and now everyone in there thinks I’m a monster.”

Elijah raised his eyebrows, surprised. “I’m sorry about Christina, Jake. I understand that you’re upset, but lashing out isn’t the answer. Let’s go to my home and talk about this,” Elijah said, his tone gentle and soothing, as though Jacob were a wounded animal. It infuriated Jacob to be treated like a child.

“You don’t get it, Elijah. You always have it together. Yet, somehow, I have managed to ruin everything!”

Elijah’s eyes hardened, his patience wearing thin. “I am your older brother. I know you better than anyone. And I am telling you to calm down and come with me before you do something irreparable.”

Jacob’s laugh was bitter. “Calm down? You think I can just calm down?” He stepped forward, his body tense and ready for a fight. “Let’s see if you can retain your composure when I knock you out, brother.”

Elijah raised his hands in a placating gesture. “Jacob, I will only warn you once. Do not do this.”

But Jacob had already made up his mind. With a sudden burst of movement, he swung at Elijah, aiming a punch at his brother’s jaw. Elijah easily dodged the strike, his training kicking in.

“Jacob, stop!” Elijah’s voice was sharp now, his patience gone.

Jacob swung again, a wild, unfocused punch. Elijah caught Jacob’s wrist and twisted, using his momentum to take him to the ground. Jacob struggled, his anger fueling his resistance, but Elijah was relentless. He maneuvered into a position of control, his movements precise and practiced.

“Tap out, Jacob,” Elijah ordered, his grip firm but not cruel.

“Get off me!” Jacob shouted, thrashing beneath Elijah. But Elijah held him in a submission hold, his face set.

“Tap out!” Elijah repeated, his voice leaving no room for argument.

Finally, the fight drained out of Jacob. He slapped the asphalt, signaling his submission. Elijah immediately released him and stood.

Jacob lay there for a moment, breathing heavily, his anger replaced by exhaustion and a deep sense of defeat. He looked up at Elijah and sighed at the fury in his older brother’s eyes. His brother was going to kill him. Twice in as many weeks, he’d tried to hurt him. Elijah held out a hand and Jacob took it.

He allowed Elijah to help him to his feet and then took a step back. Tears blurred his vision as he stared at the ground. Elijah clenched his jaw and said, “Follow me to my car, brother. Now.”

Jacob shook his head, disgusted with himself. He followed Elijah and got into the car without argument. The brothers sat in silence for a moment and Jacob tried to think of a way to defend himself, but there was nothing he could say.

The tension between them was painful. Elijah opened his mouth, then closed it again and exhaled sharply. Jacob tried not to fidget as he waited for his big brother’s inevitable lecture. After a while the silence became unbearable and Jacob whispered, “Are you angry with me, brother?”

Elijah turned to face him and said, “I’m quite disappointed, Jacob. I have half a mind to take my belt to you again.”

Jacob froze and nervously took in Elijah’s cool expression. He dropped his gaze and said, “Does it help to know I likely wouldn’t argue if you did? I deserve it. I’ve ruined everything.”

Tears welled in Jacob’s eyes, but he fought them back as Elijah regarded him with a look he was all too familiar with.

“Jacob, you are my baby brother. It hurts me to see you so torn up over this. You shouldn’t have left. We could have talked things out–”

“I know. I’m trying to do better, Elijah. But Christina texted me last night saying she needed space and didn’t want to see me for a while. It just sent me into a spiral.”

“I understand. But Jacob, you have now lost your temper twice in two weeks. After our conversation last week, I thought you would have learned your lesson.”

Jacob’s face burned with shame. He stared at his hands and said, “That’s why I came here. To try to blow off some steam in a safe and productive way.”

“So, what do you think went wrong?”

“Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea to spar when I was in such a state. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“And what should you have done instead?”

Jacob gave his brother a sour look and rolled his eyes. Elijah raised his eyebrows, waiting patiently. “I suppose I should have spoken to you. Or gone for a quiet walk somewhere. Perhaps meditation is the answer.” The sarcasm in Jacob’s voice didn’t go unnoticed.

