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Prologue

Three!

Two!

One!

Fight!

The crowd roared around him as the bell sounded, vibrating through his entire body. Rory Kavanagh immediately moved into position, his head low and his fists in front of his face. His arms were tucked in, shielding his body as he advanced on his opponent. This was it. A lifetime of practice, sparring, training: It was all for this moment.

It was all for this fight.

He was bigger than his opponent; this would be a simple win. He had the strength, he had the power. He towered over him by several inches, his shoulders broader, and his muscles thicker. This fight was in the bag. Punch, block, jab, shield, kick, sidestep. His opponent was moving fast, but Rory practically danced around his attack. He rained down jab after jab, his opponent staggering backward with a bloody lip. The bell sounded and both men retreated to their respective corners.

“Water,” Rory grunted, leaning against the cage side as his father handed him a water bottle, his brothers eagerly watching from outside the cage. He dumped a mouthful of water onto his tongue before swirling it around and spitting it out into a nearby bucket.

“You’re doing great, Rory, but remember technique. You’re too heavy-handed on power, and you’re not focusing on skills. That’s how fighters get hurt.”

“I’m fine. This is in the bag.” Rory tossed the bottle at him, strutting back toward the center of the ring as the ref began announcing the start of the second round.

“Fight!” The ref backed up quickly as the men converged on each other. Rory landed the first hook, blocking the return. Breathe, focus.

And that’s when it happened.

He blinked in surprise as blinding pain coursed through him. He looked down for a second, just a second, and it was over. Rory hadn’t even seen it happen; his opponent had been too fast. He looked down at his leg, but it was entirely twisted at the knee and bent the wrong direction. Bones were protruding and blood trickled morbidly down his calf. Searing pain inexplicably mixed with tingling numbness shot through his body in pulsing currents as he wavered.

Then all he saw was black. He felt the cage floor hit the back of his head as he went down hard. He heard the screaming from audience members, his family included. The ref’s whistle was blaring and medics were asking if he was okay.

Rory said nothing, and gave in to the black.


Chapter 1

“I will tell you when I’ve had enough.” He spoke through clenched teeth, slowly raising his silver eyes to stare down the irritated bartender.

“Rory, come on. Don’t make me throw you out.” The bartender peered sideways at him, clearly exasperated as he draped a dishrag over one shoulder.

Rory Kavanagh narrowed his gaze, anger coursing through his blood as he contemplated reaching across and smashing the arrogant prick’s face right into the wooden bar. Instead, he stood and reached into the back pocket of his jeans, tightening his jaw in frustration. Separating a few bills from a rather thick wad of cash, he tossed them down next to his glass before turning and heading for the door.

As the infamous oldest Kavanagh brother stalked in their direction, the bouncers securing the entrance straightened, giving him a wide berth as he shoved his way out into the cold night air. Rory stumbled slightly as he turned right and slumped his shoulders, shoving his fists into his jacket pockets to keep warm. The alcohol warmed his insides, but still wasn’t a match for the winter chill as he made his way north on Kepler Avenue in the Bronx.

Rory slid one hand out from its warm haven to shove back his messy long brown locks with a quick sweep of his fingers. Glancing around, he was a bit surprised not to see more people roaming about the Woodlawn neighborhood on a Saturday night. Taking advantage of the momentary privacy, he pulled out an orange pill bottle from his pocket, shaking a few white pills onto his palm. He closed the container and stuck it back in his coat before dropping the pills onto his tongue and swallowing them dry. He was used to the sensation as well as eager to feel the numbing he knew would soon follow.

Yawning slightly, he slid his phone out of his pocket and turned on the screen, revealing that it was already one in the morning. He was feeling tired, but he wasn’t ready to call it a night just yet. Turning at the next intersection, he made a beeline east to Katonah Avenue, eager to get to O’Leary’s Pub before their last call in an hour.

“Well, if it isn’t our long-lost brother,” a familiar voice said a few minutes later, as he meandered into the neighborhood bar that everyone he knew frequented. A hand clasped his shoulder. “Shit, Rory, where the hell have you been?”

Rory inwardly groaned as he turned to face his younger brother, Quinn Kavanagh. Rory wanted to wipe Quinn’s smug smirk off with his fist. He had been sporting that same cocky attitude since the moment he popped into this world, a trait that Rory found uniquely irritating.

Now I remember why I’ve been avoiding this bar, Rory thought as he forced a smile at his brother.

“Just stopping in for a quick drink, Quinn,” Rory said, attempting to make clear that he wasn’t interested in socializing.

He headed over to the long wooden bar that wrapped around two sides of the small pub and stood before walls of liquor bottles and televisions. Several bartenders moved around swiftly, filling drink orders and talking with the full crowd that O’Leary’s always attracted on weekend nights. Rory found an empty stool down at one end, far away from the door, and quickly staked his claim.

He saw Cian, who had worked at O’Leary’s for as long as he could remember, and nodded his head to him. Cian nodded back and put up his hand, indicating he would be over in a minute, as he finished serving the group of college-aged kids at that end of the bar. The door to the kitchen swung open and a short, petite blonde ambled through carrying a large bucket of ice that seemed much too heavy for her small frame to manage.

Rory smiled slightly as he lifted one eyebrow, watching her with interest while she carefully poured the ice over the liquor bottles that sat in a metal bin below the bar’s surface. She huffed and her face was slightly red at the task, but she still managed to completely empty the bucket’s contents evenly around each of the glass bottles.

He took advantage of her being distracted by her task to stare at her shapely legs, which disappeared under a short skirt barely longer than her small apron. Her skin was delicately pale and smooth, and he wondered what it would feel like to slide his fingers up the length of those legs. His eyes traveled up her body, disappointed that the thick, blond ringlets dangling halfway down her back were also hiding most of her face as she leaned over the bar. He wanted to see her perfectly sloped nose, catch her eyes with his, and see what her small pink lips would look like when they smiled.

Something about this woman was intriguing him, although he couldn’t pinpoint what.

Her work completed, she exhaled loudly and plopped the empty bucket at her feet, taking a breather. Rory chuckled lightly, finally grabbing her attention.

“You laughing at me?” She put her hands on her hips, daring him to make fun of her.

Her eyes narrowed as she spoke, but he was still able to catch a glimpse of the dazzling emerald color that contrasted against her light skin and golden hair so perfectly.

“Wouldn’t dream of it, mhuirnín.” A smile spread across his face as he watched her saunter over to him, her full, pink lips tightly pressed together in irritation.

“What’s that mean?” she asked when she reached him, standing across the bar with her arms folded across her chest and one hip tilted higher than the other. Her tone was defiant and he loved the feisty spirit she exuded.

“Mhuirnín? You’re all questions today. I’ll answer your question, if you answer mine.” Rory concentrated on keeping his speech normal and not slurring his words. He might have had a bit more to drink tonight than he had intended.

She turned away from him, looking back down the length of the bar and drumming her fingers on its surface.

Rory could sense her nervousness. He already missed her green gaze and silently begged her to turn back to him. There was something about her that stirred a protective instinct in him, a feeling entirely foreign toward anyone who wasn’t family. She was smiling, but there was an undercurrent of pain breaking through her friendliness.

He didn’t like it.

“I guess that’s fair,” she relented, turning back to him and leaning against the wall.

“I haven’t seen you here before. What’s your name?” His question was simple, but the desire in his eyes was not as he licked his bottom lip and admired how perfectly her uniform hugged her curves, even on her small figure.

“Clare Ivers. I’m new in town. Needed a job.” She shrugged, not divulging much, but he felt a sliver of hope when he saw that the smile on her face had yet to disappear.

He knew that she could feel his attraction toward her when he saw the blush creep up her cheeks. The smile she couldn’t push away told him she was enjoying their banter as much as he was.

Despite her clear interest, there was a hint of disapproval as he watched her eyes roam over his torso. It was a look he was way too familiar with from the last year. Rory worried he might be slurring his words or sounding more drunk than he felt.

Wouldn’t be the first time, he thought.

“Your turn.” She pointed at him, biting the corner of her lip in an attempt to hide her smile.

“Mhuirnín means sweetheart. If you’re going to work in Woodlawn, Clare, you gotta learn some Irish.”

“Is that right? I guess I’ll have to find a good tutor then,” she taunted, before turning on her heels and sauntering off.

Rory felt his jaw drop slightly as he watched her, his interest piqued. He wasn’t normally one to let a girl walk away without snagging her phone number, but something about her told him that she wasn’t the type to give that away so easily.

“Already hitting the latest talent?” Quinn came up beside his older brother and handed him a beer.

“Fuck off, Quinn,” Rory ribbed, surprised at how light he felt at the moment. It had been some time since he had laughed at all, he realized, as he downed the beer Quinn gave him.

A third brother, Kane, appeared behind Quinn a few seconds later, nodding at Rory. No one would know those three were related if it wasn’t for the famous Kavanagh name.

Quinn was the odd man out in the group of brothers, with his straight black hair, clean-shaven face, and snakelike black eyes. Quinn had even added to his differences by covering his arms and chest with tattoos that peeked out from under his sleeves and shirt collar, along with piercings on both ears and several other places.

“You coming to Ma’s tomorrow?” Kane asked Rory, leaning his back against the bar.

His body was turned to face Rory, but he was obviously scoping out the bar as his dark blue eyes peered around the room. Rory followed Kane’s stare, noticing more than a few heads turned in their direction. He didn’t bother rushing to answer his brother, since Kane’s attention was clearly elsewhere.

The Kavanagh brothers were well known in the Bronx, especially Woodlawn, but even if they weren’t, the group of athletic men was hard not to stare at. Several women on the other side of the bar were giggling, batting eyelashes, and attempting flirty glances as they openly gawked at the three men.

Rory knew Kane was a notorious ladies’ man; he watched him smile eagerly at a woman passing by. Everyone had always told him that Kane resembled Rory the most out of all the Kavanagh brothers, which was ironic since Kane was one in a set of twins. Rory wasn’t as close to Kane’s twin, Kieran, who was currently serving time in prison. They had had a falling-out before Kieran landed up in jail and not gotten around to resolving things between them yet.

Considering their similar dark brown hair, scruffy beards, and muscular build, the biggest difference Rory could see between himself and Kane, aside from their eye color, was that Rory liked to let his hair grow to chin length, leaving the wavy locks down to frame his face. He liked his longer style versus Kane’s short hair, and most of the women he found himself around seemed to share that opinion.

One woman had even told him he appeared medieval, as if he could be her knight in shining armor. That was a comparison that still eluded him, since his refusal to settle down or be in any type of serious relationship usually had women calling him much different things, none of them very pleasant.

Pulling back his attention to his brothers, Rory purposefully stayed noncommittal, though he knew Sundays at the Kavanagh house really weren’t optional. Not if their mother had anything to say about it.

“What about Monday, coming to Legends?” Quinn asked, nodding suggestively at one of the women watching them, as he referred to the MMA club and gym that the Kavanagh family owned a few blocks over.

“I can’t start training yet.” Rory pushed his hand through his hair, wanting to avoid the topic.

He was suddenly feeling a lot more sober than he liked, wanting his brothers to leave so he could slip a few more pills out of his pocket undetected. The numbing feeling they had brought earlier was already wearing off.

“It’s been over a year since the fight, man. The hell you can’t train—you’re Rory ‘Knockout’ Kavanagh, best MMA fighter in New York!” Quinn said sarcastically and slightly louder than was necessary.

“New York? Try the entire nation, Quinn,” Kane added, a swell of pride in his voice as he beamed at Rory.

“Was, guys. Past tense.” Rory spoke through gritted teeth as his hand touched his own knee, feeling the thick scars through the fabric of his pants, gruesome evidence of the injury that had ended his mixed martial arts career. The bottle of pills was now burning a hole in his pocket as he thought about how badly he wanted some relief.

“Maybe it would be present tense if you didn’t reek of booze all the damn time,” Kane said, daring him to counter the statement. Rory took a slow, deep breath to calm himself. He loved his brothers, but he didn’t need their pity.

“Rory! It’s been a while, man!” The tall, skinny male bartender strolled over, pausing to fill up a tall Guinness on his way.

He slid the drink in front of Rory and then crossed his arms over his chest, waiting for an explanation as to his absence.

“Sorry, Cian, just been busy,” Rory said, his words sliding together sloppily, giving away his drunkenness. Rory picked up the glass and began to chug, glad his brothers had wandered over to the table of women in the corner and finally left him alone.

“Shit, Rory. It’s one o’clock in the morning and you waltz in here, unable to walk a straight line, and now you’re slurring your damn words.” Cian rolled his eyes at Rory as he watched him polish off the glass. Their interaction was going very quickly from friendly to not so much.

“What the fuck do you know about where I’ve been? I’m a paying customer—give me another damn drink.” Rory’s voice was gruff and deep as he pulled out the large, folded stack of cash and threw some bills onto the counter.

His previous life as a professional fighter had set him up financially for quite some time, giving him the luxury of not having to work even though he still helped out at Legends on occasion. The bartender shook his head and pushed the money back to Rory, refusing it.

“I’m not giving you another one tonight, Rory. And that last one was on the house. I won plenty of money, thanks to you—when I bet on Santiago.” An arrogant sneer crept over Cian’s face.

Every other sound and sight in the room suddenly shut off in Rory’s mind as he instantly saw red. He clenched his jaw as fury flew through him and pulled him right up out of his seat, his breathing suddenly erratic.

He lunged across the bar and grabbed Cian’s shirt with one hand, slamming him forward into the wooden barrier between them, while his other hand balled into a fist and flew through the air. The cracking sound as his knuckles made contact with Cian’s nose echoed through the bar, and Rory savored the pain coursing through his hand, secretly loving the feeling of bones crunching under his fist again.

“Rory!” Hands were on him instantly, yanking him away from the bar and over to the front of the pub.

Cian fell from his grasp and slid to the floor, screaming as he held a hand over his nose. Blood flowed down his face, dripping onto his clothes and the ground, giving the bar a slight scent of copper. A string of curses flew out of his mouth as he wailed in pain.

Rory dropped his hands in surrender, letting his brothers shove him to the exit. As he left, he caught sight of Clare standing a few feet behind Cian, her mouth open and her green eyes wide in shock.

An unfamiliar wave of guilt washed over him when he saw the fear on her face. He cursed at himself silently, wondering if he had ruined his chance with the one thing that had made him smile today. In fact, she was the only thing that had made him smile in far too many days.

He brushed it off almost instantly once he trekked outside though. He told himself it was a good thing, because he didn’t want a relationship—he just wanted to screw and move on. Exhaling slowly, he thought about it as he felt the cold air outside wrapping around him. He had enough baggage of his own to deal with and he wasn’t sure why he had ever entertained the possibility of Clare in the first place. She didn’t strike him as the kind of girl to be fine with a one-night stand, and he didn’t have more than that to give.

“Shit, Rory! What is wrong with you?” Kane shouted at him, shoving him hard as they reached the sidewalk.

He ignored his brothers, instead turning to head home. His back was to them and they didn’t even try to follow him, knowing that he needed space at that second. He flexed his hand and examined the scrapes on his knuckles. He wiped the blood off on his pants, then grabbed a few more friends from his pocket and savored the feeling as the small pills slid down his throat.

“Rory, come on!” Quinn shouted at his back.

They finally trotted after Rory, continuing to talk to him even though he was throwing out every sign possible that he wanted to be alone. They caught up with him quickly, still trying to get his attention.

“Damn, let me call Jimmy. Make sure that asshat of a bartender doesn’t press charges.” Kane pulled his phone out of his pocket.

“I would have fucking decked him if Rory hadn’t. You heard what the idiot said about his last fight,” Quinn countered.

“Shut up, Quinn.” Rory’s mouth was pressed into a tight line.

“Obviously the cocksucker deserved it, but I think one Kavanagh in jail at a time is all Ma can handle,” Kane ribbed. He put the phone on speaker, waiting for Jimmy, their youngest brother who was also a police officer, to pick up at the other end.

“Shit, Kieran would have probably killed the fucker.” Quinn grinned, pushing his hands through his short black hair as he spoke. Kane’s twin brother, Kieran Kavanagh, was serving time upstate for aggravated assault.

“I’m glad murder amuses you assholes.” A voice chimed through the phone and both Kane and Quinn started crowing with laughter. Rory rolled his eyes, but didn’t admit any expression as he paused to see what Jimmy would tell him.

“Get the stick out of your ass, Jimmy,” Quinn shouted into the phone even though Kane was holding it.

Kane ignored them both to explain the reason for his call. “Jimmy, you need to be the first to get down to O’Leary’s. There’s probably already a call coming through the radio about it.”

“What the hell did you do, Kane?” Jimmy lamented into the phone. Rory held back a smile as he pictured his only redheaded brother frustrated, as he normally was.

“Wasn’t us, asshole. Rory’s here.”

“This shit is getting old. I can’t keep covering for all of you. Pop’s going to be pissed.” Jimmy hung up.

“He thinks Pop is going to be pissed? Ma’s going to blow a fucking gasket,” Quinn said, and chuckled.

Kane pushed his phone back in his pocket as he and Quinn turned to Rory, who had heard enough and had decided to storm off without a word, heading north on Katonah Avenue toward home.


Chapter 2

“I really appreciate it, but you don’t have to give it to me for free,” Clare’s brow furrowed as she took the membership card from the spunky redhead.

“Oh, please, girl. I used to work busing tables at O’Leary’s Pub when I was in high school. Is Cian still in charge over there?” She smiled back as she continued putting Clare’s information into the gym’s computer system.

“Yeah, he’s my supervisor.” Clare nodded at the woman, slightly mesmerized by how piercing and blue her eyes were in contrast to the bright red wavy hair that flowed down most of her back.

“Then believe me, these self-defense classes can be written off as a work expense on next year’s taxes.” Both women snickered. Clare leaned against the counter, enjoying the interaction, since she hadn’t made any friends around her age in the three weeks she had lived here. Clare felt a pang of regret slice through her as she wished that an irritating boss was the only reason she needed self-defense classes.

“I’m Casey Kavanagh, by the way.” The redhead reached out her hand to Clare, who accepted it happily.

“Clare—well, I guess you already know that.” Clare pointed toward the driver’s license that Casey was still holding. Casey just smirked and waved her hand nonchalantly.

“So—Kavanagh? You’re part of the family who owns this place?” Clare tried not to sound like she was prying, but she was curious. She’d heard that name all over town since she got here.

“Yeah, my uncle owns it. Started it up back in the late seventies. It’s been remodeled lately, but we definitely still have the old-school reputation.”

“Oh.” Clare nodded, not sure what that meant or what to say.

“Here, you can have this back. I think I have everything in here now.” Casey handed her the license. “The thirty-day trial membership begins today, and then we can talk about different types of plans after you’ve had a chance to try out our various amenities and classes.”

“Thanks. Do you think I could have a peek around? See where the locker rooms are and stuff like that?” Clare tucked her driver’s license back into her wallet along with the new membership card, then stuffed the wallet into the small brown purse that was slung over her shoulder.

“Hell, yeah! Come on, let me give you a tour. Welcome—officially, this time—to Legends!” Casey popped out from around the back of the counter, motioning for her to follow.

Clare watched the bouncy, energetic woman in amusement as she followed her, feeling slightly overdressed in her knee-length red dress and thigh-high black boots, compared to Casey’s black yoga pants and neon-green long-sleeved tee.

“Okay, so here are the locker rooms. Men over there, women right here.” Casey started to point toward various doors they passed as the hallway opened up into a large room with an open floor plan.

“The entire far side of the room is pretty much for the fighters, not really anything but testosterone and ball sweat over there.” Casey slid her arm around Clare’s elbow to pull her along.

Clare giggled at Casey’s remarks and took in the view of dozens of men on weight-lifting machines, standing in front of weight benches, and in the rings. She had to agree, there was definitely a lot of testosterone in here.

“But over here is where things are a bit less noisy.” Casey led Clare to a side hall that opened into several small classrooms. A few of the rooms were filled with people doing group exercises; Clare recognized a yoga class and a spinning class.

“All the classrooms are walled in by windows, but the glass is so thick that you can’t hear all the noise from the rings.” Casey indicated an empty classroom that was at the back wall of the gym.

The door they entered through was set in a wall of all glass, just like the back wall of the room that gave them a view of the street. Clare strode toward the back wall, loving the openness and the view of pedestrians passing by.

“Yeah, that’s my favorite part, too,” Casey said.

“What, people watching?”

“Of course! People are weird, which is fun,” Casey quipped, joining her at the window as they stood side by side.

“See, there’s an example of weird right there.” Casey pointed at a behemoth of a man crouching on the sidewalk with a large dog next to him.

“That’s my cousin, Rory, but he’s more like a brother. He works here sometimes, used to be a fighter but got hurt in the championships last year. Almost couldn’t walk again since his leg pretty much split in two. A year later, not only is he walking, but there he is crouched down, feeding a damn street dog.”

Clare watched more closely, and now she noticed the second dog. In front of both the man and the larger dog beside him was a smaller, frail-looking pup. It couldn’t be more than twenty pounds, although it seemed like it should be much bigger. The dog’s ribs were poking out of its side as Casey’s cousin slowly fed him a sandwich. He was careful to hold his hand out flat and she could see his lips moving from his profile, realizing he was probably coaxing the dog to accept the food.

“I think that’s sweet. I was studying to be a vet before I moved here.” Clare’s voice was soft as she admired the man’s kindness toward the stray.

The man stood and stretched a bit, opening up the other half of a bagged sandwich and then settling himself on the curb by the thin dog, who seemed more trusting of him now. In his new position, Clare could see more of his face and she realized that it was the same burly yet handsome man she had flirted with at O’Leary’s last night.

Of course, that was before he had broken her boss’s nose.

She felt a stirring in her abdomen as she watched him, her mouth slightly parting. The brown pup cautiously took a few steps to him, then sat and placed his head in Rory’s lap. Clare felt a glow as her heart warmed at the sight.

“I’m so not an animal person, but Rory would help a goddamn rat if he found one. That bigger dog there is his shadow, Ace. Barely ever see the two of them apart.” Casey stepped away from the window.

Clare hesitated, watching Rory and Ace for a moment longer, then pulled herself away to go follow her new friend. It had been a while since she had thought about her previous career aspirations, and a wave of sadness passed over her as she thought of the different trajectory of her life now. Maybe now that she was starting over, she could go back to school, she found herself hoping.

“So I’m the one who teaches the self-defense classes, every weekday morning at nine. Don’t be late,” Casey instructed as she led her back through the gym toward the front.

Clare just nodded, not really listening. She was thinking about Rory, and wondering how the man who had broken her boss’s nose was also the man sitting on a curb sharing a sandwich with a starving dog.

“Clare?” Casey brought her back to attention.

“Oh, sorry. What?” Clare realized she had just missed everything the woman had been telling her.

“I said, do you want to see the ladies’ locker room?” The blue eyes stared back at her expectantly. Clare glanced over at the doors, but then shook her head.

“All right, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning, then? Mondays we usually have the biggest crowds.” Casey slipped behind the front counter.

“Sounds good to me.” Clare paused on her way to the door, stopping in front of a large wall of shelves filled with trophies, championship belts, and pictures.

“Oh, that’s my cousin’s glory wall. Kind of obnoxious, isn’t it?”

“Seems like he has a lot to be proud of.” Clare smiled. She loved Casey’s wit and sarcasm, and her affection for her cousin was obvious despite her teasing barbs.

Clare turned her smile back to the wall, noticing a large photograph of Rory holding a prize belt over his head as he stood in a ring, surrounded by crowds of people. His body was covered in a sheen of sweat, and droplets of blood slid from a laceration on his cheekbone.

He seemed completely unfazed by the injury. Even in a bruised state, his face shone with pride and a life that had been missing from both the man she met the other evening and the one she had just seen sitting outside. The man feeding the dogs had a hollow appearance compared to the energy and excitement from the man in this picture. It was hard to imagine all three men were the one and the same.

There must be a lot more to Rory Kavanagh than she had first assumed.

—

“You’re trying to put me in an early grave, aren’t you? What are you boys doing to me?” Deirdre Kavanagh dramatically threw her hands up in the air as she stormed across the kitchen to the liquor cabinet, her skin paler than normal under the dark red hair that fell to her shoulders.

Rory hid his smile as she stalked away from him and pried open the kitchen cabinet doors on the far wall, selecting a bottle of whiskey off the top shelf. She opened it, then grabbed a small glass out of a neighboring cabinet. Pouring about an inch of whiskey into the glass, she tossed the liquid back in a quick gulp. As she did this, a large black-and-white dog trotted across the kitchen and parked himself at her feet.

“This is not for you, Ace. Your owner is driving me to drink.” She patted the dog on the top of his head, then poured herself another inch before putting the bottle back into the cabinet, sighing deeply. Rory attempted to appear more remorseful, but was unsuccessful at hiding his grin.

“Ma, Cian had it coming,” Quinn chimed in to defend Rory, dropping a heavy hand on Rory’s muscular shoulder and taking a few gulps of his beer.

Their mother shot him a warning glare and pointed an accusatory finger at them both. Quinn ducked his head, sheepishly, as he rubbed his hand through his straight, black hair.

“Stay out of this, Quinny,” she lectured. He put up his hands in defense, quickly abandoning Rory in the kitchen with their mother.

“I took care of it, Ma. Don’t worry,” Jimmy told her. Walking in, he gave her a kiss on the cheek and she frowned apologetically at him, taking his face in her hands for a moment.

He was taller than his mother, broad and well built, even though he was nowhere near the athletic level of his brothers who frequented Legends. Being the lone redhead of the brothers, a trait he got from their mother, made him stick out like a sore thumb with his pale skin and freckled nose. Despite their Irish lineage, only Jimmy, Casey, and Deidre shared the ginger locks.

“Jimmy, you’re always taking care of the family,” she cooed at him. As she released him, he went and joined Quinn at the dining room table, finding a spot to sit among the seven settings that were carefully placed and surrounded by hot, delicious-smelling dishes.

“Rory, you’re going to get Jimmy in trouble one of these days.”

Rory just nodded, barely listening to his mother. He had long ago mastered the talent of staying silent, tuning out his family, and focusing on the calming sensation of the white pills, some of which he had taken just before arriving.

“In fact, the rest of you boys could learn a thing or two from your little brother. For God’s sake, I’m going to die before I reach forty at this rate.”

“Well, then, we should probably have already planned the funeral since forty was like fifteen years ago, Ma,” Kane joked under his breath to Quinn and Jimmy as he entered the dining room and joined them at the table. Rory had yet to join his brothers at the table, but was quick to join their convulsing laughter at Kane’s barb.

“Well, if you’re planning my funeral, make sure to note that I want my gravestone to say ‘world’s greatest mother to ungrateful sons,’ ” Dee huffed irritably.

“Ah, Ma, we’re just kidding,” Quinn assured her.

“So hilarious.”

“Show your mother some damn respect, boys.” A booming, deep voice thundered as their father, Seamus Kavanagh, entered the dining room followed by their cousin, Casey. Ace began wagging his tail from where he stood next to Dee. He rarely warmed up to anyone, but he had taken a liking to both of Rory’s parents over the years. Between the two of them and Rory and Casey, Ace’s list of people he liked was pretty short.

Seamus’s large frame dominated any room, even though his silver eyes were normally smiling and kind. Rory noted that his dad seemed to have acquired more gray hair even in the short time since he had last seen him. Despite his graying hair, Seamus was definitely handsome for his early sixties. Separately, his features might seem odd—a large, flat nose and recessed eyes under thick brows with salt-and-pepper hair. However, taken altogether, his face was strong and definitively Irish.

“See, now you’ve upset your father,” Dee said matter-of-factly as she placed a plate of green beans on the table.

“Smells delicious in here, Dee.” Seamus kissed her rosy cheek as he wandered over to the head of the table, then lowered his voice. “And you don’t look a day over thirty-five.”

She beamed at her husband, and her smile grew even wider when she finally saw her niece behind him. While Casey was actually Seamus’s late brother’s daughter, they had taken her in when she was very young and raised her as their own. She might technically be their cousin, but every Kavanagh boy at the table thought of her as their baby sister.

“Casey! I thought you were going to nap all day after how hard you worked at Legends this morning, mo iníon,” Dee teased the young woman as they all took their seats.

“I was up late last night studying. Midterms this week.” She yawned slightly at the reminder, before leaning over the edge of her seat and giving Ace a quick pat on his head just to be nice.

Rory knew she didn’t like dogs much, but she was always friendly to his dog anyway. He gave her a warm smile at the gesture as Ace made his way underneath the table and sat waiting for someone to drop a scrap of food. Inevitably, Dee always would sneak him something, even though she denied it.

“What are you worried about studying for?” Quinn scoffed at her, shoving a buttered roll into his mouth.

“Seriously, Casey,” Rory joined the conversation, “you get better grades than any of us ever did.”

Casey smiled warmly at Rory, who had taken the chair next to hers, gently squeezing her shoulder as he sat. She had long ago carved a special place in his heart, given that he was the oldest and she the youngest. He felt the need to take care of her, especially after her family had died and left her all alone in the world. He had been there for her during the worst moment of her life, and since then their bond had become impenetrable.

“That’s because she actually puts some effort into her work. If any of you jokers had tried studying as often as she does, I wouldn’t have wasted thousands of dollars on your tuitions. Might as well have just written a check to the shitty nightclubs by the school instead.” Seamus glared at them.

“Rory got his degree in fucking, fighting, and partying.” Kane laughed, but admiration was in his tone.

“Kane’s jealous,” Quinn snorted as Rory flashed him a mischievous smile.

“I feel like I’m missing a story here,” Casey questioned.

“Just that they need to learn to stop using their fists everywhere but the damn ring. Now, which one of you kids wants to say grace?” Seamus not-so-subtly changed the topic away from Rory’s scuffle last night at O’Leary’s.

Rory and his brothers were used to their father’s hostility and knew all too well that it was mostly for show, hiding the caring, loving father underneath. Everyone ducked their heads and avoided eye contact, hoping not to be picked to lead the prayer.

Dee pressed her hands together, bowing her head. “Bless us, O Lord, for these thy gifts that we are about to receive, from thy bounty, through Christ Our Lord, Amen.” She spoke solemnly and quickly, ending with making the sign of the cross over her chest.

Quinn smirked at Rory, who had no idea why their mother kept trying to pretend they were the perfect Irish Catholic family. No one at the table, not even his mother, had a spotless record. They were a Christmas-and-Easter kind of family, and always would be.

“So, Rory, are you dating anyone?” Dee asked out of nowhere. Rory coughed into his spoonful of potatoes in surprise.

“Ma, come on, can I get one week without those questions?” he griped as his brothers smirked at him.

“An té nach bpósann níl ach uaigneas dilte dósan, Rory,” Dee told him. “I just don’t want you to end up alone. I want a daughter-in-law, and grandkids!”

Rory rolled his eyes, having heard his mother tell him a million times that a man who does not marry will be lonely. It was an old Irish saying that he was more than a little tired of. He was only twenty-seven, and a lot less worried about it than his mother was.

“Yeah, Rory, you wouldn’t want to be lonely,” Quinn teased.

“Hey, you’re four years behind him, but you need to start thinking about finding a wife soon, too.” Dee turned her attention to Quinn.

Rory groaned. “Can we talk about literally anything else?”

“Kane has started training at Legends, Rory.” Seamus volunteered a new topic, scooping a spoonful of mashed potatoes into his mouth.

“Trying for regional this spring?” Rory asked, noticing that Kane had become a lot more muscular recently. He wondered why he hadn’t seen that last night at O’Leary’s.

“That’s the goal. Follow in your footsteps.” Kane inspected his brother, a hopeful beg for acceptance on his face.

Rory nodded, noting the expression, but keeping his features flat. He loved his brothers and wanted them to succeed, but nothing about the world of MMA fighting was appealing to him anymore. At least that’s what he was trying to convince himself.

“I think it would be good if you started training him, Rory. He needs professional coaching. He has the power, but not the knowledge.” Seamus spoke as if Kane wasn’t even there.

Rory avoided looking at his father and noticed Quinn glancing between them, obviously feeling the tension in the air. Anytime fighting came up in the last year, things turned awkward. No one ever wanted to directly call Rory on his injury, yet he could tell everyone was thinking about it.

“My leg still hurts.” His only response as he turned his attention back to his plate, piling corn onto his fork.

Concern etched his mother’s face. “Still? Have you been back to the doctor?”

“Nothing they can do.” He stood and took his glass back over to the liquor cabinet for a refill.

“Bullshit,” Seamus said. “It’s been a year; you did ten months of physical therapy. I’m not asking you to get back in the cage, just to train your brother.”

“Pop, I’ll be fine. There are plenty of fighters at Legends that can train me,” Kane offered, making Rory glad to have any interruption that might divert attention from him. Seamus ignored his son’s remark and continued to stare at Rory.

“I just want you to get back to doing what you loved, son. I’m not trying to be a hard-ass, but your mother and I worry. You’re out getting in bar fights, drinking your weight in whiskey.” Seamus’s tone softened. “What are we supposed to think?”

Rory exhaled loudly as he took in everyone around the table, each person’s worry tearing through him like a knife. He could feel the pity, the one thing he hated more than all else.

They wanted him to be the confident fighter he used to be. The Rory whom they could handle and understand, not the quiet drunk who rarely came around anymore. He frowned, knowing he might never be able to give them what they wanted.

He wasn’t even sure that he ever wanted to be the Rory he once was again, but he knew he owed it to his family to at least try. Kavanaghs took care of one another, and he had a duty to do the same for Kane.

“Fine, be at the club by seven tomorrow.” Rory pointed at Kane, who nodded excitedly. “Now, can we please get back to this delicious meal Ma made?”

The tension deflated from the room and smiles were passed around along with gossip and news of the week. Rory watched them, pretending to be interested in the conversations that were overlapping one another.

Giving up, he stood and went for his third refill of whiskey in the kitchen, discreetly swallowing a few pills with it when he was out of eyesight. Ace had trotted after him and made a low moaning sound when he saw Rory’s pill bottle, but Rory shot him a warning look that caused the dog to quiet down. As the liquid filled his stomach, the anxiety Rory had been feeling melted away, replaced by the warm, soothing sensation he loved.


Chapter 3

Rory slammed his fist down on his alarm clock with such resentment that it went flying off the nightstand, crashing loudly against the wooden floor. He groaned and rolled over, annoyed that the fall still hadn’t stopped the devil machine from screeching at him.

He slid his legs off the side of the bed and reached over to the wall, yanking the chord right out of its plug. Silence finally greeted him as he yawned and considered the sharp, early-morning sun peering through his window. It had been a while since he had been up this early.

Opening his nightstand drawer, he pulled out one of the many bottles of pills he had stashed everywhere and downed several capsules, using a glass of water from the nightstand this time. He felt the bed shift behind him and turned his head to see a somewhat attractive brunette asleep and sprawled across half of the bed. One leg was below the sheets while the other was on top, making it pretty clear she was fully nude.

Standing, Rory pulled on some boxers he found on the floor and a pair of sweatpants hanging on the back of a chair. His dog stretched as he rose from the small, round dog bed in the corner of the room. Rory found a dress and a bra at the end of the bed and shuffled over to where the woman was sleeping, tapping her shoulder gently to wake her up. She startled, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes as she yawned and sat up.

“It’s early, Rory, come back to bed,” she purred seductively, letting her forearms push her breasts together for his viewing pleasure.

“Can’t, Molly. Have to head to the club.” He handed her the clothes, giving her chin a tiny squeeze of affection.

He hoped to see something in her eyes that pulled at him, anything that could make him feel the things he knew he was supposed to feel for a woman he spent the night with. But nothing came.

He was empty.

He turned away and headed to the kitchen with Ace right on his heels, feeling Molly’s eyes boring a hole through him. He knew he was disappointing her just as much as he was everyone else in his life. Molly was always there anytime he called, both of them needing some companionship.

Lifting the lid from a large container of dog food next to the kitchen counter, Rory scooped out enough for Ace, dumping it in his bowl. The dog quickly pounced on the food, loudly smacking his lips with his face plunged into the metal bowl. Rory smiled in amusement before he began preparing his own breakfast.

Despite any misgivings Rory had about his life, Ace was one of the bright parts of it. He had rescued the dog from a shelter over in Queens the day before he would’ve been euthanized. The shelter had a policy of putting down any dogs considered aggressive, and Ace’s background fit that category.

Rory knew that the hulking black-and-white mutt just needed some love and attention, so he intervened and brought him home. A local rescue in Woodlawn that focused on ex–fighter dogs helped him rehabilitate Ace. Ace had been shy and quiet at first, afraid that every new person would be as cruel as his previous master. As time went on, Rory convinced Ace otherwise and the dog became fiercely loyal to him, as well as much more affectionate.

In his sink, Rory found a bowl that wasn’t completely dirty and rinsed it out, then proceeded to fill it with some bran cereal and milk. Leaning against the counter, he scooped the first bite into his mouth just as his overnight guest slowly found her way out of the bedroom. She was now fully clothed, albeit slightly wrinkled.

“What?” he questioned between bites, wondering why she was just standing awkwardly in the middle of the room, giving him a sad look.

“Is this it?” she spoke softly, her voice full of sorrow.

Rory was silent. He wanted to say something, anything, but everything went blank. He couldn’t tell her what he knew she wanted to hear. What every woman who passed through his doors wanted. Something that he didn’t have to give anyone anymore.

He had been in relationships before, but he had wanted to concentrate on his career as a fighter. He wanted to become someone worthy of a great woman, like his father had become for his mother. Bedtime stories often centered around the story of a famous boxer who caught the eye of the daughter of a prominent Irish family. His father had earned his spot working for his future father-in-law, earned his way into his mother’s heart, and earned the wealthy lifestyle and success he had achieved.

Rory wasn’t his father; he was a failure.

He had earned nothing.

Molly stalked past him to the front door, her face twisted up in pain. She stopped for only a second to reach down and pet Ace, but quickly decided against it when the dog barked at her. Rory snapped his fingers, commanding Ace to back down.

Rory knew Ace wasn’t aggressive, but he didn’t warm up to anyone except Rory and his parents. He liked Casey a bit, but didn’t even let Rory’s brothers pet him. Ace’s sheer size made people nervous when he made any sort of sound, though.

Molly huffed at the beast, crossing the last few feet to the front door before pausing to turn back to him.

“One day, some woman’s going to change your mind. I just wish it could’ve been me.” Her words were almost whispered, but he heard them as if she were shouting at him.

The door closed with a thud, and Rory turned back to the sink to deposit his empty bowl. Surprising himself, he found Clare’s face crossing his mind. Just as quickly as it entered, he brushed her image away.

He knew who he was, and he wasn’t worthy of a woman like Clare.

—

Never one to be late, Clare waltzed into Legends exactly fifteen minutes before class on Monday morning. She was wearing a brand-new outfit she had purchased yesterday for the occasion, eager to treat herself to something nice for once. She headed past the counter, which was currently unmanned, and wondered where Casey was, before continuing to the locker room.

Quickly putting her things away in a locker, she straightened the light gold spandex tank top that hugged her torso, topping black yoga pants that stopped right before her ankles. Similarly, the stretchy pants accented her curves without showing too much skin. Despite the cold weather outside, the gym itself was warm enough to wear lighter gear. She laced up her sneakers and then headed out into the big open room of the gym, turning right to head toward the back where the classrooms were.

Despite the early-morning hour, almost all of the rings were occupied with fighters, and the deafening sound of weights dropping sang all around her. Reaching the classroom, she found Casey stretching and chatting with several other women who were of varying ages. When Casey saw Clare come in, she waved and quickly excused herself, jogging over to her.

“You made it!” the perky redhead exclaimed, wrapping her in a quick hug that immediately caught Clare off guard. She wasn’t used to affection, or friends.

“We’re about to start—find a spot near the front so you don’t miss anything.” Casey smiled at her before prancing away, seemingly oblivious to Clare’s discomfort.

“Okay” was all she managed to squeak out as nerves began to get the better of her.

“Let’s get started, class!” Casey shouted with more energy than any one person should possess on a Monday morning, and began leading the class through different exercises to warm them up.

An hour later, Clare had worked up a pretty good sweat and learned a technique that involved freeing her wrist from an attacker by forcing his arm backward in such a way that he’d be unable to keep her wrist captive. Even though she had ignored Casey’s initial advice and stayed in the back of the room, she still left smiling and feeling more in control, maybe even powerful.

She smiled to herself as she thought about that, knowing that the last few years of her life had been colored in fear, thanks to her ex-boyfriend Travis Creighton. Today had given her a glimpse into a future where maybe she wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore. There had been countless times that he had held her prisoner by her wrists and left bruises she would try to cover with long-sleeved shirts. She knew that she hadn’t been fooling anyone with that disguise, and in only one class, she had already learned a way to never fall prey to that again.

Every new day here in Woodlawn, she felt like she was becoming someone different. Or maybe she was just finally being who she wanted to be, instead of who she had been told to be. She had spent so many years being told she was incompetent, stupid, and incapable of living without Travis that she had begun to believe it. With each new thing she learned, even something as small as breaking out of a wrist hold, she could feel herself taking back control of her life, and she loved it.

“Whoa, watch where you’re going,” a gruff voice spoke, and a hand suddenly gripped her wrist as she paraded directly into a brick wall.

At least it felt like a brick wall.

Shocked, her mouth parted slightly, she stared up into shining silver eyes that she recognized as belonging to Rory Kavanagh. Blushing, she stepped back, but he still held her wrist in his large hand.

She wondered why it didn’t frighten her for Rory to be holding her in the same way she had just practiced defending herself against, and particularly after she had just been thinking of Travis.

“Clare,” he acknowledged before she could respond.

“Oh, hi,” she awkwardly stammered as he released her, and she wrapped one arm around her waist, as if to hug herself.

“If you wanted to see me again, you could have just asked for my number the other night.” A cocky smile spread from ear to ear above his scruffy short beard.

“I figured stalking you and then plowing right into your chest would be a more memorable experience.” Clare grinned, still blushing as she tried her best to force away her nerves.

Rory gaped in surprise for a second, then burst out laughing. Her anxieties eased as her body relaxed in response to his raucous laughter. Ace, Rory’s dog, was standing at attention beside him, his eyes boring holes through her. Stretching out one hand toward the dog, she offered Ace the back of her hand to sniff. Reluctantly he did so while Rory watched the two of them.

“Careful, he doesn’t like people much.” Rory put his hand up to stop her, but she just pushed him away.

“Nonsense, all dogs love me. All dogs love anyone if you just show them respect,” she countered, waiting for Ace to finish his assessment of her hand and give her permission to pet him.

The dog peered up at her and began wagging his tail, which made Clare smile as she turned her hand and scratched behind his ear. Ace leaned his head into her hand as Rory scrutinized them, stunned.

“Great, now I’m jealous of my own dog.”

“God, Rory, you are seriously losing your touch. That was the lamest pickup line I’ve ever heard.” Casey made a sudden appearance between them.

“How do you know? I haven’t seen you on a date in years, Case,” he jested, using her nickname.

“Just because you haven’t seen me on one doesn’t mean I’ve been celibate, dear cousin,” Casey tossed back, her hands on her hips.

“What are you even doing bothering my student?” she continued, which caused Rory to pivot between the two women in confusion.

Clare snickered at the interaction between the two. “I’m taking her class, Rory.”

“The self-defense one?” he asked, and she nodded in response as Casey grabbed her hand and started pulling her to the locker room.

“Let me know if you ever need any extra tutoring,” he called after her, and she blushed, recalling their previous conversation.

Casey rolled her eyes and then pushed Clare into the locker room. The interaction wasn’t easily forgotten as Clare showered and got ready for the rest of her day.

—

“That might work for an offensive strike, but what are you going to do if your opponent has the upper hand?” Rory asked Kane, less than an hour after his encounter with Clare.

“How about I learn enough offensive techniques that he never gets the chance? Just ground and pound the fuck out of him!” Kane fooled around as he rewrapped his hands.

“I’m not going to train you if you’re going to be a cocky son of a bitch.” Rory glared at Kane.

“All right, all right. Have it your way.” Kane put his hands up in surrender, seeing Rory was in no mood for bullshit.

Kane moved past where Ace was sitting on the sidelines lazily watching them, and bent under the ropes, climbing back into one of the many fighters’ rings located throughout the expansive main floor of Legends. The building itself was open, like a giant warehouse filled with fighting equipment, rings, televisions, punching bags, weight machines, and all other types of gym equipment.

“I’m coming at you hard, about to jab. What do you do?” Rory asked, putting his wrapped fists up and squaring off with his brother in the ring.

Kane looked uncertain, then raised his fists as well, unsuccessfully fending off Rory as he came at him with a jab. Rory slammed him into the ground with one jab and a sweep, causing his brother to tap out immediately.

“Fuck, Rory. You don’t have to go so hard.” Kane rubbed his shoulder where it had hit the ground.

“If you can’t handle a simple takedown in practice, then you’re never going to make it through the first minute of a fight. Now come on, use my weight against me. I’m coming at you—move out of the way, then get me with an elbow strike. I’ll be off balance and not expecting it. You have to use the opponent’s own moves to your advantage instead of trying to counter them.” Rory squared off with him again, this time going more slowly and allowing Kane the opportunity to move out of the way of his jab, turn on him, and land an elbow right between Rory’s shoulder blades.

“Easier, right?” Rory pushed himself up off the mat and turned to Kane, who was clearly proud of himself.

He bit back a groan as the pain from Kane’s strike radiated through his body, almost intoxicating in its intensity. He had missed the sensation of a fight, missed being in the ring. He hated to admit that his father was right, but his adrenaline was pumping already and his muscles were begging to be let loose on an opponent.

He felt a twinge of jealousy as he faced off with Kane, showing him another move. His brother was just starting his training, just beginning the life of an MMA fighter.

Rory knew his days were over.

That was the only part of fighting that really hurt.

—

The brothers repeated the same routine the next morning, ending up drenched in sweat and aching from their training in the ring. Finishing their session, Rory stepped out onto the club floor where Ace was waiting for him as always.