“Are you taking this seriously, Jacob? Because I can help you take it seriously, if not.”

Jacob looked out the windshield and muttered, “I feel quite chastised as it is, brother.”

“Good. Now, tell me what happened with Christina. I thought you two were getting along quite well.”

“We were! Until she texted me last night to say she no longer wishes to see me. I must have scared her off. Something must have happened to upset her, and of course, she wouldn’t come to me. What do I have to offer her outside of deep-seated anger issues and a lack of self-control?” Jacob asked scornfully. Elijah’s hand twitched, and he quickly added, “Do not hit me. My head still hurts from last week.”

Elijah smirked at the exaggeration and said, “You know how distasteful I find it when you talk about yourself like that, brother. From what you’ve told me, I believe the two of you have quite a bit in common.”

“What could we possibly have in common?”

Elijah smiled and said perceptively, “A lack of faith in your abilities and futures? While I’ve only met her a couple of times, the two of you seem incredibly alike. Both of you push yourselves too hard in a desperate attempt to convince the world–and yourselves–that you have the ability to be successful while remaining self-reliant. Yet, it is our connection to others that keeps us grounded and allows us to succeed. Forgetting that is what led you to this outpouring of rage today and last week. Perhaps she has also forgotten she needs connection in times of crisis, and it has led her to push you away.”

Jacob sighed. “I hate that you are so often right, brother.”

“I have a bit more experience in these matters, Jacob. Now, if I allow you to drive yourself home, will you behave yourself? I have absolutely no desire to bail you out of jail tonight,” Elijah said. Jacob gave a half-shrug, and Elijah said more firmly, “I also have no desire to physically correct your behavior again, but I will if I deem it necessary. Have I made myself clear?”

Jacob’s face burned. Elijah knew him far too well and was too comfortable acting like his father rather than his brother. Unfortunately, it had often been necessary.

“Yes, you have. I’m sorry, brother.” Jacob said. He knew better than to push Elijah when he was in this type of mood.

Elijah nodded and clapped his hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “Alright, then. I am always here for you, Jake. Please keep that in mind.”

“I will,” Jacob said. He stepped out and headed across the parking lot. With a heavy heart, he climbed into his car, started the ignition, and drove home.


Chapter Seven

Elijah’s words buzzed around Jacob’s head as he sat at home that evening. He needed to find a way to make things right with Christina. And with David. The thought of being barred from continuing to compete in the tournament made his limbs weak with defeat. He’d worked so hard. If it all came to nothing, he would never forgive himself.

David was a reasonable man. Jacob had known him for several years now. An ex-military man with a penchant for taking in strays, David had been one of the reasons Jacob’s life had taken the route it had. His guidance had been nearly as influential as Elijah’s during Jacob’s teen years. Perhaps a sincere apology would be enough to sway him. Jacob didn’t think he could stand humiliating himself further by explaining his temper had been caused by unrequited love, especially given the short time he’d actually known Christina.

Perhaps a show of sincerity was the best method for reaching out to Christina as well. Jacob stood and went into his study. He hadn’t painted anything in over a year, after he’d had a rather dramatic blowup after a conversation with his father about it. But he expected it would come back to him without much difficulty. He set up the canvas, chose his brush, and began.

* * *

Christina couldn’t remember ever feeling this hollowness inside her chest. She sat in the car and stared out the windshield. She hadn’t moved or spoken in a long time, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

8:01 pm. That was when they declared her dead. It had been the longest minute of Christina’s entire life. She’d screamed at the staff. Demanded they do whatever it took to bring her back. But she’d known it was impossible. Her mother probably would have passed months ago if not for her desire to see Christina graduate college. That wouldn’t happen now.

It was dark outside. The moon peaked through a gray cloud, offering a sliver of light. Every so often, the pain rose inside Christina again and crashed through the numbness, forcing her to suffer through the loss. She would sob until there was no water left in her body, and the wave would recede again. It always came back.

Somehow, she needed to find the strength to go home. There were things to do. Her mother had been very thorough. She’d given Christina specifics about what she wanted her funeral to look like, who to invite, where it should be hosted. Christina would need to contact her lawyer to figure how out her will would be executed. She’d left everything to Christina. They’d had no one except each other.