The duo marched over to the offices. Rory grabbed himself a towel and water bottle on the way, wiping the sweat from his face. He stuck his head in the office and smiled at his mother and cousin, who were busy working on the bookkeeping and membership of the gym.

“Hey, Ma. Casey, shouldn’t you be at school by now?” Rory asked. “Midterms and all that?” He leaned against the doorframe and took several swigs of water.

“My first one isn’t until tomorrow, and I spent all weekend studying.”

“Don’t get her more nervous than she already is, Rory. Hi, Ace.” Deirdre peered over her glasses at him, before reaching out and petting his dog, then went back to the papers she was sorting through.

“She doesn’t have anything to be nervous about. The smartest Kavanagh we’ve got.” He wasn’t being sarcastic, but Casey still rolled her eyes in response.

“That’s not much of a compliment since you guys don’t exactly set the bar high,” Casey teased.

“Oh, ouch. I’m wounded here,” Rory said in a mocking tone, bending over and clutching his stomach as if in pain.

“All right, both of you, out. I need to concentrate on these membership dues.” Dee motioned for them to go.

“We’re going,”

“Casey, help the client that just walked in, please,” she called out as the two filed away from the office.

Turning to the club entrance, they saw a young woman standing awkwardly in front of the door, glancing around. Casey waved a friendly greeting and headed over to her, smiling. Rory recognized the petite blonde immediately and his face lit up in response.

Casey was already chatting with Clare as if they had known each other for years, both women giggling. Rory pushed away the nerves he always felt stumbling around in his belly when he was around Clare and took a deep breath, mentally scolding himself for acting this way over a girl. Dismayed, Rory realized that Ace had already trotted over to Clare, begging her for some attention.

Ace’s friendliness surprised Rory, but it made him like this tiny blonde even more. If his dog was giving her the stamp of approval, then he knew she must be special. He forced himself to stroll over as calmly as possible, hoping to convince himself that the fluttering he felt in his gut was just a fluke.

Women fell all over him, never the other way around.

“Casey, need any help with this client?” He smiled at Clare, displaying a false bravado to hide his nerves.

Clare met his eyes when he spoke, blushing, as he noticed she always did around him. Heat flushed across his skin at the close proximity to her, becoming even more intense when her bright green eyes melted into a warm smile.

He unapologetically let his eyes roam across her small frame, stopping only to linger on her mouth as she nibbled her lower lip and stared down nervously. A signature move unique to Clare that he found adorable.

“She isn’t just a client, idiot. This is Clare, one of my friends now. Clare, I don’t know if I ever formally introduced you to my cousin when he was hitting on you in the hall yesterday. This is Rory.” Casey gestured between the two, unaware of the unspoken words passing between them.

“We met before yesterday, actually. Saturday night. I believe your fist was going through my boss’s face?” Clare’s taunting grin stretched from ear to ear as Casey’s jaw dropped and she turned to glare at her brother.

“Seriously, Rory? Dad was talking about O’Leary’s? We go there all the time!” She tossed her hands up in aggravation.

“If it makes you feel any better, it was Cian,” Rory told her, knowing how much Casey disliked him.

“Oh.” Her annoyed look changed at that revelation. “That’s forgivable then. Sorry, Clare, you know men. Complete asses.”

“Maybe other men, but not me. I’m a perfect gentleman.” He winked at Clare while he continued to needle his cousin.

He loved the way Clare’s breath hitched slightly as she scanned his body. Her eyes blatantly traveled over the massive width of the broad shoulders, clearly defined chest, and sculpted abs that he knew were visible through his T-shirt.

He loved that she was ogling him so overtly, without seeming to realize he had noticed. When she did finally glance back up, her cheeks blushed into a deep crimson color. He didn’t let up on her though, because the way she squirmed beneath his gaze—yeah, he loved that. The corner of his lips tilted up.

Clare’s eyes wrenched over to Casey and he immediately missed the sense of connection to her. “Um, I was just popping in to ask you if you had any jumper cables, Casey?” she asked. “My car won’t start.”

“That sucks. Let me check around. I’m sure one of the guys in here does.” Casey shuffled off, leaving Rory alone with Clare.

“You live around here?” he asked her.

He could tell that she was nervous as she bit her lip again and focused on anything but him. Her reaction bolstered his confidence, or at least some small hint of it, that feeling he used to know so well. He had thought that feeling of assuredness was long gone, and yet somehow, Clare was able to bring it back to him. He felt like pieces of the old fighter Rory were coming back.

“Yeah, actually right around the corner. I’m supposed to start my shift at O’Leary’s soon, but I need my car to work. It’s such a piece of crap.” She kicked the ground with her shoe, another adorable gesture if ever there was one.

“O’Leary’s is only a few blocks from here. Woodlawn itself is no bigger than fifteen blocks, so why not just walk?”

“I would, but I don’t get off of my shift until one in the morning. Walking home at that time of day isn’t the best idea for a woman.”

Rory took a step toward her, which caused her to take a step back, leaving her trapped against the club’s wall. His eyes flared wide with desire as he noticed the nervousness sweeping over her as his second step brought him almost flush against her. Her mouth parted slightly. He held his breath and leaned down, loving the feeling of her heart beating rapidly against him.

“Something to be scared of, mhuirnín?” he whispered huskily, smelling a soft vanilla scent mixed with something delectable that he couldn’t distinguish.

Pressed up against her, he felt her legs wobble and her knees buckle. He quickly slid a hand around her waist, steadying her against him. Her hands smashed forward upon his chest and her eyes grew ever wider with anticipation.

Clare licked her lips and he almost lost control at that sight alone, feeling his entire body stiffen as he fought himself from crashing his mouth against hers right then and there.

“Careful, mhuirnín, can’t have you falling over me.”

“I’m fine. I don’t need your help.” She cleared her throat and pushed her hands against his chest, forcing him a few steps back. The sassy side of her that he loved was quickly returning.

He could have stopped her if he wanted to, but he wasn’t the type to force himself on a woman. He now knew exactly why he felt differently about her than he had all the other women he spent his nights with. She was feisty, not easy. Clare had spirit and pride; she wasn’t one to just take orders from a man. They were traits that he both respected and found frustrating.

“No luck, Clare.” Casey waltzed up between them, oblivious to the conversation that had just occurred. “Can’t find any jumper cables and none of the guys have any. Most everyone around here walks. I’m headed over that way; want me to walk with you to work?”

“All right, that sounds good.” Clare gave one last pat on the head to Ace, who had yet to leave her side, then turned and opened the club door. Casey was only a few steps behind her, but she turned around and pointed a finger at her cousin.

“Don’t even think about it, Rory.” She narrowed her eyes and spoke sternly.

“What?” He put his hands up, playing innocent.

“I like Clare, I think she and I could be good friends, and I also think she has had a lot of crap in her life. She doesn’t need more. Especially not from a man who doesn’t have his shit together, like you. I’m not losing another friend because one of my asshole brothers strings her along only to break her heart.”

“What if I don’t break her heart?” Rory jested, but at the same time, he wondered if truth belied his teasing statement.

Casey rolled her eyes and huffed, sticking her middle finger up at him as she traipsed out the door. Rory snorted as he headed back to the office. He adored Casey and definitely didn’t want to upset her, but he wasn’t one for taking orders, either.

He liked Clare, and he had no intention of breaking her heart.

What he wanted was to possess it.


Chapter 4

“I agreed to train him, didn’t I?” Rory responded to his mother, as the two of them and his father talked in the office of Legends.

“Yeah, that’s a start,” his father said and grunted.

“Seamus, he can do a lot more than just that!” his mother exclaimed to her husband from where she was sitting at the desk, annoyed that he wasn’t backing her up.

“What do you want him to do, Dee? He can’t go back to fighting with his knee messed up,” Seamus insisted as Rory exhaled loudly, not enjoying being talked about as if he wasn’t in the room.

“He has a graduate degree in business! He can do anything with that!” she insisted, her hand resting on the canine head that was propped on her knees as the rest of the dog sat beside her.

“I’m standing right here, Ma.” Rory glared at Ace for betraying him by cuddling up with his mother when she was scolding him. The dog ignored him, enjoying the petting he was receiving.

“Well, then you tell me. What are you going to do, Rory?” Dee turned to him and Seamus put his hands up, trading a look with his son that said he was on his own.

“About what, Ma?”

“About your life. You spend all your time drinking or doing God knows what.” Her voice was forceful and stern.

“I don’t know. I will figure it out. I want to go back into business eventually. It’s not like I’m broke and living on the street. I still have enough money left over from my fighting days to buy this whole damn block if I want to,” he said in exasperation, trying to sidestep around his father to leave the office. He was beginning to feel trapped.

“When is ‘eventually,’ Rory?” Dee followed him.

“Dee, leave the boy alone. He’s training Kane, so he’s doing something.” His father tried to step in for him, but his mother was too anxious to be calmed.

“Exactly—I spent like six hours with him today!” Rory retorted, running his hands over his head, through his thick, wavy hair.

“Okay, but what about a hobby? Maybe working at a charity or something like that. Something to do with your days would be good,” his mother continued.

Rory kept a straight face at her statement, since no one in his family knew he was very involved with volunteering at the shelter he got Ace from. It was conversations just like this that made him like to keep his life private. He had had no desire in the last year to share his life with anyone, even his family.

“Dee, enough,” his father said, with more authority this time.

“Seamus, I’m just wor—” Dee started.

“I said enough, leave him alone. He’s twenty-seven years old; he can figure it out by himself.”

Rory’s mother crossed her arms over her chest, annoyed at both of them.

“Ma, I’ll be okay, I promise. I love you.” Rory stepped over to where she was sitting with Ace and leaned down to wrap her in a hug.

“I just worry about you, Rory.”

“I know, but did you see Quinn’s new haircut? That’s what you should be worried about.”

“What? But he has such beautiful hair! What did he do?” Dee squawked, standing up abruptly. Ace had to step back to avoid being trampled. It was easy to distract the stereotypical Irish mother with any news about her sons.

“Where is he? Is he here?” Dee went storming off into the club to find Quinn.

—

“It’s not that bad, Cian,” Clare told her boss as she stood behind him in the back office, watching him fix the bandage over his nose in the mirror.

“Oh, sure, and your martinis aren’t that bad, either,” he snapped back, gingerly reapplying some balm to his bruised flesh.

“Hey, I’m still in training!”

“For what? World’s worst bartender?” He turned and glared at her, one brow higher than the other. Clare grabbed her bag off the shelf and swung it over her shoulder.

“Hey, wait.” Cian motioned to her and then her bag. “You got anything in there for pain?”

“Sorry.” She shook her head, almost too vigorously.

“Nothing? Really? I thought women’s purses always had shit in them. I just need some ibuprofen or whatever.”

“I don’t like drugs, any kind. Would rather deal with a headache than take something for it,” she explained as he stared at her like she had a third eye. She just stared back, undaunted. After her history with Travis, there was no way she was letting drugs near her ever again. Plus, she kind of liked that Cian was in pain.

“Fucking women,” he muttered.

“I’m headed home. See you tomorrow,” she called on her way toward the back door of O’Leary’s Pub, secretly glad that the bandage on Cian’s face looked ridiculous.

She had wanted to ask him if he wouldn’t mind driving her home, but right now she would rather walk in the dark with potential muggers than ride with him. Everything that came out of that man’s mouth was offensive. She pulled her purse around her, peering inside to check on the small wad of cash from her tips that night.

It’s not like she could hail a cab; taxis stuck to the touristy areas, not the local residential neighborhoods. She muttered angrily to herself as she slammed her hands into the metal back door, opening it with a bang, and storming out into the alley.

She peered around nervously as the door creaked closed behind her, leaving her to blink rapidly in an attempt to adjust her eyes to the night. She hated the dark, hated not knowing what was around the corner. Moments like this made her think of Travis again, and a shiver of dread found its way down her spine.

It didn’t matter that she was sure he wouldn’t be able to track her all the way to New York; she still felt like she saw him in every shadow she passed. Pulling her purse tighter against her body, she hurried around the building until the alley dumped her out onto the sidewalk.

“Someone told me earlier that walking home this late at night isn’t the best idea for a woman.” A deep voice behind her split through the silence, causing her to jump.

Clare whirled around, her hand clutching at her chest.

“Holy hell!” she squeaked in surprise as her heart slowly dislodged from her throat to find its way back to her chest. Her skin broke out into goosebumps and her breath was nowhere to be found under Rory’s impenetrable, silver-gray stare. He had a hint of a smile on the edge of his lips above a strong, stubbled jaw, which gave him a powerful appearance, hard and unrelenting.

“ ‘Holy hell’? Kind of a contradictory phrase.” He raised one eyebrow as he stepped toward her on the sidewalk, holding a leash with Ace wagging his tail on the other end.

“What are you doing here?” She narrowed her eyes suspiciously, clutching her purse a little tighter. She liked this man, but everyone seemed a bit threatening when they snuck up on you at one in the morning.

“Just walking Ace.” He held up the leash, but the smirk on his face gave him away, telling her that he had been waiting for her.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” she retorted sarcastically.

“You don’t own Woodlawn, Clare. If anyone owns these streets, it’s my family.”

“So I hear: the infamous Kavanaghs,” Clare added an exaggerated lilt to her voice as she mentioned his family, before continuing her walk, strutting away from him.

Rory and Ace kept pace beside her, walking to her left to stay between her and the street. She sensed Rory’s protectiveness and wondered why he even cared enough to do something so small as to position himself between her and any oncoming cars. Her mind flashed back to a memory of when her ex-boyfriend had stepped behind her, using her as a shield.

She pushed the thought away quickly, unsure of why she would ever be comparing Rory to an ex in the first place. She had no plans to date him, or anyone, for that matter. However, the thought of hiking home alone in the Bronx at night was very unappealing, so she reluctantly accepted the company.

“You’re kind of obnoxious, you know that?” she teased him.

“You like it.”

“How would you know?” she challenged.

“Because you like me,” he said, sounding a little less confident than he had in his previous statement.

“You wish!” Clare snickered playfully.

In one quick motion, he grabbed her upper arm, holding her in place as he pressed her against the building they were passing. She found herself staring into his once bright silver eyes, now stormy and dark gray. His heart beat rapidly against her one free hand, which rested on his chest.

His sudden movement and fierce stare frightened her, yet did something else to her at the same time.

She felt a fire pulse through her core, a torrent of waves and confusion. His gaze was so intense. Instinctively, nervously, she bit her bottom lip. He staggered an exhale at the sight, a sensation she felt thundering against her body as it passed through him. He released her and took a step back, leaving her feeling both relieved and suddenly empty.

She was entirely unsure of what she wanted.

Or of what had just happened.

“Be careful, Clare. I’m not sure how safe you are in the dark when you push me like that.”

“I’m not scared of you.” She stepped away from him, farther up the sidewalk. Her mind was reeling—What the hell is happening? Her body was on fire and she wanted to still be pressed against him, which confused her even more. She barely knew this man, and she had reminded herself (again) that she had no desire to be in a relationship with anyone.

“Who said I want you to be scared of me?” His intensity from a moment ago lightened as he followed her, staying half a step behind her even though Ace was pulling on his leash to catch up to her.

“Isn’t that what all world-class, famous MMA fighters want? To intimidate people and show everyone that they’re big and bad?” Maybe that’s all it is, she thought. Maybe his effect on her, his intensity, all of it was just a side effect of being a fighter. It was just who he was; he didn’t really want her, and she definitely didn’t want him.

Keep telling yourself that.

“Someone’s been doing research on me.” She could hear the smugness in his voice as he spoke and it irked the hell out of her, but then she realized she had pretty much just admitted to Googling him. Thankfully, he didn’t know that her newfound friendship with Casey was actually her initial source of information, having only prompted her to do a little more digging on her own.

The man was a mystery, compelling and seemingly callous by turn, a mystery she was first introduced to when he had knocked her arrogant boss on his ass. But then he had that way of looking at her, invading her personal space without even taking a step toward her. Just his perfectly musky scent and hard body, as he stared back at her through silver eyes, was enough to overwhelm her senses, and it was all she could do to play it cool.

She attempted to sound indifferent. “Hard to move into this neighborhood and not find out who the Kavanaghs are, as you said earlier.”

“Care to share what your research told you?” he asked as the two crossed a side street, continuing toward her home.

“Why?” She found herself wondering again why he was even escorting her home in the first place. She knew it was implausible that he had just happened to be walking his dog past her place of work just as she was getting off.

“Humor me, Clare.” His tone had the ability to voice the lightness of humor at the same time as the intensity of a command, inciting a shiver to run down her back.

She didn’t hate it.

“Let’s see: Kavanagh Senior owns Legends, the famous mixed martial arts club where all his giant, extra-Y-chromosome sons have trained and where the famous Rory Kavanagh, once ranked top-ten fighter in the country, learned everything he knows.” She began putting up fingers on one hand as if she was starting a list, and doing her best to ignore his smug grin.

“I know your dad used to be a boxer and everyone is intimidated by him, maybe because he was Irish Mafia. And I know you like to drink, probably a little too much, since you reek of alcohol right now—which is coming from a bartender, by the way. Which means you were probably waiting for me and not just walking Ace in the middle of the night. So yeah, that’s what I know.” She realized that her rambling made her nerves more evident, and she hoped he hadn’t noticed.

“Irish Mafia and extra Y chromosomes? Wow, we must keep the Internet buzzing.” The amusement on his face was unmistakable.

“That’s what it says online.”

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to believe everything you read on the Internet, Clare?” He wrapped one arm around her shoulders, pulling her against him as they strolled.

She enjoyed this new level of lightheartedness between them, especially the warmth of feeling him against her again. He was grinning as she glanced sideways at him, but it wasn’t smug like it had been a few moments ago. It was easygoing and amused, a good look on him.

“But you are right,” he said a few moments later, his voice softer this time.

“About which thing? I’m right so often, you really need to narrow it down.” She smiled playfully, detaching herself and reaching down to pet Ace, who had glued himself to her side for most of the journey.

“That’s what I love about you, Clare.” He smiled. “You’re feisty. You have yet to let me have the last word.”

Clare said nothing in response, but inside her head was racing. He had just said love. She knew he wasn’t saying he was in love with her, but just hearing the word fall out of his mouth so easily sent shock waves through her.

She had stopped breathing, holding her breath as if waiting for him to say more. Silently chiding herself, she slowly exhaled. The unexpected excitement she felt was really not helping her resolve not to get involved romantically with anyone.

She had never had such a physical reaction to anyone before, especially a man, and never to anyone using that word. In fact, since her parents passed away when she was in high school, she hadn’t heard anyone say they loved her. She had dated Travis for years, but he had never said it once.

“I was trying to tell you, Clare, that you’re right about me wanting to walk you home. I wanted to see you again, and not with all my family around.”

She heard the smile in his voice as his tone turned slightly more alluring.

“I, uh, well…that’s, um…” Clare started her sentence a few times before giving up and going silent. All she could think was that he wanted to see her again.

And how she knew that she felt the same way.

“You really have a way with words.” He pulled her into a quick squeeze before releasing her.

She was instantly embarrassed that not only was she sure she sounded like an idiot, but also that she was wishing he would keep holding her.

“I can take care of myself, you know. I’m not looking to meet anyone right now.” She wanted to snatch the words back into her mouth the moment they left. While it was true, she didn’t actually want him to stop trying. She hoped he couldn’t tell what a mess of contradictions she was inside.

“I’m sure you can, since you’re taking Casey’s class. Who do you think taught her everything she knows?” He was ignoring the last part of her statement, thankfully. She peeked over at him to see if he was being serious, and quickly determined that he was.

“I guess that makes sense, since you’re like her older brother. What’s up with that, anyway? Cousins and siblings? Don’t tell me the Kavanaghs like to inbreed.” Clare teased him, but she really was curious as to why Casey so often called him both her brother and her cousin.

“No, Clare, we are all quite capable of mating outside of the family.”

Her mouth dried up as he said that. Damn it, Clare, pull yourself together. Repeat, I do not want to date Rory Kavanagh. I do not want to kiss Rory Kavanagh. I do not want to jump Rory Kavanagh.

Dammit, I at least want to jump Rory Kavanagh.

“I can see that, but there has to be some sort of story there.” Clare looked at Rory, hoping he would explain and say something that didn’t make her insides battle. Mostly, she hoped he couldn’t see her weakened resolve, as she was sure she was looking at him like he was dinner.

“Casey is my cousin, but she moved in with my family when she was very young. My aunt and uncle, along with her two older brothers, were killed in a house fire back in the early nineties. She was the only survivor, so my parents adopted her.”

“I had no idea—I’m so sorry.” Clare frowned, hurting for the spunky redhead she realized had a lot hidden below her bubbly surface.

She felt herself warming up to the mysterious family, proud of them for stepping up to take care of a young girl when she was left alone. She only wished someone had been there to do that for her. Maybe she wouldn’t have fallen into Travis’s unrelenting grip if she’d had some family member to rely on.

“It was a long time ago; we don’t talk about it much,” he confided, and she just nodded, getting the hint that she should drop the topic.

“This is my building,” Clare said after a moment, having come to a stop in front of a three-story brick apartment building. She felt strangely guilty that they had already arrived at her destination, as if she had just interrupted a moment between them.

His eyes softened and settled on her. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do now; it felt as if she was coming home from a date, even though she was sure that she was probably the only one thinking that.

And she didn’t even want to be thinking that.

“Keys,” he said, his tone firm but not commanding.

She tilted her head to the side in confusion. Rory reached out and motioned for her keys. Surprising herself, she slowly pulled them out of a pocket and dropped them into his waiting palm. He moved around where she stood fixated on him and opened the front door, motioning her inside.

“What are you doing?” She stood still on the sidewalk, refusing to budge as she put her hands on her hips.

She had just met this man a few days ago; the fact that he would dare invite himself into her home so easily was offensive. A knot grew in her stomach as her ex-boyfriend’s face came to mind. She was baffled as to what had possessed her to hand him her keys in the first place. She had never let her guard down so much around anyone before, not after all she had been through to teach her otherwise.

So why was she letting it down for Rory?

“Relax, Clare,” he said before her doubts got the better of her. “I’m just holding the door open for a beautiful woman. Always the gentleman, remember?”

Her stance relaxed and a flush crept up her cheeks. She felt a comfort that she wasn’t used to. Rory made her feel safe, something she barely remembered. There wasn’t a specific reason that could explain why, but rather something about him just felt different. She felt different.

“Oh. Okay, then. Well, good night.” As she awkwardly passed him, entering the apartment building, he handed her back her set of keys.

“Hey, Clare?” he called after her retreating figure.

She paused, turning to him, one eyebrow raised as she waited for him to say something. He let a moment of silence pass as he licked his bottom lip, watching her intensely. She felt a flutter in her stomach at the motion.

“I like that you’re not scared of me, mhuirnín.” Then he smiled and closed the door between them.

She blinked at the spot where he had just been, her mouth slightly open, as she tried to figure out what she was feeling. The tough-guy persona she normally saw had just cracked open before her and allowed her the quickest peek at the man inside. She felt like that stray dog on the side of the street, eager for any crumb that he would give her.

I do not want to date Rory Kavanagh.

She bit her lip as she turned and continued up the stairs, trying to remind herself that she had not moved to New York to jump into a relationship with anyone. After her ex-boyfriend, she didn’t think she ever could again. Definitely not anytime soon. At least that’s what she had thought until tonight, when the boundaries she had walled up around her began to blur.

I do not want to date Rory Kavanagh.


Chapter 5

“Rory, show him the leg lock. He’s all over the place,” Seamus ordered from the side of the ring where he and Ace were watching Rory and Kane square off, part of Kane’s training at Legends.

“He isn’t ready, Pop. He hasn’t got a simple mount perfected yet,” Rory responded, trying to ignore his father.

He knew his father had been a famous boxer and had valuable insight, but his expectations for his sons had always been too high. Rory hadn’t even wanted to train Kane or be back at Legends in the first place, but if he was going to do this, he damn sure wasn’t about to take directions when he was the only one in the room who was a world-class expert in it.

“What the hell do you mean I’m not ready? The mount doesn’t have to be fucking perfect, Rory. Shit, I’ve been mounting things since I was fifteen behind the bleachers at school.” Kane needled him further.

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about, Kane. Everything is a damn joke to you. If you want to be the best, it has to be perfect.” Rory dropped his hands and glared at his brother, not hiding his irritation.

Seamus interrupted them. “Just show him the leg lock; you can go back to the mount later.”

“Pop, seriously? Would you rather train him?” Rory marched over to the side of the ring, approaching his father.

Seamus sighed. “Damn, kid, do you always have to be in charge?”

“Fine, you be in charge.” Rory yanked the wraps off his hands and wrists, dropping them onto the ring floor, and then climbed out.

Sliding past his father, Rory decided he was done for the day. He really couldn’t stand being told what to do, and he didn’t even want to be back in a ring.

He heard Kane calling after him, but tuned it out entirely. Reaching the front door of the club, he punched it hard, almost knocking it off its hinges when it flew open. He paused for a second and grabbed the door, keeping it open a second longer to make sure it didn’t hit Ace, who was close on his heels.

He needed out of there. It was time for a change.

—

Rory left Legends and headed home, his only thought on the pain radiating up his leg. He had forgotten to bring pills with him to the gym, so he was glad to be headed home early since his knee was throbbing from several hours of working out with Kane.

His fists were also aching from nearly breaking the door, but he enjoyed that feeling. He loved the pain he felt in his hands from destroying something, although normally he preferred it being someone’s face instead of a metal door. He couldn’t change that he was a fighter to his very core.

His apartment was off East 235th Street, still in the Woodlawn neighborhood of the Bronx and only a few short blocks away, but the trek seemed to be taking forever as he cringed with each step. The more he concentrated on the pain, the worse his knee felt. Relief washed through him as he saw O’Hara’s Liquor coming up on the right. Checking his watch, he saw it was almost ten in the morning, so the store was probably open.

“Rory, first customer of the morning! And Ace, hi, boy. The usual?” Charlie O’Hara surveyed his best customer from behind the counter and pulled a bottle of whiskey off the shelf behind him.

“Yep, thanks, Charlie.” Rory pulled his wallet out of his pocket, separating out a few bills and handing them over.

“Anytime, Rory. How’s the leg feeling?” Charlie asked as he leaned over the counter to smile at Ace, the same pity on his face that Rory had always hated seeing anytime someone mentioned his injury.

“Same as always.” He held up the whiskey bottle, indicating the state of his knee. Charlie just nodded as Rory left with the whiskey in a brown paper bag.

Rory continued home, but twisted off the top of the bottle and held it up to his lips. The burning liquid slid down his throat and the brown paper bag rustled from the movement. He screwed the cap back on, enjoying the warm sensation in his stomach that he knew would soon distract him from the pain in his leg.

Rory and Ace entered his apartment and Rory headed straight to his nightstand, pulling out three miraculous white pills and swallowing them. He chased them with several more swigs of whiskey, then plopped onto the bed face-first, bottle still in his hand. He closed his eyes, savoring the numbing feeling as he drifted off to sleep.

—

Rory grunted in pain as he lifted his head off the bed. He sat up and noticed the bottle of whiskey lying on his bed; it was almost entirely empty, except for a few sips at the bottom. He vaguely remembered waking up a few times during his nap to use the bathroom and get some food, drinking more and more each time. Figuring he shouldn’t waste good liquor, he unscrewed the top and finished it off as he stood, stepped over his sleeping dog, and pulled open the curtains in his bedroom.

He instantly regretted it. The bright sunshine smashed against his face, blinding him and reminding him that the world had kept turning despite his angry mood. Stepping back, he tossed the bottle into a nearby trash can and swayed over to his large walk-in closet. He stripped, pulling on a fresh pair of gym shorts and a T-shirt, then headed to his home gym on the opposite side of his apartment.

About a year ago, he had purchased the other three apartments on the top floor of the four-story walk-up. Knocking down several walls, he had transformed it into one large penthouse with four bedrooms, three bathrooms, a den, an office, and a gym, plus the usual kitchen, living room, and dining room. While he might not be a professional fighter anymore, he still enjoyed a luxurious lifestyle, thanks to the money he had earned during his career.

The gym was his favorite part of the renovation, having been equipped specifically with weights, machines, and other training equipment per his physical therapist’s instructions. He didn’t use it often since he was at Legends so much, but today he was itching to hit the punching bag alone.

With every step he took since waking up, he could feel the pulse in his leg like a serrated knife sliding back and forth slowly against his calf muscle. Grinding his teeth, he pushed through it for several hours as he punished the bag with his fists, forcing away the fog that had fallen over him after drinking so much.

With everything he had in him, he tried to delay taking more pills to dull the ache that was turning into full-blown thunder slamming through his body, but the hours began to wear on him. He tried distracting himself by taking Ace out on a few walks around the neighborhood, but he couldn’t pull his mind away from what he really wanted.

By the evening, Rory resorted to a few pills with a couple bottles of beer that he found hiding in the back of his fridge. When all was said and done, he opened his curtains again to find that it was pitch black outside except for a few streetlights illuminating the road.

Rory turned the clock on his nightstand to face him and frowned. It was almost midnight. Clare would be getting off work soon. He headed into his bathroom and brushed his teeth, then pulled off his gym clothes and hopped into the shower.

Twenty minutes later, Rory was clean and in fresh clothes, pushing out the front door with Ace to escort Clare home for the second night in a row. As he filed alongside his canine best friend, he became more and more excited about seeing Clare. He hadn’t told her that he would be there again, but he was pretty sure she would be happy to see him.

At least he hoped she would.

Arriving in front of O’Leary’s a few minutes before one in the morning, he leaned against a light post to wait for Clare, Ace dutifully sitting next to him as if he already knew the drill. He briefly considered going in, but then remembered that Jimmy had warned him not to go anywhere near Cian after he had just punched him. He snickered to himself at the memory, glad to have wiped that smug sneer off the bartender’s face.

“What are you smiling at?” Clare’s soft voice broke through his thoughts.

“Just thinking of your gorgeous face, mhuirnín.” He tried to convince her with his most charming smile as she rounded the corner.

He met her halfway and slid his hand around her waist, giving her a quick squeeze as he pulled her closer to him. She shivered at his touch, sending a heat wave through his body as he contemplated just cupping her chin in his hand and kissing her right then and there.

“Liar, what were you really smiling at?” She pulled away from him and began walking, making him catch up to her.

“All right, I was thinking about punching your boss,” he admitted.

Clare’s head snapped around, her eyes searching his face to see if he was serious. When she realized he was, she giggled and smacked his arm lightly.

“I wouldn’t even mind anymore. He is so frustrating to work for.”

“I don’t doubt it; he seems like the type. Casey used to complain all the time about working for him, when she was younger.”

“What are you doing here again, anyway?” Clare abruptly changed the subject.

“Good to see you, too,” he said sarcastically.

“I’m serious. I am capable of walking myself home, you know.”

“In the middle of the night? In Woodlawn? I don’t think so, Clare. Not as long as you’re with me.” He responded so quickly that he hadn’t really thought through what he had just said, realizing it only when Clare blinked in surprise.

“I’m with you?” she said, slowly repeating his words back to him.

“Well, you are right now, aren’t you? Or am I dreaming this?” He grinned, hoping he could play off his forward statement with a joke.

“The best dream of your life.”

He knew that she was letting him off the hook. “Don’t I know it. But I’m not just here to walk you home.”

Clare raised one brow, questioning.

“I want to show you something—it’s a surprise. Only a slight detour from where you live.”

“You want me to go with a strange man somewhere I don’t know in the middle of the night? Isn’t that the kind of thing you’re supposed to be helping me stay away from?” she teased.

“Maybe, if I was a stranger.” He found himself instantly frustrated at her statement although he couldn’t pinpoint exactly why, except that he didn’t want her to think of him as a stranger, ever.

Deciding that he wasn’t going to have that, he stopped in his tracks and turned to her abruptly. Ace nearly collided with his legs, but Rory paid him no mind. Grabbing her elbow, Rory stepped toward her, forcing her to step back until she was met with the brick wall of a building. Trapping her on the sidewalk, he placed one arm on either side of her against the building, a position he knew affected her as much as it affected him.

“What are you doing?” She sounded out of breath as her big green eyes stared up at him with a mixture of what he thought might be some fear, but definitely arousal.

“You think I’m a stranger?” He felt his voice rumble in his chest as it lowered when he leaned in to her. His lips were inches from hers, but he wasn’t going to give her the release he could see she wanted.

“Tell me, Clare.”

“Tell you what?” She seemed as if he had just snapped her out of a daydream as she blinked quickly and cleared her throat, trying to straighten herself.

His looming presence over her made that impossible, especially when he pushed his body even closer against hers, keeping her locked against the wall. He could feel her chest heaving against his, causing a low rumble to travel through his body in response.

“Do you trust me?” he said, clarifying the real point of his question.

He watched her eyes dart down to his lips and then back up as she nibbled on the corner of her lip. It was taking all the self-control he had not to join her in tasting those lips.

“Yes,” she whispered, barely audible.

“Say it again, Clare,” he commanded, pushing one hand behind her back and arching her against him.

“I trust you,” she repeated, slightly louder this time and in a breathy voice. He searched her eyes as she spoke and was pleased to see that she was telling the truth. She really did trust him.

He wasn’t a stranger.

He knew that it was odd that this meant so much to him, but he felt like he had shown more of himself to this woman than he had shown to his family lately. He trusted her implicitly, though for the life of him he couldn’t figure out why. So, when he realized she might not feel the same way, the thought drove him crazy and he had to find out. Seeing how her body responded to him, and the honesty in her eyes, he was sure now that she was feeling the exact same things that he was.

Thank God.

Releasing her, he stepped backward and motioned for Ace to join him as he grabbed Clare’s hand and pulled her along with them. “You’ve got to stop doing that to me.” She breathed loudly, trying to collect herself by smoothing the hair off her face. “That’s two nights in a row.”

“Doing what?”

“You know what.” And he did, but he wasn’t going to let her have that so easily.

“You’re going to have to spell it out for me, mhuirnín.”

“I find it hard to believe that your little stunt of trapping me between a rock and a hard place, literally, is accidental. You clearly know what it does to me,” she huffed, blushing.

“Am I the rock? Or the hard place?”

“Hell if I know,” she said with a smirk, her anger subsiding as he teased her.

They were quiet for a few blocks, holding hands and feeling the cold air on their skin. It was silent, but it wasn’t awkward. It was just comfortable, as if they both had suddenly reached a level of familiarity with each other that hadn’t been there minutes before.

“So where are you taking me?” Clare was the first to break the silence.

“My favorite place for late-night dessert. It’s right around this next block,” he indicated.

“Rory, it’s the middle of the night. Everything around here is closed.”

“That’s the only time that Wheaten is open. Their hours are from eleven at night until four in the morning,” he told her as they turned the next corner.

“What? Why? That’s so weird—how do they stay in business that way?” Questions tumbled out of her, but he didn’t answer because as they turned the corner, she would definitely see how and why.

The local storefront was just a counter opened up to patrons on the sidewalk. There were several lamps set up out front and a few iron chairs and small tables surrounding the counter. Despite the late hour and the quiet surroundings, the store had attracted a large crowd of people, all either waiting in line to order or sitting and enjoying their food with friends.

“Wow. I’ve walked past this several times and never would have guessed.”

“It’s a Woodlawn hidden gem. The majority of the neighborhood is Irish; this is one of our favorite dishes.”

“What is it?”

“Soda bread. Wheaten has tons of different flavors and types, some traditional and some not. My favorite is the cinnamon raisin,” he told her, pointing to a glass display case that held the assortment.

Clare stepped around Ace to see the display better while Rory got in line. He didn’t need to see the display or even read the menu to know what he wanted, since he had come here so often over the years and tried it all.

“I think I’m going to go for the chocolate.” She nodded her head decisively as she turned back to him. He smiled at the excitement in her eyes and ordered for both of them when they got to the front.

A few minutes later, they took their servings over to an empty table a few feet away from one of the lamps on the outskirts of the crowd. He waited for Clare to try her soda bread before he started, enjoying watching her face light up at the sweet new experience.

“This is really good.” She nodded at him. “Thanks for bringing me here.”

“It’s about time you got to know your neighborhood a bit better.”

“I didn’t see you at Legends this morning. Are you still training?” Clare asked as she crossed one leg over her knee and leaned against the table, taking another bite of her treat.

“I was there for a bit, left kind of early.” The fight with his father and brother didn’t bear mentioning.

“There’s something in that story that you’re not telling me.”

“How do you know that?” He was curious, but determined to keep the truth at bay.

“Easy. You reek of booze.”

“Damn, why don’t you tell me how you really feel? I just showered, you know,” he quipped, polishing off the last of his soda bread.

“Showering only helps if you spill a drink on yourself, not if your body is ninety percent alcohol.”

“Someone thinks they know everything.” He felt annoyed, but mostly embarrassed, trying to detour the topic as best he could.

“Why do you do it?” she asked softly, after a minute of silence passed between them.

“Why do I drink?”

She nodded. He paused, thinking about it for a moment and clearing his throat.

“I don’t know. It helps me. I have a lot of pain in my leg from my last fight.” Flashes of the fight ran through his mind as he saw his knee being broken, snapping with a resounding crack as it bent in the wrong direction under his opponent’s force.

“The championship fight against Santiago?”

“Yeah, seems like everyone knows about the biggest failure of my life. Took most of a year of physical therapy to be able to walk normally, but the pain is still there.” He didn’t enjoy the topic and was just glad that she didn’t know about the prescription pills he currently held in his pocket.

Clare reached one hand across the table and slipped her fingers through his, giving him a small squeeze. He hugged his fingers tighter around hers, not letting her pull away, loving the feeling of touching her. Rory honestly couldn’t think of another time that he had ever held a girl’s hand before tonight. In fact, he recalled making fun of some of his friends who were in relationships for doing just that.

Was that what this was now? Two nights in a row with the same woman was almost a record for him. Was he in a relationship?

He wouldn’t mind it if he was.

He gazed up from their hands and saw a relaxed, yet sympathetic, smile on her face. Her green eyes shimmered in the moonlight and her pale skin was even lighter against the dark backdrop of the night. She was mesmerizing, and he couldn’t stop himself from letting her infiltrate the walls he had carefully built up around himself to keep everyone away.

“I dropped out of college; that’s my biggest failure,” she said, breaking the moment with her admission.

“Really? That’s not that big a deal—plenty of people do it.”

“It’s a big deal to me. I really wanted to be a veterinarian. I spent my entire life around animals and worked as a technician for a while, but being a vet was always the end goal.”

He squeezed her hand a bit tighter.

“You can go back—you’re still young. How old are you?”

“Twenty-four. I know I can; it just is a big thing to have to start over. I’m already barely managing starting over in a new state and a new life here,” she confessed.

“Where were you before?” He pried a little.

“California. I have a friend who owns my apartment here,” she explained. “She’s letting me rent it from her while she’s living in Manhattan and finishing up at New York University.”

“That’s where I got my master’s in business,” he commented absently. She paused, surprise and confusion on her face.

“You have a graduate degree?” She seemed stunned.

“Don’t look so surprised. I’m not some meathead jock, you know.”

“Sorry, I guess that was rude. I’m impressed.”

He just nodded, never knowing how to take a compliment.

“Of course now that just makes me feel worse about only having a high school diploma, you jerk.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

“That’s not what I was trying to do.”

“I know, I know. I will go back to school soon. I just need to save up some before I can—sort some stuff out, you know?” Her explanation was vague, and it made him wonder if there was more there that he didn’t know about.

“How did you pay for school before?” he asked.

“I had fewer expenses; all of my income went straight to school.”

“You lived with your parents?”

“No, my parents died in a car crash when I was seventeen. They were actually on their way home from my soccer game—I used to love to play. After that, I lived with a boyfriend…”

Her voice trailed off as Rory stood up and pulled her chair over to him, closing the space between them. His one hand was still interlocked with hers. He slipped his free hand around her waist and pressed her hand against his chest. The rest of her body was flush against him, almost sitting in his lap, warming his skin where she made contact. He saw her chest rising and falling faster than before as he let a moment pass between them without saying anything, ignoring the crowd surrounding them, just staring into her big eyes.

“Clare, I’m so sorry.” His words were soft and slow, laced with concern and sincerity.

He saw tears building over her lower eyelashes, but she batted them back quickly before pulling away.

“Don’t worry about me.” She stood up and he followed suit, as they picked up their empty plates and trashed them.

“Don’t do that, Clare,” he said after they stepped away from the crowd, heading back down the street the way they had come, Ace by their side.

“I’m not doing anything.”

“You’re shutting me out. I saw you. You stopped yourself from crying in front of me—you don’t need to do that.”

Clare gave him a small smile. Her eyes shone under the moonlight as she and Rory meandered through the neighborhood. He was barely able to concentrate on where he was stepping, because all he wanted to do was admire her beautiful eyes.

“It’s not about not letting you in, Rory. It’s about being afraid to let myself out. I’ve lived behind certain walls my whole life; I’m safe there. Something about you is trying to change that, and I don’t know why I’m letting it.” He loved her honesty and the way she admitted her fears to him, causing him to grab her hand in his again. She didn’t pull away this time, and he was glad because he wouldn’t have let her.

“You said you trusted me,” he reminded her.

“I do.” She stopped as they reached a corner underneath a streetlamp and he pulled her to him.

“Then let me behind your walls. Let me be your walls. You’re safe with me.”

He knew he couldn’t wait another day; he had tried his best to resist the urge to steal every part of her body and make it his. Gazing at her glistening green eyes, perfect small nose, and pouty rose lips, he knew he couldn’t contain himself a minute longer.

Leaning down while keeping hold of her focus, he let his lips graze hers for a moment. Just a soft pass, as if asking her for permission to continue. The moan that escaped her at the contact was all the approval he needed.

Snaking one hand behind her waist and pulling her toward him, he slid his other hand behind her head. Dipping down, his lips found hers and the two moved together as if they had kissed a thousand times before.

They seemed to understand each other’s movements and wants immediately, as if they had been molded just for each other and once they found each other, no one else would ever fit again.

It might have been only seconds long, or maybe hours. Rory couldn’t tell. He was completely lost in what felt like the first kiss of his entire life, which it certainly wasn’t. He felt renewed, like something had changed in him at a core level. As if he was becoming something new. Or maybe he was finally letting free the man he had always been, but had kept hidden from the world.

Either way, he loved it, and when he finally pulled away from her, it was too soon. A small whine left her lips from the loss of contact, telling him she felt the same way.

“Come on, let’s get you home before I really lose control.” He grabbed her hand and started across the street.

“Yes, sir.” She giggled, trying to keep up with his fast pace.

He moaned at the sound. “Clare…” Everything about her calling him sir was really pushing his limits. “That is not helping.”

She just laughed in response and he was sure he could feel it sweep through every part of himself. Her laughter had its own beat, its own music that strummed through his veins. Rory tried to clear his head as they rounded the corner, approaching her apartment building.

“Thanks for walking me home again. I really appreciate it.” She paused. “I had to scrap my car today. Mechanics said it was cheaper just to buy a new one, so I sold the piece of crap for parts.” Her voice went back to normal, pretending that they hadn’t just had a very intimate moment together.

“That officially makes you a New Yorker. No one around here drives.”

“I kind of like the sound of that.”

She seemed to be a million miles away in her head and he wished she would take him with her. He wanted to explore every part of her and learn everything that made her the woman before him. He could see that whatever the problem was, she clearly didn’t want to talk about it. He figured he had pried enough for the night.

“This is me.” They reached the front of her apartment building a few moments later and she pulled her keys out of her jacket pocket.

Rory grabbed the keys out of her hand and opened the door for her, holding it in place by leaning against it. She stepped through, then turned around as he handed her back her keys. She paused, seeming unsure of what she wanted to say, or if she wanted to say it, so he stayed quiet and waited.

“Rory?” Her voice was soft and her expression had a sadness to it while she fiddled with her keys.

“Yes, mhuirnín?” He smiled at her, still leaning against the open door.

“Losing to Santiago wasn’t a failure. Losing yourself to alcohol is.” She spoke softly as she took a step toward him and pushed up on the tip of her toes to place a gentle kiss on his cheek.

He was surprised at her words as the door closed between them. He stepped back onto the sidewalk where Ace was waiting for him, then headed home, repeating her words in his head the entire way. His expression was troubled, as she made him feel emotions he had spent many years locking away. He sighed, knowing that Clare was probably right.

What bothered him the most was the disappointment he had seen in her eyes. It was a look that he had seen dozens of times from friends and family, but something about seeing it on Clare hurt more. She was different and made him feel different.

Something was changing in him. Clare was changing him, and yet it felt familiar. It felt safe, like he had known her all his life. He knew almost nothing about her, but with every conversation it was as if he was remembering something he had long ago forgotten. He found himself wanting to remember who he was, and he had a feeling that he could do that only through her eyes.


Chapter 6

Clare’s hand shot out from under the covers as she fumbled around for her phone on her nightstand. The alarm was blaring, begging to be silenced. Whining when she couldn’t find the right button, she pushed herself up into a seated position and finally shut off the hellish device.

“What the hell happened last night?” Clare said out loud to nobody as she dropped her phone into her lap.

Closing her eyes, she realized that she couldn’t wipe the giant, goofy smile off her face. She had gone to bed smiling last night after Rory dropped her off, and she was still smiling hours later. Leaning back against the headboard, she pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them.

She was happy, and it terrified her.

This isn’t what she had moved to New York for. She hadn’t wanted a relationship. She hadn’t wanted to meet a man who made her heart beat out of her chest every time he showed up in the same room as her. Rory Kavanagh was not part of her plans, yet now he was part of her life.

And he had kissed her.

That kiss.

She exhaled loudly, feeling heat surge through her just at the memory. She couldn’t deny it, she had let him in further than anyone else had been in years, maybe ever. He intrigued her and made her feel special, as if she was worth something. Travis Creighton, her ex-boyfriend, had done the exact opposite. She hugged her knees harder at the thought and checked the clock on her wall.

Seeing the time, she tossed the covers off and scooted out of bed, hurrying to get ready for her early-morning class with Casey at Legends. She moved about her small, nearly empty apartment quickly, munching down a quick piece of toast before brushing her teeth and pulling her hair up into a long ponytail. After throwing on a pair of black lounge pants and a long-sleeve pink shirt, she was ready to leave.