Christina wondered what her biological mother’s funeral had been like. She’d been far too young to remember and she’d never bothered to ask. Once, when Christina had been thirteen and going through a phase, she’d asked to visit her mother’s grave.

They’d gone to the cemetery. Christina had stood in front of the headstone for hours, waiting to feel some connection to the bones under her feet. But there was nothing. She wondered if it would feel that way once her adoptive mother was entombed in the earth.

A security car drove by, its yellow lights flashing. Christina checked her phone. It was almost five o’clock in the morning. She’d been sitting there for several hours. It was time to go. She started the car and began the drive home. This time, she obeyed the traffic lights and speed limits.

Once she was home, Christina walked up to the door and frowned. There was a gift concealed in pink wrapping paper sitting on the porch. Had word already gotten around about her mother’s passing?

She picked it up and carried it inside. Dropping the gift on the kitchen table, Christina filled a glass with water and sat down. It was too early to start making any calls or plans. She could try to sleep, but the thought made her chest tighten.

Her mother had been alive earlier. They’d spoken in the hospital and played a game of cards. Crazy Eights had always been her mother’s favorite. Christina had left to eat lunch in the cafeteria at her mother’s insistence. By the time she’d arrived back in the room, her mother’s condition had declined and she’d been unconscious. She was gone a few hours later. Today was the last day she’d ever see her mother alive. If she went to sleep, then the day was over, and there would never be another day in her life when her mother was alive.

Christina eyed the gift without interest but decided to open it. At least it was something to do. She could write a thank you note if it were a gift related to her mother’s passing. She’d probably need to write a lot of those soon.

As the paper fell away, Christina’s breath caught in her throat. She uncovered a large canvas, and for a moment, all she could do was stare.

In the center of the canvas stood a figure—her own likeness, but transformed. She had been painted as an Earth Goddess. Her blonde hair flowed like a waterfall, cascading over her shoulders in soft waves, interwoven with delicate flowers and vibrant green vines. Her blue eyes shone with an inner light, reflecting the sky’s azure hues and hinting at a depth of emotion that made Christina’s heartache.

The background was a lush forest, the trees towering and ancient, their leaves whispering secrets of the earth. She stood barefoot on the forest floor, her feet seemingly rooted in the rich, dark soil. Around her, the flora seemed to come alive—flowers blooming with vivid colors, ivy curling and twisting as if reaching towards her.

Her dress was stunning. Made of leaves, petals, and vines, it draped her form elegantly, blending seamlessly with the natural world around her. Her hands, gentle yet strong, held a small sapling, its tender green leaves glowing with life.

She picked up the canvas to inspect the painting closer and discovered a note underneath it. Swiping at the tears that blocked her vision, she set the canvas aside, picked up the note, and read:

My dearest Christina,

I apologize if I did something to upset you or make you uncomfortable. Expressing myself verbally has not always been my strong suit. Painting used to be one of my passions. This is how I picture you. You are like an Earth Goddess; strong, kind, and intimately connected to the world around you. I admire your strength. Your spirit attracted me to you instantly, and every second we spent together was a moment I cherished.

Please accept this gift as a token of my gratitude for the time we spent together. I am always here if you wish to reconnect, love.

Sincerely,

Jacob

The note was heartfelt and beautiful. He’d written it by hand and the letters were shaky and uneven. She wondered how many times he’d rewritten it before deciding it was perfect. This unexpected display of love and connection undid Christina. She laid her head in her arms and wept hopelessly.

Without conscious thought, she reached for her phone and opened Jacob’s contact. The phone only rang for a moment before he answered, “Hello, love.” His voice was rough with sleep. Christina was crying too hard to respond. She heard shuffling as if he were getting out of bed as he said, “Christina? Is everything alright?”

“No. She’s gone.” Christina dissolved into incoherent sobs.

Jacob tried to ask her something, but she couldn’t hear him over the sound of her entire world crashing down. “Christina! You’re worrying me, love. Should I come see you?”