Despite the last two nights when she had taken long walks home with Rory, her commute to work was very short. With Legends being roughly halfway between the two points, she made it to the gym only five minutes after exiting her front door. She scurried right to the locker room to put away her things, not surprised that the gym was already packed at the early-morning hour.

Checking her face one last time in the mirror before leaving the locker room, Clare took a deep breath. Butterflies were dancing around her stomach in anticipation of running into Rory today. She didn’t know if he would be there or not, although it seemed pretty likely that he would be, and just the idea that he might was enough to make her nervous.

Frustrated at her own juvenile anxiety over a man who was way too easily breaking her resolve to stay single, Clare pushed the thoughts away and headed out of the locker room toward the main gym floor. She needed to focus on what was important right now, and that was learning to protect and take care of herself.

She knew it would be hard for Travis to find her, and she hoped the day never came, but she would do everything she could to make sure she was ready. That was where her mind needed to be right now, on herself. Not Rory Kavanagh. Clare sighed in frustration as she headed to Casey’s self-defense class. It was in one of the smaller classrooms at the back of the gym, but she had to travel through the open floor space of the main gym to get there.

Weaving around fighting rings, Clare moved quickly across the floor. She surreptitiously looked around, hoping to catch sight of Rory. Her eyes caught a flash of red in the ring in the far corner, and she smiled as she recognized the large build of the man she had kissed last night. Rory was sparring with his brother, and appeared menacing in only dark red gym shorts.

Clare caught her breath when she saw him without a shirt, his abs glistening with sweat as he moved with stealth and agility across the ring. She had trouble pulling her eyes off of him, which she realized was a mistake, but only after she had already tripped over a misplaced weight and gone sprawling across the floor.

Well, that’s sexy.

“You okay?” An older man approached her as she stared up at the ceiling, mentally scolding herself for being so clumsy and trying to find the breath that had been knocked out of her.

She nodded slowly and accepted the hand he offered her.

“Thank you. I’m such a klutz.” Clare blushed with embarrassment as he helped her to her feet.

“It happens.” He shrugged. “You’re probably going to have quite the knot on the back of your head from the looks of that fall, which is kind of impressive since you fell forward.”

She laughed at his comment before grimacing when she touched the back of her head, quickly realizing that he was right.

“Well, if you’ve got to go down, do it in style, right?” she joked, rubbing her head as he smiled back at her, chuckling.

“Clare? Are you okay?” Rory’s voice approached her from behind, and Clare’s cheeks turned redder by the second. She really hoped he hadn’t seen her less-than-stellar performance.

“I’m okay, just clumsy.” She tried a simple smile, thinking it might let her off the hook.

Rory frowned and touched her head where she had just been holding it, feeling the large bump that was already beginning to form.

“You’re not fine,” Rory said, grimacing. “Dad, can you get me an ice pack?”

Clare considered the older man who had helped her up and had been chatting with her, realizing that Rory had just referred to him as his father. Now that she thought about it, she could see a lot of similarities between the men. While his father was slightly thinner and sported all-silver hair, they had the same rough facial features and prominent jaw.

“Yeah, bring her to the office so she sits down,” the man instructed.

“I’m fine, really. This isn’t necessary,” Clare assured Rory, putting her hand against his chest. At first it had been an attempt to push him away, but when her fingers felt his firm and dewy skin, she couldn’t help but linger a moment longer.

“Clare…” He didn’t sound convinced.

“I am fine, promise. I’ve got to get to Casey’s class or I’ll be late.” She quickly pulled her hand away, still blushing.

“Not a chance. I’m not letting you do anything right now except put some ice on that bump.” He grabbed her upper arm in his hand, pulling her with him toward the office.

“You’re not letting me?” she said in surprise, taking in what he had just said as he not-so-delicately escorted her across the gym floor. She frowned at herself when she realized that she was actually liking the possessiveness and the protective vibe from him.

“Do you have a problem with that?”

I should, she thought, before she realized that the truth was she didn’t.

She liked that he was taking charge and caring for her. Travis had ordered her around with every breath, but nothing about it had ever been protective or kind. Rory had a way of doing the same thing, yet not making her fearful of him because of it. Her ex had been controlling, but Rory was commanding.

His end goal wasn’t always about himself, like she’d been used to in her past relationship. Rory’s end goal was her; he could somehow do almost the exact same thing as Travis and yet for entirely different reasons. There was a subtle difference between the two acts, she saw now.

She had worried at first that maybe Rory was like Travis. Maybe she was getting involved with someone who would only hurt her in all the same ways she had been hurt before. But looking at Rory now, it was clear that the two couldn’t be further apart. Stop comparing him to your ex, she scolded herself as they entered the office.

“Clare? Are you okay?” Casey asked, concern on her face as she looked up from a desk.

“She fell and hit her head. Dad’s getting her some ice,” Rory told her before pulling a chair out for Clare.

“What happened?” An older woman stood up from where she had been sitting behind another desk off to one side.

“Nothing, I’m fine, really,” Clare said, trying to reassure everyone.

“The hell she is. Took a wrong step and went sailing up in the air like a rag doll. Thing must weigh ninety pounds sopping wet.” The older man who had helped her up came into the room with an ice pack.

“Oh, honey, that’s awful. I’m Dee,” the older woman said as she scurried over and grabbed the ice pack from her husband. “Let me help you.”

“You should definitely skip class today,” Casey told Clare.

“She is.” Rory answered for her, and Clare shot him an annoyed look.

“All right—well, I hope you feel better. I have to start teaching.” Casey frowned, looking unsure if she should go or not, before finally offering a small wave and leaving the office.

“Me, too. Nice to meet you though, Clare. I’m Seamus, by the way. Sorry my son apparently has no manners and forgot to introduce us.” Seamus shook her hand.

“Are you friends with Rory?” Excitement obvious on Dee’s face.

“Mom—” Rory was trying to sound intimidating, but his parents were clearly running the show right now.

“Yes, we’re friends.” Clare blushed, admiring the interaction between the family, enjoying being around such a boisterous and friendly group of people.

“An bhfuil tú ag fáil ar deireadh dom iníon?” Dee grinned eagerly, speaking to Rory. Have you finally found me a daughter?

Clare knit her brows, wondering what Dee was saying to her son.

“Mom,” Rory said again, giving his mother a warning look, which only made Dee happier as she clapped her hands excitedly before returning her attention to the ice pack.

—

“Next time, you have to come. The concert was amazing, I’m absolutely a die-hard Logan Clay groupie,” Casey exclaimed as she finished telling Clare all about the rock concert she’d gone to in Manhattan the night before.

“I wish I had been there, but I had to work. Cian wouldn’t give me the night off.”

“I would literally castrate him if I ever had to work for him again. I don’t know how you do it, Clare.” Casey shuddered theatrically.

Clare joined in laughing from where she sat, across the small round table just outside the front door. The two women were spending some time at a nearby coffee shop after finishing their morning class at the gym. A week or so after Clare’s fall, the bump on her head was still there, but didn’t throb anymore and was slowly disappearing.

“Cian isn’t that bad. Just kind of full of himself.” Clare defended him, even though she could think of a hundred different reasons why she should hate him, just from working at the bar.

“You’re always trying to find the best in people, Clare. Come on, admit it. Cian is a bane to work for. You know you want to say it!” Casey teased, leaning forward onto the table.

“All right, he is a total ass, and if I wasn’t flat broke, and in dire need of the job, I would quit immediately.”

“Was that so hard?” Casey rallied as Clare rolled her eyes at her. “One of these days I’ll make a bad girl out of you, Clare. You’ll see.”

“Who says I’m not already?”

“Uh, ’cause if you were you wouldn’t be working for Woodlawn’s biggest asshole, or spending so much time with my cousin.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Clare looked at her friend pointedly.

“It means exactly what I said: Cian is an asshole and Rory is your next project. You’re the sweet little lamb who wants to fix the big, bad, broken wolf.”

“He is not my project. I don’t do projects. Plus we’re not officially dating or anything like that. My last boyfriend was a project, believe me. I will never go down that road again.” She crossed her arms over her chest defiantly.

“I call them like I see them, girly. Are you coming tonight to watch him at the sparring meet?” Casey asked.

“I saw a flyer for it at the gym, but didn’t know what it was.”

“Just a bunch of meatheads swinging at each other for fun. It’s pretty much just like a practice session for bigger tournaments and stuff. Rory hasn’t done one in a while because of his injury, so I’m betting he’ll have lots of takers to go against him tonight,” Casey explained.

“Maybe.” Clare tried not to sound as excited as she actually was about the prospect of seeing Rory. He had continued to walk her home from work every night, and while she was doing her best to keep things at bay between them, it was becoming harder and harder.

Those kisses. Her face flamed at the memory.

“Yeah, you’re coming. You’ve got it bad.”

“Why is it that every time we get coffee, we just sit and talk about boys?” Clare took another sip of her latte.

“Because we are both single and jaded by all the assholes in the world. Well, I’m single. I don’t know what you are.”

“I’m single, too!” Clare flashed Casey an indignant look.

“I’m just kidding, Clare. Lighten up.”

“I’m glad I’m single. It’s so nice to be free to do what I want, when I want. To feel like my own person again. I came here to get my life back on track, and I don’t need anyone getting in the way of that.” Even as Clare said it, she wasn’t sure she believed it. She was hoping that maybe if she kept saying it out loud, it might be the case.

“I guess I can understand that, but isn’t a good relationship supposed to let you be your own person?” Casey asked, more wondering out loud then really posing the question.

“That’s not how my last one was at all.” A hint of sadness passed through Clare’s tone. That was exactly why she had no desire to jump into a new one, either.

“I actually have never been in one long enough for it to suck. Or to be good. Or for it to be anything except for sex. I prefer the love-’em-and-leave-’em approach.” Casey tried to lighten the mood, but a heaviness had descended anyway. “All right, that’s enough moping around for me for one day. Casey Kavanagh is not a Debbie Downer.”

“Agreed, let’s change topics.”

“I think we should talk about how you completely killed it at my self-defense class today. I thought Linda was going to actually pass out when you slammed her down to the ground!”

“She is never going to agree to be my partner again.” After two weeks of classes, not only was her skill level improving, but so was her confidence. She sometimes forgot that it was just a class, though, and she accidentally found herself picturing Travis Creighton’s face as that of her attacker.

Poor Linda.

“That’s true. She already requested a new partner after class.”

Clare’s eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”

“Girl, you acted like she was attacking you for real.”

“Well, it’s a self-defense class. That’s what we are supposed to be doing.”

“Lord help the poor jackass that tries to mug you one day.” Casey lifted up her coffee in a toast.

Clare pasted on a smile as if she agreed, but in truth, a mugger was the last thing that she was worried about. Clare decided to change topics, hoping to push away the dark memories threatening to creep up.

“I need something else to do with my days. I think that’s what it is. I’ve got your class and then dealing with Cian for a whole work shift…”

“You whaled on Linda because you’re not busy enough?”

“No! I mean that I don’t have enough outlets to pour my energy into.” Clare laughed at the thought.

“What about Rory? The way he looks at you, I’m sure he would be fine taking up all your energy,” Casey suggested. Then her face immediately twisted up. “And now I’ve grossed myself out.”

Clare laughed, taking another sip of her drink as she shook her head at Casey’s antics.

“He’s my cousin, practically a brother. I can’t think of him like that.”

“You’re the one that brought it up, you goof,” Clare chided her, laughing before returning to the original topic. “I wanted to be a vet. I was supposed to come out here to start classes. That’s what I should be filling my time with.”

“So go enroll in some classes. Easy fix.”

Clare frowned. “I did, but I missed the deadline for fall so I have to wait until spring to start.”

“What about volunteer work? The new partner I put Linda with manages an animal rescue. I think her name is Patty.”

“Really? That actually might be perfect. Most rescues have on-staff vets—I could get a bit of training in by shadowing them. Plus I love animals.”

“See, it’s perfect for you.”

“Do they do background checks for volunteers?” Clare wondered, only realizing too late that it had been out loud.

“Um, I don’t know. Why? Were you a serial killer in a past life or something?”

“No, I just don’t want to have to dig up all my papers and everything. I’m still unpacking,” Clare lied, blushing.

“Oh, okay. You’re kind of a weird duck, you know that, Clare?” Casey teased her.

“A duck?” Clare snorted. “Well, I do love animals, all kinds.”

“Animal people.” Casey sighed. “I’ll never get it. Rory has that damn dog with him anywhere he goes. All animals do is stink up the place and drain your wallet.”

“Small price to pay for filling your heart.”


Chapter 7

Having been unable to get Rory out of her head, Clare found herself going back to Legends later that evening to watch the sparring meet that Casey had told her about. She didn’t have to be at O’Leary’s tonight, and there wasn’t much else to do this early in the week. Never having been to an event like this, she nervously entered Legends, hoping she wasn’t overdressed in dark skinny jeans, tall black boots, and a thin, loose white blouse.

Her blouse was more than a little transparent, leaving little to the imagination as it displayed her silky skin and her black lace brassiere. Clare was hoping that Rory would notice, which felt like a juvenile quest, but she couldn’t resist. The idea of watching him compete in such a physical and brutal sport stirred something inside her that she hadn’t known she wanted before. Traipsing through the lobby, she kept replaying the last few kisses between them and she knew that she wanted more.

More of what, though?

Leaving the lobby, she made a quick trip down the main hallway before it opened onto the gym floor. The room was packed with people and all of the equipment had been pushed to outer edges to make room for them to stand around the center ring. The ring instantly intimidated her since the cage sides had been lowered from the ceiling to trap the fighters in. Two men she didn’t recognize were currently sparring, and the crowd was tightly packed as people shouted over one another to be heard.

“I totally called it!” someone shouted behind her and grabbed her arm.

Spinning around in alarm, Clare found herself face-to-face with a grinning Casey.

“Called what?”

“You. Coming tonight. And shit, Clare, you look hot!” Casey exclaimed, taking in her outfit as Clare blushed.

“I was bored, figured I would see what all the fuss is about.” She tried to shrug off her appearance tonight as mundane, but Casey wasn’t having it.

“Yeah, right. And you just happened to wear a fuck-me top? I don’t think so.” Casey linked her arm through Clare’s and directed her through the crowd until they were on the opposite side of the cage, up near the front.

“Clare.” Her eyes locked with Rory’s the moment that she emerged in front. His voice was low. There was an almost imperceptible hitch in his breathing as his eyes traveled across her, her own breath catching as she felt her skin heat under his gaze.

“Hi.” She attempted to keep her eyes locked with his, but was acutely aware of the fact that he was shirtless at the moment.

“I didn’t expect to see you tonight.” The gleam in his eyes told her that her subtle peeks at his abs were not going unnoticed. She didn’t completely mind, since he was clearly doing the same, making her glad that she had chosen the risqué blouse.

“I invited her,” Casey chimed in, “so be nice. I’ll be right back. I’m going to go find Kane. He’s up next.”

The moment Casey left them, Rory’s eyes pierced through her and his hooded expression made her entire body vibrate. He closed the gap between them and hooked an arm around her back, pressing her against him. She tried to concentrate on anything but his warm, bare skin against hers.

“I’m glad you’re here.” His words came out in a hoarse whisper as he leaned close to her ear to be heard over the crowd around them.

“At least someone invited me,” she teased, leaning in to him.

“First rule in sparring, babe: Only throw punches in the ring.” Rory gave her a wicked grin, one eyebrow raised.

“Oh, I know,” she said confidently. “I’ve been training in Casey’s class, and not to brag, but I’m pretty awesome.”

“Are you now? I’d like to see it.” She loved that his eyelids grew heavy and hooded again at the thought.

“Maybe,” she teased, staying noncommittal. “I’m thinking of hiring a trainer to help me one-on-one.”

“You’re what? Where? Legends?” Rory’s expression shifted from intrigued to something darker, although she wasn’t exactly sure what or why.

“Yeah, so?”

“Who are you hiring?”

“I don’t know. I hadn’t put much thought into it. Maybe your brother will help me.” Rory’s entire body stiffened and his arm tightened around her waist, leaving no room to breathe between them.

“Clare, you’re not training with anyone but me. There is no way in hell I’m letting another man have his hands all over you.” His voice was so deep she could feel it in his chest where her hand was resting.

“Rory,” she started to protest, “I didn’t mean anything by it. I’ve just heard that he’s one of the best out there now.”

“Why learn from one of the best when you can learn from his teacher? Be here Monday before your shift and we can start.”

“You can’t tell me what to do.” Clare felt a smile threatening to take over her expression, which would completely ruin the mock anger she was trying to portray.

“We’ll see.”

She didn’t have a chance to protest before someone called Rory’s name, announcing that it was his turn in the cage. He released her and turned his attention to the caller. She felt unsteady on her feet after the exchange between them, but wrapped her arms around herself in an attempt to regain her poise.

What had she just agreed to? Although “agreed” was putting it mildly. She had just allowed Rory to boss her around, something she had moved across the country to get away from. She frowned as she thought about this, while watching Rory step into the cage and pull on his gear.

“Why do you look like someone just shit in your cornflakes?” Casey popped up beside her, analyzing her expression.

Clare said nothing, but Casey followed her gaze to where Rory was standing.

“Ah, so Rory is the cornflake shitter?” Casey ribbed.

“It’s fine, it’s nothing,” Clare reassured Casey, as the announcer started the fight, introducing the once-famous fighter to an outpouring of applause.

“Girl, let me give you a word of advice. These boys are like my brothers. I love them to death, but the Kavanagh men are not known for their sensitivity. Aunt Dee is a strong woman; she demands the best from each one of them.” Casey spoke closely to her so as to be heard over the crowd.

“I remember—she is very sweet, but definitely knows how to take charge of a room.”

“Exactly, and that’s what each of these boneheaded alpha men need: a woman to bring out the best in them,” Casey concluded, raising her eyebrows as her eyes met Clare’s.

“I’m not, I mean, Rory is just—” Clare became flustered at the implication, choking on her words before Casey silenced her with a wave of her hand.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re single. I remember,” Casey mocked, making Clare blush. Luckily the attention quickly shifted from her to the cage as the fight began.

Clare pitied Rory’s opponent, who was clearly a novice and nervous as hell. The two went a few rounds, grappling and throwing blows. Rory was wearing down his opponent. He wasn’t just knocking him out, which she had no doubt that he could do. Instead, he was almost training the rookie, letting him get a feel for the cage and work through some of his nerves. By the third round, the fight seemed more level and Rory pressed “play” on his unmatched talent, taking his opponent down in a single move.

The crowd cheered and Clare exhaled loudly, surprising herself when she realized that she had been holding her breath. She hadn’t noticed, but somehow her entire body had turned tense and on edge as she watched Rory attempting to circumvent potential harm.

Rory peered out from the cage, searching for something until his eyes finally landed on her. She felt her cheeks flush as his eyes blazed through her. She smiled and gave him a silly thumbs-up sign to congratulate him on the win. He just winked in response and then turned his focus back to the announcer as he was placed into his second match of the evening.

—

Later that night, Rory pulled his tired body out of the locker room and headed toward the front lobby of Legends. His eyes were scanning the gym for Clare as people were filtering out after the meet had ended. He finally spotted her leaning against the counter, having a lively discussion with Casey.

He straightened his stance as he walked over, pretending the pain in his leg wasn’t radiating throughout his entire body. He had just taken a few pills, but they had yet to stave off the throbbing he felt.

“I’m headed out, Case.” Rory nodded to his cousin, then rested his eyes on Clare, who had pushed herself off the counter when she saw him coming.

“See you tomorrow.” Casey nodded back before being distracted by members coming up to the desk.

Clare stepped over to Rory, traveling with him toward the front door. He held it open for her, watching her pass him with no attempt to hide his wandering eyes.

“You know, I’m fully capable of walking myself home,” he told her.

“I don’t know—in your weakened state?” She flashed him a mischievous grin, eyeing the bruises on his face. The cold air swept around them and he shrugged his jacket off to drape over her shoulders. She was wearing a very thin shirt, which he greatly appreciated, but which made it that much easier to see her shivering.

“Harsh.” He chuckled, reaching out to grab her hand as she smiled thankfully at him and pulled the jacket tighter around herself.

Squeezing her fingers between his, he rubbed his thumb against her soft skin as she leaned in to him. He took the motion as an invitation and pulled her closer to his side, before turning to face her and press her chest into his. Leaning down, he peppered her lips with small kisses, making sure to leave no spot untouched.

He had been wanting to do that all night, but with the fights and the crowd, he hadn’t felt like he could. Now they had a moment of privacy, and he wanted to take full advantage of it. Although, in truth, it had become increasingly difficult over the last week to refrain from escalating things.

He didn’t want to jump into bed with her—okay, that wasn’t true. He definitely wanted to be all over a bed with her, but he wanted to wait. He wanted her to know it meant something to him, because he knew that she had heard of his reputation. Taking things seriously with women had never been his forte, but he wanted that now.

With her, and only her.

“Why me, Rory?” She breathed quietly as they pulled apart, staring into each other’s eyes.

Her cheeks were flushed and her nose was rosy from the cold, but he was focusing on her eyes. Fear passed through them and it unsettled him; he wanted to wipe it away, but he felt paralyzed instead. He felt the same fear inside of him that was written all over her face, fear that she would up and leave him at any moment. Fear that he had finally chosen someone to commit to, no doubt in his mind, except that she might not make the same choice.

“You’re beautiful in every way, Clare. Why not you?” He kissed her forehead and pulled away, starting to stroll hand in hand again.

“There are plenty of pretty girls around here.”

“Woodlawn is pretty small. Maybe I’ve already been with all the other pretty girls.” Oh, that was dumb. Shouldn’t have said that.

His worries were confirmed when he saw Clare’s jaw drop, and she paused in her step, staring him down. She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side. He couldn’t help but find the fury bubbling up in her face comical for such a small woman. His initial thought was right, though; he probably shouldn’t have reminded her of his past like that. Idiot.

“Seriously?”

“Clare, I’m kidding.”

“How do I know that?” She suddenly started moving again, more briskly, and she pushed past him.

He watched for a moment, confirming to himself this hadn’t been the right moment to provoke her with that joke. However, her reaction intrigued him. He had no interest in flirting with or dating anyone else, and he was wondering if his fears were unfounded. Maybe she did feel the same way as he did.

“Why do you care?” He jogged to catch up to her, quickly coming alongside her again as curiosity got the better of him.

“I don’t.”

“Could it be that my mhuirnín is jealous? Of imaginary women?” Rory teased her, trying not to sound as hopeful as he felt, while he pulled her hand into his once more.

He saw uncertainty cross her face as she clearly thought about untangling her fingers from his, but she couldn’t seem to convince her body to follow through. He was glad because her hand was warm and inviting, making his entire body relax at the simple contact. She was better than any drink or pain medication; just her touch was able to soothe him.

“I can’t be jealous of someone I don’t know. And we don’t really know each other. We’re no more than acquaintances at most.”

“You think so?” He stopped as they reached an intersection and he pulled her hand up to his lips, kissing the back gently. They were not merely acquaintances; at least he certainly didn’t feel that way about her. If the look in her eyes right now was any indicator, then she didn’t, either.

“This acquaintance knows that you love animals, maybe even more than people. You wish you had a pet, but you’re waiting until you have a home to give one. You want to be a vet, but you’re working toward saving for the tuition first.” He started listing things as she stared at her hand in his, near his lips.

“Everyone knows that stuff.”

“You also grew up in California, but you’re starting to love New York more. Maybe you were always meant to be here. You don’t have any family left, but you crave it. I see the way you look at my family, envying their dynamic. You always smell like vanilla, although you don’t wear perfume. Your cocktails are pretty weak and I’m guessing you lied on your résumé about being a bartender before.” He continued until he finished his list, beaming proudly as she narrowed her eyes in annoyance.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” she scoffed, but he ignored her protest and placed her palm on his chest above his heart with both of his hands over hers. He wanted her to feel his heartbeat beneath her fingers, to know that nothing about him was unfamiliar. He didn’t know how to tell her or how to describe their dynamic more clearly than he already was, but he knew that the pulse of his heart would reveal more than words could.

“I know you want to walk home by yourself from work to prove you’re independent, but secretly you love that I join you; and if one day I wasn’t there to meet you, you would miss me. I know you’re hiding things you think make you unlovable, pushing people away to keep them from getting too close, to keep from giving them the chance to hurt you.”

A lone tear was beginning to brim over her bottom lashes. Her body was completely betraying her, telling him that she agreed with everything he was saying. He felt his heart quicken, and he lowered his voice, speaking more softly to her.

“But more than any of that, I know that if I don’t kiss you right now, I’m positive my entire body will explode.” Without a doubt in his mind, he knew he had to have her right then. They had kissed several times before, even tonight. But he needed something different: He needed to tell her how he felt in a single act. And that terrified him.

He didn’t want to just kiss her; he wanted to possess her, to overtake every part of her with his lips and let her taste his words, know how true they were. She swayed slightly, her body quivering gently at his words. He steadied her with one hand, grabbing her waist and sliding his hand around her back with his other. He pulled her flush against him, his head leaning down only inches from her lips.

“Clare?” His voice was deep and husky, but a whisper.

She opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. She stared at his lips before licking her own in anticipation. The sight almost undid him right then and there. He wanted to devour every inch of her in the middle of this New York sidewalk.

But he waited. He held back, tensing his entire body in an attempt to restrain himself. He needed her to want this just as much as he did. He needed to know she felt the same way.

“I need you to tell me what you want, Clare.” Her eyes flickered up to meet his, and he could tell he had surprised her with his request.

“Rory…” She shuddered out his name in a breathy tone.

“Yes, mhuirnín?”

“Kiss me.” She kept her eyes on his, not faltering or even blinking as they stared at each other.

He didn’t waste a moment finding her lips with his, crashing down on her fiercely. Her hands slid up around his neck, wrapping herself around him and leaning up on the tips of her toes to meet him. His hand on her lower back was pulling her fervently against him, while the other was on the back of her neck, guiding her.

After a few moments, he disconnected their bodies before finally pulling away from her mouth. She blinked a few times and then peered up at him, a shy smile on her swollen lips. He would never get tired of that smile.

“So, Clare, are we still acquaintances?” he asked, his arms still around her, her lips an enticing inch or two from his.

“God, you’re so arrogant.” She rolled her eyes at him, but a smirk stole its way onto her lips.

He leaned down and buried his face in her neck, kissing her skin gently at first, then nipping it playfully. He breathed in, causing her skin to dimple into goosebumps as she giggled and pushed him away.

“Ah, vanilla.”

“You’re sniffing me now?” She began to cross the street, nudging him.

“I’m an overstepping acquaintance. I have no boundaries.” He grabbed her hand again and sniffed her loudly in an exaggerated motion, causing more laughter to erupt from her tiny frame.

“I loved watching you tonight,” she told him.

“Good. I wasn’t really at my best, though. I wish you’d seen me on a different night when I’d practiced more. I’m only just getting back into everything.” He downplayed his performance, feeling self-conscious.

“Seriously? I thought you were amazing.”

“Not even close. I was a mess.”

“Stop being such a girl,” she huffed, causing him to turn and glare at her.

“Excuse me?” No one he knew had the courage to say something like that to him. Ballsy.

“You heard me.” She stuck her chin out defiantly, but he caught a glimmer of nerves pass through her before she tightened her jaw and stood by her statement.

“Clare, I spent five years on the circuit as one of the top-ten fighters in the nation. They called me Knockout Kavanagh. I think I know what I’m talking about when I say that tonight wasn’t great.”

“Nope, you don’t. You’d say that no matter what. It’s your attitude that is the problem, not your moves in the ring.”

“It’s a cage.”

“Whatever.” She waved him off, unfazed. “You were great tonight. I know it and everyone in there cheering for you knew it, too. But if you’re not going to believe in yourself, then why should anyone else?”

He opened his mouth to respond, but then closed it just as quickly. Only his parents ever called him out on a personal level like this, never a peer and most certainly never any woman he had been interested in.

“Plus, didn’t you just tell me that you were going to train me one-on-one? Since you’re the teacher to the best? What happened to that confidence?”

“Just because I’m one of the best doesn’t mean I’m at my best,” he corrected her, his voice icy.

“I don’t want to hear it.” She slid her hand out of his. “I’m so tired of the constant pity party you’re always throwing yourself. As if I can’t smell the alcohol on you. As if we all can’t, every single day. You have an amazing life—why would you not want to experience it?”

“Clare,” he interrupted, but she put up her hand to stop him.

“I’m not done.” Her hands were on her hips now as she glared at him, illuminated under a streetlamp. “You’ve got more money than you know what to do with. A job that isn’t really a job, letting you make your own schedule. And I’ve met your parents and your brothers—they’re wonderful. Do you know what I would do to have a family like that? Or a family at all?”

Guilt passed through him as he remembered her story of her deceased parents.

“Shit, Clare, tell me how you really feel,” he said and exhaled slowly, with sarcasm.

She stared at him, unrelenting. Worry etched her features and he felt an overwhelming urge to run and hide. Fuck, I’m an ungrateful jerk.

Here was this woman before him who had clearly been through hell in her own life and she was still stronger than he was. He had nothing to complain about and yet it’s all he ever did. Guilt dug at him as he raked his hands through his long, thick hair.

“I’m sorry, Rory. I just can’t stand to hear all that self-pity talk anymore.”

“Fair enough.”

“Plus, I’m only going to let the best of the best train me.” She smirked, lightening the tension that had descended between them as she sauntered down the sidewalk.

“I’m going to be your trainer, Clare,” he growled, not enjoying the image in his mind of another man’s hands on her, training her. The thought irked him as he slid his arm protectively across her shoulders.

“Then you better be the best. Otherwise, I’m going with someone else.” She fought back a smile, but he didn’t miss the twitch of her lips.

“Fuck, I’m the best, okay? Is that what you want to hear?” He loved the way she had just turned his own words against himself.

“You’re what? I didn’t hear you.”

“I’m the best fucking fighter at Legends and probably in New York. No, definitely in New York, maybe in the nation. So I, and only I,” he stressed, “will train you.”

“Well, if you insist,” she jested, and he snorted at her sarcasm as he squeezed her against him.

Within a few more blocks, they reached her apartment, and he unlocked the building’s front door for her as always, then handed her back her keys. She turned around in the doorway to study him, two steps down from her yet on eye level with her.

“Rory,” she paused, fiddling with her keys as he took the two steps up to close the gap between them.

“You want me to kiss you again, don’t you, mhuirnín?” She narrowed her eyes at him, her nostrils flaring, but he knew that he was right.

“Maybe you’re not just an acquaintance.”

“I need more than ‘maybe’ if you want me to kiss you, Clare.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead, surprising her.

“Maybe you could come inside for a few minutes and I could show you.” She spoke so softly, he almost hadn’t heard her.

His brows shot up in surprise at the invitation as he watched her shuffle her feet nervously, glancing up at him through long, thick lashes.

“Are you asking me to stay the night, Clare?” He leaned forward slightly.

“Depends on what your answer is…” A small smile crept across her face as she kept her eyes trained on his.

“Fuck, yes.” Rory didn’t need her to ask him twice.

He stole her keys out of her hand and slid them into his pants pocket. With both hands free, he took hold of her and swept her up into his arms, cradling her against his chest.

“Rory!” she protested, stiffening at the unexpected contact. He ignored her as he continued moving quickly up the stairs to her apartment.

“What’s your apartment number?”

“It’s 3B,” she said, giving in, curling farther into his chest, with one hand hooked over his shoulder for support.

It didn’t take them long to reach her floor and turn down the hall toward her apartment. Her eyes were trained on him the entire time, nervously taking in the determination on his face. His eyes had darkened from their usual light silver, and the change caused butterflies to swirl through her body.


Chapter 8

Using his one free hand, Rory fished her keys out of his pocket and expertly unlocked her door, letting them inside. He swung the door shut behind them while his hands grabbed her hips and slid her down the front of his body, slowly, until her feet were on the floor.

Clare gulped nervously as she stared up at him, trying to calm her heart rate and slow her breathing, which had rocketed the moment his eyes bored into hers. It was damn near impossible with the dazzling, mischievous smile he was flashing at her. She could get lost in the dimples in his cheeks, the only boyish part of him. Everything else was rock-hard muscles, towering build, and rugged good looks. He had yet to touch her, but his eyes were doing something more intimate to her than she had ever experienced.

Suddenly, she realized that he was waiting for her. He wanted her to make the first move—just as he had done earlier, forcing her to tell him she wanted him to kiss her. She hadn’t thought it possible, but her heart rate increased more at the pressure of the moment.

She knew if she said yes right now, it would be the end of any denying what was happening between them. It would be officially erasing the line she had drawn between herself and everyone else in the world, the line she had drawn all around her. Was he right earlier? Was she trying to keep everyone out? She bit her lip at the thought, watching his silver eyes darken.

“Clare.” His voice thundered deeply in warning. She knew what he wanted her to say, but her throat was dry.

Her body hadn’t responded this way to anyone in as long as she could remember, not since she first dated Travis in high school. But even then, it wasn’t what she felt now. This was something entirely different. It didn’t stop at butterflies in her stomach; it entranced her entire body. Warmth crept through any part of her that was near him, which right now was every part of her. Her heart swelled just from looking at him; her skin shivered at the mere closeness of his.

She slowly reached one hand up between them and placed it on his chest, directly over his heart. She had done the same thing earlier to calm herself; it was as if he could talk to her through the beating in his chest, telling her things he couldn’t say out loud.

His heartbeat sped up under her palm and she bit her lip, slowly raising her eyes to meet his again. It was like an electric shock, bolting through her from the top of her head to the tip of her toes. His eyes undid her in a way she had never experienced before.

She quivered slightly, her balance faltering as she tried to get ahold of everything that was rushing through her. She felt she had been standing and staring at him for an eternity, when really only seconds had gone by. The truth was that her entire body felt as though it was on fire, and she wanted nothing more than to rip off every clothing barricade between them.

She didn’t want to be afraid of everything anymore.

She didn’t want to be acquaintances.

She wanted him.

And it terrified her.

“Rory, I don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered, as his hands moved from her hips and began pulling his jacket off her, dropping it in a puddle at her feet.

“What’s wrong?” He blinked in confusion, stepping back and frowning.

“Nothing…” She faltered, stammering, “I don’t know—uh, I’m not—you don’t want to do this with me, Rory. I’m a mess; you don’t want me.” She pushed off the door and crossed her arms over her waist, hugging herself.

“I don’t want you?” he asked, one brow raised as he stared at her. She nodded and held herself tighter.

“Damn, woman, you’re a fucking emotional roller coaster.”

Clare pouted at his exclamation, wondering if he was going to storm out now and realize that she was right.

She wasn’t worth the effort.

“Since leaving Legends, I think we have laughed, fought, kissed, argued, and everything in between.”

“I’m sorry, Rory. I’m not trying to be difficult. I just—” She frowned, and her eyes dropped to the floor. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m scared—it’s been a long time since I’ve done this. I just don’t think you know what you’re getting into. You won’t want this. You won’t want me.”

“Stop.” He was suddenly close to her again, his fingers under her chin, tilting it up toward him. “Don’t do that; don’t sell yourself short.” He kissed her on one corner of her lips, then moved to the other. “And don’t tell me I don’t want you.”

“Rory—” She squirmed, trying to push away the pulsing heat that had just shot through her at his kisses.

He interrupted her with his fingers on her lips, quieting her with the commanding look in his darkened eyes. His fingers moved down to her neck and shoulder, before lightly tracing their way down her arm and grabbing her hand. Her breathing hitched as his hand moved hers to the front of his pants and she felt the firm, powerful length beneath her fingertips.

“Mhuirnín, does it feel like I don’t want you?” His voice dropped further, a huskiness to it now as he pressed her hand harder against his length. She blinked at his words, opening her mouth to respond, but then saying nothing.

Sliding his free hand around her waist, he slipped it beneath her shirt and pressed it against her bare back. Her skin burned with desire and she licked her lips, unable to pull her eyes away from him. That was all the signal he needed before crushing his lips to hers.

Sagging into him, she let her hands move up his body, feeling every inch of him before settling them around his neck. He lifted her into his arms once more, his hands cupping her bottom as her legs wrapped around his waist. He carried her away from the front door and down the hallway, their lips still entangled as he let her point the way to the bedroom.

It was rough. It was passionate.

It was everything Rory Kavanagh was.

“Clare, tell me what you want,” he coaxed, sitting her on the edge of the bed as he kneeled in front of her.

She froze, blinking in confusion, and realized that no one had ever asked her that question. He was eye level with her, despite the fact that she was sitting on the edge of the bed and he was kneeling on the floor in front of her.

“I don’t know,” she admitted, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment as his expression turned sad for a moment, before being replaced with a determination that frightened her in a good way.

“Will you let me try to find out?” His previous huskiness was replaced with softness as he swept a few stray pieces of hair behind her ear. She nodded nervously, unable to speak as she trembled in his arms.

He smiled warmly, the heat returning to his eyes as he began lifting her shirt over her head. She helped him shrug it off, leaving her before him in the lacy black bra. He kissed her again, gently, as he unhooked it behind her and pressed her tightly against him.

Her top half was now bare, the chill of the air causing her to shiver. The cold didn’t last long, though, as his mouth came down on her breast so quickly that the warmth spread straight down to her core.

She moaned and threw her head back as she focused on the sensation and surprised herself with how badly she needed to touch him back. She ran her fingers through his dark brown, wavy hair as he continued to devour her.

He pulled a nipple in between his teeth, gently biting her and causing her to jolt in surprise. Clare gasped, tensing instantly as she realized that she had actually enjoyed that. Smirking naughtily, he raised his head and pressed his mouth against hers again, slipping his tongue between her lips as she greedily kissed him back.

With his hands on either side of her chest, he gently pushed her top half down, leaving her lying on the bed with her legs over the edge against his kneeling form. His hands hooked into the waistband of her jeans and pulled them off her in one quick motion, leaving Clare completely nude except for a pair of black lace panties.

“You’re so beautiful.” He pulled his shirt over his head with one hand. Her mouth ran dry as she took in his perfectly sculpted chest and abs, before he climbed over her and found a breast with his mouth once more.

She moaned in response, squirming beneath him and surprising herself as she realized that she was pressing her hips against him, the buildup within her demanding some release.

“Patience, mhuirnín,” he teased, releasing her breast with his mouth, only to instead travel down her stomach with soft kisses, nibbling her flesh gently. She felt the bed move as he slid off and back onto his knees in front of her.

She flushed with embarrassment at being so vulnerable in front of someone, immediately trying to cover herself with her hands. He growled in protest, grabbing her wrists and pinning them to either side of her instead.

“Rory, please,” she moaned, unsure of what she wanted. She wasn’t used to being on display like this.

“Trust me, mhuirnín,” he reminded her, kissing her lower abdomen.

She nodded, gulping down nerves as she tried to slow her breathing. She couldn’t ever remember a time when her body had responded this way to someone. It was as if she couldn’t stop herself from writhing beneath his gaze or pressing her body as close to him as possible. She wanted to run and hide, yet throw herself on him, all at the same time.

Her doubts disappeared as she felt his tongue trail down to her right hip and onto her thigh, completely bypassing where she really wanted him. She panted in frustration, but he just nipped her soft skin in response. He quickly made up for it with a kiss as he trailed just enough north that his lips found the edge of her panties.

Her body froze, and she almost stopped breathing entirely as he let go of her wrists and took hold of her knees, pushing them apart. She trembled as the cold air swept over her heated core.

“Fuck, Clare, you’re so wet,” his voice rumbled before his mouth came down on her, only her panties separating him from her. She bolted straight up at the contact, her body already being so stimulated that the simple touch of his lips made her feel ready to explode.

He didn’t let her pull away. Instead, his hands pushed her shoulders back down onto the bed as he sucked on the fabric between them, tasting her. When she was finally lying down again, trembling beneath him, his hands moved back to her knees, pushing them even farther apart as his teeth grasped the lace and pulled hard.

Clare heard a ripping sound, and was surprised to see him tossing her torn panties over his shoulder. His eyes caught hers for a moment before returning to her now bare mound. With nothing between them, he teased her nub with his tongue, licking the length of her as she moaned and lifted her hips to him.

She felt amazing as his tongue danced over her, causing her to continually buck against his mouth, wanting more; he quickly obliged. Releasing one of her hips, his fingers started at one knee and slowly trailed up her inner thigh. She shivered at the contact, her breathing turning erratic.

She had no idea what he was doing, and the anticipation was excruciating in the best way. His fingers finally found their way to her core, and he slid two digits deep inside as his mouth clamped down on her nub simultaneously. Clare screamed as he sucked and pumped with such force that she knew she was close to exploding.

As she felt herself about to go over the edge, he rotated back and forth between letting his tongue flick over her softly and sucking with ferocity. His fingers moved furiously in and out of her, and she knew she was done. She screamed again, pressing her body as close to him as she could while her climax overtook her and shook through her. He didn’t lighten up or stop until he felt her finally slump down onto the bed, breathing heavily as the room spun around her.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to walk again,” she said and gasped, panting still as she pushed herself up onto her elbows and ogled him down between her legs.

“Don’t worry, mhuirnín, I don’t need you to walk right now,” he teased, before climbing on top of her. One of his arms slipped beneath her back and pulled her up farther onto the bed with him, so that her legs weren’t hanging over the edge anymore.

She squirmed closer against him, suddenly realizing that he was completely naked against her. She hadn’t even noticed him unbutton his pants, but when she glanced down, she could see all of him.

And there was a lot of him to see.

“Rory, I’m not sure I can—” Her eyes widened as she noticed how large he was.

“Kiss me, Clare,” he instructed her instead, tapping his lips lightly.

She saw his hooded eyes, and trembled slightly as her lips met his. One hand moved behind her head as he pressed his mouth firmly against hers, parting her lips with his tongue. As his tongue found its way to hers, Clare hummed with pleasure, unable to stop her body from squirming to get as close to him as possible. After seeing how hard and enticing he was, she found her body was pulsing with a need to have him inside her, despite her fear of that exact same thing.

He pushed his knee between her legs, spreading them apart. She blushed as she realized that she was pressing her core against his thick thighs, the satiated high of a few moments ago already replaced with wanton desire again.

“Do you trust me, mhuirnín?” he paused to ask her, staring into her eyes as he pressed his manhood against her entrance. She nodded, panting and unable to form actual words as he slowly, then all at once, pushed inside her.

Her arms flew around his neck as she pressed her face into the dip between his shoulder and neck, holding on to him tightly as the intensity of his large intrusion swept over her. Luckily, the initial surprise lasted for just a moment as she found herself not only becoming accustomed to his girth, but missing him as he pulled out of her.

She clenched herself around him as he moved into her again, loving the feeling of his warm breath on her as he grunted with each thrust. Every time he left her, she tried to move with him to keep him inside of her, but his one hand gripped her hip tightly and moved her where he wanted as his other hand pressed against the bed by her head, keeping most of his weight off her.

Before she knew it, she felt the familiar pulsing building within her again, and the spasms soon overtook her as he grunted and pressed as deep as he possibly could. One hand slipped between them as he found her nub and rolled it between his fingers. She screamed in response, her back arching off the bed as her high suddenly rocketed to another level and her body pulsed and clenched around him. His eyes closed and he shook against her, leaning farther into her for a moment before collapsing on his side next to her.

Draping one of his thick arms across her, he pulled her against his chest. Her vision was spinning and she was still trying to catch her breath, but she curled into him happily. He reached over and grabbed a blanket that was pushed to the foot of the bed, pulling it over them, wrapping them tighter against each other.

“You’re amazing,” he murmured sleepily into her hair as he nuzzled against her.

“Me? That was all you.” She sighed, blissfully.

“I am pretty impressive.” He pretended to be serious, but she swatted at him playfully. Her hand rested on his arm, still draped across her, and she let her fingers trail up and down the length of it. She softly traced the edges of a bruise he must have gotten from one of the fights earlier, frowning for a moment before continuing her movement.

“If you keep doing that, we are going to have round two in a minute,” he told her, only partly teasing.

“Do what? This?” she asked playfully, leaning up to kiss his jaw softly before moving to his neck. His chest rumbled against her as a moan escaped his lips.

“Yes.”

“Guess I should stop, then.” She pulled away suddenly and smiled at him, clearly enjoying having an effect on his body. The way he responded to her made her feel powerful, something she hadn’t felt ever before.

“Don’t you dare,” he warned, rolling over on top of her and capturing her mouth with his.

“Ding, ding, ding,” she said with a giggle, between kisses. He pulled back slightly and gave her a quizzical look.

“What is that?”

“The bell to announce the start of round two.”

“What am I going to do with you, mhuirnín?” he teased.

“I can think of a few things…”

—

Rory’s arm felt heavy the next morning as he woke up, quickly realizing that he was at Clare’s apartment and her head was on his shoulder. He smiled as he studied her sleeping face, a peacefulness displayed that he hadn’t seen before. There was always a hint of worry behind her smile, but right now it was gone and he loved seeing her that way.

He looked over at her nightstand and frowned as he realized that he was late for his training session with Kane. There was nothing he wanted more than to stay in bed right now, thanks to the company he was with, but he knew he couldn’t back out of his commitments.

“Clare?” He pushed several strands of hair off her face, gently, as her eyes flickered and opened.

“Morning, beautiful.” He smiled as she came around.

“Hi.” Her voice was still sleepy as she peered up at him, curling farther into his chest as he lay on his side gazing down at her.

“I’ve got to head over to Legends to meet Kane. Want to come?”

“And get out of this warm bed? Doesn’t sound very appealing.”

“Smart woman.” He kissed her forehead before pulling away and climbing out of bed. He could feel her eyes following him as he traipsed around the room, locating his clothes in the various places they had been strewn the night before.

“Bye, mhuirnín,” he said as he returned to her bedside, fully clothed, and kissed her again. He lingered as their lips tangled together, his hand on her cheek.

She finally broke their kiss. “See you later.”

“You better,” he teased, before he left the bedroom and located his jacket by the front door.

Slipping a hand into his pocket, he found his latest bottle of medication and pulled it out, staring at it. He peeked back at the bedroom, tucking the bottle back in his pocket before leaving the apartment. He was surprised that he hadn’t needed to take some pills before falling asleep last night, and nor had he woken up craving any.

As he walked down the stairs of Clare’s apartment building, he stretched his legs and felt the stiffness in his knee. Shockingly, it wasn’t too bad; only a slight ache reminded him of his injury. He pushed the pills deeper into his pocket, rolling the bottle around in his hand as he thought about it.

He had enjoyed the fact that there were many doctors among the members of Legends who were convinced, with some strong-arming, to write him numerous prescriptions. After all, he was the son of Seamus Kavanagh and one would be hard-pressed to find a man in Woodlawn arrogant enough to oppose the leader of the Kavanagh empire.

Rory didn’t often like to use his father’s name to call in favors, but he needed these pills. If he had to scare a few doctors, and toss around his father’s reputation of running with the Westies back in the seventies, then so be it. While the Irish Mafia had died down almost two decades ago, the few members left scattered throughout New York City carried both respect and fear for Seamus, making sure everyone else did, too.

The Seamus that Rory knew wasn’t an ex-mobster, though, or even frightening. The father he had always known was loving, but tough. He was a ruthless businessman, but generous to a fault. Rory had always admired him, hoping to emulate him one day, but mostly hoping to earn his respect. Yet here he was, fingers clutched around a small bottle of pills.

He wasn’t living up to his father’s strength and fortitude.

The legend that he had always wanted to become.

—

Rory sighed as he finally arrived back at his apartment, fiddling with his keys in the door and pushing the bottle even deeper into his jacket pocket. He knew he had to hurry to shower and change, then go train Kane, so he didn’t have any time to dwell on the mess he had made of his life. Maybe making his brother a champion fighter would finally make their father proud. Maybe that was how he would live up to the legend his father had created.

Ace ran to him, wagging his tail eagerly. Rory scratched him behind his ears, suddenly realizing that staying with Clare all night had left Ace without a trip outside for way too long.

“Shit, sorry, bud.” Ace didn’t seem to mind too much, but he was casting longing looks toward the door.

Leashing the dog, Rory turned and headed back outside for a few minutes, then, once back inside, trudged over to where he stored Ace’s food and scooped some into his dish. Satisfied to see Ace enjoying his breakfast, Rory turned and tossed his keys onto the kitchen table of his home, eyeing a bottle of whiskey sitting forgotten.

Clare’s words suddenly began playing in his mind. “I’m so tired of the constant pity party you’re always throwing yourself. As if I can’t smell the alcohol on you. As if we all can’t, every single day. You have an amazing life—why would you not want to experience it?”

Rory’s cheeks burned hot at the reminder, gluing his feet to the floor as he stood and stared down the bottle of whiskey. Feeling the pills in his pocket, he pulled out the bottle again and placed it on the table next to the whiskey. Pulling off his coat, he slung it over a chair and took a deep breath.

Finding some momentum, he turned and briskly relocated to the bedroom, pulling open his nightstand drawer and scooping up all the prescription bottles inside. There were way too many. Bringing them back out to the kitchen, he set them all on the table with the other.

He made the trip a few times around his apartment, finding more bottles of pills and alcohol in obscure locations, where he had hidden them. His kitchen table became filled to capacity as every inch of the small surface was lined with different types of bottles. When he was finished collecting, he pulled out a chair and sat in front of all the bottles and stared back at them.

Ace plodded over to him, dropping down in a pile of fur at his feet and beginning to snore in record time. Rory’s knee was now throbbing; the surprisingly dull ache from earlier had intensified, and now it was all he could concentrate on. The last time he had taken pills was before the meet last night, and they had long since worn off.

Maybe he didn’t need the drugs as much as he thought he did. Maybe the pain was mostly in his head. After all, when he had woken up, it hadn’t been as bad as it usually was. Standing up slowly, he flexed his leg, testing the level of pain. He winced instantly as pain shot up through his thigh and into his torso.

It wasn’t just in his head.

Forcing the pain out of his mind as much as possible, he paced over to the kitchen sink, reached under, and pulled out a fresh trash bag. Shaking it open, he returned to the table and scooped armfuls of alcoholic and prescription pill bottles into the bag until the surface was clear. Twisting and tying the top, he told Ace to stay there as he headed to the front door.

He was in pain. Hell, this is excruciating pain, he thought.

But he wanted to change. He wanted to be the person Clare knew he could be. He wanted to be the legend his father was. He wanted to be so many things that he couldn’t ever reach while he was still under the thumb of booze and pills.

This was it.

He was done.


Chapter 9

“Well, if it isn’t Cinderella!” Kane shouted as Rory limped into the building more than an hour late, with Ace by his side.

“Wrong fucking fairy tale, idiot,” Rory snapped back, marching right past him to the locker room. He did his best to walk straight, but his leg was vibrating with pain, which put a slight limp in his step.

Kane wasn’t finished and followed him into the room, angrily.

“Fine. Sleeping Beauty, Snow White—pick whatever pansy-ass princess you want. Point is that you are late. Again. Over an hour this time. Again!” His brother was angrier than Rory had seen him in a while.

“All right, I’m sorry. Shit, why are you so worked up?”

“You’re kidding, right? My first fight is less than two weeks away, Rory.”

“I know. You’ll be ready.” Rory finished changing and pulled a clean towel off the rack and headed back out of the locker room toward the rings.

“How will I be ready when my trainer isn’t training me? When he comes in an hour late reeking of—what is that, whiskey?”

“Good nose.” Rory tried to lighten the tension as he climbed into the ring and motioned for Kane to join him.

He knew that even though he hadn’t had a drop of alcohol since yesterday afternoon, detoxing could still make him smell like booze. Ace had followed them back out to the ring and sat by the sidelines, watching the brothers argue.

“I’m serious, Rory. This isn’t a damn joke to me.”

“Man, I know. I get it, okay? I remember before my first fight, too. Tell you what—we’ll work extra this week to prepare. Make you feel like the world spins on your damn fingertip, all right?”

“Well, okay. But that means twice a day, and no being late.” Kane was appeased for a moment. Rory just tossed him some gloves, then pulled on some of his own. He kept a blank face, trying to hide what he was really thinking.

“Ready? Okay, come at me.” Rory nodded at his brother, as he got into the guard position and prepared.

Kane charged at him, fists up, but Rory ducked down and hooked his arm under Kane’s while pulling him into his body. Kane was knocked off balance by the move and Rory instantly had Kane’s leg and flipped him onto his back. Standing over his brother as Kane tried to find his breath, Rory offered his hand to help him back up. Despite the pain he was in, he knew he was still a pro at fighting.

“Today, I’ll show you half guards, escapes, and single-leg takedowns.”

“Fuck, which one did you just do?” Kane complained, standing and shaking it off.

“All of them.”

—

Clare eagerly opened the door to Woodlawn Rescues, the animal rescue shelter that Casey had mentioned. After that morning’s self-defense class, Clare had asked Patty all about the shelter she ran. Clare couldn’t wait to start volunteering and had headed straight there after class was over.

She had seen Rory practicing with Kane, as he always was at that hour, but hadn’t disturbed him. In truth, she felt a little awkward about having just spent the night with him. It had been a while since she had been with anyone, and she found herself worrying that maybe he hadn’t enjoyed the evening as much as she had. After all, she didn’t really know what she was doing. She hadn’t even known what she wanted when he’d asked her; no one had ever cared to find out what she liked in bed, so she didn’t know, either.

Surprisingly, Rory hadn’t even noticed her at the gym, or maybe he hadn’t been looking for her as he seemed completely caught up in sparring with his brother. She kept getting stuck on the worry that maybe this had just been a one-night stand to him. Maybe he just wanted sex, and that was it—in fact, maybe that’s what she wanted, too. Her cheeks flamed as she pictured the evening, a familiar heat settling in her once more.

“Hi.” Trying to push thoughts of last night away, Clare gave a small wave to the young woman sitting on a tall chair behind the counter in the lobby of Woodlawn Rescues.

She wasn’t paying attention, her nose buried in a thick book. Fresh-faced and innocent, she had to have been only just out of high school. Her hair was unmistakably strawberry blond, billowing down over her shoulders to her waist in large waves. When she raised her head, her light blue eyes were swollen and red, and Clare realized she was sniffling.

“Hi—oh, my gosh, this is so embarrassing.” The young woman smiled sheepishly and placed the book on the counter, reaching for a tissue.

“Oh, no…Are you okay?” Clare frowned, feeling bad for the teary-eyed young woman.

“I’m fine, just really got into that book.” She sniffled and Clare breathed a sigh of relief before joining her in the banter.

“I know how that is. I love a good ugly cry.”

“So I’m an ugly crier?” The girl knitted her brow at Clare.

“Not even a little bit,” Clare swore as she leaned against the counter, blushing at how clueless her comment had just been.

“Just messing with you.” The young woman smiled, a friendly ease passing between them. “What can I do for you?”

“Patty’s in my gym class, and she told me to come on down to fill out a volunteer application. I just moved here and would love to get started again someplace like this. I used to volunteer in a shelter in California when I was younger.” Clare prattled on, a bit nervous that she would be turned down.

She knew she didn’t have any impressive experience, and she hadn’t finished her degree. Hell, she had barely started it. More than that, though, she felt like no one would actually want to work with her.

Travis had told her so many times how incompetent she was, it had become hard to believe she was anything else. She tried to push those thoughts away from her mind, instead telling herself that maybe doing volunteer work would ease some of the guilt she felt about the past.

“Sure! I’ve got a form right here. What kinda volunteer work are you most interested in? Because we could use pretty much anything.” The young woman reached into a filing cabinet behind her and flipped through folders until she found a blank application form that she placed on the counter in front of Clare.

“I’m hoping to be a veterinarian one day. I plan to start classes soon.” Clare frowned, uncertainty passing through her as she wondered if she would ever actually reach her goals.

“That’s awesome. Dr. Prentiss could use the help for sure.”

“Really? That would be amazing. I can do anything else, too. I mean, I love animals—I don’t mind cleaning up or any of the gross stuff.” Clare picked a pen up off the counter and started filling out the form.

“Sounds great—we have plenty of gross stuff,” the girl said with a giggle. “We definitely are short-staffed, too. Me and my mom—you met Patty—generally do everything around here by ourselves. With Dr. Prentiss, of course.”

“Patty’s your mom? She looks so young,” Clare mused.

“Yeah, she had me pretty young. I’m Kiera, by the way. Kiera Finley.” The young woman smiled and extended a hand.

“Clare Ivers.” Clare smiled back, shaking Kiera’s hand.

“It’s good to have you aboard, Clare. I mean, my mom will have to go over your application, just check if you’re a serial killer or something like that, but otherwise, you’re good to go.”

“Shoot, I guess the three people I murdered on the way here might be a problem?” Clare tried not to sound anxious about a potential background check, playing off her nerves with a joke.

“Just don’t write about them on the form—I’m sure she won’t figure it out. She doesn’t usually check half the time anyway, but don’t tell her I told you that.”

“Perfect, then I’m all done. Anything else you need from me, or should I just wait for a call or something?” Clare handed the form back to Kiera, feeling a bit more relieved.

“How about a tour now? Then I’ll have Mom call you about a schedule.” Kiera stepped out from around the counter and pointed toward a swinging door that led to the back.

“That would be amazing!” Clare clasped her hands together in excitement.

Kiera motioned for her to follow and the two went through the back door, leading into a short hallway with four doors, two on each side. The paint was peeling off the walls and one of the hallway lights was out. There were colorful pictures of dogs on the walls, and motivational posters, as if someone was hoping that would distract from the shabby structure of the building.

“On the left here, you’ve got the office door. In there is just a desk and all our files, plus the employee bathroom. The next door after that is the exam room—you’ll probably be in there a lot since Dr. Prentiss does most of his work in there.”

“Here on the right, both doors lead to the dog pens. It’s kind of like a giant half circle—you enter through this door and come back out the other. Let me show you.” Kiera pushed open the first door and ushered Clare through. Metal pens about four feet wide lined each side of the hallway, filled with barking dogs of several different breeds.

“These are all aggressive breeds,” Clare said with surprise, wandering down the aisle and noting that most of the dogs fit into a select few breeds.

“Technically, yes. We specialize in ex-fight dogs and bait dogs, but we strongly believe here that dogs are a product of their environment, not genetics. So, we don’t call them aggressive breeds,” Kiera told her.

“Do you rehabilitate them?”

“We try, but it’s not always easy. Some of the dogs we train are already adopted out, but come here for help learning how to reintegrate into loving homes. However, most of the dogs we get are from busted-up dog-fighting rings, so they don’t know anything else. But we do have a higher success rate than most places.” Kiera sounded sad as she waved a few fingers at a dog in a neighboring cage, smiling affectionately.

“That’s amazing. I can’t wait to see how you guys do that.” Clare smiled at a pit bull who warily watched her from one eye; the other eye had a large scar straight through it and was clearly blind.

“Definitely. Although, admittedly, I’m not an expert, and we can’t really afford to hire an expert, either, but we do have a volunteer who comes in a few times a week and does the best work with them I’ve ever seen.” Kiera led Clare around the rest of the pens, winding back to the exit that returned them to the first hallway.

Clare followed her, listening and absorbing everything she was experiencing. She was eager to start, feeling like she was already at home. Something about the environment felt familiar, like she belonged.

Something she hadn’t felt in as long as she could remember.

Traveling back the length of the hallway toward the front, Clare got a better view of the pictures posted on the wall. As she passed, she realized one was familiar and she paused to look closer.

“I know this dog.” Clare snapped her fingers as if the motion would pull the memory to the surface.

Kiera peeked over her shoulder to see which picture she was considering.

“That’s Ace, one of our biggest success stories. He was a bait dog, wildly abused. One of the worst cases we’ve ever had—the ring he came from was brutal. Poor thing was scared of his own shadow when we got him, but he’s like a totally different dog now. Sadly, he is the only dog that survived that particular fight ring.” There was a mixture of pride and sadness in Kiera’s expression. Clare frowned at the idea that the sweet dog she knew had come from such poor conditions.

“Ace, yeah—I met him, such a sweet dog.” Clare recognized the dog as belonging to Rory, and was touched that he had adopted a rescue from such a rough background. It seemed there was even more sensitivity to him than she had originally known.

“You have? Well, you must have met the volunteer I was telling you about then, the guy who helps with the rehabilitations? Rory?” Kiera ambled back to the front lobby.

“Rory Kavanagh?” Clare’s jaw dropped.

“He’s the best. Takes on the most damaged dogs we have and doesn’t quit until they’re adoptable. He’s had more success than any of us—I don’t know how he does it. Even on cases where I want to throw in the towel, he continues until the dog trusts him and softens up. He’s kind of a big, scary-looking man himself, sort of medieval-meets-caveman, which makes sense with his background. He used to be an amazing fighter, a legend in this town. Somehow, under all that hulk, there’s a big ol’ heart that the dogs recognize.” Kiera beamed, chatting away without realizing that Clare was intently soaking up every word.

“Yeah, I’ve met him,” Clare said, trying to sound nonchalant and not look like she was picturing his naked body pressed on top of her, as it had been not too long ago.

Because she was definitely picturing that.

She couldn’t believe what a small place Woodlawn was; there was nowhere she could go that Rory hadn’t been. Honestly, she didn’t mind, because everything Kiera was telling her only made her heart pound louder in her chest. Every time she thought she had Rory figured out, she found out something new about him that completely surprised her.

Damn it! What am I doing? I don’t want to be in a relationship. I should forget about it—just let it be a one-night stand. I don’t want to date Rory Kavanagh. I don’t want to date Rory Kavanagh.

But as Kiera continued showing her pictures and telling her the history of the rescues, and of Rory’s involvement there, Clare kept smiling as she thought of him. She really liked this side of Rory—in fact, she liked every side of Rory. Last night hadn’t been a one-time thing for her. She bit her lip at the thought, hoping he might feel the same way.

Shit, I’m in trouble.

—

“Grab some lunch and then we’ll start again,” Rory told Kane the following day as they both exited the ring. Ace joined them, meandering toward the front counter at Legends.

“Sounds good.” Kane pointed at his brother. “You better be here when I get back.”

Rory stopped at the counter, leaning against it as Ace sat by his feet. “Man, relax. I promised you yesterday that I would be here twice a day this whole week, and I was on time this morning, wasn’t I?”

Kane just grunted in response.

“I’ll watch him.” Casey smiled from where she stood behind the counter, working on the computer.

“See?” said Rory. “I’ve got my own babysitter.”

“Where are you going to get lunch?” Casey asked Kane. “I’m hungry.”

“I don’t know. Deli down the street?”

“Can you grab me a turkey on rye?” she asked.

“That sounds good—make it two. And grab Ace a chicken sandwich,” Rory chimed in, pulling his wallet out and handing a few bills to his brother.

“Anyone else want in on Kane’s Human and Canine Catering services?” Kane asked, sarcastically, before adding, “I can’t believe I’m feeding your damn dog.”

“Oh, yeah—Clare’s going to be here any minute, and I know she must be hungry after the workout we had this morning, so grab her something, too—that way, she can eat with me,” Casey told him.

“Who’s Clare?” Kane asked.

“You remember, the blonde that Rory’s been drooling all over? She’s my friend.”

“I don’t drool over anyone.” Rory scoffed at the implication.

“Casey, is he blushing right now?”

They both peered at him, intentionally being dramatic.

“Well, dear me, Kane, I do believe he is! Could it be that Rory fancies a lady?” Casey exaggerated a long southern drawl, causing both of the men to roll their eyes. Kane chortled as he left Rory staring daggers at Casey.

“Lay off, Casey. Nothing’s going on. Plus, you didn’t even want me going after her, anyway. I’m a bad influence, remember?” Rory dropped both elbows onto the counter and shifted his weight forward onto them, hoping lying would ease the pressure he was feeling.

“Well, if you’re not going to go for it, maybe I will. I like blondes,” Kane teased him as Casey shot him a disapproving glare.

“I swear, Kane, if you so much as breathe in her direction, I will knock you out so hard you won’t wake up.” Rory was suddenly seething, his stance shifting from relaxed to high alert.

“Well, that’s a normal reaction,” Kane said sarcastically.

Casey cut in. “Both of you boys, stop it. Kane, leave him alone.”

“Listen to her if you know what’s good for you,” Rory threatened, his entire body tense and angry. Kane just shrugged and left to go get their sandwiches.

“Anyways,” Casey said exaggeratedly, turning back to Rory and grinning mischievously, “so is there something between you and Clare? Because if there is, that’s fine as long as you’re good to her. She deserves the best, Rory. Be the best or nothing.”

“Maybe there is something going on, maybe there isn’t. Either way, it’s none of your business.” Rory felt frustrated at everything happening inside of him that he couldn’t understand.

He hadn’t seen Clare since yesterday morning, and he was dying to wrap himself around her again—which drove him even more crazy, because that was new territory for him. He hadn’t done a relationship since college, and even that one had been immature and not very serious.

“What’s none of her business?” a melodic voice cut in from behind him.

Rory spun around to stare into Clare’s deep green eyes as she smiled at him. He licked his lips for a second as he took in her tight sports tank and tiny shorts, perfectly accentuating her petite yet curvy figure. When his eyes reached hers again after raking over her body, he noticed a sparkle in them, as if she had a secret. Her lips twitched, as if she was trying not to laugh.

They did have a secret, and the secret was that knowing what was under those clothes made it even harder to keep his hands to himself.

“Rory was just telling me that—” Casey started.

“—that I wished I had asked Kane for white bread instead of rye,” Rory interrupted, lying.

Casey started snickering while Clare shot them both a puzzled expression, then waltzed up to the counter and dropped her purse in front of Casey. She rummaged around inside for a minute before finding her phone and checking her messages.

“Clare, I got you a sandwich, too. Kane should be back any minute,” Casey told her, and Clare smiled gratefully.

“Oh, thank goodness. I’m starving. I could literally eat anything right now.”

“Anything?” Rory slid into the conversation.

Both women shot him a look.

“Just a joke, ladies. Loosen up,” he griped, as Casey finished sorting through a stack of papers and carried them to the back office.

Clare stood there next to Rory, both of them not saying anything. She was trying to busy herself, staring into her phone, so Rory reached over and grabbed it out of her hands.

“Hey! Give that back!”

“Legends has a no-phone policy—didn’t you read the membership brochure?” Rory pointed at the sign on the wall that stated the rule.

“Well, I’m at the front desk, not inside the gym. So it doesn’t count.” She propped her hands on her hips, defiantly.

“Too bad. A rule is a rule.”

“Rory,” she scoffed.

“I might be willing to give it back…” he started.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “But?”

“If I give you something, then what do I get?” He took a step closer to her, licking his bottom lip as he saw her breathing speed up.

Her chest rose and fell more rapidly, and her cheeks flushed slightly. Knowing he had that effect on her was absolutely addicting to him.

“What do you want?”

“A date. A real one. Not just walking you home after work, or the training that I’m starting you in on Monday.” He hadn’t really thought it through, but now that he said it, he realized that was exactly what he wanted. They had unofficially gone out a few times, but they hadn’t actually gone on a date.

She stifled a smile. “What do you call the other night? You got your date, many times if I recall.”

“That wasn’t a date, mhuirnín.”

“Then what was it?” she questioned, and he stepped forward, invading her space as he looked down at her pert lips.

“That was me unable to stop myself from fucking you, and enjoying every second of it.” His eyes blazed, and he was pretty sure she might faint at his words since she suddenly looked wobbly on her feet.

He lightened. “A date, Clare. Otherwise, no phone.” He held the phone out in front of him, but pulled it back just enough when she tried to reach for it. She was steady now, and the lust in her eyes had turned to anger.

“Seriously? Isn’t this a little childish, Rory?”

“Children have the most fun.”

“Fine, give me back my phone and I will.”

“You will what?”

She narrowed her eyes at him, and he knew that she was trying to figure out if there was any way to win the battle of wills they were dueling in. He smiled victoriously when he saw a flash of defeat cross her face and her posture slumped slightly. She leaned down to distractedly pet Ace, who had inched his way over to where she was standing. He was still surprised that Ace not only liked her, but seemed to prefer her over almost anyone else.

“I’ll go on a date with you.”

“Sounds like a fair trade to me.” He winked at her, then opened her phone and typed in his number, saving it for her. He also made sure to quickly call his phone from hers, so he would have her number on his caller ID. He was kicking himself for not getting her phone number days ago.

“Enjoy your lunch with Casey, mhuirnín.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek, swiftly yet softly.

She didn’t answer, only blinked in surprise as he turned and headed toward the locker rooms, leaving her petting Ace and waiting for Casey.


Chapter 10

There was absolutely no way Clare was going to be able to eat now. Not after what had just transpired with Rory. Every time he got close to her, she lost her ability to even think rationally. Her heart was still pounding against her ribs, threatening to tear through and make a run for it.

Clare bit her lip, thinking about the sweat that had been glistening on his perfectly sculpted and wide biceps jutting out from underneath a loose tank top over long gym shorts. He had towered over her, making her feel so small, which she liked for some reason.

Casey, having just returned to the front counter, raised one brow as she watched her friend. “You look like you’re deep in thought there.”

“Huh? No, I’m not.” Clare tried to push the image of Rory’s flat, solid torso and his thick, muscular legs out of her mind, but she felt her cheeks flush, giving her away.

“I see our food coming and I’m starving, so I’m just going to pretend you’re not totally full of shit right now.”

“Your deliveryman is here, ladies!” Kane announced, waltzing in the door carrying a big brown paper bag.

“Finally!” Casey grabbed the bag out of his hands and tore into it, finding her sandwich.

“You’re welcome, Casey.”

Casey already had one end of her sandwich stuffed into her mouth, so she just nodded and waved her hand.

“Here, you’ve got the mutt, so I’m assuming you’re the one in charge of feeding it.” Kane handed Clare a wrapped sandwich that actually said Ace across the top in black marker.

“You’re delivering dog food now?” Clare grinned, taking the sandwich and unwrapping it, still unsure how she had wound up with the job.

“Hey, doesn’t this come with a pickle…” Casey piped up, trailing off as Kane shot her an irritated look. He grabbed his and Rory’s sandwiches and stalked off, muttering under his breath dramatically.

“You could have at least thanked him, girl,” Clare scolded lightly.

“Eh, yeah, but Kane is too full of himself. I like to knock him down a few pegs every once in a while.”

Clare placed the unwrapped sandwich on the ground and watched for a moment as the dog devoured it quickly. The women followed suit and ate their sandwiches, chatting for an hour before the gym started to get busy, forcing Casey to focus on manning the front desk. Clare had to be at work soon, so she headed out to take the short walk over to O’Leary’s. It was cold as usual, so she was glad that she was wrapped in a jacket, but she wasn’t eager to walk home tonight when it would be even colder.

She smiled as she shuffled into the bar, wondering if Rory would be there to walk her home tonight. She knew he would be, but every time he was, she couldn’t help but wonder if it was the last. She didn’t exactly have faith in him to be reliable, not with all the drinking he still took part in. And if her past had taught her anything, it was that men took what they wanted and left once they had it.

Despite those doubts and what she had learned to expect in the past, Rory had just stolen her phone number. She didn’t know what else to call it, but it definitely wasn’t the action of a disinterested man. The thought excited and terrified her all at once. She had agreed to a date. An actual date.

Do people even go on those anymore?

She was pretty sure her last date has been in middle school, way before Travis, and had involved going to the mall together to walk around awkwardly and grab a soft pretzel. The kind of date where you barely acknowledged the other one existed, and then bragged about it to all your friends in the cafeteria the next day.

“Clare, can you not give out our phone number to your friends? This is a place of business, not your home. Don’t you have a cellphone or something?” A barrage of accusations and questions were flung at her the moment she treaded through the back door into O’Leary’s back office.

“What are you talking about, Cian?”

“I’ve gotten four calls today asking for you! This is not a place to socialize. It’s a place to work.” Cian narrowed his eyes at her, then tossed his hands up and lumbered away.

“Uh, okay?” she said to no one in particular as she paced over to the employee lockers and put her things away, wondering who was calling her.

Her stomach was immediately in knots. Everyone she wanted to be in contact with had her new cellphone number, but no one from her old life knew where she was or where she was working. She didn’t have any friends here, unless you counted Casey and the Kavanagh brothers—but she had been with them all morning at the gym.

She tied her apron around her waist and walked out to the bar, pulling her hair back into a bun. Anxiety settled in the back of her mind as she breathed deeply and tried to push away the dark thoughts of everything she had run from. Everything that she had done.

It couldn’t be him; he couldn’t possibly know where she was.

She had been very careful to cover her tracks.

Luckily, the bar was already busy with patrons, so she was able to forget about her worries and focus on mixing drinks and serving customers. She was becoming better at making drinks, and people were starting to ask for her, becoming her regulars. Most of them were men who were just hoping they would get a chance to see her bend over, but hey, at least they tipped well.

Many weary, nonstop hours later, Clare closed and locked the front doors of the bar after saying good-bye to the last patron. She began putting the chairs up and wiping the tables down as Cian emptied the register and worked on counting the day’s profits. As Clare was finishing up the last of her tasks and collecting her things from her locker in the back of the restaurant, she heard a knocking on the metal back door.

“It’s almost two in the damn morning! What’s your boyfriend doing on my camera?” Cian shouted out from the office, a few feet away from the monitors for the bar’s security cameras.

“I’ll get it,” she responded, attempting to mask her excitement at the idea of Rory being on the other side of the door.

Her breath hitched when she opened the back door and the light from the restaurant fell over Rory, standing in the dark alley. His silver eyes were almost glistening, but somehow still held a darkness to them that made her shiver. She leaned against the doorway and smiled at him. All worries and thoughts about the strange phone calls earlier completely disappeared the moment she laid eyes on him.

Clare spoke first as he stepped toward her. “I thought you said one of these days you might not be here.”

He touched her shoulder, then slowly slid his hand down to her elbow. “I wouldn’t want you to miss me.”

She felt her skin heat beneath his fingers as she bit her lip. His arm was all muscle; from his bulging bicep to his rounded forearm, he radiated strength. She noticed an image on his forearm that she briefly remembered, but realized that she had never stopped to inspect it before. She couldn’t make out what it was, since it disappeared under the sleeve of his shirt.

“Are you done with work?”

“Almost. Why?”

“I have plans for us and I am not a patient man.” His voice was lowered, husky, and inviting. Her eyes flickered up to his.

“Oh, um, yeah, I’m done,” she stammered, lumbering back to hurriedly grab her purse and coat.

“I’m leaving, Cian!” she called out, as she followed Rory toward the door.

“You better have finished all your side work,” she heard him grumble, but she ignored him as Rory grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door.

“Where’s Ace?” she asked, glancing around them.

“I left him with Quinn for the night—he’ll bring him to the gym tomorrow. I felt bad the other night when I stayed over and forgot to feed him dinner. But tonight is about us.”

“Oh, yeah? What type of plans did you make?” Clare asked him as he wrapped his hand around hers, savoring the warmth of her tiny fingers between his. She stiffened at the intimate contact, although he wasn’t sure why.

“You never heard of a surprise, Clare?” He began directing her down a different street than they usually took home.

“Not all surprises are good ones,” she said softly.

He detected a hint of sadness in her voice, as though there was a story behind that lesson learned. He made a note to himself to find out more, but tonight was to be all about good things. Happy surprises only. Someone had definitely taken his time disappointing and breaking this woman, and Rory wanted nothing more than to build her back up.

“Mhuirnín, my surprises will always be good ones.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed his lips softly against its back, catching her emerald eyes with his.

“So, you’re not going to tell me at all?”

“Not one hint.”

“What if you’re kidnapping me?” She giggled and he warmed, enjoying hearing her laugh.

“I would never do something you don’t want. Whatever happens tonight, mhuirnín, you will be begging me for it.” He winked at her, her cheeks turning bright red.

“Well, you can get those thoughts right out of your head, mister,” she said in an unsteady voice after a moment’s silence.

“What thoughts?”

“You know—all that stuff you were just insinuating. Just because the other night happened doesn’t mean it’s going to happen again,” she said uncomfortably, turning an even brighter shade of red that he couldn’t help but find adorable.

Rory couldn’t stop from laughing at her uncertain response. He could tell she was worried about not appearing easy to get into bed. He knew without a doubt that she wasn’t that type of woman—everything about her was poised and strong. Their night together hadn’t been common; no part of it would ever come close to that in his mind.

“It’s not funny!” Clare tried to sound mad, as she clearly didn’t appreciate being laughed at. It wasn’t very convincing, though, since her hand was still wrapped tightly in his and she was still willingly following him.

“Clare, would you feel better if I promised that you’re completely in charge of anything that may or may not happen physically tonight?” The moment he said it, he hoped she would say no.

He really didn’t want to make that promise and was shocked that the words had even come out of his mouth. His main concern was that he was already having a hard enough time right now not pushing her up against a wall and burying himself deep inside her. He was suddenly thankful that none of his brothers were around to see him fall so blatantly over a girl that he would fully give up the reins to her.

“Actually, it would.”

Damn it.

“Fine, Clare Ivers. You have my sworn vow that no matter how much you try to seduce me tonight, I will not give in to your temptress ploys and let you have your way with me.”

“Well, I didn’t say that,” she backtracked, smacking his chest playfully with her free hand.

“Then I take it all back,” he teased as they fell in step beside each other.

Things went quiet between them as they rounded the final corner to his destination. He knew that if it was daylight, she would already recognize where they were, but Woodlawn appeared much different at night. It was still, and sometimes gloomy.

“If you’re taking me to work out, that wouldn’t be a good surprise. It might even be a little offensive.”

“For someone who isn’t from here, you’re really starting to learn your way around, huh?” He saw her lift her chin in pride, and he resisted the urge to kiss her right then.

“Well, what are we doing, then?”

“Jeez, Clare, can’t you just let me have my moment here?” He pulled the keys to the gym out of his pocket.

“We’re having a moment now?” she responded sarcastically, pulling her hand out of his and crossing her arms as he fiddled with the lock on the door.

He got it open and turned to face her, grabbing her elbow and pulling her toward his chest. She was close, but not touching him. He could still smell the hint of vanilla she seemed to always walk around in. He paused just long enough to see her chest begin to rise and fall quickly and her lashes flicker up to meet his eyes.

“No, I’m having a moment, and you’re the woman I want to spend it with.” His voice was soft and sincere, and he meant what he said.

He had never done anything before like he was about to do for Clare. He didn’t understand it, but he didn’t want to stop, either.

She licked her lips, and as she turned from him and walked through the door he was holding open, he saw her tremble slightly, making him want to break his promise to her right then and there.


Chapter 11

Clare’s mind was running a thousand miles a minute as she stepped down the dark hallway at Legends. She had come to know it well over the last few weeks, attending Casey’s classes. She was fully aware of Rory patrolling behind her, his steps heavy on the ground but somehow also comforting in the darkness around them—a fact that confused her, since she had become so protective of her independence.

“Rory, what the—” Clare stopped in her tracks as she exited the hallway into the main room of the gym.

The room was large and open, with multiple rings for fighters to practice in surrounding the main cage in the exact center of the room. It was larger than the rest, and higher up off the ground. She had seen Rory and Kane practicing in there many times before, but tonight it was something she had never seen before.

“You did this for me?” She turned around to consider him, tears welling in her eyes. She swore she saw him blush, but it was instantly gone as he took her hand, pulling her toward the ring.

Each corner of the cage was adorned with a trio of tall white candles of varying heights, glowing beautifully in the darkness and illuminating the center of the ring. As she surveyed the space, she realized they were flickering flameless candles, which made her smile at his practicality. A blue-and-white checkered blanket lay flat between the candles, held down by a few cushions of varying shades of blue and a wicker basket to one side. There was an ice bucket, with a carafe of water and a bottle of champagne.

“Come on, let’s get in,” he told her as they reached the edge of the ring, then without asking or warning, he gripped either side of her waist and lifted her straight up onto the platform.

She grabbed the rope wall that surrounded the cage to steady herself, then slipped through the opening, shaped like a padded door, into the cage area. Rory followed her and the two sat on cushions in the center of the candlelit ring.

“I don’t know what to say, Rory. I’ve never had anyone make me a picnic before. Especially after midnight. And in the middle of a cage?”

“I like to do things a little different.” He smiled at her, then proceeded to open the picnic basket and pull out the contents that he had prepared for them.

“Since it’s pretty late at night, I figured you already ate dinner. So, this is dessert.” He flashed her a wicked smile, and she felt her face flush at the direction her mind was going.

“Homemade honey-almond brittle—my mom’s recipe, but I gave it a try, so hopefully it tastes as good as hers does. Plus I have dark chocolate, and sparkling cider.”

“Sparkling cider?” Clare repeated, sounding surprised, as he pulled the bottle out of the ice bucket to show her. She had originally thought it was champagne when she had seen it.

“Someone I admire once told me not to lose myself to drinking.” He fiddled with the seal on the bottle, avoiding her stare.

“Rory, I didn’t mean to…” Her voice came out soft and sad. Guiltily, she wondered if she had made him feel bad about himself.

“No, you were right, Clare. I need to stop depending on liquor for everything. My knee is killing me, but you were right.”

Smiling, she picked up a small piece of the honey-almond brittle and nibbled on it, surprised to find that it melted in her mouth, tasting undeniably sweet. Her eyes widened as she contemplated what she was eating, admiring the fact that this rough-shaven hulk of a man had created something so delicate.

“It’s great, isn’t it?”

“Holy crap, Rory, this is amazing! I can’t believe you made it.”

“I’m going to take that as a compliment,” he taunted, pulling out two fluted glasses, which he placed between them.

He opened the bottle, breaking the seal, and poured a small amount of cider into each glass. He picked up both glasses and handed one to her.

“Thank you.” She began to lift the glass to her lips, but he touched her forearm, stalling her.

“Can’t drink until we make a toast…”

“All right.” She joined him as he lifted his glass up toward hers.

“To the first person I’ve ever been in the cage with that I’ve wanted to kiss.” He smirked as she scrunched up her nose at him.

“Thank goodness for that.” She took a sip from her glass, almost wishing she were drinking alcohol to help calm the butterflies flying around inside her. He reached out his hand to touch her gently, and as he did, his shirt sleeve rode up, revealing part of the tattoo that she had seen earlier.

“What is that?” She motioned to it, letting her fingers trail over that spot on his skin for just a second before she jerked her hand away, embarrassed.

She hoped he didn’t notice how taken she was with the design. Plus, she felt a bit shy that she had seen him entirely naked and had slept in those same arms, yet somehow hadn’t paid attention to any of his tattoos.

“This was my very first tattoo. I was way too young to have gotten it, but I was born on August first—a Leo, if you ever read the horoscopes. So, on my seventeenth birthday I convinced a friend of mine whose father owned a tattoo shop to get me in. He gave me this lion.” Rory rolled up his sleeve and stretched out his forearm, showing an intricate and detailed figure of a roaring lion.

“It’s beautiful, and it’s perfect for you.” Clare continued to admire it as he poured them both another drink.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know…The other day Casey called you a wolf. But you’re not a wolf—everything about you is lion.”

“You’ve been thinking about what kind of animal I am?” He seemed amused.

“Why not?”

“Hmm, then I’m going to have to come up with an animal for you.”

“If you pick kitten, I swear I’m walking out of here right now.” Clare cocked her head, and Rory simpered, looking smug.

“Don’t worry, little mhuirnín. You are most definitely not a kitten.”

“Good, because I’d like to think I’m more original than that.”

“Is a lion original?” He flexed his arm again, showing off his tattoo.

“Not really,” she teased, touching his arm again, “but if it makes you feel any better, Casey called me a duck.”

Rory burst out laughing at that, a deep belly laugh with his head thrown back.

“It’s not that funny.”

“It’s hilarious. You’re not a duck.” He squeezed her arm gently. “But we should change the topic or I’m going to keep laughing at that.”

“All right, how about the topic of how I found out your secret yesterday?” she teased, enjoying regaining the upper hand.

He raised one brow, intrigued at her revelation. “My secret? What’s that?”

“Ace, and Woodlawn Rescues,” Clare started to say, as he rubbed his hand across his face in an attempt to hide the redness creeping up his cheeks.

“I knew I should have revoked Patty’s membership years ago,” he joked.

“Why didn’t you tell me? You know I love animals.”

“I wasn’t hiding it, I just didn’t think about it. My family doesn’t know about my work there, so I don’t talk about it often.”

“Why not?” She couldn’t understand why such a close-knit family would be kept out of such an innocent part of his life. From her little experience with his parents, she knew that they would respect Rory’s work and be proud of him. They didn’t seem the type of people to discourage their children about anything.

“Most of them aren’t really into animals like I am—only Quinn loves dogs. Plus I like having something that’s just mine. When you grow up in a big family, everything you own and every part of your life is shared. I like having something the others don’t know about. Maybe that’s weird.”

“No, it makes sense, I guess. I don’t know much about families.” Nostalgia filled her voice, and Rory reached out to squeeze her knee, then refilled her now empty glass.

“My family loves you, and I’m glad that you found out about the rescue,” he told her.

“Why’s that?”

“Because how would I have ever really told you? Oh, hey, girl-I’m-trying-to-impress, I volunteer four times a week at an animal shelter,” he joked in a mocking tone.

“You’re right, there’s no way to say it without sounding like you’re either bragging or lying.”

“See my point? But now you know something no one else knows about me. I like that.” Clare noted a sad expression in his silver eyes when he nodded, although she couldn’t exactly place why. Maybe he wanted more people to know who he really was, or maybe he was struggling to figure out who that was; she wasn’t sure.

He interrupted her thoughts, reverting back to the subject of their earlier conversation. “Do you have any tattoos, Clare?”

“No way—I’m absolutely terrified of needles.” Clare shook her head vigorously.

“You seem to like my tattoo,” he hinted, pulling the blanket under her toward him slightly so that her knees were almost against his, sliding her across the ground with such ease.

“Do you like it, Clare?” His voice had dropped lower, as if she could hear it rumbling in his chest.

Her eyes dropped back down to the lion, and she licked her lips. Taking another sip of her cider, she nodded. Then she downed the rest of the glass quickly, feeling a flush of warmth rush to her cheeks and through the rest of her as his gaze flamed through hers. She felt an overwhelming urge to let him in, to push away her fears and make the most of the here and now. To take charge of those fears and herself.

She had lived in fear for so long. Fear of being alone. Fear of being with someone. Fear of Travis and his fury when he realized what she had done. Fear of moving on or running away. Fear of losing those she loved or of the past catching up with her.

Fear of everything.

With Rory, in the golden hue of the candlelit ring, all she wanted to do was push away those fears and be who she had been before everything changed. Before she had thrown away her entire life for a chance to start new.

“Clare?” His fingers found her chin, tilting her head up, making her realize that she had been lost in her thoughts.

She moved slowly, sliding her legs underneath herself and pushing up to her knees. Rory stayed still, watching her intently, his silver eyes turning dark and murky. She crawled right onto his lap, sliding one leg around each side of his waist so that she was facing him. Her movements were slow and careful, and she savored each touch, each second, each discovery.

She could feel his chest rising quickly under his breath; he was aroused at her proximity. It made her feel powerful, to be able to have that effect on him. Her hands rested against his chest and they both stared down at them, watching as her hands moved up and onto his shoulders, disappearing around to the back of his neck. Their eyes met.

Then nothing was slow.

His lips crashed on hers so forcefully, she was sure she would have fallen backward if his hands hadn’t been wrapped around her waist, holding her up. She returned his kiss with a greediness and hunger that she didn’t know she possessed. Everything about him, his touch and even the way he fit against her, was perfect.

Her arms tightly around his neck, she lost herself in him and pushed so forcefully against him that he fell backward onto the mat. His arms held her tight against his chest and her mind was quiet for the first time in as long as she could remember.

He had turned off everything, except for her.

But just as quickly as it started, it stopped. Rory gently pulled his mouth from hers and pushed her up, putting distance between them and forcing her to sit up. Startled, Clare flushed, feeling slightly embarrassed.

“I’m sorry, was that wrong? I don’t usually—I mean, I don’t know what I was—”

“Clare, no. That was—” Rory rubbed his hands over his eyes in frustration. “Fuck, that was amazing, Clare. But I made you a promise.”

Clare slid off him, sitting next to his waist, with one leg over his hips. Frowning, she nibbled on the edge of her lip.

“Did I misread something here? I thought you wanted me. Crap, that sounds so silly. I’m sorry.”

“Clare, I want you so much right now, it physically fucking hurts. But this is different—you’re different, Clare. I promised you we would go slow and that you were in charge tonight. Remember my promise?”

“Rory—” she tried to interrupt.

Clare, if there is one thing I am, it’s true to my word. I just want this to be your choice, something I feel like you haven’t gotten a lot of in your life. I don’t want to just have one amazing night with you, which this would be. Believe me, mhuirnín, the other night was by far the most fan-fucking-tastic night of my life. I want this to be more than that.”

“I don’t know what to say.” She would be lying if she said she wasn’t thrilled to hear him say how much he had enjoyed their previous night together.

“I sound like some weak pansy, don’t I?”

Clare snorted at that last statement. Rory was anything but weak.

“Rory, what do you want from me?” she asked as he grabbed her arms and pulled her down to lie on the mat with him.

He lay flat on his back with her head on his shoulder and one of his arms wrapped around her back. Her hand rested on his chest, feeling the steady, fast beat underneath. It felt like she had done this all her life, lived right there pressed against his side. Legs intertwined, fingers interlocked. As if his body was made to hold her.

“Clare, I’m swinging in the dark here. I’ve no clue what I’m doing. All I know is that this is different. I don’t want to just have one night with you. I think I might want every night with you, and I can’t even believe those words are coming out of my mouth right now…”

“Why? Is that a bad thing?” His words were thrilling and terrifying at the same time. She continued to push his resolve, questioning him, and the truth hit her. She wanted to be with Rory, she wanted him to be with her. All the promises she had made herself about staying single, not wanting a man…none of that had factored in meeting this man.

She wanted this man.

“With you? No, never. It just surprises me, I guess.” He pushed a piece of her hair behind her ear.

“It surprises me, too.”

“Did Patty tell you what I do at the shelter?” he asked her a few moments later as they lay quietly together. Clare nodded.

“Well, this might make me sound like an even bigger pansy, but I love rehabilitating those dogs, because they’re a lot like me. Most of them were raised from puppies to be fighters, or to be in that type of world. Ace was a bait dog—they pulled out his biggest teeth the moment they grew in, then filed down the rest. That’s why he’s all covered in scars. They used him for other dogs to practice on, to learn how to fight, and took away any chance he had at defending himself.”

“That’s so sad.” She thought of the sweet dog she had come to enjoy seeing and petting. Her heart ached at the thought.

“It is, but when I got him, I showed him a new life. Showed him that there were other options out there, aside from a life of fighting. I guess it gives me hope, you know? Like maybe there are other options out there for me, too. That maybe by teaching these tough, beaten-down dogs how to trust and love again, maybe somehow I’ll learn that, too.” His voice trailed off and she squeezed her arm around him tighter, hugging him.

She stayed silent as she listened, reveling in this other side of him. He always seemed to surprise her. One day she would see the rough fighter who punched her boss, the next day a man feeding a stray dog, and the next a broken man sharing with her the most private parts of his pain.

“Does that make any sense at all, mhuirnín?”

“I think so. You’ve played different roles and lived different lives, just like those dogs. A few years ago you were only known as Rory Kavanagh, son of the famous Kavanagh clan.”

“Irish troublemakers.”

“Then you became champion mixed martial arts fighter Rory ‘Knockout’ Kavanagh.” She traced circles on his chest with her fingers.

“Top ten in the country,” he said proudly.

“And now? Who do you want to be now?”

“I’ve been wondering that for some time.”

“Have you come close to figuring it out?”

Rory’s eyes darkened at her words.

“I think I’m getting closer, and it’s only because of you.”

Clare felt a stab at her heart, a pain whose origin she couldn’t pinpoint. All she knew was that she hurt for Rory; she could feel the vulnerability in his words. It was hidden, but it was there. It was laced so thick between every word, she wanted to take it all away.