“Please,” she managed to get out between great heaves of breath. The air seemed too thick and she choked on it. The grief was going to drown her. Jacob stayed on the phone as he got into his car and drove to her house. By the time he’d arrived, the wave had eased again.

He knocked frantically on the door. She opened it, threw herself into his arms, and bawled, “My mom died.”

Jacob swept her into his arms immediately and stepped inside. He kicked the door shut behind him and carried her into the living room. He sat down and held her tight against his chest as she cried.

* * *

The funeral was held on a bright day. A handful of close friends filled the chapel, but most pews were empty. Christina’s eyes roamed over her mother’s friends and wondered how many more seats would have been filled if she’d never been adopted. Her mother had never wanted children. She was a social woman who’d loved to travel and didn’t want to be tied down by a dependent child, but she’d stepped up when Christina’s biological mother had passed.

Raising a child was a significant time commitment. Christina remembered her mother telling her stories of the clubs and events she used to be a part of, and the wistful look on her face when she’d spoken of them. Had her love for Christina outweighed the regret of losing her old life?

Tears trailed down Christina’s face and she shivered as she refocused on the ceremony. She sat in the front row, her eyes unfocused but trained on her mother’s casket. Jacob sat beside her, his hand warm against her thigh.

As the minister spoke about her mother’s life and achievements, Christina tried to focus on the happy memories she had. She remembered the trips they’d taken together and the encouragement her mother had given her during the Miss Palmer pageants. But she also remembered the flash of pain in her mother’s eyes when Christina had told her she wasn’t her real mother as an angsty teenager and the fury in her voice the first time she’d caught Christina drinking with friends.

Their lives together hadn’t been perfect, but they’d shared the most important moments together, good and bad. When it was time to speak, Christina took a deep breath, her hand gripping the small piece of paper she’d written her eulogy on. Her legs felt weak, and her heart pounded in her chest. She looked at Jacob, who gave her a reassuring nod and squeezed her hand gently.

Stepping up to the podium, Christina’s voice trembled as she began. “Marcy Forbes adopted me when I was two years old. She was the kindest and strongest woman I’ve ever met. Not everyone would have stepped in and altered their entire life to save their niece. But she did.” Thick tears coated Christina’s cheeks and she cleared her throat to break up the sobs rising in her throat.

“Marcy was an amazing mother. She hated horror movies, but she always watched them with me because she knew I liked them. She loved fiercely. I’m going to miss her for the rest of my life. I know her students will, too. I’m sorry.” Christina broke off, her thoughts too disjointed to continue, and returned to her seat beside Jacob.

An old coworker took the podium next and sang Marcy’s praises, but Christina couldn’t hear her over the ringing in her ears. Somehow, she made it through the ceremony. It felt like she was floating through the reception as if she weren’t really there.

Jacob did a lot of the talking for her. He was an excellent host. He thanked people for coming, for the flowers they’d sent, for their condolences. Christina just stood there and cried. After the reception, she stood in the parking lot and stared at the sky.

It was too bright and blue. This was a day her mother would have thrown open the windows and insisted on deep cleaning the house. Or packed a lunch and brought them to Pauley’s Point to hike up the cliff face. She could never be still for long. Now she would be still forever.

“Yes, brother, I understand,” Jacob whispered. He and Elijah were leaned in close, their faces somber. Christina had invited Elijah to the funeral. She didn’t know him very well, but he’d helped significantly while they were planning the funeral. His restaurant had catered for the reception free of charge. He looked tired and worn. Jacob had told her about his brother’s relationship ending the other night when they’d laid in bed together. She didn’t ask for details.

After a moment, they broke away. Elijah offered his condolences again and left. Jacob guided Christina into his car. They were silent on the drive back to her home. Christina stared out the window, watching the towering white spruce trees as they passed. They were so full of life. She felt small and empty in comparison.

* * *

Six Months Later…

“You have come a very long way in a short time, brother,” Elijah said, grinning. Jacob drank deeply from his water bottle and sat it on the bench. He picked up a towel and patted the sweat off his face as his heart pounded against his chest.