She wanted to give him all the answers he had been searching for.

She wanted to be those answers.

“Kiss me again, Rory,” she commanded, freeing him from his promise earlier.

“Maybe tomorrow.” Rory chuckled, and she felt the ripple in his chest against her cheek as she narrowed her eyes, not liking his answer.

“Seriously?”

“Mhuirnín, I would never tell you no.” Rory flipped over on top of her, maneuvering quickly as his voice dripped with desire and his lips closed over hers.

She froze in surprise at his sudden movement, then melted into his arms. His hand pushed underneath her shirt, his fingers cold against her skin. She welcomed the chill, since she felt like she was on fire. With his help Clare shimmied out of her top, throwing her shirt to the side.

“You’re not wearing a bra?” He raised his brows, looking surprised as she blushed fiercely.

“Problem?”

“Hell, no.” He wet his lips with his tongue before dipping his head down and finding a pert pink nipple. He tugged gently, bringing it to attention as she arched her back to get closer to him.

He moved up to find her lips with his, their tongues meeting and twisting in a slow, deep dance. She felt his fingers trace her collarbone, and she shivered under the intimate touch. He continued to trace his way across her bare chest, then stomach, until he found the waistband of her pants and hooked his fingers into it.

Pausing for a moment, he pulled his weight from her, kneeling over her as he removed her jeans in a few quick motions. She licked her lips as he slid his shirt over his head, revealing hard, defined abs. She scrambled up to her knees at the sight, facing him.

“I want…” Clare faltered as her eyes flickered across his firm body. She knew that he was waiting for her to finish what she started, but her hands slid over his chest instead. She gulped nervously as she felt an ache settling between her legs.

“This is your ring, mhuirnín.” He was reminding her that she was in control tonight.

“I want to give you the same pleasure you gave me the other day, but don’t grab my head. Don’t force me,” she clumsily stated, flushing with embarrassment at her request.

She had only ever had unpleasant oral sex, during which she felt forced or unable to breathe. Like it wasn’t her choice. She wanted to do this on her own; she wanted to be in charge of just this one part of him.

“Babe,” he tilted her chin up to look at him, his eyes imploring hers seriously, “I would never make you do anything. I’m yours tonight. I’m yours for as long as you’ll keep me. Do you believe me?”

“I do,” she exhaled, realizing that she really did believe him. He’s mine.

Clare’s hands rested on his chest, pushing him back lightly. He took her cue and sat back, then lay down. Her hands trailed down his abs, circling around his belly button and then traveling with the small line of hair that disappeared into his jeans.

Not so deftly, she unbuttoned his pants, avoiding touching his shaft as he sprang free. He helped her remove his jeans, then let her slide her hands up his legs. She stopped as her fingers bumped over the raised scars that jaggedly traversed one knee.

“Does this hurt?”

He shook his head. He was embarrassed about the ugly scar, even more so of the weakness it implied. She could read it all over his face as he watched her carefully.

Leaning forward, she dropped her lips to his leg and grazed the scar, leaving small kisses along its length. She could feel his eyes piercing her, and she hoped she wasn’t upsetting him. She just wanted him to know that she didn’t mind, that she liked every part of him. Scars and all.

Moving her head up, she hovered over his member for a moment before she took him inside her mouth while his body stiffened underneath her. Letting her lips glide up and down, she had to force herself not to smile when she heard him moan. She occasionally licked the head with her tongue, making a flicking motion as he pushed himself toward her. Her hand gripped the bottom of his manhood, moving with her slick, wet mouth.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw his hand fisting the blanket beneath them, and she noticed every muscle in his body was stiff and tense. She decided to tease him ever further, swirling her tongue around him and squeezing her lips tighter as she picked up her pace.

“Clare, babe, please,” he groaned, banging one fist against the floor. His other hand took hold of her shoulder and gently pushed her up, sliding himself out of her as she looked up at him in confusion.

“Did I do it wrong?” she asked nervously.

“Are you kidding me?” he growled hoarsely, as he pressed her naked body down to the mat and climbed on top of her. “I can’t hold it any longer and I want it to be deep inside you when I let go.”

She blinked in surprise, her breath hitching as he pushed her knees apart and pushed his tip against her most sensitive nub. She cried out as the sensation tore through her, and he used that opportunity to bury himself completely inside her. Clare lifted her hips to meet his next thrust, matching his force and wanting to feel him at her peak again.

He didn’t disappoint, reaching between their bodies to squeeze her nub with his fingers and rub fiercely. He moved rapidly in and out of her and she shoved her face into his shoulder, biting him as a muffled scream pulled through her and her toes curled deliciously. Her climax racked her body hard, electrifying every part of her as she struggled to find air.

He stole her nipple, sucking it into his mouth and twirling his tongue around it as he picked up his pace and rocked against her forcefully. The action intensified everything that she was already wading through. Finally shuddering, he pressed as deeply into her as he could and molded his body to hers.

They lay there quietly for a moment, letting the torrents of sensations run through them until they were finally able to regain their composure.

He breathed, sliding out of her and falling to her side. “Are you on the pill?” She just nodded, still smiling blissfully as he wrapped her against him.

“Is it always like this?” she asked quietly, her lips only a few centimeters from his chest. She hoped it was; she wanted this. She wanted him, and all of him. She had spent weeks trying not to have any sort of romantic feelings for this man, but that notion was completely gone now. She was starting a new chapter in her life, and she wanted him in it.

“What do you mean?”

“Being with you—it’s different. Not like before.” The high of a few moments before slowly declined as fears crept through her. If things were so amazing, she was terrified that they could only get worse. Her experience told her that a handsome face could easily hide things.

“Clare, I told you, we are different together. Tá mé leatsa. Tá tú mianach. I am yours. You are mine.”


Chapter 12

“You guys know there is a motel, like right around the corner?” Kane’s deep voice jolted Rory.

Flickering his eyes open, snarling at the bright light while pain shot up through his leg, Rory stared up into his brother’s face.

“What in the hell are you doing here, Kane?”

“Meeting you for training, idiot.”

“Oh, my God, hide me,” a soft voice moaned next to Rory, and he felt a warm body wriggle, a face push into the crook of his arm. Turning, he realized it was Clare and that they were smack dab in the middle of the main cage at an empty Legends.

And it was morning.

A very bright morning.

“Hi, Clare, good hiding job. He has giant arms, yet somehow I still spotted you! Is this yours?”

Clare peeked out from behind Rory, pulling the blanket tightly around her frame. Kane was holding up a light blouse, dangling it off one finger. Rory swiped it from him and handed it to Clare. She wiggled it on quickly, and he was sure that the crimson on her face might now be a permanent fixture.

“You guys better get this cleaned up. Pops will be in soon. I don’t even know what he would say to this. Oh, and Quinn dropped off Ace—he’s in the office,” Kane called over his shoulder as he strode away from them, out of the cage.

“Is he gone?” Clare peeked her head up over Rory’s shoulder so he could see her squarely.

Pushing himself up onto his elbows, he turned toward her and admired her petite figure curled up in the blanket beside him. Her blond hair was tumbling down her back in waves and her eyes shone bright green under the morning light. He wanted to take a picture of her like this, so he would never forget how beautiful she was. He grinned at the thought, knowing he sounded ridiculous.

“What are you smiling at?” She narrowed her eyes at him as she carefully wiggled on her jeans to finish getting dressed, still holding the blanket over her.

“You’re beautiful, Clare.”

She blushed an even deeper red against her previously pale, ivory skin, then pushed herself up onto her feet. He quickly followed, easily pulling his clothes on, unembarrassed. He started packing things away, pausing to notice the stiffness and spasms of pain in his leg. He kept a straight face and didn’t show it.

They didn’t say anything as they tidied up and folded the blanket, just snuck smiles and peeks at each other. Once everything was tucked neatly into the picnic basket Rory was now carrying, they exited the cage and he helped her down onto the ground.

Rory grabbed Clare’s arm and pulled her toward him, still enjoying the silence of the empty gym. “I’ve got to go get changed to train my brother.”

“Yeah? What are you waiting for then?” The way the corner of her eyes crinkled when she smiled at him made him want never to stop staring at her.

“It’s tomorrow.”

“So?”

“I promised to kiss you tomorrow, mhuirnín.” He lowered his voice, attempting to sound slightly threatening, but unable to keep the smile off his face.

“Did you? Hmm, I don’t recall.”

“Clare—” he started to argue, but she cut him off by tossing her arms around his neck and kissing him squarely on the lips. It was fast, it was soft. It was gentle, and it was deep. But it was over before he could even register all of that, leaving him gaping at her as he watched her walk away and leave the gym.

His brother called to him. “Rory! Come on! Only a week until the fight!”

Grunting, Rory stormed over to the front desk and hid the basket underneath. Ace greeted him, eagerly wagging his tail. Rory petted him and took him outside for a minute or two before heading back into the locker rooms to change and meet Kane, who had now taken up practicing on one of the bags while he waited.

Rory didn’t have time to think about everything that had just happened with Clare, or what it meant. The moment he entered the ring, leaving Ace on the sidelines, he could hear the anxiety in Kane’s voice, reminding him of how nervous he had been before his first big fight. He owed it to his brother to give him everything he knew.

If he couldn’t be the best anymore, at least the best would still be a Kavanagh.

“I’m ready to go full scale, Rory. Don’t hold back,” Kane told him as he stepped into the cage, making Rory wish he had been able to take some pills that morning for his knee. He had to keep reminding himself that those days were over; he was refusing to rely on medication anymore.

“Tomorrow. Let’s firm up your suppressions today.”

“We did that the last few days. I need something new, I can’t do triangle chokes all day today,” Kane argued, but Rory didn’t care and ignored his protests as he got into his stance. He wasn’t known for caving to his trainee’s wants, which Kane knew.

“Fine, but just for the morning workout. Can we switch it up this afternoon?” Kane gave in, sulking slightly.

“If you can successfully put me in a rear naked choke, we will go full on later.”

“You’re on!”

The two were instantly on each other, blows and blocks going every direction. Kane had vastly improved over their weeks of training, but his techniques were still sloppy. Rory could see he had the power, but the executions weren’t perfect. That was a mistake that he wasn’t going to let his brother make.

Rory knew he had been sloppy in his last fight against Santiago. He had let his ego tell him that his strength was enough, and so he hadn’t focused on techniques as keenly as he should have. He had paid a high price for that mistake, and he was dead set on keeping Kane from paying the same.

—

A few hours later, the men were drenched in sweat and heading to the locker room for a quick wipe-down and change before they took a couple hours off for lunch, planning to train again that afternoon. Rory had been impressed with Kane’s progress that morning, and they both were eager to continue the prep for Friday night’s fight.

“Rory, bro, what did I walk in on this morning?” Kane pulled a fresh shirt out of a locker and tossed his dirty one into his gym bag.

“What are you talking about?”

“With Clare. Since when do you have one-night stands at the gym, or with someone we know? I haven’t met a girl you’ve been with since that one chick from college.” Kane pulled his shirt over his head.

“Clare’s not a one-night stand. Don’t talk about her like that.”

“Oh, yeah? Playboy Rory is thinking of letting a sweet young thing tie him down?” Kane headed toward the exit.

Rory took two long strides across the locker room toward his brother. With one swift move, he grabbed Kane’s shoulder and pushed him back against the locker wall. With his eyes narrowed and his arm lying flat across Kane’s collarbone, Rory pinned him there carefully.

The move wasn’t completely frightening, just forceful.

“I said don’t talk about Clare that way.” He spoke sternly, with purpose, glaring into Kane’s surprised eyes.

“Calm down—I didn’t mean anything by it.” Kane’s hands went up in defense, but he was beaming with pride, as if he had just won a bet.

Rory dropped his arm back down to his side, gave Kane a withering glare, and stormed out of the locker room.

—

“We spend a couple of nights together and you’re already stalking me? I knew I was good, but wow,” a low voice rumbled behind her.

Clare snapped her head around in surprise to find Rory standing only a few inches behind her in the office of Woodlawn Rescues. It was a few hours after they had parted that morning. Smiling, she rolled her eyes at him, letting him lean down and give her a soft peck on the lips.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Same thing as you, I’m guessing.” He reached down to pet Ace, who happily wagged his tail between the two of them.

“I knew you worked here, but it’s still funny seeing you actually here.”

“Why?” He stepped closer to her, his hands reaching for her waist and pulling her forward to rest against him.

“Because this room is smaller than you are.”

“That’s why I spend most of my time out in the yard.” He kissed her neck softly, pressing her into him.

Clare exhaled, accidentally moaning lightly at the contact, as his lips traveled the length of her neck. She tilted her head to the side to give him more access, momentarily losing herself in the warm sensations of his solid body pressed into hers. His tongue slid against her smooth skin, devouring her gently.

“I could never get tired of tasting you,” he whispered into her.

“Rory, it’s only my first day. I’ve got to get back to filing.” She tried her best to push him away, but her hands ended up twisting in his shirt instead. She was pulling him closer, arching her body against his.

“I can help you.”

“Help me get further distracted, you mean?” She finally stepped back and locked her arms out in front of her to keep him at a distance.

“You might like it,” he teased, allowing her to push him away. She grabbed a stack of files off the desk and moved over to a tall industrial filing cabinet.

“I think that’s the problem.”

“I’ll catch up with you later,” he conceded with a smile, leaving the office.

Clare heard the door to the kennels open as the barking increased in volume. A shiver ran through her body as she remembered how his hands had just been on her. She loved that he was here working at the same place she was; it made her feel more connected. It was as if they were sharing a part of their lives together, sharing an experience no one else could have with them.

Kiera popped her head into the office. “Clare, Dr. Prentiss just got here.”

“Awesome,” she said. “Um, I didn’t finish the filing yet.”

“Leave it, you can do it later. Come meet him.”

Clare nodded and placed the stack of files back on the desk, then hurried out to the hallway to follow Kiera. The young woman was waiting for her by the exam room door, waving for her to come join her. Following Kiera into the small medical room, Clare was again surprised at how small the place was.

There was a counter to one side with a sink; medical supplies lined the wall. On the opposite side, a metal exam table that folded up into the wall was currently down, with several open folders on it. An older gentleman stood by the exam table, leaning over and writing in one of the folders. He was mostly bald and wore large glasses propped on his nose, a white lab coat over slacks, and a collared shirt.

“Dr. Prentiss, we just brought in a new volunteer. This is Clare Ivers.” Kiera motioned between them.

“Hi, it’s great to meet you.” Clare smiled at him and extended a hand, which he accepted as he smiled back at her.

“Good to meet you, too. We need more volunteers around here.”

“Clare is studying to be a vet one day, so I’ll let you two chat. If you need me, I’ll be out feeding the dogs and checking on Rory,” Kiera said before heading out of the room.

“She’s a good kid.” Dr. Prentiss motioned toward where Kiera had just been. “Is this your first day? Have you met Rory yet?”

“I have.” She smiled shyly.

“Those two are the only reason this place is still open. Patty does an amazing job, but she couldn’t run this place alone. I have my own practice and I volunteer at several other places, so I’m only here one day a week.” He closed some folders and put things away as Clare listened intently.

“First up, I’ve got some annuals to deliver. Want to help me?”

She eagerly agreed to help with the vaccinations, following him out to the kennels.

He greeted each of the dogs as he passed, seeming to know all of them by name. Clare guessed that the shelter had about twenty kennels, but only half were occupied at the moment. The backs of the kennels had sliding hatches, some currently opened into an outdoor pen area. She could see out into the yard, where Rory was down on one knee, working with a large rottweiler.

The next few hours went by quickly as she followed Dr. Prentiss around, helping him perform exams. She did finally manage to get some filing done, and by the time her shift ended, she felt depleted but happy. She kept thinking how lucky she was to have stumbled upon this place, feeling like she was finally doing something to help herself toward her goals.


Chapter 13

The weekend went by quickly, with Clare spending most of her time at O’Leary’s working, and her mornings at Legends. Rory still continued to escort her home every night, and she found herself looking forward to it more and more each time. They hadn’t been on an official second date, since she hadn’t had a free night after their date in the ring, but she had seen him on her second day at Woodlawn Rescues.

Clare thought about yesterday at the shelter as she finished filling up a bottle of water to take with her to the gym. She loved that when she and Rory were at the shelter, he was so focused on the dogs that he didn’t usually get distracted or socialize with her much.

Much being the key word, though, since he had found a few excuses to come over and fondle her.

The thought alone made her cheeks heat up as she pulled a jacket on and grabbed her gym bag before leaving her apartment, making sure to lock up carefully before she left. She was excited to go to Legends because Rory was beginning her training today. Having skipped her self-defense class this morning in favor of sleeping in, she hoped she wouldn’t be too out of shape and embarrass herself.

“Where were you this morning?” Casey asked almost immediately when she walked through the gym doors not too long after leaving her apartment.

“I was at O’Leary’s so late last night, I needed the sleep.” Clare joined her friend at the counter and tried her best to look apologetic.

“Excuses, excuses. You coming tomorrow? Only a few weeks left in the class.”

“Damn, Casey, is this how you talk to all our clients?” Kane came up behind his cousin.

“Only my favorites,” she replied.

“Glad we have you in charge of membership, then,” he said sarcastically, teasing her. Clare just rolled her eyes at both of them, giving them a small wave as she left for the locker room.

A few minutes later, Clare had locked away her things and was dressed in form-fitting black sweatpants with an emerald-green top. She headed out to the main floor of the gym to find Rory. With the giant black-and-white dog by his side, he wasn’t hard to spot, talking with several buff men she didn’t recognize. Seeing her, he waved and excused himself from the conversation.

“Mhuirnín.” His voice was low and gravelly as he approached her.

“Ready to show me some moves?” She leaned in to his embrace as his arms circled her.

“I thought I already did the other night?” He smirked at his double entendre.

“Rory—”

“I’m kidding.” He let go of her and ushered her toward one of the smaller rings to one side of the open floor.

“Here, put your hands out,” he instructed her at the edge of the ring, next to a small station that contained gloves and other things used in the ring.

Clare did as he said, watching him bind each of her hands and wrists with a neon-green wrap before testing the resilience of his creation. Her hands felt a bit stiff, but he assured her the stiffness was normal and would loosen as she moved. He quickly did the same thing with his own hands and wrists, and then they both entered the ring, closing the cage door behind them.

“So, you think you know how to defend yourself?” he asked, challenging.

“Hopefully—I mean, Casey has taught me a lot,” she replied, and then showed him a few things she had learned. They practiced wrist locks, grappling, and more, working up quite a sweat within half an hour.

Clare was enjoying herself, loving learning something new, but also getting a chance to be up close and physical with Rory. She struggled to pay full attention to everything he said once he removed his shirt. His eyes were fierce as he concentrated on the training, his rock-solid abs glistening with sweat. Her eyes were just as fierce, except distractedly lapping up the view in front of her.

“Clare, are you even paying attention?” She snapped her head up, realizing she had just been caught ogling his pecs and perfect stomach.

“Of course I was.” She blushed as he smirked again, knowing the truth.

“Before we finish, let’s practice the arm bar I showed you earlier.”

She nodded, agreeing, but not completely focusing on the task.

He turned her so that he was behind her, placing his elbow in the crook of her arm while his other hand grabbed her wrist and pulled back. He was talking to her as he did this, but everything sounded muffled to her.

Her vision went dark and her mind reeled back.

She wasn’t with Rory anymore.

She wasn’t at Legends. She wasn’t even in New York.

—

“They left it to me—it’s mine!” she said emphatically, staring hard at the tall, lithe man before her, covered in tattoos.

“And you’re mine, making this mine, too.” He waved the contract in her face, handing her a pen as he placed it on the table next to them.

Clare stared at Travis, trying to control her breathing as anger surged through her. It had been only a few weeks since her parents had passed away, and she had nothing else to her name except the inheritance left to her.

“If I don’t?” she said quietly, almost hoping he wouldn’t hear her.

But he did.

Narrowing his coal-colored eyes, he glared at her. His jaw tightened and his nostrils flared, causing her stomach to quiver in fear. She tried to breathe, but couldn’t. The breath was caught in her throat as she waited for a reprimand that would surely come.

He quickly closed the gap between them, fury on his face as he grabbed her arm and twisted it behind her. Shoving her down onto the table in front of the contract, he locked her arm behind her back.

“Travis!” she screamed in pain as her wrist suddenly burned and throbbed.

“Sign it,” he commanded through clenched teeth.

“Travis, my wrist, please,” she cried, tears springing to her eyes.

“Don’t make me tell you again! Do you want to be punished?” He tightened his hold on her, the pain increasing immediately.

She shook her head, crying silently as teardrops cascaded down her cheeks. Her free hand grabbed the pen and awkwardly signed her name where he pointed. As she signed the last spot needed, he released her and grabbed the contract.

He walked out of the room and she said nothing.

She just stood there and watched him take the last bit of her parents from her. Watched him steal her future and replace it with his.

The thought suddenly hit her.

He was never going to let her leave.

—

“Clare? Clare!” Rory was inches from her face, his eyes full of worry.

“What?” She frowned, wondering why her head was aching.

“Are you okay?” He gave her his hand, helping her sit up slowly.

Glancing around, she realized she had been flat on the ground, and a giant knot on the back of her head was the source of the aching. Her mouth was dry, her skin cold, and she felt guilty for the apprehension on Rory’s face.

“What happened?”

“I have no idea—I think you fainted. Here, drink this.” He handed her a bottle of water, and she gulped it down gratefully.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, embarrassed as he helped her stand up.

“Don’t be. I’m the one who should be sorry. I pushed you too hard today.” He frowned as his hands circled her waist, securing her on her feet. It was clear he was not going to let her go until he could be sure she wouldn’t fall over again.

“Come on, let’s get outside. Some fresh, cold air might help.”

She allowed him to lead her out of the ring.

Less than a minute later, they stood on the sidewalk out front, staring at each other. He pulled her to him, something she always loved. He rubbed her upper arms, using friction to warm her up, since it was a bit cold. The fresh air was definitely what she needed, though; her mind was already clearing.

“Talk to me, mhuirnín.”

She bit her lip nervously, not sure what to tell him. Her life with Travis wasn’t something she was proud of, and it wasn’t fun to think about or remember. She dropped her forehead against his chest, cuddling into him. He squeezed her tighter, enjoying the intimacy but not letting it distract him.

“I don’t know what to tell you. I just remembered something from when I was younger.” She sniffed, looking up at him. “I guess it still affects me more than I realized.”

His jaw stretched tight, and she knew that he didn’t like her answer. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was holding back a lot, or because he was feeling protective.

“Who did you think about?” he said through gritted teeth.

“What do you mean?”

“I was twisting your arm behind your back, Clare. Who did that to you?” She should have given him more credit, she realized, as he had easily put that together.

“My ex, Travis.” She wrapped her arms around Rory’s waist and pressed her cheek into his shoulder. “He could get a little rough sometimes.”

Rory exhaled slowly, and she felt his chest deflate underneath her cheek.

“Never again. No one will ever lay their hands on you again.” He finished by kissing her forehead and wrapping her even tighter into him.

—

It was days later, but Clare still felt like she was on air as she flitted around O’Leary’s in the evening, helping patrons. Over and over again, her mind kept replaying the training she’d done with Rory the last few days, how protective he had been that first day, and how powerful he had made her feel every day since as he taught her more and more.

He inspired something in her, empowered her to be someone she hadn’t known was possible. He believed in her, something no one else had done before in her life.

Aside from that, she had never before felt cared for and guarded, but with Rory she felt like she had a brand-new shield standing between her and every pain she had ever felt. Nothing could get through him to her; she was safe.

Any reluctance she had initially shown with Rory was gone—after all, it was hard to deny anything was happening when his brother had caught them naked together. She didn’t mind; she had come to terms with the fact that she did want to be with Rory. She hadn’t felt this giddy about a man since high school, and she was pretty sure that back then it had been just because someone was showing an interest in her.

Now that she wasn’t an insecure young teenager, it felt different. Rory wasn’t just a great guy, someone who made her shiver with excitement or who did things to her in bed she hadn’t known possible. He was also able to make her feel strong. He made her see herself through his eyes, and she loved what she saw.

This felt like a beginning, but of what, she wasn’t sure.

Clare smiled to herself as she daydreamed, sliding a rack of steaming, freshly washed beer glasses out of the dishwasher in the kitchen and carrying it out to the bar area. O’Leary’s was packed, even for the late hour, so she resumed making drinks once the glasses were restocked.

“Crown and Coke over here, Clare.” The handsome young man she recognized as Kane, Rory’s younger brother, took a free spot at the bar.

“Hi, Kane.” She gave him a cordial smile, feeling slightly awkward—she hadn’t actually spoken to him since he’d found her and Rory naked in the ring.

“Aw, don’t be all stiff on me now, Clare.” He winked at her, taking the drink as she slid it over to him.

“I’m not.”

“Oh, yes, you are. Okay, so I caught you sleeping with my brother. Big deal. You could do a lot worse.” Kane shrugged.

“We weren’t sleeping together!” she protested, unsure why she was lying.

“Really?”

“Well, we were, uh, but—” she stammered, not knowing what to say to hide the crimson embarrassment that snuck up her cheeks.

“I heard the same song and dance from him, doll. Both of you are falling all over each other right in front of us, then denying anything is happening. We’re not blind, you know.”

“Who’s we?”

“That would be me.” Quinn, Rory’s other younger brother, slapped Kane on the shoulders.

Jimmy joined them. “I want in. What are we talking about?”

“Clare, have you ever officially met my brothers? This is Quinn, local lowlife and jack-of-all-trades, and the youngest of us, Jimmy. He’s NYPD, so be on your best behavior.” Kane winked at her.

“Good to meet ya, Clare. If you’re serving drinks, I’ll take a Guinness.” Quinn smiled at her, tossing his black hair out of his eyes. Redheaded Jimmy pulled up a stool next to Kane, while Quinn just leaned against the bar.

“Same here, Clare. Thanks.”

Clare busied herself getting their drinks, trying not to be flustered that three insanely attractive and buff men were all standing in front of her and focusing only on her. On top of all that, she couldn’t shake the feeling she was being assessed to see if she was good enough for Rory.

“So, you’re the girl who’s completely changed our big brother?” Jimmy smiled at her, leaning on the bar.

“What do you mean?”

“He means that Jimmy hasn’t had to fudge as many police reports lately,” Quinn teased, giving his brother a gentle shove.

“I didn’t fudge police reports.” Jimmy scowled for a second, but then he cracked a mischievous smile. “I just lost them more often when they had Rory’s name on them.”

“Don’t worry, Rory’s not like that anymore,” Kane reassured her.

“Not even close,” Jimmy added.

“He used to party all the time, a never-ending parade of skanks, but lately I haven’t seen him even blink at a single woman,” Kane told her.

“Except you,” Quinn confirmed, watching her intently.

“He’s not even partying. I haven’t seen him drinking this past week. It’s crazy.” Kane continued, and the brothers all nodded in agreement.

“People change.” Clare kept a straight face, trying to contain her excitement. She didn’t want to tell herself that Rory was actually that taken with her; it left too much room for disappointment. What if they were wrong?

“Only with the right motivations,” Kane told her as she handed them all another round of drinks.

“Here, it’s on the house.”

“Is that a bribe, Clare?” Quinn teased.

“Bribe for what?”

“Leave her alone, Quinn,” Jimmy ordered.

“To win the Kavanagh clan approval, of course. Haven’t you heard? Our pops runs this part of town, old-school Irish Mafia, used to be quite the boxer back in the day for the Westies,” Quinn continued, sounding like he was both bragging and trying to sound intimidating.

Clare blinked at him, her mouth falling slightly open. She had heard some of the rumors and she had met Seamus, but while he was a bit gruff and certainly had a tough exterior, he had been gentle and kind with her.

“Trying to scare away my girl, Quinn?”

Everyone turned around to see Rory towering over them, arms crossed over his chest. With the intimidating stance he was holding himself in as he eyed his brother, he seemed to stand ten times his normal size.

“If she can scare.”

Quinn smirked at her, as if the two had a secret between them. She smiled back, feeling like she had just passed their test.

“Didn’t work,” Clare jested, trying not to stare at Rory, who happened to look irresistible at the moment in a skin-tight black T-shirt that showed every muscle outlined beneath.

“I like her, man. Don’t fuck it up,” Quinn told him as his brothers began ragging on Rory.

“I don’t plan on it.” Rory’s stature softened and he motioned for her to come over to the end of the bar, away from his brothers, where there was a break in the wooden surface. She smiled and quickly followed, pushing up the section of the counter that lifted so employees could get from behind the bar into the pub. Rory joined her in the gap and slid his arms around her, pulling her against him.

They were slightly hidden from view by the lifted counter and the wall on the other side of them, so she felt less inhibited about the public display.

“My brothers are assholes,” he said, grimacing.

“I think they’re sweet. They clearly love you.”

He moved to trail his fingers down her upper arm.

Clare felt her body shiver in response, but she was far from cold. She admired his silver eyes, eyes that seemed molten now as he stared intensely at her.

“So, I’ve been thinking, and I want to ask you…” Rory pushed a stray hair off her forehead and tucked it behind her ear, pausing for a moment.

Clare immediately blushed, feeling self-conscious as she realized she was wearing her apron still and reeked of alcohol from splashing beer on herself earlier.

“Ask me what?” She slid her hands up between them, resting her palms flat on his chest, enjoying the solid feeling of pure muscle beneath her.

“Go on another official date with me.”

“That doesn’t sound like a question.”

“Maybe because I already know your answer.” He leaned in toward her, kissing the tip of her nose gently. A bit light-headed just from his touch, she felt her body sag against him.

“Okay,” she whispered breathlessly. She couldn’t think of anything else to say; her mind had gone completely blank.

“Kane’s first match is on Friday night. Come watch. Then we’ll go out after to celebrate,” he told her as his lips grazed the corner of hers.

She just nodded, her hands gripping his shoulders to keep herself from collapsing. Even though he was bending over slightly, she still had to reach up quite a bit to touch his shoulders as he towered a foot above her.

A shrill, irritating voice cut into their conversation. “Clare!” She just rolled her eyes, cursing Cian in her mind for having the ability to completely ruin a perfect moment.

“I think your boss is calling.”

“Clare, the two-top by the window needs drinks. Go take—” Cian appeared behind her, already ordering her around. The moment he saw Rory standing there, he froze and his hand protectively came up to guard his face.

“What is he doing in here?” he seethed in a low tone.

“Cian, relax. I’m not going to punch you. Yet,” Rory said menacingly, just enough question in his voice to make Clare’s boss wonder if that was true.

Cian crossed his hands over his chest, trying to appear tougher than he was. “You’re banned from here.”

“He’s not banned. The corporate manager already said you couldn’t ban anyone,” Clare said defiantly.

Cian just narrowed his eyes at her, his nostrils flaring. Giving up, he stormed off to the back room, cursing under his breath.

“Feisty.” There was a spark in Rory’s eyes as he gazed at Clare.

“Don’t forget it.”

“I’ll see you later tonight to take you home, mhuirnín.” He gave her a quick kiss on her forehead, then released her and strutted back over to his brothers, who were clearly snickering and being juvenile about the interaction.

Rory whacked Quinn on the back of his head, which told Clare Quinn must have made some type of smart-ass comment. Cian shouted for her again, and she scurried back behind the bar to finish her shift.


Chapter 14

“Clare, don’t you have a cellphone or something?” Cian barked as he wandered back into the empty pub to find her counting her tips at the counter.

“Yeah, why?”

“Stop using the bar’s number as your own personal line, then.” Cian scowled, pulling open the cash register and replacing the empty tray after having secured all the day’s earnings in the bank envelope.

“What are you talking about?”

“You have a call on line one. Hurry up—you still have side work to do.”

He waved her away as Clare pushed the bills on the counter together and pocketed her tips, heading to the back room that led to the office. She couldn’t imagine who would be calling her here, since only her new, local friends knew she worked here.

She picked up the receiver that was sitting on the desk, off the hook. “Hello?”

“I’ve missed that sound,” a scratchy voice rumbled, and Clare instantly felt her stomach drop.

“Clare?” the caller said when she didn’t respond.

“What do you want?” Her teeth were clenched together, her tone stern.

“That’s not a very nice way to talk to your boyfriend, Clare.”

“How did you find me, Travis?” She tried to stay stern, but her voice was faltering. She bit her lip furiously, angry at herself for showing fear and even more angry at him for causing it.

“You were never the brightest crayon in the box, baby. I’ve known where you are for a while. I’ve let you have your fun, your little bout of independence, but my patience is running thin. You have something that is mine, and I want it back. So, either you come home or I come to you. And you know that if you make me come get you, you’re not going to be the only one to pay for your mistake.” He went from nonchalant to forceful and threatening in a flash.

“I’m not coming back, and that money is mine; it was my parents’. You stole it, and I stole it back. You’re not touching it, or me, again. We are over. I’m not your girlfriend.” She clasped the phone receiver in her hand tightly, her body shaking.

“You know I’ve always liked it when you pick the hard way. A lot more fun for me. See you soon, baby.”

The line went dead.

Trembling, Clare placed the phone on the receiver, closing her eyes. She felt nauseated and realized she was about to vomit. Jumping up out of the office chair, she rushed down the hall to the employee bathroom and instantly emptied the contents of her stomach.

“Well, that’s just disgusting. You could have at least closed the door,” Cian said from behind her, as he leaned against the doorframe.

“Sorry,” she whimpered, kneeling over the toilet, waiting for the next round of sickness to hit her.

“You better not be pregnant. I can’t afford to hire and train a new bartender right now.”

“I’m not pregnant, Cian. I just need to go home.” She stood up and washed out her mouth in the sink, then wiped her face with some paper towels.

“Fine, I’ll finish up tonight. But only because I’m afraid you might puke on me. You have a couple days off anyway, but you better be good to go by Saturday.” He marched back to the office, not showing any further interest in her or concern for her well-being.

She unsteadily trailed over to her locker and collected her belongings, then called a cab from her cellphone to meet her out front. She knew Rory would be mad at her for leaving early, but she didn’t want to explain to him. Things were still so new between them. She didn’t even know how to define what they were to each other.

Once thing was certain: She wasn’t about to burden him with her problems.

Especially when it now seemed like she was going to have to run again.

—

Rory checked his cellphone for the time. Clare was normally done by now, but she had yet to leave O’Leary’s and meet him and Ace out front. Circling around the alley to the back of the building, he knocked on the metal door.

“Fuck, what do you want?” Cian greeted him after pushing open the heavy door. Rory ignored the man’s unpleasant attitude, staring past him into the back of the restaurant.

“Is Clare done yet?”

“No, she left like ninety minutes ago.” He crossed his arms, staring Rory down defiantly.

“She left early?”

“Yeah, she was really fucking things up tonight, so I sent her home.”

Rory tightened his jaw at the comment, narrowing his eyes at Cian and seriously contemplating breaking his nose again. Ace snarled quietly next to him, feeling the animosity between the men. Rory put his hand out flat, a signal for Ace to calm down. Nervousness flashed over Cian’s weaselly face as he glanced at the dog and gulped.

“What are you talking about?” Rory tried to keep his voice calm and slow, when really he just wanted to smash a fist through Cian’s arrogant face.

“First, giving out the bar number like it’s her own personal line. I don’t tolerate employees using up our phone bill like that. Then puking everywhere the moment she finishes her call. Disgusting. That girl has been nothing but a headache since I hired her. Big mistake.”

“Cian, I’m trying really hard here to control my temper, but if you say one more bad thing about Clare, I will make you regret it.” Rory clenched his fists at his sides.

“Fuck, calm down, Irish Hulk.” Cian was getting bolder, and for a moment Rory considered helping him relearn his lesson. Not tonight, he decided, Clare needed him.

“Did she say where she was going?” Rory asked Cian.

“Don’t know, don’t care.”

“Thanks for all your help,” Rory said sarcastically, pulling his phone out of his pocket as he left. Ace dutifully followed him.

He dialed Clare’s number, waiting as the phone rang. But it didn’t ring, it went straight to voicemail. Rory hung up and tried again once he reached the sidewalk, wondering if his reception was faulty.

Voicemail again.

Cursing, he texted her, asking her where she was. He knew the route to her home like the back of his hand, so he began walking that direction, checking his phone every few minutes to see if she had responded. His mind was racing as a flurry of different thoughts bombarded him. He had just seen her a few hours ago, yet here he was, glued to his phone waiting for her name to pop up. He had never been that way with a girl before; it was frustrating as hell.

At his brisk pace, it wasn’t long until he and Ace were in front of her apartment building pressing on the buzzer for 3B. After multiple attempts with no answer, Rory began pressing her neighbors’ buzzers, hoping that one of them would let him in.

Luckily, someone did, and he heard the door beep. He grabbed the handle and swung it open, taking the stairs two at a time. He paused in front of her door, pacing for a moment as he thought.

Running his fingers through his wavy brown hair, he began second-guessing himself. Maybe she had just gone home early. Showing up on her doorstep might make her regard him as a crazy stalker.

Or maybe she was hurt. Or ill. What if she needed help?

He exhaled loudly, looking up at the ceiling and hating his indecision. Back in his fighting days, this never would have happened. He never would have let a woman get under his skin like this, let alone hesitate about what to do. Standing in Clare’s hallway, he found himself questioning all of it. Questioning who he had become, who he was before Clare, and who he was now that she had come into his life.

“Buddy, you ring my buzzer?” An older man poked his head out from the door down the hall.

“Oh, yeah, I’m sorry, sir,” Rory responded.

“Whatcha doin’ over by Ms. Ivers, then?” he asked, suspiciously.

Rory stepped toward the man, trying not to be as intimidating as his size made him appear. He hoped that the giant, scar-covered dog trotting beside him wouldn’t intimidate him, either.

“I’m trying to find Clare. Have you seen her?”

“What’s it to you? She your girlfriend or something?”

“No, I, uh—she just left early from work. I was just checking on her is all.” Rory found himself blushing, then mentally criticized himself for it. The man had asked him a simple question, and he hadn’t known the answer. Is she my girlfriend?

“Uh-huh.” The old man was clearly not buying it. “Well, you ain’t goin’ to find her here, son. She left a while ago. Had a couple suitcases with her. Doubt she’ll be back anytime soon.”

The old man shuffled back into his apartment, closed the door. Rory’s mouth opened, shocked. He couldn’t believe that Clare would just leave. He stepped back over to her door and knocked. He had to find out for himself. After a minute of knocking with no answer, he pulled his wallet out of his pocket. Finding a pick he kept in there, he fiddled with the doorknob, listening carefully for the click.

A few failed attempts later, Clare’s door popped open, and Rory quickly let himself and Ace inside, then closed the door behind them.

“Clare?” he called out, his gaze roaming around her apartment.

The very first thing he saw was her cellphone on a table by the front door. He picked it up and powered it on, seeing all his missed calls appear on the screen. She had left it behind.

She didn’t want to be found.

He had been inside her place only once before, but it had been late at night and they had made a beeline for the bedroom. Even when he had left the next morning, he had been distracted and hadn’t taken the time to really see where she lived.

He wasn’t sure what he had pictured, but this certainly wasn’t it. The entire place was empty, barely a shell of a home. But not empty as though someone had left in a hurry, empty as though it never had anything in it to begin with. The kitchen had one chair up against a windowsill that was clearly used as a table.

There was a small table by the front door that held a bowl with a few keys in it, plus a random magazine. The living room had one small box television in the corner on top of a milk crate facing a futon that doubled as a couch. Farther back, only partitioned off by some folding screens he hadn’t noticed before, was the bedroom.

The bed was the one thing he remembered; it had definitely seen better days. It was flanked by a small nightstand and a dresser to one side. There was nothing on the walls, no photos or frames, no decorations of any kind.

How had I not noticed this?

He had been here before, but completely failed to pay attention to how she had been living. As he and Ace roamed the tiny place, the one thing he found that was remotely reminiscent of someone living there was a clay pot holding a small ivy plant on the bedroom windowsill. It was dark green, well fed, and the soil was moist when Rory reached in to feel it.

Guilt racked him as he sat down on her futon, feeling as if he had failed to take care of her, to give her what she needed. He had more money than he knew what to do with, and she ate her breakfast on a window ledge. Rory dropped his head, leaning his elbows on his knees as he thought about the signs he had missed.

Ace came over and sat in front of him, dropping down to the ground and making a sad, whimpering sound as he laid his head down. Rory reached down and scratched behind Ace’s ears, hoping that the small comfort would make both of them feel better.

The showers at the gym because there was only a half bath in here. The coffee and lunches she had with Casey that he always saw show up on Casey’s credit card bill, which he paid for her. He had always been one to take care of the women in his life, yet he had been completely oblivious to Clare’s needs.

And now she was gone.

Rory stood and picked up the ivy plant, taking it with him as he and Ace left the depressing apartment and walked slowly to his place on the other side of Woodlawn. He put her plant on the windowsill in his kitchen, unsure of why he had taken it. He just knew that if it had meant enough to her to care for it, he didn’t want that to be for nothing.

He had liked being with Clare; he still did. Now that she was gone, he realized that it was more than that. Sighing, he had no choice but to admit to himself that he had loved her.

He had been in love with her.

It was clear now, and he wished he had figured it out sooner. Then maybe he could have told her, instead of missing her. Now he wondered if he had ever really known her. Either way, she had left not only him, but her entire life in the Bronx. She had made sure there was no way to trace her.

She didn’t want him to find her.

She didn’t want him.

The thought was agonizing, and Rory was already in enough pain. His leg hurt him every day, but with all the new tension plaguing his body right now, the pain seemed to have doubled. It made him wonder why he had bothered going through everything he had to try to get off the prescription pills.

Rory stood in his kitchen, suddenly realizing that he didn’t have to go through that anymore. If Clare had given up on him, why shouldn’t he? He had gotten clean for her, but she had still left him.

He searched through his apartment, looking anywhere for leftover medications. Ace watched him in confusion as he tore open drawers and cabinets, hoping to find a forgotten bottle somewhere.

He had thrown everything away to be clean for her, but he was hoping that maybe he had missed something. Almost an hour later, he still came up empty. Making a mental note, he decided to ask one of the doctors who had given him prescriptions before at Legends. Or maybe ransack one of their lockers to find a prescription pad to tide him over.

He was desperate.

Melancholy overtook him as he changed his clothes and crawled into bed. Ace lay on the floor by the foot of the bed as Rory, tossing and turning for hours, let sleep find him slowly.


Chapter 15

No one had told her how cold it was in New York in late fall. Clare desperately missed the warmth and sun of California as she sat on a bench on the outskirts of Van Cortlandt Park, trying to decide what to do.

She had two suitcases filled with her clothes, plus her purse, and that was it. Her purse contained only the tips from one night’s work, and that wasn’t going to get her anywhere fast. She found herself wishing she was older: Her parents had left her a hefty sum of money in a trust fund, but she couldn’t touch it until next year, when she turned twenty-five.

Clare’s mother and father hadn’t known that they were going to pass away so early in life, leaving her stranded and at the mercy of someone like Travis for years until she could make use of her inheritance. They had meant the money to be a gift, not a means of survival, and yet now it was something much worse. Clare remembered how she had found Travis’s safe accidentally left open one evening when he was drunk.

That was the night she left.

Having access to his safe, she stole back the contract that he had made her sign, which turned her trust fund over to him when she turned twenty-five. She hadn’t really thought any of it through—how she was going to keep him from finding her, or where she was going to go.

She had just left.

A couple of people had helped her, but from what she later heard, they paid the price. Guilt swarmed through her as she contemplated what Travis might have done to them. Shaking her head at the thoughts, Clare reminded herself that that was exactly why she refused to let anyone else help her again. She was on her own, and as soon as she turned twenty-five, Travis would have nothing to hold over her anymore.

Pulling the coat around her tighter, Clare wondered what her next move should be. She had purposely left behind her phone and any possible way of finding her. She couldn’t risk Travis’s using anything to track her down. It was better that she left now, not knowing where to go.

If she didn’t know where she was going, Travis wouldn’t, either.

Seemed like sound reasoning, until the cold began biting through her thin jacket. Pulling herself up, Clare grabbed her bags and headed toward the Bronx River Parkway to find a bus stop. Still racking her brain about where to go, she played through the list of possibilities.

She could try to go back to California, but she had no family there and Travis had certainly made sure to get rid of all her friends. Plus he would definitely find her there; it was his turf.

Although, apparently, he could find her anywhere.

Sniffing, Clare tried to push the fear out of her mind.

The friend who had sublet the apartment to her was out of the question; Clare didn’t know her that well anyway. She was the daughter of friends of her late parents. Anyway, Travis had clearly figured out that avenue.

That was her entire history, her entire network of people. All summed up in fewer than the fingers on one hand. Approaching the bus stop, Clare realized she had no options left.

This was it.

She was alone.

“Clare? What are you doing at a bus stop?” Or maybe I’m not alone, Clare thought, as she turned to find the voice’s origin.

“Casey, hi…” She fumbled awkwardly with her words, trying not to meet Casey’s eyes as the tall redhead sauntered up to her.

“You know, Rory’s been blowing up all of our phones tonight looking for you?”

“He has?” She felt more guilty by the second.

“And here you are, at a bus stop, with a bunch of luggage.” Casey’s statement definitely sounded more like a question. “Did you guys get in a fight or something?”

“What? No!” Clare said hurriedly.

It was bad enough that she felt guilty for leaving; she couldn’t handle people thinking it was Rory’s fault on top of all that.

“I just need to get out of town”—Clare bit her lip nervously—“at least for a while. Please don’t tell Rory.”

“Why not? I’m your friend, Clare, but I’m Rory’s family first. And to think I was worried Rory would be the one to break your heart. If you just up and leave him for no reason in the middle of the night, I don’t think he will come back from that. He’s been through too much already.”

“I just don’t have another choice. I don’t want to hurt him—that’s why I need to leave. Believe me, Casey, he is in danger if I stay.” Clare felt tears beginning to threaten.

Casey pushed her hands into her pockets, carefully surveying her. Clare gulped anxiously, hoping Casey would give up and leave. Her friend’s eyes were narrow and calculating, telling her that she might not get that wish.

“Come on, you’re coming to my place.” Casey stepped forward and grabbed one of Clare’s suitcases, then carried it off with her.

Clare jumped up in surprise. She needed that luggage—it contained all she had left in the world. But Casey was moving swiftly. Frustrated, Clare followed her. She tried to tell herself that it wasn’t a big deal. Worst-case scenario, she decided, she could leave in the morning.

Ten minutes later, Clare was sitting on Casey’s couch while her friend opened a bottle of wine in the kitchen behind her. She was grateful to be somewhere warm, and she had to admit that her feet were tired from working all day. The soft, plush couch was definitely inviting.

“Here you go—some red wine to make you talk.” Casey smiled at her, handing her a freshly poured glass.

“Thank you.” Clare accepted the wine, sipping gratefully. “But there isn’t anything to talk about.”

“Clare, either you talk to me now or I’ll call Rory.”

“Some friend you are,” Clare scoffed, more than a little annoyed.

“The worst. Now talk.”

Clare studied Casey over the rim of her wineglass as she took a few more sips. Finally, she concluded that she really didn’t have a choice; Casey wasn’t going to drop the issue until she knew what was going on.

Now she just had to figure out what to tell her, and how much.

“Casey, I’m not trying to hide things or be dishonest. I promise. It’s just that by telling you or Rory, it puts you guys in the line of fire. And this is my fight. I don’t want anyone else hurt because of it.” Clare hoped to reason with Casey as a last resort.

“Girl, listen, I may be only twenty-one, but I’m no stranger to this. I teach a self-defense class, which has given me a pretty good sense of why you enrolled. Maybe I don’t know the specific details, but I’ve known since the day I met you that you’re running from something or someone.”

“You have?” Clare frowned.

“Yeah, we all are. Everyone has demons. Some are in our heads, some are in our pasts. Others have a pulse and are lurking around in our futures.”

“Which one are you?”

“All of them?” Casey paced her kitchen. “My whole family died in a fire when I was four years old. My older brothers, Declan and Liam, were born around the same time as Rory and Quinn. My dad was Seamus’s brother.”

“I’m so sorry, Case.”

“Yeah, it’s been awful. Rory and his brothers and their parents have all been my only family since then. They took me in right away. Plus, after everything Rory did to save me—well, that’s why I can’t have you hurting him. I can’t let you just run off without telling him why.”

“Wait—what do you mean, save you? What does the fire have to do with Rory?”

“He’s the only reason I’m alive. Our house was right next to his; our dads did everything together like that. He saw the fire from his bedroom window. He was eleven years old when he pulled me out of the house.” Casey finished the last of her wine and got up to pour herself more.

Clare felt tears stinging her eyes as she thought of Rory, everything he had been through and everything he had done. He had told her about the fire, but never once had he mentioned his role in saving his cousin’s life. The thought of him as a little boy facing such a terrifying ordeal was heartbreaking.

She realized then and there that Rory was like that: He didn’t want appreciation or gratitude; he just wanted to help. He spent all his free time volunteering at a shelter, and Clare was the only person in his life who knew. He was training his brother and he had saved his cousin, and he never once asked for a thank-you.

Clare’s chest suddenly felt heavy and tears wet her cheeks as she put her glass down on the coffee table, doubling over to drop her head between her knees. She was trying to regain her breath, but ended up beginning to sob instead. Casey appeared at her side almost instantly, rubbing her back gently.

“Clare, it’s okay, it’s over. Why are you crying?”

“I love him.” She stared up at Casey, realizing that it was true. She knew it now without a doubt, and the thought terrified her.

“We all know that.”

“No, you don’t understand. I’m in love with Rory.” Clare sniffed back her tears, calming down as she realized that she sounded a little hysterical.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Yes! It is! He will find me, he will know I love someone else, and he will hurt him. It will all be my fault.” She dropped her head into her hands again.

“Who? What? Slow down, Clare.”

“Travis Creighton—he called me at O’Leary’s. He knows where I am and he’s coming for me. This is such a fucking mess!” Clare started crying again, feeling frustrated with everything.

Just when she realized that love had been staring at her this whole time, she was going to lose it.

“Is Travis the one you’ve been running from?”

Clare nodded her head.

“You don’t have to tell me any more, but we definitely need to call Rory. He’ll know what to do.”

“But Travis is so jealous—you don’t understand. Rory would be in danger if he got involved. Travis has a serious temper; he’s always high on something.”

“Clare, stop. Have you met Rory? He’s not easily frightened. At the very least, don’t you think he can decide for himself if he wants to be involved or not?”

Clare thought about that for a second, then slowly nodded in agreement. She hadn’t really thought about it that way before. She knew that Rory could handle himself, but she was worried he would feel forced to help if she asked him. Casey was right though: Rory did what he wanted; no one could make him do anything.

Not even her.

Casey got up and grabbed her phone out of the bedroom, then called Rory. Clare watched in apprehension, sipping some more wine and pushing herself as far back into the couch as she could. She grabbed a blanket from the edge of the couch and wrapped it around her legs, feeling comforted at the tight hold. She took a few deep breaths and wiped at the tears under her eyes.

“He’s not answering his phone.” Casey frowned. “I’ll keep trying to call him, but in the meantime, the second bedroom is yours. I never bothered to replace my roommate when she moved out a few months ago, so why don’t you stay here for now?”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to put you out like that.”

“Clare, you’re staying here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And to think, I’m the baby here,” Casey teased her.

—

Rory rolled over onto his back in bed, staring at the clock on the nightstand. He was due to be at Legends soon to train Kane, which was the last thing he wanted to be doing right now. He rubbed a hand over his eyes and then stared up at the ceiling, wondering what the point of getting out of bed was.

Clare had left him. She was gone.

He loved her.

His chest felt heavy and empty all at the same time. His knee was throbbing as it did every morning, but he barely noticed it over the onslaught of hurt ripping through his heart. He had fallen for her. He wished he had figured it out sooner, but now that she was gone, he knew it without question.

Sitting up, he saw Ace sprawled out across the end of the bed, which was unusual since he always slept on the floor. He wondered if his dog could sense the hurt he was feeling and was being protective.

Tomorrow was Kane’s qualifying fight, so Rory swung his legs over the bed and proceeded to start his day. He gritted his teeth to try to breathe through the pain as his leg complained intensely under the pressure of his weight. He stared down at the knotted scar that sliced across his knee, remembering when Clare had kissed it.

Now that he looked back on it, that was probably the moment he fell in love with her. Her wholehearted acceptance of who he was had touched him deeply. But it was too late; she was gone, and his knee ached with a pain that vied with the pain in his heart. He decided right then and there that he was going to find some pills when he got to Legends. There was no point in trying to stay clean anymore.

Rory settled on a bowl of cereal for breakfast, feeding Ace at the same time. He got dressed in a black muscle shirt and some long, dark red gym shorts, then bundled up in a jacket for the quick yet cold walk in the late fall weather. Leashing Ace, he and the dog headed out together. Ten minutes later, they trudged through the front doors of the family gym.

“Morning, bro,” Kane greeted him with a nod.

Rory didn’t answer, ignoring him. He just didn’t want to deal with anyone right now. He didn’t want to talk.

“You look like shit. I’m guessing you didn’t find Clare?” Kane continued.

“What do you think, asshole?” Rory grumbled, passing his brother, who was standing outside the locker room doors. He went inside and put away his coat and Ace’s leash, the dog loose beside him, then rifled through several neighboring lockers. They were easy to get into when you had the master key to all of them.

Right now he needed one thing and one thing only, because there was no way he was going to get through the day without some help. He lucked out on the fifth locker, finding a bottle of hydrocodone pills in someone’s gym bag. He took out the whole bottle, gulping down two immediately dry, while ignoring the whining coming from Ace, standing next to him. He poured the rest of the bottle into a plastic sandwich bag before replacing the bottle in the gym bag. Rory stowed the bag in his pocket for later before he left the locker room.

When Rory emerged from the locker room, he found Kane staring him down, arms crossed over his chest.

“What’s wrong with you? I’m sure she’ll turn up. You need to relax,” Kane said, following Rory over to the rings with Ace.

“What the fuck do you know?”

“You’re so pleasant in the mornings—what’s going on?”

“Will you just drop it?” Rory bit back the desire to punch someone, anyone.

“Why answer all my questions with a question?”

Rory groaned in frustration. “Can we please just train?”

“You did it again.”

Rory felt something snap in him and he whirled around, his fist connecting with Kane’s jaw, hard. Ace started barking as Kane staggered back a few steps, gasping. Several members working out nearby turned to watch them.

“Shut up, Ace.” Rory motioned to the dog, who stopped barking at the command.

Seamus’s booming voice intervened. “What the hell is going on here?”

Rory turned toward the cage, again almost tripping over Ace, who seemed to be glued to his side. The dog was staring up at him intently, and Rory was getting aggravated. He had enough judgment in his life; he didn’t need it from the damn dog, too.

“Rory, what the fuck was that?” Kane yelled furiously, storming back toward him but stopping when he saw Ace’s protective stance.

“I’m not fucking doing this.”

“Outside, both of you. Now!” Seamus commanded, glancing around the gym at the audience that was beginning to form.

Rory and Kane glared at each other for a moment, not moving. Slowly, they both obeyed and headed toward the front of the gym, keeping a wide gap between them. Having left his jacket in the locker room, Rory was hit hard by the cold air when they stepped out front onto the sidewalk. Ace was beside him, warily watching Rory’s brother and father.

Kane glared at his brother as they stood apart from each other. “Are you drinking again?”

“I wish,” Rory grumbled, appreciating the pills in his pocket and wishing he could take more.

“What happened in there?” Seamus asked in concern.

“Your son is a fucking lunatic is what happened,” Kane retorted.

Rory said nothing. Seamus glowered at the two men, visibly frustrated, then pushed his hands through his thick salt-and-pepper hair.

“Kane, go inside. I want to talk to your brother.” Kane flung up his hands like he could care less and left the two of them alone.

Rory’s father spoke to him. “You’re using again, aren’t you?”

It was phrased as a question, but there was certainty in his voice. Guilt washed over Rory as he shoved his hands into his pockets uncomfortably, feeling the bag of pills beneath his fingertips.

“My knee is still fucked up,” Rory said weakly, knowing the excuse wouldn’t make a difference.

“Damn it, Rory. What happened? You stopped for a while, like at least the last few weeks. Am I wrong?” Seamus paced back and forth.

“I did.”

“Then why did you start again? The whole family was about to force you into rehab, but then we noticed you getting better. That girl was having a good influence on you—you were getting better.”

“It’s not that simple,” Rory mumbled, dropping his head again.

“It is that simple, son. You’re walking around here with a giant chip on your shoulder, like the world owes you something. That’s not how your mother and I raised you.” Seamus’s voice drifted from commanding to sorrowful as he talked.

“Dad, I’m fine.”

“Do you have anything on you right now?”

Rory realized too late that he had unconsciously put a protective hand over his pocket when his father asked him that. Seamus put his hand out, motioning for Rory to empty his pockets. Rory reluctantly reached a hand in and pulled out the sandwich bag, then dropped it in his father’s hand.

“Shit,” a female voice behind them mumbled.

Another woman’s voice joined in. “What’s that?”

Both Rory and his father turned to find Casey and Clare staring at the interaction. Rory’s jaw dropped in shock. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He had honestly thought he would never see her again. She had left everything behind, including him.

“Rory, please tell me you’re not high right now.” Casey sounded so forlorn and heartbroken, causing another sweep of guilt to pass through him at the thought of disappointing one of the most important women in his life.

“Clare, you’re here,” he stuttered, baffled at what to say. This was less than the ideal way to see her again, handing a bag of pills to his father.

“Casey, I’m handling this,” Seamus told her.

“Rory, what’s going on? What do they mean?” Clare looked stricken; her face had lost what little color it first had. Her hand absently dropped to pet Ace, who had gone rushing over to her the moment her presence was known. Rory glared at him for a second. Traitor.

“I thought you left,” he said, as if it was a clear explanation.

“I’m staying at Casey’s. We tried calling you. I had to tell you something.” Clare’s eyes swept over him, filled with something he couldn’t identify.

Rory suddenly realized that he didn’t have his phone on him, having left it on his kitchen table last night. He hadn’t even bothered to check it again—since Clare didn’t have her phone with her, there was nothing he needed it for. At least that was what he had thought, but he was clearly wrong.

“So you started doing drugs?” Clare turned to his family for confirmation, clearly trying to figure out what was going on.

No one said anything, and Rory cringed as he saw the realization finally strike her. Shame swelled up in him, threatening to burst forth in a thousand excuses. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, having spent the last twelve hours thinking she was gone for good. He wanted to memorize everything about her, wanted to run over and wrap his arms around her, kiss her until he could taste nothing but her.

“It was never only alcohol, was it?” Clare asked.

He didn’t move; no one did.

“I can’t—I can’t do this.” She stumbled over her words, gawking between him and Casey. “You know I can’t. Not again—I can’t do it.”

Rory’s cousin just bit her lip nervously, glancing over at Rory with wide eyes. Clare backed up, then turned and briskly walked away from them. Ace whimpered. Rory moved to follow her, but Casey put her hands up and stepped in front of him.

“You have to let her go right now.”

“What? No, I just got her back!”

“Rory, stop. Let her go,” Seamus said, echoing similar advice before shoving the bag of pills into his pocket and heading back to the gym door. “We’ll talk about this tomorrow, son. Just go home for the day.” He walked inside, leaving Rory with Casey.

“I tried to call you a dozen times last night and this morning, Rory. Shit, this is such a mess. I mean, can you stop fucking everything up for once? You’re so much better than this. My cousin, my best friend—he is so much better than this, Rory.” Her eyes were teary as she spoke, which made him turn away. He couldn’t see her cry.

“I’m going to go check on her. Just go home, Rory.”

“What the fuck just happened? What is going on?” he said to no one in particular, as he found himself alone on the sidewalk.

He felt nauseous and confused. He wondered for a moment if this was what it felt like to lose your mind. Twelve hours had made his life unrecognizable; everyone he loved was angry with him.

Clare wasn’t gone, and yet she was.

He had lost her just as soon as he had found her.


Chapter 16

“He’s calling again.” Casey looked over at Clare expectantly, holding her phone up a few hours later.

“I can’t, please, I just can’t,” Clare told her, grabbing a pillow off the couch at Casey’s apartment and burying her face in it.

“All right, but we’re going to have to talk to him eventually. Well, you’re going to have to.”

“I know, and I will.” Clare dropped the pillow back down to her lap. “Be honest with me, Case. How long has he been using?”

“A while, but it’s really only been bad since the physical therapy from his injury ended.”

Clare studied her friend’s face as she talked, noting the sadness in her expression.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I thought you knew; most people do.”

“I knew he drank! How was I supposed to know it was more than that?” Clare was exasperated, and she wondered if she was foolish to think Casey was really her friend. She hated anything that had to do with drugs; she wouldn’t even take aspirin. Yet her boyfriend was an addict. Is he even my boyfriend?

This feels familiar. She closed her eyes in dread.

“Clare, I adore you, I really do, but it’s Rory. He’s like my brother—he’s been everything to me my whole life.” Casey’s normally sparkling blue eyes were dull and tortured.

Clare stood up from the couch and nodded, ambling over to the kitchen and lifting her coffee mug from under the coffeemaker, which just finished brewing. As she tossed in a little sugar and some creamer, she realized that of course Casey’s loyalties were to Rory, as they should be.

She wondered whether, if she still had a family, it would have been that way. There just seemed to be so much she didn’t understand about familial relationships; every day she spent with the Kavanagh family, she learned something new.

“I’m sorry, you’re right. I didn’t mean to put you between us like that,” Clare apologized as she brought her coffee back over to the couch where Casey was sitting with her knees tucked up against her chest.

“I know, but I do love you, girl. We’ve only known each other a couple months, but you know I’d help you if I could.”

“I know.” Clare smiled at her. “You do too much for me. You definitely got the short end of our friendship.”

Casey shook her head in disagreement, changing topics.

“We do still need to talk to Rory about Travis,” Casey reminded her after a quiet moment had passed between the women.

“No, we don’t,” Clare instructed her adamantly.

“Well, what do you plan to do, then?”

“Pretend none of this is happening and that I’m on a tropical beach?”

“I definitely like that better,”

“Who wouldn’t?” Clare smirked.

“In all seriousness, though, you’re going to stay here with me, right? Don’t just up and leave like you tried last night, Clare. Your ex will obviously find you anywhere you go, so why not stay someplace safe with people who care about you.”

“I know you’re right,” Clare agreed. “I’ll stay.”

“Good. And what about letting me talk to Seamus about it?”

Clare’s eyes went wide at the mention. “I don’t want to bother anyone with this. It’s bad enough that I’m uprooting your life.” Clare tried to sound firm and serious, but her voice quivered.

“You’re not uprooting anything, and we need to talk to someone about this. Listen, just take today and get some sleep. We were up half the night, and it’s not even noon yet.”

“I am really tired…”

“Exactly, and I guarantee you that even if Travis somehow figured out you came to stay with me, he certainly isn’t going to find where I live. This apartment is under my uncle’s name, along with half of Woodlawn. So get some sleep. I need to run errands anyway. Tomorrow morning we can talk about it again, okay?”

Clare just nodded, feeling the last few hours, or days, of turmoil catching up to her. Adrenaline had been helping for a while, with the assistance of coffee, but with the long work shift last night and then her late night talking to Casey, she was quickly beginning to remember how tired she was.

She knew that even after she went to sleep this afternoon, she wouldn’t feel rested afterward. She had been tossing and turning for weeks, not getting anything restful except for the nights she spent curled up in Rory’s arms. But that wasn’t an option right now.

She hated being afraid, having lived with it for so many years already. She had just started to remember what it was like not to be always looking over her shoulder. Now her greatest fear could show up any minute, and she had turned away one of the only people in the world who could help her.

She wondered if she had done the right thing, walking away from Rory like that. Biting her lip, she thought about all the times she had found Travis and his friends doing things a lot worse. And even worse, all the times that she had participated. She wondered what Rory would think if he knew her past, what her record held.

Rory was nothing like Travis, yet she had forgiven Travis again and again for all the illegal activity he had been involved in—most of which she had turned a blind eye to, as if not acknowledging that it meant it wasn’t happening. She had needed to believe him—after all, he was the only person she had back then.

She had looked the other way to protect herself. It’s all she had known to do; she needed a roof over her head and food on the table, and he had provided those things. He told her daily that she wasn’t smart enough to take care of herself or to live on her own, that she couldn’t live without him, and for over five years she had believed him.

Now she knew differently, and she wasn’t going to let any man drag her back into the life she used to lead. Clare realized that maybe that was why she had reacted so strongly to Rory’s pills—it had felt as though he was trying to force her back into that life. She refused to ever let that happen; she was never going to be that girl again, no matter what.

Certainly not for Travis.

But not for Rory, either.

—

Hearing Casey’s voicemail start to play once again, Rory hung up the phone. He tossed it onto his nightstand in aggravation, and dropped his body onto the bed, exhausted. He hadn’t slept well all night, and then he had been up early to train Kane, which he hadn’t even ended up doing. Groaning, he rolled over onto his back, wondering how he had made such a mess of everything in the span of only a few minutes this morning.

The doorbell rang, interrupting his self-deprecating thoughts, as he forced himself up off the bed and trudged to the front door. Ace stood up and trotted after him, eager to see who was there.

“Hi, handsome.” A familiar, attractive brunette stood before him, wearing too-skimpy running attire for the cold weather.

“Molly, hi.” Rory shifted his weight awkwardly.

She must have taken his moving to the side as an invitation to come in, because she slid right past him and into his living room. Ace let out a low growl as she entered, then turned to his dog bed in the corner, dropping himself dramatically onto it. Rory pushed the door shut behind him, glancing over at Ace, who was giving him an angry stare.

He was starting to wonder whose side this dog really was on, because it didn’t seem to be his.

“What are you doing here?” He wasn’t feeling in the mood for pleasantries.

She spoke seductively as she sauntered over to him. “I was just in the neighborhood, going for a run, thought I would stop by and see if you wanted to help me with a different kind of exercise.”

She leaned toward him as she got close and ran her finger down his chest before circling her hand in the fabric and pulling him closer to her. He swallowed nervously, not sure how to respond. After a long second, he finally stepped back.

“I can’t, Molly.”

“Why? This is what we do—just fun and games, right?” He heard the stinging in her voice underneath her words, knowing that she wanted more than that from him.

“I started seeing someone.”

“I know, the infamous Rory Kavanagh is always seeing tons of girls. You don’t need to remind me.” A hint of pain splashed over her face for a moment before she masked it.

“No, it’s not like that. Clare is different.”

“You have a girlfriend? Like, monogamous?” Molly definitely sounded surprised now, but she also seemed not to believe it.

“Well, no. She isn’t my girlfriend; in fact, I think we just broke up,” Rory confessed, wondering how to explain what Clare was to him.

Did we just break up? Were we together in the first place?

He really wasn’t sure. Even though there was never a label put on anything, it had certainly felt more real than anything else he had ever experienced.

“I see; typical Rory,” Molly murmured before turning her attention elsewhere. “Look what I brought for us.”

She pulled a small plastic bag out of her pocket. He wondered where it had been hiding, because her clothes were so tight they left nothing to the imagination. He immediately recognized the small white pills she was dangling in front of him and took the bag from her.

“Thanks.” He nodded, taking the pills to the kitchen with him to get something to wash them down with.

“That’s the Rory I know,” she said, following him.

He ignored her comment and pulled a glass from the cabinet, only to find that she was wrapping her arms around him from behind. She began kissing down his neck toward his shoulder, her hands sliding across his chest firmly so as to feel him underneath. He finished pouring a glass of water for himself and then turned around to face her.

“Molly, stop.” He put a hand on her shoulder and gently forced her back a bit.

“What’s wrong?”

“I told you, I’m seeing someone now.”

“No, you said you just broke up with someone. Plus, you don’t do relationships, remember? Isn’t that what you always told me?” She put her hands on her hips, anger seeping through her tone.

“Maybe before, but not now. Things are different…I want different things,” he tried to explain, realizing that he had never actually felt this way before. Had Clare done this? He had never been a relationship type—he still didn’t think he was—yet somehow everything he was thinking about Clare seemed to fit that.

“I brought you those, and you’ve always wanted them.” Molly pointed to the pills still in his hand. “Doesn’t that earn me any points?”

Rory stared down at them, rolling several pills back and forth in his palm. In the past, he had gotten his pills from many different people, including Molly. He would have done anything to get them, paid any price. But as he stared at them now, he felt like he was choosing between Clare and the pills. As if both couldn’t exist in the same world—and maybe that was exactly the case.

“Shit,” he grumbled under his breath, and poured the pills back into the bag sitting on the counter behind him. Ace was still lying in the corner, but had lifted his head and was watching with interest.

Scooping up the bag, he handed it back to a confused Molly. She took them hesitantly.

“What’s wrong?”

“You’re right. I used to always want these. I don’t anymore. Like I said, I want different things now,” Rory told her, opening the front door, hoping she understood that he was asking her to leave. Ace jumped up and joined him at his feet.

“Whatever, you’ll change your mind. You always do. You’ll be back.” She sauntered toward the door, a tight-lipped grimace on her face as she glared at him.

“Bye, Molly.”

She leaned down to pet Ace as Rory spoke, but he growled as usual and she changed her mind.

“You need to put that dog through some obedience training. It’s a menace.” Her words were laced with scorn.

“I’ll get right on that,” he replied sarcastically, petting Ace on the head.

Rory watched her leave, wondering if he had really changed. For the first time, he had just picked something else over drugs. Actually, he had picked someone else. He wanted Clare, and he wanted her more than he wanted the pills.

That’s a first.

“Please tell me that this is a fucking joke.” Rory pulled out of his thoughts to see Casey standing in front of him, pointing at Molly’s retreating figure.

“What?” He was confused as to why she seemed so angry.

“You’re sleeping with that bimbo? Seriously? Clare hasn’t even been gone a full day yet, and you’re already with someone else?”

“No, it’s not like that,” Rory began as Casey pushed her way into his apartment.

“Then what is it like, Rory? Because it looks like you’re back to sleeping around and doing drugs and all the shit you used to do before you met Clare!”

“I’m not sleeping with her—she just stopped by and I told her to leave.”

“I hope for your sake that is true, because Clare’s the best thing I’ve seen happen to you in a long time. You’re an entirely different person since you met her. Actually, not different—you’re like the old Rory, before the injury, even before the fame. I want that Rory back, and Clare is that for you. Plus, she is perfect for this family, so you better not ruin it.”

“Too late for that,” he scoffed, remembering how Clare had looked at him this morning.

“It’s not. She loves you and misses you. She just wants you not to be such a fuckup, like her ex.” Casey sat in a chair at the breakfast bar, which separated the kitchen from the living room. Ace came and lay down at her feet, and she gently stroked him with her shoe, not wanting to actually touch him.

“What does her ex have to do with this?”

“She said he was a dealer, or a user, something like that. Either way, it clearly made her never want to be around drugs again. I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t want to be, either, and I’ve never been through half of what she has.” Casey’s words made his blood boil as he remembered the fear in Clare’s eyes when she had mentioned her ex.

“She never told me that part.” He felt guiltier than ever now that he knew this, and at the same time, even more glad that he had turned away Molly and her offer. He had chosen Clare over drugs, something it sounded like her ex had never done. His thoughts halted for a moment as he thought back to something Casey had said.

“Wait—did you say she loves me?” He stood up straighter and stared intently at his cousin, whose gaze shifted uneasily.

“Uh, you’re going to have to talk to her about that one.”

“You just said that! How do you know that?”

“Slip of the tongue. I don’t know anything.” Casey got up and headed to the door, but he circled around in front of her.

“Casey, tell me: Does she love me?” He wasn’t sure why he was harping on this, but he had to know. The thought hadn’t ever occurred to him before, that she could possibly love him.

That she might love me back.

“Rory, give her the day to relax. Go apologize to Kane, help him win his fight, then talk to Clare tomorrow. Don’t come see her until you have your shit together, okay? She deserves at least that.” Casey slipped around him and opened the door.

“She’s staying with you?”

“Yes, which is another thing you need to talk to her about. She needs your help. It’s not my place to say, but it’s pretty serious.” With that, Casey left, not explaining further what she meant.

Anxiety coursed through him as he worried for Clare, hoping she was okay. He was definitely confused as to why she had suddenly left her phone, her apartment, everything, just to go live with his cousin. Luckily, he had trained Casey well in the ring, and in life, so he was sure that Clare was safe.

He had to admit to himself that Casey was right. He needed to go find his brother and get things squared away there first. He turned to find Ace standing by the door where Casey had just left.

Traitor, Rory thought as he looked down at his dog. If a woman was mad at him, the dog loved her. Maybe Ace did need obedience training, after all; he seemed confused about who his master was.


Chapter 17

When Rory walked into Legends the next morning with Ace, he was greeted with an icy glare from Kane, who quickly went back to punching a heavy bag in front of him. Rory had to remind himself that he deserved the hostility after the way he had acted the day before.

“What did that bag ever do to you? You’re really wailing on it,” Rory said, leaning against the wall a few feet from where his brother was aggressively attacking the bag. Ace stayed a few extra feet back, warily watching the swaying object.

“I’m pretending it’s someone I know,” his brother tossed back.

“Would it help if I just put a picture of my face on it?”

“It’d help more if it was your actual face.”

“Would it, though? You’ve never been fast enough to hit me before.”

“Fuck you, Rory.” Kane glowered at him for a moment, before replacing his scowl with a grin. The men grasped hands and patted each other roughly on the back as their shoulders met in a standard male greeting.

“I’m sorry, man,” Rory said as he pulled away, being serious for a moment.

“Forget about it.” Kane waved his gloved hand. It had always been that easy between them—between all the brothers, actually. They fought hard but forgave easily. Blood ran thicker than any argument. Long explanations or conversations weren’t needed; they knew one another well enough to be sure there were no bad intentions between them.

“You ready for tonight?” Rory asked, grabbing a wrap bandage from a nearby gym station and beginning to tape his wrists.

“Not even close. It’s going to be a shitfest,” Kane said. “I shouldn’t even be going.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the fact that I can’t do this shit, not like you could! My jabs are more like a damn hook, my takedowns are lucky at best, and my chokes couldn’t choke a damn cat.” Frustration seeped from Kane as he paced back and forth.

“Well, let’s see what you’ve got, then.” Rory motioned toward the closest empty ring.

Having finishing taping up his wrists, he followed Kane in. Rory thought his brother was probably just nervous about tonight’s fight being a qualifier for the regionals—he’d shown himself to be a fairly decent fighter in all the times Rory had watched him and trained with him. Ace followed them to the ring and stood outside it, watching them.

Rory knew that with more time and practice, Kane had the potential to be great, but he also knew that Kavanagh boys weren’t raised to accept unsolicited praise. They were raised to work for and earn everything that they had, despite their privileged upbringing. So telling Kane that he was worried for nothing was not going to make him feel better. Rory had to show him.

A few rounds later, both men were sweating and Rory was doing his best to ignore the dull ache that had again taken up residence in his leg. Rory called time, and both men headed to the water station to rehydrate, with Ace following close behind. Legends wasn’t as full as it usually was, probably because it was a Friday afternoon and most people were either working or making plans for tonight.

“My first big fight—remember it?” Rory said after downing half a bottle of water.

Kane nodded, doing the same. “Jameson, in ’08, yeah.”

“I got my ass handed to me, remember that?” Kane smirked and nodded again, the tension in his body visibly easing up.

“Losing happens—it’s not something to be afraid of. You just have to go into each fight trying your hardest and wishing for the best,” Rory told him. “You can’t change the outcome, only how you feel about it.”

Kane let a moment of silence pass between them, fidgeting with the cap on his water bottle as he thought about what his brother had said.

“You going to keep training me?” Rory felt a pang in his heart at the tone in his brother’s voice. It wasn’t the tone of a twenty-five-year-old man. It was the tone of a little boy, a younger brother asking his older brother to be there with him through a new experience.

“Just try to keep me away,” Rory told him, happy to see his brother’s face light up at the response.

“All right, I guess I’ll take your sorry ass back.” Kane reverted to his smart-ass self and Rory rolled his eyes at him. “But you need to clean up your shit. No more drinking or pills. And you better go apologize to Clare. I liked her. We all did. You’re an idiot.” This earned Kane a punch in the shoulder from Rory.

Kane rubbed his shoulder where it stung from the fresh hit. “Ow, I need this arm tonight, fucker.”

“Shoulda thought of that before you ran your mouth,” Rory teased as he moved back toward the front desk area in search of his parents. He had joked with Kane, but in truth, he definitely agreed with him. He had acted like an idiot. Ace followed him, eagerly wagging his tail.

Casey was leafing through a magazine at the counter when he approached. Smiling, she accepted the hug he offered.

“Glad to see you took my advice.” She nodded in Kane’s direction.

“I’ve always said you’re the smartest Kavanagh.” Rory kissed her forehead before letting go of her and ruffling her hair. Ace settled himself next to where she sat, keeping out of the way of everyone.

“She definitely is,” Seamus echoed the sentiment, walking out of the office behind them with Dee.

“Dad, Mom.” Rory greeted them and hugged his mother.

“Are you coming to Kane’s fight tonight, honey?” Dee asked him, all smiles when he nodded that he was.

“Good. You thought about what we discussed?” Seamus was not one to let things be forgotten.

“Yeah, and you’re right. I’m turning over a new leaf.” Rory felt uncomfortable admitting his bad behavior.

“Is Clare on your new leaf?” Dee smile was so wide it reached almost from ear to ear.

“How do you know about Clare?” He looked at her in surprise.

“Rory, honey, I’m your mother. That’s a dumb question.”

Everyone bellowed at her snappy retort, including Rory.

Disputes were easily solved in the Kavanagh family; the love was too deep to let anything get in the way. At his core, Rory knew that while he might make mistakes and piss his family off, they would always be his number-one champions and supporters.

Parting ways, everyone went to get ready for the fight. Seamus wanted Rory to help Kane practice a bit more, and Dee was going to make dinner for them to enjoy before the fight. Casey wanted to change and try to convince Clare to come out and join them. Rory secretly hoped Casey would succeed. He had given Clare some time to let things cool down; now he wanted to talk to her and apologize.

Tonight might be the perfect arena, and he really didn’t think he could wait one more day to see her.

—

“Are you sure they want me here? It sounds like a family thing,” Clare protested, nervously biting at her nail as Casey ushered her into the convention center where the qualifying fights were taking place.

“Don’t be ridiculous; we’re a very accepting family. Unless you hurt one of us—then you should probably run and hide,” Casey ribbed.

“I did just kind of dump Rory, or something like that—does that count?”

“Not when he’s being a royal douche.”

Clare sighed as they wound their way through the seats to the front. The qualifying fights were in a smaller section of the convention center, with a single large cage built in the middle. Most of the seats were already filled, and Clare could see several fighters scattered throughout the crowd, surrounded by trainers and groupies. She had yet to spot Rory, though, which made her stomach flutter in apprehension.

“Where’s your brother?” she asked Casey, speaking loud enough to be heard over the swarm of people.

“Over there.” Casey indicated the opposite side of the cage, where Clare immediately spotted the huddle of Kavanagh men. Even in a setting like this, in a room filled with testosterone-overdosed fighters, the Kavanagh clan still stuck out with their hulking presence and uniquely good looks.

“Kane!” Casey called as they made their way over to the group.

Clare followed reluctantly. She ducked behind Casey, using her as a shield, hoping that the longer she avoided eye contact with Rory, the longer she could pretend that things weren’t super awkward right now.

“Hey, girls,” Quinn greeted them first. Clare always thought he seemed like the odd man out among his more muscular brothers, with his jet-black hair and tattooed skin, but he had the same friendliness and hospitality that she had come to know in all of them.

Jimmy was next to Quinn. He smiled at the two women, wrapping an arm around Casey’s shoulders, pulling her into the family mix. Seamus was farther away from Clare, but he gave her a friendly wink as he continued talking strategy with Kane and Rory.

“Finally! Some girls to join me in this male sweat factory.” Dee moved past her sons to wrap an arm around each girl’s waist affectionately.

“Hi, Mrs. Kavanagh.”

Clare saw Rory realize she was there, his head snapping around to look at her. Clare felt her breath catch in her throat as his intense silver glare tore through her, a mixture of fear and excitement in the way he raked his eyes over her. She had to admit that she was feeling the latter, as she took in the tight blue muscle shirt hugging his torso and his low-hanging dark jeans.

“Clare, can I speak to you in private?” he asked immediately. She could tell that waiting to talk to her had been very difficult for him, but she appreciated the time he’d given her.

“No time for that right now—Kane’s up first.” Seamus clapped a hand on Rory’s shoulder and tried to refocus him on the task at hand.

Clare had spent the last day thinking about everything, but still had come up with no answers. She had no idea what to do or where she was going to go with her life, how to handle her ex-boyfriend’s threatened appearance, or what issues Rory might have that she couldn’t handle. The time apart had let her mull this over, but even more than that, it had made her realize how much she missed him.

“Later,” she told Rory, glancing at Kane, who was standing nervously next to him. Kane looked a bit pale to Clare—he was normally very tan, which she suspected was mostly artificial. He was already sweating, even though he wasn’t wearing a shirt; his shorts were the only thing covering him.

“Remember what I told you, bro. You can do this—everyone gets nervous, but you’ve got the technique, and you sure as hell have the power behind it. Don’t forget that, okay?” Although Rory spoke quietly, one hand on Kane’s shoulder and his head bowed toward him, Clare could hear what he was saying. She smiled as she listened to the brotherly pep talk. Kane nodded vigorously, swallowing his nerves and getting pumped up.

“He’s got this!” Jimmy cheered, smacking Kane on the back.

“They’re calling you, son,” Seamus informed him as Clare spotted Kane’s opponent climbing into the ring.

“Kavanagh! Kavanagh! Kavanagh!” Casey started cheering and was quickly joined by Dee and Quinn. Quinn motioned for Clare to join them in chanting, pulling her against his side in a platonic embrace, and Clare was more than happy to get caught up in the festivities and join the chant.

Rory raised an eyebrow at her and Quinn, clearly fighting an urge to get between them, but she ignored him. Seamus ushered him and Kane up toward the cage, and Rory turned his attention back to his brother. The rest of the family and Clare stood at their seats, like most of the crowd, and continued to cheer as the announcer began naming the fighters and going over the rules.

“New York City Regional Qualifiers is starting with two of the best up-and-coming fighters out there, men you are guaranteed to hear about again and again over the next few years as they are sure to dominate the field. First up, Justin ‘Justice’ McCraig!”

The crowd cheered exuberantly for a tall, ripped fighter with short, light brown hair and a grisly scar across his jaw who stood across from Kane in the ring.

“And going up against McCraig is the one and only Kane ‘Killer’ Kavanagh!”

The crowd erupted into a much louder roar at this introduction, and Clare gawked in bewilderment. It had been a long time since she had even been to any large gathering like this.

This was her first fight, and the spirit in the air was electrifying for her. It was exciting and pulsing, making her want to jump up and down with the screaming fans. If this was just a qualifying fight, she couldn’t imagine what a championship would be like.

“How pissed is Kieran going to be when he finds out Kane took his nickname?” Casey spoke across Clare to Quinn, who was on her other side.

“The fucker’s in jail—what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” Quinn retorted.

“Special treat for you tonight, folks—we have Rory ‘Knockout’ Kavanagh in the audience tonight! First time back in the championship circuit since the Santiago versus Kavanagh incident. Knockout is now training his younger brother, Killer!” At the announcer’s words, Clare saw a scowl cross Rory’s face as he stood at the edge of the cage with his father.

The crowd cheered, happy to see him, but it was clear from his expression that he had not wanted the mention. Clare felt a pang of sympathy in her heart, wishing she could erase the painful moment from his past for him. Rory didn’t say anything, just nodded and waved to the crowd before turning his attention back to Kane. The crowd was soon refocused on the fight as the bell sounded and the fighters began squaring off.

Clare cheered with the rest of the family, hoping for Kane to come out without an injury, as well as be the victor. She loved being surrounded by all of them, all treating her like she belonged there. They didn’t question her presence even though none of them knew her well, with the exception of Casey, who’d formed a fast friendship with Clare. But it was as if they had chosen to make her part of them, and nothing she said or did was going to change that.

Family was all about unconditional love, and she was enjoying seeing that again, for the first time since her own parents had died. Tears crept up in her eyes as she allowed herself to stand there with the Kavanaghs and feel accepted.

To feel loved.


Chapter 18

“I knew you could do it, kid.” Rory congratulated his brother.

“Was there ever any doubt?” Kane played it cool, but he was clearly proud, as everyone in his family congratulated him and hugged him outside the convention center after he had changed.

Rory had expected to feel happy if his brother won, obviously, but he was caught off guard by how much pride he felt for Kane. It almost rivaled the pride he used to feel after winning a match during his own career. Kane’s win qualified him to enter the regional fight in six months, which, Rory knew, meant a lot of extra training.

While Kane had won, it hadn’t been a landslide by any means. He definitely needed more time and practice to get to where he would need to be for the regional fight. When Rory drifted back a bit to let the rest of his family get their moment with the winner, he instantly spotted Clare standing off to the side.

She had her arms hugged around herself, smiling as she watched the family’s exchange. She seemed like she was only partly there; the rest of her was off in a memory that she was trying to hold close and not let go. Rory stepped back to take in his family, seeing the same thing she was and wondering how he had gotten so lucky as to have a family like them.

Clare was right: He hadn’t appreciated what he had.

He could see from the twinkle in her emerald eyes that she was taking it all in, enjoying every moment of it she could, because she didn’t have the luxury of a family anymore. His heart hurt for her right then, but the guilt loomed the heaviest. He had been so focused on his own selfish needs and wants, on his own failures in fighting, on his own life, that he hadn’t ever appreciated all he had been blessed with.

Sure, his knee hurt and continued to throb even then, but the itch of withdrawal from not taking pills hurt more. He felt confident that his knee would heal and that he would be able to handle it, something he had never actually thought himself capable of before. His assuredness and his confidence in himself were new feelings for him, and he had only Clare to thank for the change.

As Rory continued to observe Clare, he realized she had turned her attention from his family to him. When she saw he had caught her staring, she blushed, her crimson cheeks sending a pulse straight through him. He couldn’t wait any longer to talk to her.

Rory said good-bye to his brother. “Kane, I’ll catch up with you at Legends on Monday. Take the weekend off and celebrate.”

“Thanks for all your help, Rory. I mean it.”

“Same here, son. You did a great thing today,” Seamus told him.

“I didn’t do anything—it was all ‘Killer’ Kane here.” Rory kissed his mother good-bye and then Casey, before hustling over to where Clare stood.

He closed the distance between them quickly, confidently taking her hand and pulling her down the sidewalk, away from his family. She didn’t say anything, but let him lead her away, speeding up her small steps to match his large ones.

The moment they disappeared from view around the corner, Rory turned and slid a hand around her waist, pressing her firmly between himself and the brick side of a building. Her eyes widened, causing his breath to catch at the deep green pools staring into him.

“Rory—” she began in a whisper, but he cut her off.

“A few days ago I was asking you out on a second date. Then I went almost two days without seeing you, only to fuck it all up.” His voice was low, rumbling in his chest, and he knew it was the cause of the small bumps suddenly covering Clare’s skin.

“You saw me yesterday,” she said, her voice wavering.

“If I could go back and make yesterday never happen, I would in a second. It’s been the worst forty-eight hours of my life without you, Clare.”

“Rory, don’t do this.” One overwhelming tear treacherously made its way over her eyelashes and dashed down her cheek.

He paused to watch it fall, then erased its path with his thumb, kissing her cheek gently where the tear had once been.

“That’s not me, Clare, not anymore. I gave it all up a while ago—I was getting clean. And I will be again. It’s over and I’m done with it. I thought you were gone; I thought you left. I didn’t know what to do.” His body sagged into hers as her arms twisted around the back of his neck, her fingers sliding through his wavy hair.

“What happens if we have a fight or if something bad happens—you’ll just go back to drugs? Drugs I didn’t even know existed in the first place? How can I trust that?”

“No, never again. I fucked up, Clare. I don’t know how you can trust my word again, but I’m asking you to do it anyway. I don’t deserve someone as wonderful as you, but I’m selfishly asking for you anyway.” His voice turned softer, pleading. “I need you, Clare. I need you more than I ever knew I could need someone. Please, mhuirnín.”

Clare paused for a moment, searching his eyes as if she was trying to decide whether or not to believe him. He stayed silent and gently rubbed his fingers up and down her upper arms slowly, waiting for her to say something, but she didn’t.

He was putting himself out there for her, but she wasn’t giving him anything back. It was absolute torment. He broke the silence. “Why did you leave, Clare? Why did you leave me?”

“I didn’t leave you.” Her eyes widened, as if she was shocked that he would think that. “I was going to contact you when I figured out where I was going, but then I ran into your cousin. I would have eventually let you know that I was gone, once I figured things out myself.”

“What are you not telling me, Clare?” He knew he sounded frustrated, but he could see she was keeping something from him, and every second he had to dig for it frustrated him even more.

“Travis Creighton, my ex-boyfriend—he found me,” she blurted out, terror frozen on her face.

“That’s why you left California—you were on the run from your ex?” He started putting together the pieces, and she nodded in confirmation.

“He called me on Wednesday night at O’Leary’s and said he knew where I worked and where I lived and he was coming for me. I had to get out of there as soon as possible—if he finds me, he—” A tremor rocked through her body before she resorted to whispering. “I don’t know what he will do.”

Rory recalled the fear he had seen in her before at the mention of her ex-boyfriend, remembering she had told him he would get rough with her. Add that to what Casey told him about Travis Creighton being a drug addict, or dealer, and it sounded like he was definitely an unpleasant person.

“Look at me.” Two of his fingers tilted her chin to look up at him.

She was still pressed between him and the wall; one of his arms was around her waist, pressing her hips into him while her top half leaned back against the brick. She was trembling, which made his heart ache, but at the same time it made him want her even more. He wasn’t paying attention to anything else around him; all he could focus on was her warm body molded to his.

“If you’re with me, Clare, there is never a reason to run. Ever. You got that?”

She nodded and bit her lip nervously, but she didn’t look convinced yet.

“If you’re with me, I will never let anything happen to you. No one will ever touch you. As long as I’m breathing, you are safe. He can’t hurt you; I would never allow it. Do you believe me? Do you believe that I can protect you?” He dropped his tone lower as he finished talking, and he felt her shiver against him, which made his concentration difficult.

“I trust you,” she whispered after a second passed. He took the opportunity to descend slowly and cover her lips with his. It wasn’t a heated or passionate kiss. It was tender and soft, affectionate and reassuring. He wanted her to feel in this kiss everything that he was feeling inside himself.

“And Clare?” He broke away to look at her intently.

“Yes?”

“You’re with me now. Tá mé leatsa. Tá tú mianach. I’m never letting you go again.” He kissed her once more, talking into her lips. “Are you okay with that, girlfriend?”

“More than okay.” A smile finally stole its way onto her face, and he kissed her again, deeper and hungrier this time.

—

Clare’s mind was reeling as she entered Rory’s apartment behind him, less than thirty minutes later. His fingers were intertwined with hers as he took her hand to lead her inside, kissing her while he closed the door behind her. He unbuttoned her coat, sliding it down her arms to drop in a puddle around her feet. She did the same for his jacket, licking her lips as her hands landed on his firm chest.

She responded by wrapping her arms around his neck, letting his lips meet hers again. It had been only two days, but she had missed him fiercely. She was terrified about everything she had seen yesterday, yet she believed him when he told her that those mistakes were behind him.

Believing him went against everything she had ever taught herself; she had learned not to trust anyone and that everyone only lied.

But for the first time, she wasn’t following her own advice.

She was choosing to trust him. That’s all trust is, she thought. Trust is just a choice. Someone can’t earn your trust if you don’t choose to let them, to give them the chance to show you. She was going to give Rory that chance, and somehow she knew that he wouldn’t let her down.