The classical music Elijah insisted on playing drifted through the gym as his brother sat beside him. “I’ve taken a page out of your book for now, brother. The regional tournament demands perfection.”

Elijah chuckled. “Don’t concern yourself with perfection, Jacob. Just remember to remain calm and focus on your technique. You will do fine.”

“Just fine?” Jacob asked playfully, raising his eyebrows. Elijah smirked and patted Jacob’s shoulder. The upcoming regional tournament had been the focus of Jacob’s life for the past few weeks. He was lucky David had allowed him to continue in the local tournament after his fight with Trevor. It hadn’t been a pleasant conversation…

“What are you doing here, Jacob? I told you I didn’t want to see you in my gym again,” David said.

Jacob swallowed his pride and gave the older man a contrite look. “I’ve come to apologize. My actions were inexcusable. Trevor and I have spoken, and he’s accepted my apology. I hope you can as well.”

David sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. He fixed Jacob with a look and said, “Did Elijah tell you to apologize?”

A flash of heat ran through Jacob’s chest. He took a deep, controlled breath before responding, “No. My brother made it clear that my behavior was unacceptable. But I came to apologize on my own. It’s important to me.”

David nodded. “You know, Jacob, I’ve trained a lot of fighters in my time. A lot of them had a temper they needed help learning to control.”

“That is something I am still working on. David, I worked very hard to get to where I am in the tournament. I’m asking you to reconsider allowing me to compete.”

David sighed and shook his head. Jacob shifted and tried not to appear impatient as David thought it over. “If it were anyone else, I would tell them to beat it. But you’ve come a long way from that angry kid who couldn’t get through a sparring match without blowing up. You’re a good man, Jacob. You’ve done a lot for this gym. I’ll let you compete, but you need to promise me that nothing like that will ever happen again. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

Winning the local tournament hadn’t been much of a challenge for Jacob. But the regional tournament promised to offer significantly more experienced and dangerous opponents. Competing in this tournament would get him the visibility he needed to make a name for himself in this industry.

He joined Elijah for lunch, then returned home to work on a painting for Christina. She was still struggling with her grief and Jacob’s mind ached when he thought about the way this tragic event had altered her life.

She’d dropped out of college and stopped tutoring despite Jacob’s best efforts to convince her otherwise. Aside from her work with Palmer Green Guardians, her life had lost all sense of routine and structure. Jacob tried to help without imposing, but it was challenging. He fell more in love with her every day, but pursuing a romantic relationship didn’t seem appropriate while she was in the midst of grief.

But there were moments when he saw her true self shine through despite her sadness. She’d invited Jacob on a double date with Bailey and her boyfriend tonight. He hoped it was a sign that she was beginning to feel more like her old self.

* * *

“That was a pleasant evening,” Jacob said as they walked outside. Christina leaned against him, exhausted. She’d had a good time, and Bailey’s boyfriend seemed nice. She was happy for her friend. It was still hard to go out and socialize as if her life were normal. She didn’t think she would ever get over the loss of her mother, but she knew how much her mother wanted her to be happy and move on.

“Hey, Iron Fist,” A voice called out. Christina felt Jacob freeze next to her as a man slowly walked into view. He was with another man and they were both giving Jacob a glare that made Christina extremely nervous.

“Gregory,” Jacob said. “Enjoying your evening?”

“I’m about to. What do you say to a quick rematch? We both know you only won that fight by distraction instead of skill.”

Christina blew out a breath and glanced up at Jacob nervously. He took his arm from around her waist and stepped in front of her. His shoulders were set in a taunt line and Christina looked around the parking lot, praying someone would intervene. The last thing she needed right now was to watch Jacob beat these idiots to a pulp, which was exactly what she imagined was about to happen.

“If you’d like a rematch, I suggest you set it up through David. The gym is closed tonight.”

“How about right now? Or are you too scared? Don’t want your girl to watch you get your ass handed to you?”

Jacob scoffed, his hands curling into fists. Christina reached forward and touched his arm, but he shrugged her off and took a step forward. “On the contrary. I’d rather her not witness my arrest after I’m through with the two of you.”