Her breathing became heavier as his hands slid down her back and cupped her bottom, lifting her against him. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he carried her deeper into the apartment. Ace barked at them as Rory did his best to navigate blindly around the dog, but neither one of them was paying much attention to anything outside of their bodies pressed together. It didn’t take them long to reach his bedroom, where his knees hitting the edge of the bed caused him to fall over onto the soft mattress.

He held out his hands to brace himself and keep from putting all his weight on her, but as she peered up at him, she grabbed his shirt in her fists, twisting her hands into the fabric and pulling him down against her. One of his knees dropped between her legs and she arched her hips up to meet him, immediately feeling how much he wanted her.

His silver eyes bored into her, flaming with heat. His hands were flat against the mattress on either side of her head; her hands pressed against his chest. She felt his muscular frame underneath her hands as she ran them down his chest, across his abs, to the bottom hem of his shirt. Grabbing it, she pulled it up over his head with his assistance, revealing his chiseled abs.

He growled as her eyes roamed over his body, and she could tell he was struggling not to pounce on her. She appreciated his restraint; she needed a moment to savor this, to savor him against her, on top of her, with her. Rory was twice her size at least, towering over her. It was intimidating and arousing, and she started second-guessing herself.

“Clare, look at me.” Rory’s voice rumbled in his chest, vibrating against her hands and causing a shiver of excitement to course through her body. As she reluctantly let her eyes meet his, she could tell that he saw the doubt creeping into her mind.

“Yesterday is over. The past is over. You’re with me, right here and now. Tomorrow, next week, next year, you’re with me. You’re mine, Clare. Do you understand?”

Clare felt tears stinging her eyes as she listened to him. A lump formed in her throat, and she began to shake as sobs overtook her. His eyes went from passionate to worried, and she turned her head sideways into the mattress to try to hide her distress.

“What’s wrong, mhuirnín?” His tone was soft now.

“Why, Rory? Why me? I’m not who you think I am. I’m not a good person. I’ve done things that are awful—I’ve looked the other way when my ex did unspeakable things. I was so stupid, and now he’s going to find me.” The words were roughly pulled from her throat.

She suddenly felt cold, and she realized that he had gotten off the bed and stood. Glancing up, she saw his hand outstretched for her. Wiping the few escaped tears away, she took his hand and let him pull her onto her feet.

“I want to show you something,” he told her as they walked hand in hand out of his bedroom and through the living room, toward the kitchen. Ace was now sleeping in a large dog bed in the corner of the living room as they passed, content on his own.

“Look at that.” Rory broke her out of her thoughts, and she stepped around him to look at what he was pointing at. On the kitchen windowsill was a small potted ivy plant.

She gasped. “That’s from my apartment.”

“To call that place an apartment is kind of a stretch. In all that emptiness, there sat that little plant, perfectly taken care of and healthy.”

“So?”

“Since the day I met you, I’ve seen you do nothing but care for those in need—a person, the dogs at the shelter, even this plant. Mhuirnín, you are a good person. You’re the best kind of person.” He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead.

She shook her head in disagreement.

“You don’t understand. I’ve made so many mistakes, Rory.”

“And I haven’t?”

“Not like me,” she countered.

“Clare, you caught me illegally taking drugs yesterday. Why can you forgive me, but not yourself?”

She bit her lip and peered up at him. She knew he was right; the double standard didn’t make sense. Yet somehow, she still felt as though she was harboring secrets he wouldn’t forgive so easily.

Rory’s fingers tipped her chin up. “Clare, stop thinking.” He pulled her tighter against him and kissed her, first on the lips, then kissing a line across her jaw and down her neck.

His hands slid lower to the bottom of her shirt; catching the hem, he pulled it over her head and tossed it somewhere behind her. She was quickly losing track of the fears she had been trying to hold on to, as she felt his warm lips traveling across her collarbone.

“Still thinking?” he teased, tickling her as his fingers trailed down her side.

“About what?” she breathed out, leaning in to him.

“That’s more like it, mhuirnín,” he said as they made their way back to the bedroom, removing articles of clothing from each other as they went.

The bed hit her naked back as she let him push her onto it and cover her body with his. She felt his firm erection pressed against her abdomen, and she pushed her pelvis up against him as her thighs circled his hips, clamping down on either side.

He took her right breast in his hand, gently covering it with his palm and rolling her exposed nipple between two fingers. She let out a sharp cry as sparks flew through her. A rush of wetness pooled between her legs as he pressed himself against her sex. She moved her body to try to take him inside her, needing to feel him, but he pulled away each time she got close.

“Not yet, mhuirnín,” he instructed, before pressing his lips against hers, pushing his tongue inside her mouth.

She let her tongue dance with his, and writhed on the bed beneath him as one of his hands cradled her head and the other left her breast and moved down to her slick center. His fingers moved in small circles over her nub, and she moaned into his mouth as her body trembled. Slowly, he slid one finger, then two, inside her. Curving up, they found the spot that made her entire body tense and pulse.

His mouth pressed more firmly against hers, muting her moans as his fingers moved at a faster, steady rhythm inside her swollen core. She arched into him and he continued to thrust, adding a third finger inside her as his thumb clamped down and massaged her nub.

“Rory!” Her muscles tightened as her body pulled at his fingers and exploded around him. She shook against him, panting as she pressed her face into his neck.

He didn’t wait for her to come down before he spread her legs wider and easily sank into her. She moaned deliriously, feeling like she was about to climax all over again as she clung to him, her arms wrapped around his neck. She moved with him, feeling him sliding in and out of her quickly, then slowly, then quickly again as he experimented with her.

“Fuck, Clare, you’re so perfect,” he growled into her ear before biting her shoulder. She yelped with the pain, only to find that she wanted more. He obliged her desires as his speed picked up, and she was sure that she was going to be sore in the morning. She didn’t mind, though, as she pushed her hips up to meet his until he grabbed them and held her still while his final thrust buried him as deep as he could go. His body shook against her as he groaned, and his eyes squeezed shut as she felt him pulsing inside her. Her body quickly mimicked his as his shudders pushed her over the edge again.

She moaned against him, crying out as he collapsed, both of them panting with exhaustion. He fell over onto his back next to her and she turned to curve into his side, pulling the blankets over their naked bodies. He was already breathing heavier as her arm fell across his chest and she buried her head into his shoulder. Sleep wasn’t far behind as the duo stayed wrapped in their embrace.


Chapter 19

“I still think it would just be safer if you moved in with me,” Rory grumbled, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Rory. I’ve always been safe here.” Casey rolled her eyes at him before she squeezed Clare’s shoulder and took a seat on the couch next to her. Ace quickly joined the women, dropping down on top of their feet and falling asleep. It was a few days later and they were at Casey’s apartment, which was technically where Clare was living now, too.

“And I’ve requested double patrol on this street—every twenty minutes a squad car will drive by. Make sure you finish filling out that paperwork and take it down to the courts tomorrow. You need to file the restraining order as soon as possible,” Jimmy told them, still wearing his police uniform.

“I don’t want all of you going to all this trouble just for me,” Clare objected, but no one listened to her.

“I’ll take her on Monday to get it filed,” Rory confirmed.

“Does Seamus know about this?” Casey asked her brother.

“I told him. He has associates watching the train stations and checking Creighton’s credit card transactions to see if he comes near New York.”

Clare wondered what that meant. She wasn’t sure how people who owned a gym would have access to confidential financial records.

“I didn’t hear that.” Jimmy put his hands over his ears.

Clare tried again. “Guys, seriously, this is too much. I don’t want you putting yourselves out.”

“Babe, stop. It’s not too much,” Rory assured her.

Casey winked at her. “We do anything for family, Clare.”

“That’s true, and from the way Rory watches you, you’re definitely family.” Jimmy’s smirk made Clare blush.

“Jimmy, shut it.”

“What? It’s not like we don’t know you two are dating,” Jimmy teased them. Rory’s face softened as he sat next to Clare, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

“Anyway,” Rory tried to change the subject, “the point is, mhuirnín, you’re safe. That asshat Travis isn’t getting anywhere near you without us knowing about it.”

“Thank you, guys.” Clare smiled at him, but then turned to the rest of the room as well. She was fully aware of the group effort that was being made to watch out for her. For the first time in her entire life, she did actually feel safe. While she knew Travis might still show up at any moment, she actually had people on her side now.

People who would notice if something happened to her.

The concept was a novelty to her, the idea that people would actually care that much about her. Yet here were three of them in front of her, discussing exactly that. There were plenty of times she missed her family, but even she had to admit that they had never been as close-knit as the Kavanaghs were. Things had been done more from duty than from caring. Clare had never felt like a priority, or protected. She had just felt alone.

“Well, I’ve got to get back on the street. I’m still on duty,” Jimmy said as he left the apartment. “I’ll see you kids later.”

“Kids? He’s the youngest of us,” Rory jeered.

“Let him have it. He forgets all that when he puts on his badge.” Casey grinned before changing the subject. “How are you feeling, Rory?”

“Never better.” He winked at her, and Clare wondered how true that was.

“I hope so,” Casey said as she stood from the couch and made her way out of the living room. “I’m going to head to bed, guys. Early class tomorrow.”

“I feel like I never get a word in when I’m around your family,” Clare teased, turning to him.

“You gotta shout and throw punches—it’s the only way to make them listen.” Rory leaned back into the couch and put his feet up on the coffee table. Clare noticed him wince ever so slightly at the movement of his legs.

“You’re really lucky, you know that, right?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your family—they’re special. They love you so much, and each other.”

“It’s a regular Irish lovefest,” he agreed sarcastically.

“I’m serious, Rory.” Clare cut off his attempt to make light of the topic. “I really hope you understand how special they are and how lucky that makes you.”

He nodded. “You’re right. I don’t know what I would do without them.”

“I’m starting to wonder the same thing,”

“They do love you, you know?” He leaned over, gently kissing down her neck.

“How is your knee feeling?” She interrupted his movement, leaning away from him. “And don’t give me the same line you just told your cousin.”

“Don’t worry about me. I told you I’ll be fine.”

“I know, but being in pain and not taking medication—it can’t be easy.” She trailed off, nibbling on the corner of her lip. Gently, she pulled her feet out from under the sleeping dog and pressed her knees against her chest.

“I had stopped them a while ago, babe. I had one day of falling off the wagon, but I’m back. My body will get used to it soon, and until then, I’ll just have to find other things to raise my endorphins.” His eyes twinkled mischievously as he raised his brows at her.

“I can’t imagine what you mean,” she giggled, leaning in to him and letting him kiss her deeply.

—

Clare thought about the last few weeks as she stood outside the flower shop with Ace, waiting for Rory. Several weeks had rolled by since she’d moved in with Casey, and Clare found herself falling into a new routine. There hadn’t been any word from Travis since she’d filed the restraining order, which was quite the relief.

Now, she spent most weekday mornings first at Legends, working out with Rory, then going to the rescue shelter and volunteering for a few hours, then finally heading to O’Leary’s for an evening shift behind the bar. Kane was monopolizing most of his brother’s time during the day, so Clare and Rory saw each other only for early-morning training and then late at night.

Clare peeped through the window into the local flower shop, called Fiona’s Flowers, to see that Rory was finally at the front of the line and paying for his purchase. He was talking to a clerk of high school age, who didn’t seem to fully understand what she was doing. Rory had become even more endeared to Clare when she found out that he always bought lilies for his mother on his way to the weekly family dinner. Clare had joined him the last few Sundays, and it had quickly become one of the highlights of her week.

“Excuse me.” A tall brunette pointed toward the door of the flower shop, and Clare realized that she was directly blocking the entrance.

“Oops, I’m sorry.” She smiled bashfully, moving herself and Ace to the side to clear the path.

“No worries.” The pretty young woman cocked her head to the side and stared at Clare with mesmerizing blue eyes. “Everything okay? You look a little lost.”

Rory was still in the shop, and Clare smiled as she looked back at him. She nodded as she turned to the beautiful woman.

“Actually, I think for the first time in my life, I’m exactly where I should be.”

“Oh, yeah? This about that handsome giant in there?” The woman nodded in Rory’s direction, teasing.

“Is it that obvious?”

“When you own a flower shop, you tend to spot things like that.”

“Things like what?” Clare asked curiously.

“Love, of course.”

Clare blushed at the woman’s answer, wondering if it was that obvious to everyone else how she felt, and if maybe Rory could tell, too.

“I’m Fiona, by the way, Fiona Doherty.” The tall brunette reached out a hand and Clare graciously accepted it. When Fiona reached down and petted Ace gently, Clare was glad to see that the dog let her. She hadn’t seen him be friendly with many people before, outside of Rory, Casey, his parents, and herself. She couldn’t help but wonder what the dog’s criteria were.

“Clare Ivers, good to meet you.”

The women finished their introductions just as Rory came waltzing out of the store.

Rory put his arm out for Clare. “Ready to go?”

She smiled and slipped her hand around his, squeezing herself tightly against his side to warm herself up.

“It was great to meet you, Fiona,” Clare said.

“You, too, Clare! Have a wonderful week!” Fiona said before leaving them alone and heading into the store.

The duo began walking down in the direction of his parent’s house. Ace followed dutifully, staying a step off to Clare’s side.

“Oh, I almost forgot. This is for you.” Rory slid a single pink rose out of the batch of lilies.

“Babe, you didn’t have to do that.” Clare nearly swooned, accepting the flower from him and holding it up to her nose to smell.

“Mhuirnín, I’m going to do this every week for as long as I live. Every woman deserves flowers, as often as possible.” He kissed her temple.

Not much later, they arrived at his parents’ home and made themselves comfortable around the expansive wooden dining room table that had been built to fit the large number of attendees. The table itself was packed to the brim with warm, homemade dishes, leaving barely room enough for their plates. Underneath, waiting for fallen scraps, sat Ace.

“The match is this Friday, and it’s for charity, so why not?” Seamus was eyeing Kane as he helped himself to some mashed potatoes.

“What’s the charity for?” Jimmy spoke up.

“Cancer,” Rory answered him. Then, turning to Kane, “You should definitely do it.”

“Why? It doesn’t have any part in the championship circuit.” Kane grabbed a roll from the bread basket in front of Quinn.

“Because it’s for charity, Kane. I know I raised all of you kids to help others, don’t forget that.” Dee sounded aggravated, shaking her head as she spoke before shoveling another bite of food into her mouth.

“Not even that, it’s also just good practice. The more time in the cage, the better you’ll be for the regional fight a few months away,” Rory added.

“You’re coming to that, aren’t you, Clare?” Casey sounded hopeful.

“Sure, if you guys want me there.”

“Hell, yeah, I need some more estrogen around here!”

“Hey, what about me, Case?” Dee chimed in as she surreptitiously palmed a piece of meat under the table. Clare tried to hide her smile as she heard Ace’s lips smacking happily with his treat. The mystery of Ace’s criteria for liking someone was beginning to clear up.

“Do you still have estrogen if you went through menopause a decade ago?” Quinn nudged Kane to make cracks with him. Everyone around the table started laughing, but Dee used her free hand to reach behind Kane and smack Quinn hard on the back of his head.

“Wiseass,” she grumbled, as the spattering of laughter turned into an uproar and everyone at the table joined in.

“Leave your mother alone, boys,” Seamus commanded, albeit clearly trying to stifle a smile himself.

“I’ll definitely be there, Casey.” Clare leaned in to Rory’s side as she sat watching the family dynamics erupting around her. She had never had any siblings, let alone five of them, so this was everything she had ever dreamed about as an only child.

“Good, I’ll sign you up tomorrow then—it’s being hosted at Legends.” Seamus nodded toward her, before turning his attention to Kane.

Kane didn’t say anything; he simply continued to eat and didn’t seem to really care one way or the other.

“Clare, have winter classes started yet?” Dee asked.

“In two weeks. I can’t wait.”

“What are you taking?” Casey asked her.

“The first semester I’m just taking microbiology and animal anatomy,” she said, referring to her veterinary classes.

“Are you going to have to dissect anything? I did that in high school—I was the best in the class at it,” Quinn told Clare, as he was quickly met with a disgusted grimace from Casey.

“Eventually I will, but not in these beginner classes.”

“I know a vet here that maybe you could talk to, get some pointers from or something like that?” Dee suggested.

“That would be great,” Clare agreed, always eager to learn more in the veterinary field. “What’s his name?”

“Jay Prentiss,” Dee told her. “His ex-wife is our neighbor across the street. Quite the scandal—apparently he left her to date this woman who runs the local rescue shelter.”

“Dr. Prentiss is dating Patty? Patty Finley?” Clare’s jaw dropped, shocked at the juicy gossip she was hearing.

When she was growing up in California, nothing had gotten around that easily. Towns were so large, it was impossible to know everyone. Ever since she had gotten here, Clare had realized that Woodlawn was the exact opposite. Everyone knew one another, or knew of one another.

“Oh, you know them?”

“Yeah, I volunteer at the shelter with Rory,” Clare admitted.

“You volunteer?” Jimmy sounded surprised, and the rest of the family looked at Rory for confirmation.

“Sometimes.” Rory was clearly embarrassed.

“I would never have guessed that those two were dating,” Clare mused, trying to change the topic. She had forgotten that Rory didn’t like talking about his volunteer work much.

“Hon, there isn’t a thing that happens in Woodlawn that I don’t know about,” Dee said.

“There’s a few things,” Quinn teased.

“If you’re talking about the fact that you’ve been making googly eyes at the Finley daughter for the last few years, I definitely know about it,” Dee shot back, looking triumphant as Quinn blushed a deep shade of red.

“Oh, I want to hear about this!” Casey said and sneered.

“Isn’t that enough gossip for tonight?” Seamus rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, someone make Ma be quiet,” Quinn grumbled, still embarrassed as the rest of the table fell easily into conversation with one another.

Clare beamed over at Rory, feeling such a warmth spreading through her. Not the warmth she usually felt, which seemed to make a beeline to her core, but rather a fuzzy, happy feeling that hugged her entire being. The Kavanaghs treated her like she had always been part of the family, as if she had as much right to be there as those born into the group. She had never felt so present somewhere before, so much like she belonged, and she absolutely loved it.


Chapter 20

“Get me another whiskey, sweet thing.” An older gentleman creepily winked at Clare over the bar at O’Leary’s.

“Sure.” She turned away to grimace, hoping he didn’t notice her disgust. She needed the tips.

While pouring out another round for the customer, Clare thought about how quickly everything in her life seemed to be moving lately. She was so excited for classes to start next week that she had thought of little else. Rory’s family was keeping tabs on Travis’s location, and it seemed he was still in California, so her worries were eased there. Plus, she was rarely alone now that she lived with Casey and spent almost every night with Rory.

She had been volunteering more at Woodlawn Rescues and had even convinced Rory’s mother to tag along with her a few times. It turned out that despite her penchant for gossip, Dee was good friends with Patty, the manager of the shelter, and the women spent more time chatting than helping Clare with the animals. She didn’t mind, though, because she was enjoying the time spent with Dee.

Cian entered the bar from the back, balancing a large stack of menus.

“Cian, I need to head out soon. When’s the evening shift getting here?” Clare asked, leaning her hip against the bar as he circled around her.

“Why do you need to leave early?” he asked, dropping the menus into the bin at the end of the bar where they belonged.

“I’m going to the big charity fight over at Legends tonight.”

“That’s not exactly an emergency. I need someone to change out the syrups for the fountain sodas in the back,” he said, shuffling through the menus, pulling out the lunch specials to change over to dinner specials.

“But I put in this request five days ago. You said it was fine for me to leave now if I came in early this morning.”

Cian glared at her, but the sound of the phone from the office ringing distracted him.

“Fine, fine, whatever. Go ahead and clean up. Just do me a favor and answer the phone before you go?” He sounded deflated.

“All right,” she agreed, and untied her apron as she headed to the office.

“O’Leary’s Pub,” she said into the phone as she sat down in the sole office chair a few seconds later. Every time she went in the office, she felt claustrophobic. There were no windows or color, just shelves of paper and binders and a giant, old computer that genuinely could have been the first computer ever created.

“Hello,” she said, having not heard any response from the caller.

“Is Clare there?” a gravelly voice asked.

“Speaking.”

The line went dead.

Frowning, she stared at the receiver, noting that it was still active but the caller was gone. Panic rushed through her instinctually as she contemplated the possibility that it could have been Travis on the other end. She bit her lip, though, as she realized that that didn’t make much sense. Travis knew already where she worked, since he had called her here before; he would have no need to call again. Plus, the restraining order forbade him from contacting her, and it had been just over a month since it was put into effect.

She rationalized with herself that it would be more characteristic of the Travis she knew to yell, insult her, or try to scare her somehow. The last phone call she had with him was menacing and threatening. It was more likely that Travis had given up. She was pretty sure that Seamus had more contacts than she realized. Maybe he had one of his associates scare Travis away, since it had been over a month since the original call.

Pushing the worries out of her mind, Clare stood up and left the office, going to her locker to get ready to go. She kept telling herself it was nothing, just a dropped call maybe. She would tell Rory about it when she saw him tonight, since she had promised to be honest with him about anything that came up.

She couldn’t hold back the happiness that radiated over her face as she thought about Rory. Just another reason why she shouldn’t fall apart over a dropped call, she told herself. Rory was with her now and he was strong, protective. He certainly would never let anyone hurt her, especially a jerk like Travis.

But even more than that, Clare knew she wasn’t the same person she had been a month ago. Dating Rory and spending so much time around his family had shown her a side of herself that she had forgotten. It had reminded her that she was worthy of love, and that she was strong enough to take care of herself.

Grabbing her things out of her locker, she swung her jacket over her shoulder and headed out to go back to Casey’s and change for tonight. Casey had been with the rest of her family all day, preparing both the gym and Kane for the fight, so Clare knew that she would have the place to herself. Honestly, she was kind of excited to have some solitude for a few hours, as she hadn’t had much alone time lately.

Exiting O’Leary’s, she found that there was still plenty of daylight; it was only the late afternoon. She didn’t normally work day shift, so it was nice to be able to walk home and feel comfortable this time, getting there safely within ten minutes.

Clare pulled her keys out of her purse and unlocked the door to the apartment building, stepping forward into the foyer. Suddenly she was knocked off balance and pitched forward, stumbling to catch her breath. Someone had followed her into the apartment lobby, shoving her further inside.

“Don’t turn around,” a deep, chilling voice spoke quietly behind her as she immediately felt someone pressed against her back.

“Please, don’t,” Clare whimpered, unsure what was going on but very aware of the sharp point in her side that told her the assailant was holding a knife.

“Don’t make a sound. Go,” her attacker commanded, pushing her forward and digging the blade in deeper, causing her to cry out in pain.

“Where?” She moved forward slowly, surveying the lobby and praying that someone would walk out of an apartment right then.

“Your apartment, bitch,” he seethed angrily, a surprising level of animosity in his voice as he continued to push her forward and they began to take the stairs.

Clare gulped nervously, fear coursing through her as she continued toward her apartment. She couldn’t decide what the best thing to do was, whether she should fight here and now or actually let this person into her apartment. The chances of the situation getting worse once she was in the apartment were pretty good, since there wasn’t anything of value for this person to steal, and she could already conjure a million terrible things he could do to her once alone.

She hoped that the slower she walked, the higher the likelihood of their being seen. She pretended that her fear and trembling were the cause of her snail’s pace, but he wasn’t falling for the ruse, and instead just pushed her harder up the stairs until they reached her floor.

This was it. This was her last chance.

As they got closer to her door, Clare summoned her courage and took a deep breath. In a swift motion, she pivoted her body away from the knife in her side and slammed her elbow back into her attacker’s body. She made contact hard, hearing a high-pitched cry as the wind was knocked out of his body.

Taking advantage of the moment, she sprinted forward while frantically searching for the keys she had dropped back in her purse. She just needed to get inside the apartment and lock the door behind her. Thankfully, she located the keys just as she reached her door and rushed to unlock it.

A blinding pain flashed before her eyes as she staggered into the open apartment, clutching her arm. She whirled around to see a dark hooded figure step inside the apartment, then close and lock the front door behind him. She moved her hand away from her upper arm, which she had been tightly gripping, only to see blood covering her fingers.

Shaking, she stared wide-eyed at her bloodstained hand as the intruder pushed the hood of his jacket down.

“Travis,” she gasped.

—

“Damn, you’re getting better!” Rory rubbed his shoulder as he winced in pain.

“Or you’re just getting soft,” Kane teased, following him out of the ring at Legends, where they had just finished up a practice round before tonight’s charity fight.

“You wish. I still beat your ass every time.”

“Only because I let you.”

“Fuck you.” Rory flipped off his brother as they entered the men’s locker room. They showered and changed, meeting up again at the entrance before heading toward the front desk.

“Do you miss it, Rory?” Kane asked him as they walked side by side.

“Miss what?”

“Being in the ring, fighting,”

“Wasn’t I just doing that a few minutes ago? And beating your ass while I was at it, too?”

“You know what I mean.” Kane waved him off. “Do you miss being in the spotlight like you used to be?”

“I did,” Rory mused. “For a while it was all I wanted, and I was pretty sure there was nothing else I would ever want to do.”

“And now?”

“I met Clare and realized that the end of my fighting career didn’t mean the end of my life. I don’t know exactly what I want to do, but I love training. I also love volunteering down at the shelter.”

“I forgot you did that.”

“Yeah, I love it. These dogs are so programmed to be one thing—to be fighters and survivors, nothing else. With some training and attention, they learn a totally different way of life.”

“They learn to love,” Kane said.

“Yeah, but they also learn that it’s not over, that life is just beginning.”

“That’s poignant as hell,” Kane teased him, landing a soft punch on his shoulder.

“What’s poignant?” Casey asked from where she was sitting at the front desk, Ace by her side. The dog perked up when he saw Rory, and wagged his tail.

“Your cousin is a philosopher, spouting the meaning of life and all that shit.” Kane continued to tease, which earned a reciprocated punch from Rory.

“Idiots,” Casey scoffed.

“But you love us,” Rory said, and nudged her.

“Where are we on prepping for tonight?” Kane asked Casey.

Casey began rattling off a list of things that still needed to be completed before the charity match, which was starting in just over an hour. “I need y’all to put up the signs, pointing people to the main cage. And maybe help get some chairs up?”

“On it, boss!” Rory gave her an exaggerated salute, then headed to grab the signs out of the office, with Ace on his heels.

Seamus was sitting at the desk with a grave look on his face. “Rory, I need to talk to you.”

“What’s going on?”

“Travis Creighton’s credit card was used to book a flight to JFK this afternoon.” Seamus rubbed his brows. “I’m seeing about getting the manifest to find out if he was on the flight, or if he bought the ticket for someone else.”

“Has the flight already landed?” Rory asked.

Seamus nodded. “Just under an hour ago.”

“Fuck, so he could already be headed here?” He didn’t need Seamus to answer that one; he knew exactly where Travis was headed, and why.

Rory pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked the time; Clare was scheduled to be at Legends in less than an hour. He felt certain she would be okay until then, because it would be impossible for Travis to get out of the airport and up to Woodlawn that fast. Still worried, though, he decided to send Clare a text.

Are you on your way, mhuirnín?

“Is she coming here soon?” Seamus asked, nodding toward Rory’s phone.

“I’m about to find out.” Rory’s eyes were glued to the screen, waiting for a response.

“Okay, get her in your sight, and I’ll have some associates try to tail Creighton. See what he’s up to. Jimmy said the restraining order is still in effect, so if we see him anywhere around here, your brother will arrest him.”

“Sounds good,” Rory answered, still distracted waiting for his phone to tell him there was an incoming message.

Yes.

Her response came through with a small ding as the phone flashed her name. Rory sighed in relief; although her response was short, it still made him feel better. When he saw her, he was going to wrap his arms around her and never let go.

He smiled at the thought.


Chapter 21

“Rory isn’t going to fall for that,” Clare spit out, seething with anger as she glared at Travis from where she was seated on the couch.

“Really? Because he just texted back Hurry up, I miss you.” Travis sneered, sounding disgusted as he read the message on the screen of Clare’s phone. She had only just gotten that phone a few weeks ago, hoping that having a new number would help keep Travis from finding her.

That didn’t seem to have worked.

“I need to go to the hospital,” Clare tried to tell him, but he just gave her a sinister scowl. She knew then and there that he wasn’t going to let her go.

“Have you forgotten who I am that quickly, Clare? I think we both know that that isn’t going to happen,” he told her, pacing back and forth in front of her.

“I don’t have anything you want, Travis,”

“That isn’t true. You have something that belongs to me.”

“No, I don’t! That’s my money, my inheritance, and you don’t have any claim to it,” she shot back.

“You think that the last six years were free, bitch?” He quickly became hostile, moving closer to her and glaring at her.

“I paid my fucking way and you know it.” And she had. Working two jobs, all her money going toward their bills, and Travis doing God-knows-what with the rest.

“Look at that—my little Clare has picked up an attitude on her little vacation away.”

It frightened her how unpredictable he was, that he could laugh one moment and stab her the next. Even though she’d known him for almost a decade, his behavior and mood were so unstable from minute to minute, he might as well have been a stranger. She stayed silent, opting to stare at him angrily instead.

“You think I kept you around because, what, I liked you?” Travis scoffed, shaking his head as he advanced on her again. “I never liked you, Clare, and I certainly never loved you.”

Clare bit down on her tongue, willing herself not to let his words get to her. Not to let him see her cry.

“I’ve been waiting until you turn twenty-five so I can get what you owe me. For years, I’ve taken care of you; I gave you everything you could ever have wanted. But now it’s time to collect.” His tone was sinister.

“You gave me nothing, and I owe you nothing.” She was seething.

“Most women would be fucking grateful for everything that I did for you. Fuck, they would be grateful just to be with me.” He narrowed his eyes and brandished the knife again.

“I didn’t need someone to take care of me, Travis. I can take care of myself. I just needed someone to love me,” she told him, holding her arm again as the throbbing increased.

“Love?” Travis scoffed, “You’re not worth being loved, Clare. Get used to that harsh truth now. I’m doing you a favor.”

Clare choked back tears. “You’re wrong.”

“Wrong to have put up with you for so many years. Turns out your trust can be liquidated early if you sign it over to someone else. Did you know that, Clare?”

She didn’t say anything, but the truth was that she had known. She just hadn’t known anyone whom she trusted enough to do that. She had used the excuse for years with Travis, that she couldn’t give him the money because she didn’t have access to it. It was the only way she knew how to protect it.

“I’ve had a new contract drafted—all you have to do is sign it.” He pulled an envelope out of his jacket pocket and tossed it down on the coffee table in front of her.

“I’m not signing anything,”

“My fault—I must have made that sound like a question. So let me be very clear, Clare. You will sign it. You will sign it now or you won’t live to go to your lover’s stupid match tonight.”

Clare’s eyes widened, surprised that he knew that much about Rory or her schedule. She gulped, realizing that he must have been watching her for longer than she thought.

“You thought I didn’t know?” he asked, and she just glared at him.

“I know everything that you’ve been up to, Clare. You’ve turned into quite the whore, haven’t you? Cheating on me with that Irish Neanderthal?” He smirked, but disgust was evident in his voice.

“Then you know that if he finds you, he will kill you,” she threatened through gritted teeth. Travis just sniggered in response.

“I’m absolutely petrified,” he said sarcastically as he slid the tip of the knife down her cheek, paralyzing her with fear.

“Now sign it.” He drew back his knife as he pushed the envelope and a pen toward her on the coffee table. “After we finish this, I’ll go deal with your behemoth.”

“If you think I’m going to give you what you want, just so that you can hurt Rory, you must be crazy.” She folded her arms over her chest.

“You know, that’s something I just haven’t been able to understand.” He narrowed his eyes at her, but the lilt in his voice was mocking. “Why would a powerhouse like Kavanagh ever be with a little bitch like you? I barely tolerated putting up with you all this time, and I’m ten times the man he will ever be.”

“You could have let me leave six years ago if I was such a problem for you.”

“And miss out on my payday when you turned twenty-five? I don’t think so. Plus, you were useful—for a while at least.” Clare flushed with embarrassment at his words.

“For old times’ sake?” He pulled a small vial of white powder out of his pocket and held it up before moving over to the kitchen counter and pouring out a line.

“You couldn’t get me to do it back then. I’m certainly not doing it now,” she said, watching him snort up the powder through a rolled-up dollar bill.

“Suit yourself, but I wonder what your ogre of a boyfriend would think about your dealing history.” He raised one brow at her, as he returned to the couch where she was still sitting and clutching her arm.

“You wouldn’t dare.” Clare dropped her chin to her chest, feeling shame wash over her at the memory. Being dropped off on the side of the street with a pocket full of drugs in the worst neighborhoods of Los Angeles hadn’t left her a lot of choices. She had known that if she came back without the money, she would pay dearly for her transgression.

“What? You afraid he won’t want you anymore when he finds out who you really are, Clare? Hate to break it to you, but you can’t keep that ruse going forever, you know.”

She glared at him, but stayed silent. Self-doubt crept through her. Every negative thing about herself that Travis had convinced her of over the years was coming to the surface. She couldn’t forgive herself for what she had done, so she knew that no one else would be able to, either. The last thing she wanted was to hurt Rory that way. He didn’t need to know the dark details of her past.

“Maybe you should come back to California with me, Clare,” Travis started. “I was just going to come here and get my money and deal with your monster of a boyfriend, but now you’ve reminded me of a lot more.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about all the good times we had, Clare. No one knows how to provide me a believable alibi like you did. You were the best, back then.” She shuddered at the memory of all the times she had lied for him.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” she said, seething. “You should just kill me now and get it over with.”

“Tsk, tsk, Clare. Such hostility.” He picked up the pen from the table and forcibly put it in her hand. She gripped it tightly, as she considered if it were possible to jump up and stab him with it faster than he could swing the knife in his hand.

“I’ll leave Kavanagh and his family alone if you sign this right now.” He smiled wickedly at her. “Otherwise, I’ve got plans for them as soon as I finish with you.”

Clare could feel the color drain from her face at the thought. The family that had taken her in and accepted her, the man who had made her believe it was worth it to open up her heart again—all of them were in danger because of her.

Travis was right: She wasn’t meant to be here. She had done nothing but ruin other people’s lives by showing up here. She couldn’t be responsible for anything happening to Rory or his family. This was her problem, her past, and she was the only one who should have to deal with it.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” she said stonily as she opened the envelope up in front of her and pulled out the contract.

“Are you willing to risk that I’m not?” He glared at her and she slowly exhaled, then began flipping through the contract to the last page. She slowly put the pen down on the page and signed her name.

It was done. She had made her choice.

“Good girl. That wasn’t so hard, was—” Travis started to say as he picked up the contract and shoved it in his pocket, but his attention was quickly diverted as the apartment door jiggled with the sounds of someone putting a key in the lock.

Clare closed her eyes, her brows furrowed, and prayed that Casey wasn’t unexpectedly coming home early. Clare didn’t want anyone in harm’s way because of her.

“Clare?” Rory’s voice entered the apartment and Clare whipped her head up to see him standing in the doorway with Ace, looking shocked as he took in the scene before him. His eyes landed first on her, then focused on her bleeding arm, then finally settled on Travis, who was just as shocked.

“Well, looks like your ogre just saved me a trip,” Travis said, quickly recovering from the surprise as he stood poised to attack.

“Are you okay, Clare?” Rory spoke in a low, gravelly tone as he kept his eyes on Travis and stepped farther into the apartment.

“I’m okay,” she whimpered.

“The police are on their way, Creighton,” Rory told him as Ace began growling fiercely and lowered his head, staring Travis down.

“He knows my name? I’m flattered,” Travis goaded, “but there’s no need for your cop brother to come save the day.”

Rory narrowed his eyes at him, angry at the multiple points that statement implied. His fists were balled at his sides, and he still stood in front of the open doorway, his large frame almost entirely blocking it.

“I strongly suggest that you leave,” Rory continued, seemingly unfazed. Ace took a few steps forward, a low rumbling sound emitting from him, making him appear very menacing.

“We will, but you need to get control of your dog.” Travis nodded and motioned for Clare to stand up. Unsure what to do, she shakily rose to her feet, still clutching her arm.

Rory ignored his command. “She isn’t going anywhere with you.”

“Of course she is. She wants to go. Unless you’re planning on holding her hostage?” Travis leered maliciously at Rory, who looked back and forth between him and Clare in confusion.

“Go ahead, Clare. Tell him,” Travis continued.

“What is he talking about?” Rory asked her.

“I, uh, I want to go back to California,” she stuttered, feeling ashamed as she avoided eye contact.

She couldn’t bear to see Rory’s expression right now. She shuffled her feet and just kept reminding herself that it was better for him to hurt a little now than to hurt much worse when Travis took revenge on him and his entire family. She had to do this. She had no other choice.

The Kavanaghs had done so much for her; it was her turn to do something for them this time.

“Fuck that. You’re not going anywhere,” Rory said firmly.

Clare’s mouth fell open slightly in surprise.

“Too bad. She doesn’t belong with you.” Travis took a few steps toward Rory, dangerously holding the knife in front of him.

Rory kept his eyes focused on Travis. Ace was still snarling ferociously, hunched over, surveying the two men. It was clear that the moment Rory gave him the go signal, he would pounce. Clare was pretty sure she was going to pass out in a second from all the nerves racing through her.

“She may have come over here and played dress-up, tried out someone’s life for a while, but Clare will never fit in here. She is a criminal, nothing more. She sold drugs for me, she lied for me—it’s in her nature and you can’t change that.”

Clare felt her face flush in embarrassment as her secrets were publicly announced.

“If you say one more word about her—” Rory’s eyes flamed with rage.

He was warily watching the knife in Travis’s hand, and Clare hoped that he wasn’t thinking about rushing Travis. The last thing she wanted was for him to be hurt.

“I’m just telling you the truth, something she clearly never did. How do you think she even got here? She stole from me!” Travis was stepping closer to Rory now and the men were locked in some type of standoff.

“Creighton—” Rory’s voice was menacing.

“She always was, and always will be, nothing more than a common, lying, stealing, druggie street whore,” Travis hissed, inching closer.

That was the last thing he said before the entire scene changed.

Ace’s growling increased tenfold, turning into vicious snarling and barking as he launched forward at Travis. Clare gasped as the dog’s sudden attack caught Travis off guard, and he jumped back in fear. It was too late, though—Ace’s powerful jaw connected with Travis’s leg and he screamed in pain. The dog’s filed teeth did nothing to dull the ferocity of his attack.

Rory instantly moved to take advantage of the distraction, but the expression on his face went from fury to horror as Travis plunged the knife into Ace’s side. Screaming, Rory attacked swiftly, pummeling Travis with jabs and kicks, sending him soaring backward.

Clare shrieked and scurried away as Travis’s body flew back. She ran around the dueling men and dropped to her knees by the bleeding dog. Tears streamed down her face as she grabbed a throw blanket that had been on the couch and used it to press down on the dog’s wound. Ace whimpered softly, peering up at her, his eyes full of trust. Her own injured arm was in excruciating pain, but she didn’t care.

“I’m so sorry, boy,” Clare cried. “It’s going to be okay.”

Ace had been nothing but loving toward her from day one, and he had risked his own life to protect her. Just like Rory was doing now. She couldn’t believe that she had people, and now animals, like that in her life. She was touched and heartbroken all at the same time.

Shouting and cursing behind her grabbed her attention. She looked toward the source of the noise to see that Rory had knocked Travis down completely, only to jump on him and pin him to the ground. The knife had gone flying, skidding across the floor to the other side of the room. Rory’s fists weren’t stopping as he landed punch after punch across Travis’s face.

Clare’s entire body was shaking as she turned back to Ace.

“Break it up!” voices shouted as Clare saw Jimmy and several other police officers flying into the room with guns drawn.

“He’s trying to kill me!” Travis screamed from the floor as he tried to protect his face, his cowardice becoming evident to everyone.

“This fucker had a knife on her and he stabbed Ace!” Rory seethed as two police officers grabbed him by each arm and pulled him off Travis, dragging him out of the apartment as he cussed in protest.

“Rory!” Clare called after him, wishing they had let him stay with her.

“They just have to question him, miss,” another police officer assured her, but it didn’t make her feel any better.

“I was just defending myself!” Travis protested. “Didn’t you hear me? His attack dog and him tried to kill me!”

“Too bad we got here before they finished the job.” Jimmy proceeded to yank Travis up off the floor and handcuff him as he spoke to him.

“I didn’t do anything!” Travis protested.

“That’s not what the blood on her arm says, or the dog. Shit, Clare, are you okay?” Jimmy asked as he began dragging Travis out of the apartment.

“I don’t know—where’s Rory?” Clare sobbed, comforted that they were there, but devastated that the bleeding from Ace’s side was only growing more profuse. She wanted Rory there. This was his dog and he should be there.

“Fucking bitch” was the last thing Travis shouted before Jimmy successfully removed him from the apartment.

“Clare?!” Casey rushed into the apartment with several paramedics and tried to lead Clare back to the couch.

“No, don’t touch me—Ace needs help! Get Rory!” Clare shouted, not caring if she sounded rude. Her arm would be fine, she was sure of it. The wound on Ace seemed to tell a different story.

“Do you guys know what to do for a dog?” Casey turned to the paramedics beside her.

“We’ll improvise,” one of them said. They kneeled beside Ace and gently moved Clare’s hands and the blanket away as they took over cleaning the wound. Casey left the apartment, seemingly in search of Rory.

“It’s really deep. We’re going to need to take him to a vet as soon as possible. Is there an emergency vet around here?” one paramedic asked.

“Yes, call Dr. Prentiss. Rory has the number,” Clare told him, pointing to the hallway where she had seen Rory last.

“Yes, ma’am.” The paramedic rushed out of the apartment, only to return a few seconds later with Rory.

“Where were you?” Clare rushed to him frantically.

“The police were questioning me. I’m so sorry—are you okay?” He kissed her forehead and gave her a quick hug, and she nodded. Rory saw Ace and immediately rushed to his side. “Is he going to be okay?”

“We’re not sure—we need to get him to a vet,” the paramedic said as they gently began lifting the dog onto a stretcher that they had brought in with them.

“Call Dr. Prentiss. Tell him to meet us at his office,” Clare told Rory, and he nodded, pulling out his phone and dialing the number after instructing the paramedics on where to go. No one argued with a Kavanagh.

“Are you okay?” Casey had followed Rory in and was now standing by Clare, an arm wrapped around her shoulders, comforting her.

“My arm hurts.” Clare frowned, suddenly realizing that she had forgotten about her own injury.

Casey turned to the paramedics, who were holding the stretcher with Ace on it. He wasn’t moving or making any sounds now. “She needs medical attention!”

Another paramedic team entered the apartment. “We’ve got it,” they told the first team before leading Clare over to the couch and having her sit down.

Clare just nodded, following instructions and pulling her sweater up over her head. She was wearing a tank top underneath, which made it a lot easier for the paramedics as they set up shop next to her and began working on bandaging her arm.

Casey frowned, wrapping her arm around Clare’s waist again in a small hug. “I was so worried.”

“I’ll be okay. I probably just need a few stitches.” Clare tried to shrug, but pain surged through her arm at the motion.

The remaining police officers had left by the time Rory finally walked back in. Casey got up to let him have a moment with Clare. He was at her side in seconds, watching the paramedics carefully cleaning her wound. She smiled at him gratefully and leaned in to him, letting him kiss her forehead. Several more people entered the apartment, and Clare glanced up to see the rest of the Kavanagh family filtering in. She gaped, surprised to see them there—especially Kane, who was still dressed in the clothes he’d been planning to fight in. “What are you guys doing here? What about the match?”

“Clare—oh my goodness! What happened?” Alarm colored Dee’s face as she rushed over and kneeled in front of Clare.

“Paper cut?” Clare smiled, attempting some lighthearted humor that was quickly rejected when both Dee and Casey rolled their eyes at her.

“Take good care of that arm,” Seamus said to the paramedics as he leaned over them to peer at her wound.

“Yes, Mr. Kavanagh,” one of the paramedics said shakily. It wasn’t unusual for people to be intimidated by Seamus, but Clare had seen his soft side, so it always amused her when she saw people act nervous around him.

“I can’t believe you guys are here, that you forfeited the fight.” Clare felt guilty. Rory squeezed an arm tighter around her waist.

“Your boyfriend went tearing out of the gym like a crazy person, shouting that you were in trouble,” Quinn told her from where he stood next to Kane.

Rory rolled his eyes at his brother. “I did not.”

“Seemed more important to come check on you than to knock out some idiot.” Kane folded his arms over his chest.

“Don’t worry about it, there will always be other fights—and the charity still got their donation,” Casey told her.

“I know, but you guys didn’t need to do that,” Clare protested.

“The hell they didn’t, Clare. You’re part of this family now, whether you like it or not.” Rory kissed her softly on the lips, and she felt a tear moving down her cheek at the sentiment.

“The ‘or not’ part is true—we don’t let go of people easily,” Quinn goaded before his dad smacked him lightly on the back of the head and gave him a warning glare. Clare wondered if Quinn realized how often he got smacked on the head for his barbs.

“Anyone who can make Rory so happy is family to us,” his mother told her, cupping her chin affectionately.

“We’ve finished bandaging, but we really need to get her to the hospital for stitches,” a paramedic spoke up, glancing nervously around at the sea of Kavanaghs that had overtaken the small apartment.

“We’ll follow and see you there.” Seamus nodded to Clare.

“What about Ace?” Clare said.

Dee motioned to Seamus. “We’ll go follow him to the vet, then bring him back to Rory’s place after.”

“What if he—” Clare choked out a sob, terrified that Ace wouldn’t make it through the night.

Dee interrupted her, waving away the concern. “He’s going to be fine. That dog is a survivor.”

“The rest of us will come with you to the hospital,” Casey volunteered.

“No, I’ll go with her,” Rory told his family firmly. “Filling the emergency room with all of you is going to be too overwhelming.”

“I don’t mind,” Clare said, but truthfully some peace and quiet did sound nice. While she loved being around the family, there were a lot of them and they did get loud.

“That’s fine. Is she coming back here afterward?” Casey asked.

“No, my place.” Rory decided for her, and Clare just smiled and leaned in to him. As worried as she was right now, she appreciated a moment of downtime.

The family began shuffling out, and the paramedics followed closely behind Clare as Rory stayed with her.

“Come by the station anytime tomorrow and I’ll take your statement, Clare,” Jimmy told her.

“Take care of her, Rory,” Casey said as she followed the rest of the family out.

With his arm still wrapped around Clare’s waist, Rory had helped her stand up, but she continued leaning in to his side, mostly because the proximity and warmth were comforting. His body was firm and stable against hers, supporting her and guarding her.

She relished the moment, realizing that a short time ago she wasn’t sure that she would ever have these arms around her again. They had been apart for only a few hours, but it felt like a lifetime had gone by.


Chapter 22

“Well, this is sexy.” Clare nodded to the sling supporting her arm.

“I don’t think bandages are supposed to be sexy,” Rory kidded, opening the taxi door for her as they left the hospital several hours later.

“Why not? I’ve got to wear it like this for weeks—is it too much to ask to have choices? Maybe pink?”

“You want a hot-pink sling?” He slid into the backseat after her and told the driver his address.

“I didn’t say hot pink, maybe a light pink. With rhinestones.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Haven’t you heard of trying to find the silver lining in a crap-tastic day?” Clare leaned in to him.

“My silver lining was when the doctor said you would be fine.”

Clare giggled. “Not as fine as a pink rhinestone sling would be.”

Rory pulled her closer against him for the rest of the taxi ride. They arrived at Rory’s apartment only a short drive later, and Rory helped her up the stairs and into his apartment, settling her into the bedroom right away.

“What about Ace? Is he doing okay?” Clare asked from where she was sitting on the edge of the bed.

“My mom told me Dr. Prentiss is working on him now, has him sedated. Apparently the tip of the knife broke off in his abdomen.” Rory’s face was twisted tortuously.

“Maybe we should be there with him.” Clare’s words caught in her throat, and she tried to push away any oncoming tears.

“No, it’s more important for you to heal right now,” Rory said firmly, but she could still see the pain in his eyes.

“But he saved my life, Rory.” She was less effective at holding back the sob this time. “I owe him. We both do.”

“I know, but you’re my priority right now. My mom’s with him, and I promise you that she will take good care of him. We’ll go in the morning once you’ve had some rest.”

Clare nodded, knowing that he was right. Dee was definitely capable of taking care of Ace just as well as, if not better than, she could right now.

“Do you want to wear these?” He turned to her, holding up one of his T-shirts and a pair of sweatpants that he pulled out of his drawer.

“Sure, but I’m going to need some help.”

“I think I’m up for the task.” His eyebrows shot up as his eyes feasted on her hungrily.

She stood up and he tossed the clothes onto the bed behind her, then gently untied the straps on Clare’s sling, moving it down and off her arm carefully. She grimaced slightly at the movement but didn’t take her eyes off of him. He was focused on the task, but his eyes were fierce. Gripping the hem of her bloodied shirt, he lifted her good arm out, then slid the fabric over her head and down her injured arm.

His eyes became hooded as his stare raked over her, catching on her lacy brassiere. He swallowed and leaned forward, reaching behind her to pick up his shirt. Her skin shivered at the proximity and he responded by nipping at the skin on her shoulder, before kissing a trail up to her chin.

She moaned, leaning in to him.

“Tá tú go hálainn,” he breathed. “You’re beautiful.”

Finally, he pulled back, leaving her unsteady on her feet as she weaved slightly. He gripped her hip in his large hand, holding her still. He then redressed her in his shirt, even though she could tell he was trying to memorize every inch of her body.

Next she used her free hand to push the waistband of her jeans down, shimmying out of them the rest of the way as Rory helped. She stepped out of her jeans, and he moved her arm back into the sling, gently reattaching the straps over her shoulder.

“All right, that’s the most I can do.” Rory put his hands up and stepped backward.

“What are you talking about?” She grabbed the sweatpants off the bed.

“I can’t, in good conscience, as a man standing in front of a hot woman, get you back into your pants. It’s not natural.”

“Maybe I should leave them off, then?” She tossed the sweatpants to the side and stared at him defiantly, only a hint of a smile revealed.

“The doctor said you needed to sleep, Clare.”

“I know.” She slid farther back onto the bed.

“You’re bad,” he teased as he crawled onto the bed over her.

He slid one hand under her waist as she lay back and pulled her the rest of the way onto the bed so her head was on a pillow. Taking care to avoid touching her injured arm, he pressed his body against hers and kissed her deeply.

After a moment, he pulled away and slid down next to her so that he was lying on his side, facing her. She instantly felt cold at the loss of contact, but he fixed that by pulling her against him. She rested her head on his arm, breathing in the smell of his cologne and finding that she was incapable of not smiling at the moment.

“You should get some rest—the pain medications will wear off soon and you need to heal as soon as possible,” he told her.

“Uh-huh, and you have no ulterior motives for that at all.” Clare twisted her free hand into his shirt.

“The perfect gentleman, as always.”

“We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?”

“A chuisle mo chroí.” He kissed her forehead, but she turned to him with a quizzical look, not understanding what he had said.

“It means that you are the pulse of my heart, you’re the reason it keeps beating, Clare. You bring me to life in a way I never could have on my own.”

“Rory,” she whispered softly, touched at his honesty.

“I love you, Clare. I’m so in love with you, and I don’t know why it’s taken me this long to tell you, but I can’t wait another day. I think I’ve been in love with you since the first day I saw you.”

Clare smiled at him, reaching around to wrap her good arm around his neck and wiggle her body as close to him as possible. She pressed against him and he responded by pulling her in tighter, his hand locking around her lower back.

“Táim i ngrá leat, Rory,” she whispered shyly to him.

Rory’s eyes widened. “Did you just say you’re in love with me in Irish?”

“Well, I tried to—I’m not sure I said it right.” Her cheeks were flushing with embarrassment.

She had researched how to say it days ago, hoping to surprise him.

“It was perfect, and you are perfect.” He smiled and kissed her. “Tá tú iontach.”

“I understood that one!”

“Because I just said it in English first, silly.” He kissed her forehead again.

“You can’t prove that.”

“Go to sleep, silly woman.”

She relished the rumble in his chest against her cheek as he spoke.

Yawning, she nodded and huddled closer against him. It didn’t take long for her to drift off.

—

Clare screamed as Travis lunged at her, knife above his head ready to strike. She punched and kicked with all her might, but not a single blow actually connected. He continued his swift approach and she turned to run, but a familiar splitting pain ran through her arm.

“Clare! Wake up!” Rory was shouting at her when she opened her eyes, panicking. She found herself staring into his beautiful silver eyes, fraught with worry.

“What?” She blinked a few times, feeling confused and shaky.

“You were screaming.” He moved until he was on his side in the bed. She looked around, realizing it was already the next morning and she was back in Rory’s apartment and there was nothing to fear.

She frowned. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why.”

“Nightmare?”

“I guess.” She pushed herself up onto her good elbow. “How’s Ace?”

“Mom said he made it through the surgery pretty well. They got the tip of the knife out and stopped a lot of the internal bleeding. He’s still sedated, though. Dr. Prentiss said he wanted to give his body some time to heal. He is worried Ace will try to do too much too soon, otherwise.” Rory’s misery was painted on his face.

“I’m so sorry, Rory. This is all my fault,” Clare whimpered, feeling so guilty, as she watched him get up out of bed and walk around to her side.

“It’s not, mhuirnín. Ace used to be a fighter dog, remember? Personally, I think the fact that he protected you is a great sign. He was raised to just protect himself—everyone else was the enemy. Not only has he recently become more friendly toward you and a few other people in my life, but now he’s protecting his people, too.”

“He’s an amazing dog.”

“The best,” Rory agreed, helping her to sit up in bed before he picked up a mug from the nightstand and handed it to her. She peered into the mug to see steaming hot coffee, and her stomach grumbled in response.

“When you’re ready, we need to visit Ace and see how he’s doing. After we can head down to the station.”

“Fun,” she grumbled, lifting the coffee and taking a big gulp of the warm liquid. Satisfied as the drink poured down her throat, she smiled.

“We don’t have to go right this second, but better sooner than later. I know it’s not something you’re looking forward to, but it’s important to keep Creighton locked up.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I’ll be with you—there’s nothing to be afraid of. He won’t be anywhere near you,” Rory assured her, sitting on the edge of the bed and leaning over her legs.

“I’m not scared of him. I’m more scared of it all catching up to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was right, Rory. I’ve not always been this person. I’ve done so many things I’m not proud of.” She frowned, studying her fidgeting hands.

“Like I haven’t? Everyone makes mistakes. You did what you needed to do to survive.”

“Did I? Or did I do what was easier at the time? Did I lie for him and sell drugs for him just because I needed someone around to take care of me? He wouldn’t have been able to take care of me if he was in jail; maybe that was all I cared about then.”

“I think that’s pretty natural for someone who’d lost her parents at a young age. Plus, even if you were that person once upon a time, you’re not now. You’re unbelievably independent, and have been since I met you.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.” He kissed her.

“Maybe that’s true, but it still doesn’t make it right.” Clare still felt guilty. “I’ve done some really bad things, Rory. You shouldn’t be with me.”

An unassuming smile took over his face. “Clare, I know about your past already.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m a Kavanagh. I don’t have a choice when it comes to people in my life—I have to know their backgrounds before getting involved,” he confessed.

She gasped, putting together the pieces. “You did a background check on me?”

“My dad’s associates did,” he said, nodding sheepishly at her.

“Why wouldn’t you just ask me?”

“Why didn’t you just tell me about it earlier?” he countered, and she nodded, knowing he was right but still feeling a little irritated at the invasion of privacy.

“You should have warned me you have no boundaries,” she scoffed angrily.

“See? I’m not too good for you.”

“Hell, I might be too good for you now,” she said, trying to hide her smile, but failing miserably at the farce.

“Perfect for each other,” he teased.

“You’re unbelievable.”

“Unbelievably in love.” He kissed her, and she didn’t pull away. In fact, she found her body betraying her and doing the exact opposite. His lips against hers were perfect, melting away every stressor in her body as she leaned in to him.

“Forgive me yet?”

“I’m thinking about it,” she whispered, goading him, “but I might need more convincing.”

He smiled suggestively before weaving one hand up behind her neck and pulling her to him. His lips caught hers and hungrily devoured them. Her breathing increased heavily as she pressed her chest into his and coiled one hand into his shirt. He nibbled gently at her lip, pulling her to him even deeper. She gasped as his other hand snaked up to find her breast, catering to her body’s needs.

“I should stop,” he said huskily as he pulled just ever so slightly away from her lips.

“Why?” she whimpered, wanting more.

“Because if I don’t now, I won’t be able to at all.”

“I don’t see what’s wrong with that.”

He motioned to her arm still in the sling. “You need to heal.”

“What if I get a doctor’s note saying it’s okay?” she teased, tantalizingly.

“Then nothing is going to stop me.” He winked at her, standing up from the bed and pulling open his dresser to find clothes for the day.

She watched him get changed while she finished the rest of her coffee. She was greatly enjoying seeing him partially undressed, then fully nude, as his muscled skin taunted her. She wanted to run her hands all over him. Well, at least my one uninjured hand, she thought to herself.

“I love you,” she said again, watching him. He smiled and turned back to her, warmly surveying her.

“Táim i ngrá leat, mhuirnín.” I love you, my sweetheart.


Chapter 23

Rory gave his mother a greeting hug when he and Clare walked into Dr. Prentiss’s office, where Dee was waiting with Quinn, who must have traded places with his father at some point overnight. “Thank you so much for staying with him, Ma,”

“Of course, baby.” She smiled at him before turning to hug Clare.

“Hey, guys,” Quinn greeted them, carefully avoiding Clare’s injured arm as he, too, hugged her. Rory shook his hand stoically, his worry about Ace not putting him in the mood for social niceties.

“Is Ace doing okay?” Clare asked.

“He’s awake, but still a bit groggy and confused. I’m sure he will love to see you two, though,” Dee told them.

“I’m going to go back and see him,” Rory announced. Clare followed him as he pushed through a door into the back of the office.

They entered a large room containing several kennels and shelves full of medical equipment. A large table to one side of the room was covered in towels, and Ace was lying across them on his side.

“Hey, buddy,” Clare said softly as she came up beside him and stroked his neck. His eyes slanted up at her and he made a small whimpering sound, but didn’t move.

“Jeez, Ace,” Rory mumbled, stricken by the large bandages across his dog’s side. The end of Ace’s tail flickered lightly, but then rested.

Dr. Prentiss joined them a few seconds later. “Hey, kids.”

“Doctor, how is he?” Rory immediately asked as Clare pulled up a stool to the edge of the table and sat with her one hand wrapped around Ace’s paw and her good arm petting his head.

“He’s going to make a full recovery,” the vet reassured them, smiling proudly. “It was touch and go there for a while. Quite a bit of internal damage was done, so the recovery process will be slow.”

“But he’s going to be okay?”

“Yup, he’ll just have another scar to add to the collection.”

Rory surveyed Ace, realizing for the first time how many scars the poor dog had collected over his lifetime.

“He does have a lot, doesn’t he?” Clare solemnly echoed his thoughts.

“He’s been through a lot.”

“He’s a hero; he saved my life. He deserves a medal,” Clare stated, leaning down to kiss Ace’s head. He watched them all intently, his tail flicking slightly every now and again.

“They going to charge the son of a bitch who did this to him?” the vet asked.

“I hope so—he’s in custody now. We’re going to the station after this to make our reports,” Rory told him.

“Good, I hope they nail the bastard.”

“If I have anything to say about it, they will do a lot more than just that,” Rory muttered angrily, remembering everything that had happened. “When can we take him home?”

“Depends. Will someone be there to care for him round the clock? He’ll need a lot of help over the next week or so,” Dr. Prentiss told them.

“I will, yeah—I’ll be off work anyway, thanks to my arm,” Clare said without hesitation. Pride swelled in Rory at how affectionate and caring she was for his dog.

“All right, then, he can probably go home with you tomorrow. Let me monitor his vitals for the next day, just to make sure he stays on this path. After that, he’ll just need a lot of love and care, which we can do here, but I think he would enjoy being with people he knows more,” the vet explained.

“I agree,” Rory said.

“Plus, Clare, it can be a little extra vet training for you. You’re starting school soon, right?” Dr. Prentiss said.

“Yeah, I am…” She sounded lost, like she had forgotten.

“Win, win for everyone, then,” the doctor said, leaving the room.

Clare leaned down and kissed Ace again, whispering something to him in his ear that Rory couldn’t hear. She then continued to caress him affectionately. Rory squeezed her shoulders as he watched and joined in petting every once in a while. They stayed with Ace for another hour or so, before heading over to the police station to give their accounts of yesterday’s events.

—

“You’re really milking this, aren’t you?” Rory griped, while still smiling at Clare as she lay on his couch next to Ace.

“We’re practically veterans. Have some respect.” Clare tucked the throw blanket under her legs and cocooned herself in its warmth before she resumed petting Ace, who lay spread out beside her with his head in her lap.

“Since when does that mean I have to cater to your every whim?”

“Since the moment you decided to fall in love with me,” she teased in response.

“That wasn’t a choice. My falling in love with you was like accidentally falling off the edge of a cliff; first it was a slipup, then it was terrifying, then I hit the finish line and ended up in Heaven.”

“Did you just compare loving me to dying?” She raised her eyebrows.

“Depends—was it romantic?”

“Not at all.”

“Then I didn’t say that. I compared loving you to skipping through a field of daisies.”

She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “You’re so going to pay for that.”

“Are you going to punish me? I might like that.” His eyes heated as he stared at her, and she blushed at the implication.

“You’re unbelievable, you know that?” She chuckled, then became quiet for a moment. “I really thought I was going to die, Rory.”

“I’ll never let that happen,” Rory teased her, not picking up on the shift in her attitude.

“No, I’m being serious; I really thought Travis was going to kill me,” she repeated. “I spent years living under his thumb, watching him hurt people, hurting me. Then the last few months hiding, all to culminate in this?”

She motioned to her arm in a sling and to Ace.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, it seems anticlimactic; it seems unreal. I was so afraid for so long, and in one day everything is over? He is gone, for good?” Clare said incredulously.

“You were stabbed, Clare. That’s not anticlimactic to me. I don’t think Ace would call it that, either.” Rory tried to reassure her as he leaned down to pet the dog’s head.

“I’m not saying it wasn’t terrible. It was. It was one of the worst days of my life—but now it’s just over. He’s in jail.”

“And you don’t have to be afraid anymore.”

“See? That’s my point.” She bit her lip, contemplating how she was feeling, “What do I do with all that space now? All that space in my heart and my mind that used to be filled with fear? What now?”

“I don’t know exactly, mhuirnín,” Rory replied. Leaving Ace, he sat down on Clare’s other side and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “But I think it might be kind of like when I used to be a professional fighter.”

“You still are,” she pointed out.

“Only for charity games and things like that—being a trainer isn’t really the same. But that’s not my point.” His eyebrows knit together as he thought. “My point is that fighting was my whole life. It took up every part of my entire being. When it ended, I felt empty.”

“What did you do?” she asked, leaning her head against his shoulder.

“I started popping pills like they were candy,”

“I hope you’re not suggesting I do that,” she playfully replied.

“Will you just listen to me?” He lifted her chin slightly with two fingers as he grazed his lips over hers. She found herself holding her breath as she leaned in to him farther, wanting him to kiss her. He pulled away and she whimpered in protest.

“I’m not saying to do what I did, because that didn’t work. I thought it did, for a while. I thought the pills and the booze were filling that empty space, but they weren’t.”

“So what did?”

“You did, Clare. When I met you, that’s when I realized how empty I was. You made me want to be a better person, not just so that I could be worthy of someone like you, but also for myself. You made me look at my life differently, appreciate what I have, and see that happiness can be found in something as simple as someone’s smile.”

“Rory”—she kissed him softly—“that was beautiful.”

“I am known to be romantic every once in a while.” He kissed her back and slid a few strands of hair behind one ear.


Chapter 24

“What if he’s going to tell us that Travis is getting out? Or already got out?” Clare chewed nervously on her lip, glancing over at Rory as they held hands on their short journey over to Jimmy’s precinct. Ace stayed beside Clare, pressing close to her side.

“Clare, I’ve been telling you for two months now: That asshole is not seeing freedom anytime soon,” Rory assured her. “There’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“I know, but I just keep expecting everything to suddenly fall apart. Like it can’t possibly be this good, this real. Like you and I can’t also be real. What sense does it make that someone like me, with all I’ve done, ends up with Rory Kavanagh?”

“If it makes you feel any better, I can get my name changed?”

“I’m serious, Rory.”

“I know you are, mhuirnín, but that’s exactly why I refuse to go down that line of thinking. I’m not too good for you; if anything, it’s the opposite. You’ve made mistakes, but that’s all it was. Mistakes. In the past. The last two months—actually, it’s almost been four months I’ve known you—I’ve seen a woman who wakes up every day with the goal of being the best she can be. That’s all you can do.”

“You sound like a life coach,” she mocked him, as they arrived at the station and he held open the front door for her and Ace. She could have opened the door herself now that her arm was back to normal, albeit sporting a not-so-pretty scar down the side, but she appreciated his chivalry nonetheless.

“Rory, over here!” Jimmy waved them over as soon as they entered. The main room of the precinct was filled with officers at rusty old desks.

“Hey, bro,” Rory said, shaking Jimmy’s hand as they reached his desk.

“Hi, Jimmy,” Clare greeted him.

“Good news, guys,” Jimmy told them. “It’s over: Creighton is being sentenced tomorrow.”

“Already? I thought we were going to trial.” Clare looked surprised as she sat down across from Jimmy. Ace sat next to her, dropping his chin onto her knees. She absentmindedly stroked his head as she spoke. His bandages were gone, only a scar and some missing fur remaining to show his heroic history.

“Nope, he took a guilty plea.”

“What does that mean? When do you think he will be back out?”

“With the assault charge, the outstanding warrants from California, and the amount of drugs found on him? Creighton will be locked up for a long time. You don’t need to worry about him anymore,” Jimmy assured her.

“He deserves a fucking life sentence,” Rory griped from the seat next to her, draping an arm over the back of her chair and protectively holding her.

“If I could, I would,” Jimmy told his brother.

“So I don’t have to testify in court?” she asked him.

“No, not with a plea deal. It could result in a slightly shorter sentence, but it will save all of us a lot of time in the long run,” Jimmy explained. “Plus, it’s important that you be able to start your life and move on from all of this.”

“Wow.” Clare was stunned. She couldn’t even begin to wrap her mind around what this meant. That a portion of her life, the worst parts of it, were officially gone and done.

She was completely free.

“And as you already know, the contract that he made you sign is null and void,” Jimmy assured her.

“Thank goodness.” She nodded, relieved.

“You’ll be twenty-five in a few months. What do you plan on doing with the money?” Rory asked, curiously.

“Damn, Rory, are you a gold digger now?” Jimmy chimed in, teasing his brother, who just rolled his eyes, ignoring him.

“After I pay tuition, I want to donate the rest to Woodlawn Rescues. I love that place, and it needs help,” Clare said, putting her hands up in front of both men as if to separate them.

Rory agreed. “I like that.”

“Me, too. Switching topics for a second, Clare, I came across a few other warrants,” Jimmy lowered his voice, glancing around before he leaned closer to her and continued, “in your name. I spoke to the district attorney and he pulled some strings with the authorities in California. They’ve dropped all charges. Luckily, the Kavanagh name still has a lot of pull, so your record is clean.”

“Are you serious?” Clare exhaled, relief washing over her.

She had talked to Rory about the outstanding warrants, but not to anyone else. He must have told Jimmy about it, she figured. They weren’t for major felonies—she’d been wanted for possession and distribution of narcotics, all things that she had been forced to do while she was with Travis.

Despite her reasoning, the warrants had burdened her. She had been afraid to turn herself in, because Travis had convinced her that no one would believe her if she told the police about him. She felt silly now for ever believing him, but maybe it was good that she had. Travis didn’t have New York police in his pocket, but in California he definitely did.

“Yeah, and I don’t need to tell you that my assistance in that needs to be kept quiet,” Jimmy added, lowering his voice again. “I didn’t really break any laws doing it, but I didn’t follow any, either.”

“Of course—I’m just so grateful,” Clare told him.

“And I’m never going to see anything like that come over my desk again, right?” Jimmy questioned, sounding more serious.

“Come on, Jimmy,” Rory scoffed. “She look like a criminal to you?”

“First thing I learned as a cop—everyone is capable of crime.”

“What happened to the little kid who believed in superheroes?”

“Two of his superheroes started using drugs and alcohol, landing one of them in jail for two years,” Jimmy shot back, irritation on his face.

“You have to go there? I know I’ve made a shit ton of mistakes, but I didn’t get Kieran locked up.”

“Jimmy,” Clare tried to intervene, fearing that the conversation was quickly derailing. She wasn’t sure what they were talking about exactly, but she felt that there was probably some painful history there.

“Fuck it, sorry, you’re right.”

“Forget about it.” Rory stood to shake his brother’s hand.

Jimmy accepted the handshake. “Good—new topic,” he said, turning to Clare. “Everything is smooth sailing from here on out. Enjoy it.”

Clare couldn’t help but smile at his young advice, but he was right. It was time to stop running from life, and actually stop and enjoy it. She reached down and ruffled the fur on the top of Ace’s head. They were both free of their pasts and their pain. They had each other and they had Rory. Life was brand-new and limitless.

Nothing was chasing her anymore.

—

“I’m going to the shelter—Patty said she wanted to talk to me about something,” Clare told Rory as she brushed her hair up and back into a bun in front of the mirror.

“You are? Now? You’ve been there every day this week.” Rory stood up from the bed in his apartment and moved behind her, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her neck.

“Like you’re not? You’re probably there more than me anyway—classes have really been killing my schedule lately,” she teased, leaning to the side so that he had more access to her. “Why are you asking?”

“No reason. What do you think Patty wants to talk about?” His hands on her hips turned her around to face him, his lips meeting hers.

“I have no idea—why are you being so inquisitive?”

“I have to go to Legends,” he said suddenly, stepping back.

“Okay?” She wondered why he was acting strangely.

“I’ll see you tonight for dinner? Don’t think I forgot about our six-month anniversary.” He grabbed a sweatshirt off the chair in the corner and pulled it over his head.

“Sounds great.” She smiled, but still found herself eyeing him warily.

“What’s wrong? You don’t sound excited.” He circled her with his arms again, kissing her gently at first, then a bit more fiercely.

“I’m excited about dinner, but I’m not excited about whatever it is you’re hiding right now.”

“Oh, come on, I could never hide anything from you.”

“I call bullshit,” she teased, sauntering away from him and out of the bedroom, grabbing her purse to go.

He caught up with her at the door and they kissed good-bye for a few moments, wrapped in each other’s arms, as they always did. Finally they parted ways and headed to their respective destinations, except Ace went with Clare, as he did most of the time now. The shelter was only a few blocks away from Rory’s apartment, as was everything in Woodlawn, so Clare and Ace made it there after only a short walk.

When she rounded the last corner and found herself in front of the shelter, she had to do a double take. There was construction happening on one side of Woodlawn Rescues, and the lot was full of construction workers and building materials.

She and Ace weaved their way through to the front of the building, where Clare saw a man on a ladder holding a new sign. She squinted up at the figure, only to realize it was Rory, hooking up a large sign to the front of the building.

“Clare, you’re here!” Patty waltzed out of the building, looking excited.

“Hey, Patty,”

“Such a beautiful dog.” Patty smiled at Ace, letting him sniff her hand and then stroking his head gently.

“ ‘Beautiful? Ace is an amazing dog, but I don’t think anyone has ever called him beautiful before.” Clare patted his side affectionately.

“Nonsense, all of his scars are what make him beautiful. They tell a story of survival, and there’s nothing more beautiful than that.” Patty grinned at them both as Clare nodded, agreeing with her and liking the sentiment.

“Oh, Rory, you’re here, too?” Just noticing him, Patty called up to where Rory was still perched on the ladder.

“Hi, ladies,” he greeted them as he worked his way back down the ladder.

“What’s going on, guys?” Clare asked them both, still feeling confused.

Patty started to explain. “I asked you to come down here today because I’ve decided to retire.”

“Oh, no.” Clare frowned. “I mean, that’s good for you, but what’s going to happen to the dogs?”

“That’s the thing—I wanted to retire a long time ago, but I didn’t want to just abandon this place, or these dogs. I mentioned it to Rory a few days ago and…well…he bought the shelter from me!” Patty announced, motioning to Rory, who was now standing beside them, grinning widely.

“You bought Woodlawn Rescues?” Clare gaped at the new sign above the entrance. Colorful large letters spelled out ACE’S DOGS.

“Surprised?” Rory asked.

“Oh, my goodness, this is what you were acting all sneaky about earlier?”

“I have no idea what you’re referring to.” He winked.

“He’s renovating the whole place, adding an expanded wing of kennels onto the side and a larger medical facility in the back,” Patty interrupted, clearly excited about the changes.

“That’s amazing,” Clare agreed.

“You’re helping,” Rory said, pulling her into his arms. “We’re going to put the donation you made from your inheritance toward the medical center, turn it into a low-cost animal clinic for the entire community.”

“I love it!”

“That was my idea,” Patty added proudly.

“Did you see the new name?” Rory pointed up to the sign. “You’re the one who said he needed a medal, so I figured this was the next best thing.”

“It’s my favorite part of all of this.”

“That’s not going to be your favorite part after you hear what else Patty has to tell you,” Rory said, and Clare turned questioningly to her friend.

“Dr. Prentiss has agreed to take you on as a full-time apprentice with him at his practice and at all the shelters where he works. Once you complete your degree and get your veterinarian license, you can work here as the head vet! If you want, that is. But I think you will definitely want to after you see the construction plans for the clinic, particularly since Rory is naming it Clare’s Canine Clinic,” Patty told her.

“Are you serious?” Clare said and gasped, looking back and forth between the two.

“Yep—Dr. Prentiss told me all about it last night.” Patty was practically shaking with excitement.

“Oh, really? Last night?” Clare smirked mischievously at Patty, knowing that there was a lot more to the story than that. She had known for weeks now that Patty had been trying to hide a private affair with Dr. Prentiss.

“Anyway, I’m going to be in the office if you need me.” Patty blushed deeply, waving her hand in an attempt to redirect the conversation.

“So, what do you think?” Rory asked Clare when they were alone.

She smiled and reached up to wrap her arms around his neck, pressing her body flush against his. His silver eyes became hooded as he stared down at her, and she could feel how much her closeness affected him physically. She brushed her lips against his, not fully committing to a kiss before she pulled away again.

“I think that I’m the luckiest girl alive,” she whispered to him.

He smiled back at her. “Tabhair póg dom, cailín t-ádh.”

Give me a kiss, lucky girl.


Epilogue

“It’s today?”

“Of course—you’re the one who set it up. How did you forget?” Clare glanced over at Rory as he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on his socks.

She considered how handsome he looked right then, doing something so simple as getting ready for the day. That’s when she appreciated him the most, in all the mundane moments that most people passed by without a second thought. There was nothing that described love more to her than having someone to do nothing with—someone to wake up next to and put her socks on with.

“I’ve been so busy getting all the renovations at the clinic going, it must have slipped my mind. Are you nervous?” He looked up curiously at her.

“Beyond nervous. Even though I know Dr. Prentiss, and I’m excited about the apprenticeship, it’s still terrifying.” She frowned, putting on her earrings; she was already mostly dressed. The couple had woken up only a short while ago, and they both had busy days lined up.

“You’re going to be amazing—you’re a natural.” Rory stood up from the bed and pulled his shirt over his head, then kissed her squarely on the lips.

“I hope so.” She glanced down at her phone, the time flashing on her screen. “Crap, I’ve got to go. I need to get home to grab my books before I go over there.”

“You know, if you lived here you wouldn’t have to dash back and forth between apartments every morning.”

“Rory, we talked about this. I don’t want you to have to take care of me.” She turned to face the mirror and smooth down her hair, hoping he would drop the topic. She had never been around much money because her parents never spent a dime, which made her inheritance that much more of a surprise. Either way, Rory’s wealthy lifestyle was taking some getting used to.

“I know you think that, but you’ve been living with Casey for a few months now, and it’s taking away a lot of my time with you.” Rory joined her, his arms on either side of her, against the dresser, as he stared into the mirror with her.

“I’m here every night.”

“But not every morning.” Rory pushed her hair to one side and trailed his lips from behind her ear, down her neck. His breath was hot on her skin and tiny bumps appeared at the contact.

“You’re going to make me late if you don’t stop that,” Clare whimpered, knowing she probably didn’t sound very convincing as she tilted her head sideways to allow Rory more access.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he teased, continuing his assault, placing gentle kisses on her neck, nipping softly at her tender flesh.

“Rory.”

He gripped her hips firmly and spun her around to face him, leaning her back against the dresser as he pressed tightly against her.

“What, mhuirnín?”

“Um…” She blinked quickly, breathing heavily as her hands fisted in his shirt and her hips pushed against him. “I don’t remember.”

“That’s my girl.” He grinned and stole her lips with his, nibbling her bottom lip between his before sucking gently.

His tongue invaded her mouth at the same time as he cupped her bottom with both hands and lifted her onto the dresser. She wrapped her legs around his waist instinctually, her arms flying around his neck. He pushed her skirt up her thighs, leaving it around her waist as his hand found her panties and yanked them down.

Clare had moved to help him with the task, her chest heaving against his. His erection stood firm between them, covered only by his pants, and she squirmed with desire. She loved how intensely her body always reacted to him, and how much he wanted her every single time. He slid one hand between her legs, gently swiping against her naked sex. She jolted at the contact, gasping as he grinned wickedly.

“You want me.” It wasn’t a question, it wasn’t a command. It was a fact. She knew that he had just felt how ready she was for him, and that he was more than willing to give her what she wanted. She nodded her head furiously, her green eyes dark and hooded with desire as she grabbed at his belt buckle and unfastened it. She found him ready and slid her hands up and down his length.

Releasing him from his pants, she widened her legs and he pulled her bottom to the edge of the dresser, rubbing himself against her. She pressed forward, begging him, and he rewarded her immediately. Rory thrust inside her with one quick move, her body stiffening against him as she accommodated his large presence.

He moved swiftly in and out as she moaned into his chest, his face buried in her thick blond ringlets. It didn’t take long before she felt herself clenching around his member, and she knew she was close. Before she knew what was happening, he pulled out abruptly, grabbing her by her upper arms to keep her from falling over.

“What? Don’t stop.” She panted breathlessly, a bewildered look in her eyes as she reached for him to try to pull him back to her.

“Say you’ll move in with me,” he countered, looking seriously at her.

“Right now?”

“Right now.”

“Rory, please,” she moaned, her back arching as she slid her hands down his chest. He held her arms still, stopping her attempt at going lower.

“Mhuirnín, you think moving in here means I’ll be taking care of you. It doesn’t. I don’t care about money. What I need is you. I need you here with me—you being near me is what takes care of me. I go crazy when you’re not around. Hell, I go crazy when you are around, too.” Clare blushed as he spoke, but he didn’t stop. He needed her in his life more than she would ever know.

“You need me?” Her voice was soft and shy, unsure of herself as she looked up at him through long eyelashes.

He moved forward and wrapped his arms around her. Without warning, he pushed back inside her and she groaned at the welcome intrusion.

“If I could stay like this every second of every day for the rest of my life, I would. I need you, Clare.” He spoke in a low, gruff tone while locking his silver eyes on hers before asking again.

“Will you please move in with me, mhuirnín?” She nodded in agreement, trying to hide the smile on her lips. His face split into a bright grin, and he reached down to steal another kiss. She wrapped her legs around his waist again, pulling him deeper inside her and picking up rhythm again.

He held her hips in his hands, moving her with him as his lips devoured hers. Clare’s fingers ran through his hair, locking around it and pulling gently. She tensed as she felt herself climbing toward the finish again. He wrenched his lips from hers, finding her pert nipples pressing against the fabric of her shirt. Brushing away the garment, he grabbed one nipple gently with his mouth and swirled his tongue around the peak as Clare tossed her head back and moaned loudly. The sensation was too much, she was sure she would implode.

“Rory, please.”

“Táim i ngrá leat, mhuirnín.” I love you, sweetheart.

“I love you, too.” She kissed him hungrily before he moved to bury his face in the base of her neck, moving faster and deeper. Seconds later, they both crashed under the weight of their release. Clare fell against him and he leaned both hands on the dresser to steady himself.

“I’m going to be so late,” she murmured into his chest, giggling slightly.

“Just tell Dr. Prentiss you were busy moving into your new home.” He brushed a few stray hairs from her face as he cupped her cheek in his hand. She leaned in to him, smiling and holding his hand in place with hers. She wanted to melt into a puddle and dance around all at the same time; she wasn’t used to feeling this much happiness about anything, ever.

But she did anytime she was with Rory.

“Are you sure about this?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t sure, Clare.”

“Do you think Ace will mind?” Clare began laughing, pointing to the dog sitting next to the dresser staring at them. Rory followed her direction and chuckled, leaning down to pat the dog on the head.

“He seems to be a big fan of the show.” Rory shook his head, laughing, then stepped back and helped her down from the dresser. He tucked himself back into his pants and straightened his shirt. Finally, he picked up her panties off the ground and handed them to her, and was immediately rewarded with a mischievous grin.

“Not today,” she said simply, dropping the panties back onto the dresser and smoothing down her skirt. He raised one brow to look at her, his mouth falling open slightly and his pants beginning to feel tight again.

“Oh, really?”

“See you tonight, Rory,” she said with a giggle, walking out of the bedroom. He followed her, with Ace tagging along as he always did.

“See you tonight at home, mhuirnín.”

“Yes, at home. Our home.” Clare wrapped her arms around his neck and feathered his lips with kisses, before releasing him. She finally left for her new apprenticeship. At the same time, Rory left to go train Kane.

All Clare could think about was that she couldn’t wait to get home.

Their home.


To all who love animals, foster them, and volunteer on their behalf, sacrificing their own time and money every day to try to make the lives of animals better. What you do is so important, both for the lives of those animals and for the people around you who are positively influenced by you.

Keep adopting, keep fostering, keep rescuing. They will never stop needing our help.
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Chapter 1

“That’s everything I had on me?” Kieran Kavanagh glanced up at the correctional officer standing in front of him, then back down at the clear plastic bag of clothing in his hands.

“You weren’t exactly draped in gold and diamonds when you got arrested, Kavanagh.”

Kieran smirked before taking the clothes into a small room off to the side of the processing area of the prison. He rushed to yank the dull gray jumpsuit off his body, pushing it to the ground and stepping out of it. He tossed it into a bin in the corner and then ripped open the bag of his old clothes and pulled out his jeans, T-shirt, and sweatshirt.

He slid his old jeans on, feeling that they were a bit tight around his thighs. He had spent most of the last two years mainly working out; there wasn’t a ton else to do in prison. Every muscle on his body had tripled in size, even on his legs. Next came the T-shirt, which barely made it down his midsection, stretching tightly over his defined pecs and molded abs.

Frowning, he pulled on the sweatshirt, which fit better since it used to be a bit baggier. With the warm spring air, he knew it would be a bit uncomfortable but at least it covered his abs. He was already loving the feeling of the familiar fabric against his skin rather than the overly starched prison clothes he’d had to get used to.

He pulled his wallet out of the bag and flipped it open.

Kieran Murphy Kavanagh. Age twenty-six.

He felt older, as if centuries had passed while he’d been in here staring out barred windows. It had also been a while since he had seen his name in print. Only his family had called him by his first name since he was in here. He shoved the rest of the plastic bag, with his drawers, into his pocket along with his wallet, then headed back out to the processing center. The correctional officer was standing by the exit waiting for him.

“Ready?”

“Been ready to get out of this hellhole for two years,” Kieran said, and scoffed.

“Good, don’t let me see your ugly mug in here again.”

The officer opened the door with a set of keys, leading them into an enclosed area in front of another door. He flashed his badge to a small camera on one side before a loud buzzing sound echoed through the room and the door unlatched. They did this twice more at the end of hallways before finally exiting the building. The guard nodded at him, a succinct good-bye, as he went back inside.

Kieran found himself on a concrete path surrounded by twenty-foot-high metal fencing. Breathing slowly, he moved down the path, trying not to look back. Honestly, he felt nervous, unsure of what was waiting for him out in the real world.

“Kieran!”

Snapping out of his reflective thoughts, he saw that at the end of the path on the other side of a large gate was an older woman jumping up and down, waving at him. He immediately recognized the dark red hair and tiny stature as his mother, Deidre “Dee” Kavanagh.

“Hey, Ma.” He waved and sped up, arriving at the gate as it buzzed open for him. He eagerly walked out and opened his arms for her. The small, middle-aged woman rushed into them, throwing her arms around his waist and burying her head against his chest. She squeezed him tightly and he could practically hear her smiling.

“Good to see you, too, Ma.”

“I’ve missed you so much, Kieran.” His mother sniffed, let go, and stepped back. He smiled at her and affectionately cupped her face, wiping away the escaped tears. She looked older than he remembered, and more stressed. Wrinkles lined her forehead and the skin around her eyes crinkled more than before. Guilt bit at him as he wondered if he was partly to blame for how much she’d aged in the last two years.

“All right, Ma, stop hogging him.” Kieran noticed for the first time that two of his brothers were standing next to the car.

“Quinn!” The skinny, athletic young man with jet-black hair walked up to him and shook his hand. They bumped their shoulders together and clapped each other on the back.

“I’m not a mirror, you know.”

Kieran let go of Quinn and chuckled as he looked at his twin. Their blue eyes mimicked each other’s under fluffy, short brown hair. Kane’s was shorter than his at the moment, but he planned on getting a haircut as soon as possible.

“Kane, you’ve gotten smaller.”

“Fuck that, you got gigantic. What the hell were you doing in there?” Kane sounded a little bitter at the discrepancy between them as the men hugged in greeting. Kieran was five minutes older than Kane, but they looked identical. Their family could tell them apart, but most others couldn’t. The size difference between them would make that a lot easier now.

“Maybe I should have you training me instead of Rory. I think you might even be bigger than him,” Kane said over his shoulder as he led the way back to the car.

“No one’s bigger than Rory.” Quinn laughed as he wrapped an arm around his mother’s shoulders, following Kane, with Kieran next to them. Mention of his older brother sparked Kieran’s curiosity.

“Where is Rory? Or Jimmy? Or Casey and Dad?”

“Jimmy’s working. Plus, I’m sure he’s tired of seeing prisons, as a cop,” Quinn informed him, trying to make a joke.

“Casey’s taking her midterms; she’s in her spring semester at New York University.” Dee averted her eyes as they all started climbing into the car. Dee and Quinn slid into the back, leaving the front to the twins.

“That doesn’t explain Rory or Dad. I’m guessing they didn’t want to visit the screwed-up son…” Kieran trailed off, sliding into the passenger seat. No one said anything as Kane started up the engine and pulled out onto the road.

Dee finally spoke up. “All of my boys are perfect in their own ways. And now they will all be together again for Sunday dinner.”

Kieran immediately remembered what every Sunday growing up used to be like, surrounded by loving family. It was Friday afternoon now, so he immediately got excited for the upcoming event. He wondered if it would be as nice as he remembered, or if he wouldn’t be welcomed.

“Kane, you got your own place?” Kieran asked, trying to change topics.

“Yeah, need a place to crash?”

“Just for a few days. I can get my own place soon.”

“You’re not going to stay with your dad and me?” Deidre leaned over the divider between the back and front seats.

“I’m a bit old to be living with my parents, Ma.”

“Nonsense, it’s not like it’s going to be forever. You’re welcome to stay with us anytime, you know that.”

“Ma, he’s fine with me,” Kane intervened, causing Dee to frown and lean back in her seat.

—

“Will you just trust me? Rory comes here every Sunday and brings Ma flowers.” Kane sighed, opening the flower shop door and ushering Kieran inside.

“So, what, I’m just supposed to copy him? How’s that help me?”

“I don’t know, call it sucking up, apologizing, playing nice. Any of the above. Pick one. It can’t hurt, right?”

“Whatever.” Kieran shrugged and followed Kane toward the counter.

“Go ask the lady at the counter for a bouquet. I’m going to hit the head.” Kane pointed toward the back of the shop where a young woman sat in front of a cash register thumbing through a catalog.

“Seriously? You can’t wait till we get to Ma’s?”

“Just go get the damn flowers.”

Kieran rolled his eyes at his brother’s retreating figure, then sauntered up to the counter.

“Hi, can I help you?” The young woman put down her catalog and smiled at him, the corner of her light blue eyes crinkling slightly. She was absolutely stunning, but in a muted way, as if she was trying to hide it from the world. Or like she didn’t know she was beautiful. Either way, he was having trouble taking his eyes off her.

“Uh, can I get a bouquet?” He stumbled over his words, forcing himself not to reach out and run his fingers through her long brown hair, which fell in large waves just past her shoulders.

“Sure. Of what?”

“Flowers.”

Kieran wanted to grab the word as soon as it left his mouth, his eyes widening as he realized it. The young woman stifled a smirk, her lips twitching slightly. She cleared her throat and sat up straighter, peering at him.

“All right. Well, who would it be for? Maybe that can help us nail it down.”

“It’s for my mother.”

“Do you know what her favorite flower is?”

He shook his head, trying to think of the last time he had seen his mother with flowers. In truth, he hadn’t purchased flowers for his mother since her birthday the year before he went to jail.

“No, I can’t remember. I’ve been, uh, gone for a while. Just got back.”

“Welcome back, um…” She paused, raising one brow.

“Kieran, thanks.”

“I’m Fiona.”

“As in Fiona’s Flowers? This is your shop? Wow, that’s impressive. You don’t look old enough to have your own business.”

“And you look too old not to know your mother’s favorite flower.” She stood up from her seat and walked out from around the counter toward a refrigerated section.

“Ah, Fiona: one; Kieran: zero.” He followed her to the wide selection of floral bouquets she was standing in front of.

“What about one of these? Think she might like this?” Fiona fingered some soft pink flowers that he didn’t recognize. To be fair, he didn’t really know anything about flowers anyway. Though these did remind him of his mother, the same pink blush that was always in her cheeks.

“I think she would love those—let’s do it.”

Fiona nodded and pulled the vase off the shelf in the refrigerated case, carrying it over to the counter. She pulled some plastic wrap from under the counter and began wrapping the entire thing, taking care not to crush any of the blooms. Next, she brought out some ribbons and wrapped it with a small bow.

Kieran complimented her work as he pulled out his wallet. “Beautiful. How much do I owe you?”

“Forty-nine ninety-nine.”

“Fifty bucks? Do these flowers also come with dinner and a movie?”

She blushed and dropped her eyes to the counter, not saying anything.

“I’m just kidding, here you go.” He handed her a few bills. “Unless you’d be interested in that?”

“In what?” She took the money from him and opened the cash register, putting the bills away carefully.

“In dinner and a movie. With me.”

She looked up at him suddenly, surprise etched across her face. Her cheeks blushed crimson, and it only made him like her more. She screamed innocence and purity when he was the opposite.

“I, uh, sorry. I don’t date.”

“I don’t buy that—you’re too beautiful.” He leaned against the counter, trying to get closer to her, but she handed him his purchase instead.

Kane came up behind Kieran, interrupting his flirtatious back-and-forth with Fiona. “What did you get Ma?”

“Your mother should love these pink daisies.” Fiona smiled at Kane, which Kieran could obviously tell was her way of avoiding looking at him. Avoiding looking at him by looking at his twin. Yeah, he really didn’t understand women.

“Thanks, miss. Come on, bro, we’re going to be late.”

Kieran nodded at his brother, who took the vase of flowers from him and was walking toward the door. He started following but paused to look back at Fiona for a moment.

“Don’t give me your answer now. Think about it.”

He saw her mouth fall open before he turned back and followed his brother out the door. A few years in jail hadn’t changed anything—he knew he still had game. He just hoped it was enough to charm the beautiful brunette.
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