Gregory whistled while his friend laughed. He stepped up to Jacob, far too close to his face, “So, let’s see what you got, then.”

Christina groaned and started digging in her purse. She was debating calling the police or Elijah when Jacob unexpectedly stepped back and took her hand. His chest rose and fell rapidly, and his hand shook in hers as he said, “No. I am not interested.”

He tried to pull Christina away when Gregory stepped in front of them, cutting them off. Jacob glared at him, his eyes terrifyingly dark, and said, “Gregory, I suggest you move. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”

“You’re not going to do shit,” Gregory said. He shoved Jacob back and Christina fell with him, slamming into the pavement.

She groaned and pushed herself up on her elbows as Jacob sprung up and threw a wild punch, taking Gregory down with a single hit. The friend rushed him, and Christina cried out as he took Jacob to the ground. They rolled on the pavement for a moment, but Jacob maneuvered himself on top of the other man and rained a series of quick, sharp blows to his face.

It was over in less than a minute and Christina was stunned. Jacob stood, panting heavily, and went to her. He pulled her to her feet and rushed them into his car. They were silent for a moment, the only sound their rapid breaths, before Jacob said, “I’m so sorry, love. You keep seeing me at my worst.”

“Hey, that wasn’t on you,” Christina said. She reached out, wrapping her hand around his bicep, and said, “I’m so proud of you.”

“What?” Jacob asked, his eyes wide.

“You tried to deescalate the situation. You didn’t let them bait you into a fight. And when it became necessary, you only did what you had to, nothing more. That took a lot of self-control.”

Jacob smiled softly. “Thank you.”

“Let’s go home. Those jerks don’t get to ruin our night.”

“As you wish.”

Christina relaxed in the passenger seat. He drove her to his home, the playlist they’d created a couple of weeks ago filling the car with pop hits that she knew he secretly hated. Jacob had the musical taste of an old man, and Elijah was even worse. Old 60s hits filled the room whenever Jacob had control of the Bluetooth and Elijah would put on classical music that made Christina groan. She was determined to educate them about modern music, though they were clearly stubborn.

Jacob’s house looked less intimidating to her now than the first time she’d seen it. Over the past few months, she’d become intimately familiar with it, especially his study. She found his paintings beautiful, and it was a passion she’d encouraged him to pursue.

The study had become the room where they’d spent the most time. Jacob still hadn’t let her decorate his room for him, but she knew he’d give in eventually. They headed to the study, where Jacob showed her his latest painting.

“It’s not quite finished yet. I need to add some detail work here and there.” Jacob said, pointing to a few spots on the canvas. It already looked like a masterpiece in Christina’s opinion. It was a single droplet of rain falling onto the surface of a pond, creating small rings of ripples.

“It’s perfect.” Christina smiled. “What does it mean?”

“The smallest act can have the greatest impact. It is something I am reminded of often.”

“Like when?”

Jacob smiled. “Like when you look at me like that.”

“And what kind of impact am I having on you right now?”

He stepped forward and pressed his lips against hers. It was a light, chaste kiss, and it filled Christina’s lungs with longing. Jacob leaned back and Christina surged forward, her arms wrapping around his neck and holding him close.

Jacob pulled back, his expressive eyes focused intently on her face. “Christina, we don’t have to do anything you aren’t ready for, love. I would wait an eternity to be with you again.”

“I don’t want to wait another second.”


Epilogue

One Year Later…

The sun dipped low on the horizon, casting a warm golden glow over the pristine sands of the Hawaiian beach. The gentle sound of waves lapping against the shore created a soothing melody, blending with the distant calls of seabirds. Christina and Jacob lay side by side on a plush beach towel, the tropical breeze ruffling their hair and bringing with it the scent of salt and hibiscus.

Christina nestled closer to Jacob, her head resting on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. She twisted the glistening engagement ring and wedding band around her finger, smiling. His skin was warm underneath her cheek.

“This is perfect,” she murmured. “I can’t believe we’re actually here.”

Jacob smiled, his arm wrapped securely around her. He tilted his head to kiss the top of her hair, breathing in the familiar scent that always brought him comfort. “There is nowhere I would rather be, love.”

“Well, yeah, it’s Hawaii,” she laughed.

“I meant being with you. We could be sitting in the midst of a thunderstorm in the middle of a city and I would still be deliriously happy.”

Christina moved her head to smile at him. “Have I ever told you how incredibly cheesy you are sometimes?”

Jacob chuckled. “I don’t believe you have, love. Shall I be less sincere?”

“Don’t you dare,” Christina warned. She kissed him, her body tingling as his chest rumbled with laughter.

“Perhaps we should take this back to our room.”

They packed up their cooler and beach towel and headed to their hotel. Jacob had gone all out for their honeymoon. He’d booked them into one of the most expensive hotels on the island. Their condo had everything you’d need and more, including a full kitchen, living room, bedroom, bathroom with a jacuzzi tub, and even a closet with a washer and dryer.

It was a lavish expense, but Jacob had insisted he wanted everything to be perfect during their honeymoon. Once inside, they giggled like teenagers as they made their way into the bedroom. Jacob undressed her with quick movements, dropping her bikini top and bottom to the floor.

He pushed her on the bed and she grinned as she sank into the plush mattress. Jacob climbed on top of her, kissing her deeply, his warm body pressed tight against hers. Christina couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have found him.

“I want you to feel amazing tonight, love,” Jacob whispered, his warm breath brushing against her neck as he trailed kisses down her body, paying special attention to her breasts.

Christina dug her fingers into his back and wrapped her legs around his waist. “You always make me feel amazing.”

Their hands dance over each other’s bodies for a moment. Christina tugged at the waistband of his swim trunks, and Jacob paused to take them off. He pushed Christina’s legs back kissed her stomach, his mouth trailing lower with excruciating slowness.

“Jacob…” she moaned, her hands gripping the bedsheets.

“Yes, love?” he asked, his tone far too innocent.

“You’re teasing me,” Christina breathed.

“That’s correct. Would you like me to stop?”

“I would like you to give me some of those amazing feelings you mentioned earlier.”

“Does the anticipation not feel amazing?”

Goosebumps rose over Christina’s body as he kissed her inner thighs, grinning wickedly. She made a noise somewhere between a laugh and a whine.

“I’ve been anticipating this all day.”

“Have you? You should have said so. We could have skipped lunch. I’m happy with the treat currently available to me.”

“Shut up,” Christina laughed.

“Is that any way to talk to your husband?”

“I’d rather my husband do a little less talking right now.”

“Ah, yet you haven’t asked properly yet. Have you, love?”

Christina giggled. He’s moved to kissing her outer labia now and her clit pulsed as if trying to draw him closer. She squirmed under his grasp and said, “Okay, okay. Please make me feel amazing now, sir.”

She’d barely finished speaking when Jacob moved his mouth and gave her clit the attention it had desperately needed. She writhed underneath him, a burst of pleasure exploding from her core, releasing the unbearable tension that had built throughout the day.

Jacob grinned and climbed on the bed again. They rolled so Christina was on top and she slid onto him slowly. She threw her hair over her shoulder and began moving in a steady rhythm.

She watched with satisfaction as Jacob’s eyes closed and he sighed as he found his release. They lay in each other’s arms for a while afterward, tangled together and panting.

“Shall we get cleaned up and head to dinner?”

“I thought you were happy to eat in?”

“Well, if that’s on the menu…”

Christina hit him with a pillow and laughed. “Maybe later. I need a break.”

“Perhaps our next lesson should be on stamina, love.”

“Are you implying I’m out of shape?” Christina asked, holding a hand to her chest as if offended, but the smile on her face gave her away.

“I am implying that I would find nothing more delightful than to make you orgasm over and over again.”

Christina blushed. “Maybe tomorrow. I don’t want to miss our reservation tonight.”

“Very well, love. To the shower, then.” Jacob stood and pulled Christina into his arms. She laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck as he carried them to the bathroom.

The End.
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