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What’s his Passion?

 

THE BRICK YARD

 

 

Carol Lynne


 

 

For Lucky Gunn, the hardest fight of his life happens outside the cage.

 

On the south side of Chicago sits an old gym called The Brick Yard.

 

Ten years ago, on a bitterly cold day, Lucky Gunn wandered into The Brick Yard dressed in a threadbare jacket, looking for refuge. He hadn’t expected the owner, Tony Brick, to welcome him with a job and a place to sleep when Lucky’s abusive and drug addicted mother made it too dangerous to return home.

 

Dray was a gay man living in a world of straight fighters. When his secret was exposed to the media, he dropped out, giving Lucky a piece of advice—if you want to make it as a MMA fighter, bury the part of yourself that won’t be accepted.

 

Lucky discovered the cage was the perfect place to keep his demons at bay, but when he learns his trainer and mentor, Brick, is suffering from end-stage cancer, he begins to spiral out of control. After eight years, Dray returns to help Lucky and Brick deal with the devastating news.

 

With Dray so close, Lucky’s old desires return, and Dray teaches him more than how to fight. Torn between his career and the passion he feels for Dray, Lucky finds that his past demons resurface in full force, threatening his sanity and his budding relationship with Dray.

 

Despite leaving the cage years earlier, Dray finds himself in the battle of his life with the only man he’s ever loved. Will he stand and fight or walk away like he did years earlier?
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Prologue

 

 

 

Lucky Gunn knocked on his boss’s door before sticking his head into the messy office. “Hey, Brick? Okay if I crash in the back room again tonight?”

Tony Brick glanced up from a dog-eared UFC magazine. “Sure, kid.”

“Thanks.” Lucky didn’t need to explain why he needed a place to crash. His mother, Alana, loved men and meth a hell of a lot more than she loved him. It wasn’t something he hated her for, although he should. Instead, he blamed his father, the bastard who had sold her the shit in the first place. Yeah, he was the product of a whore and a drug dealer. Queue the tiny violin that would bleed out a tune for him.

Lucky snorted and shook the thought away. His home life sucked, but the tiny apartment he shared with his mom was a world away from the gym where he’d practically grown up. Thanks to Brick, the sixty-something ex-fighter who’d taken him on as a charity case years earlier, Lucky had managed to stay off drugs while making enough money to pay the rent and keep the lights on. Not bad for a teenager, he reckoned.

He was halfway across the gym when Brick called after him.

“Lucky? You get that book report finished?”

“Not yet.” Lucky said over his shoulder. “But I’m workin’ on it.” Truth was, reading didn’t come easy and writing his thoughts on The Great Gatsby had proven even harder.

“Take your work to the laundry room while you wash the towels,” Brick ordered. “That report’s due in two days, and if you don’t get a decent grade, you’ll flunk that damn class of yours.”

“Sure thing.” Lucky groaned to himself. Laundry was his least favorite chore outside of cleaning the locker room, but he’d jump into a steaming pile of shit if Brick asked him to.

He thought about the book while he walked around the weight room, gathering the dirty towels people were too fucking lazy to drop into the bin. Jay Gatsby had started his life as a poor kid from North Dakota who’d wanted more. He’d climbed his way to wealth and power by doing anything and everything he had to. Lucky knew he was supposed to write a report on how the money Gatsby had worked so hard to obtain had shriveled his soul, and that was the problem. Lucky didn’t see it that way. He knew what it was to yearn for more—to dream of a day when he didn’t have to turn on the kitchen lights and wait for the roaches to scatter before fixing a sandwich that was more bread than meat. In his opinion, Gatsby’s actions had been justified, and someone who didn’t understand that hadn’t been forced to dumpster dive as a seven-year-old to find something for dinner.

A deep laugh caught his attention and he glanced up just in time to see Drayton Cruz, better known as The Dragon, walk into the gym with that asshole friend of his. Dray was cool, but his buddy Vince was a piece of work. The fucker always made a point of talking down to Lucky.

“Hey,” Dray said, acknowledging Lucky.

“Your face is healing nicely.” Lucky winced. Why the hell did he say shit like that to Dray? It was bad enough he was obsessed with the fighter to the point of distraction, but did he need to turn into a chick every time Dray was around?

Dray touched a finger to the bandaged cut on his coal black eyebrow. “Gettin’ there. Although, I have another fight next weekend, so it won’t last long.”

Lucky couldn’t help but stare at the tattoos covering both Dray’s arms below the stretched T-shirt sleeves. The designs were incredibly intricate and inked in nothing but black.

“Are you getting a boner?” Vince asked.

Before he could think better of it, Lucky peered down at his fly. “No,” he mumbled, although he’d been close before the asshole called him on it. “I was checking out Dray’s tats.”

“Really?” Dray asked. “You thinking of getting one?”

Lucky nodded. He didn’t have the money for anything half as nice as what Dray had. “Something simple. Irish. Maybe a four-leaf clover.”

“Like a fuckin’ leprechaun?” Vince laughed. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

Once again, Lucky cursed his red hair. It didn’t matter that the shade was more mahogany than fire engine. It was still red, thanks to his mother who was one hundred percent Irish.

“Lay off,” Dray warned Vince before returning his attention to Lucky. “When you decide what you want, come by the shop and make an appointment. I’ll give you a discount.”

Lucky warmed. Dray was an excellent artist and had made quite a name for himself out of the cage for his intricate designs. Lucky wanted to ask how much a small tat would cost, but no way would he do it in front of Vince. “Thanks. I’ll have to save up, but I’ll let you know.”

Dray grabbed a fresh towel off the stack and draped it over his shoulder. “You are eighteen, right?”

Lucky felt like a giant weight had settled on his chest as he shook his head. Although he’d taken care of himself for years, he still had nearly sixteen months before he’d turn eighteen. “Not quite.”

“Oh, shit, man, sorry, but it’s against the law in Illinois to tattoo anyone under the age of eighteen,” Dray explained. “But find me on your eighteenth birthday, and I’ll give you something you can be proud of.”

Lucky wished Dray was the kind of man who would bend the rules, but he supposed no artist who was any good would jeopardize his career over an underage tattoo. Unfortunately, Dray was moving up in the UFC ranks, so Lucky doubted he’d still be tattooing by the time Lucky reached his eighteenth birthday. “Thanks. I’ll do that.”

Dray pointed at Lucky, a stern expression on his handsome face. “Promise me that you won’t let some asswipe do it just because he’s willing to ignore the law?”

“I promise.”

Dray gestured to the raised ring. “If you see Brick, tell him I’m going to pull one of his fighters to spar with.”

“He’s in his office. You want me to get him?” Lucky knew how much Brick hated it when Dray trained without him.

Dray blew out a frustrated breath. “Sure. No sense in getting my ass chewed over it. But tell him I’m going to take it easy, so if he has something else to do, it’s not a problem.”

“Okay.” Lucky leaned the towel bin back on its two wheels and pulled it toward Brick’s office. He wished he could forget the laundry and watch Dray train instead, but he still had his report to write up, and Dray usually trained for hours. Maybe, just maybe, he’d be able to get Dray off his mind long enough to finish his homework and still have time to watch the training session.

 

* * * *

 

Lucky shot up, blinking his eyes at the sound of knuckles rapping against the table he’d fallen asleep on. “What?”

Brick chuckled. “I’m calling it a day. Dray’s in the shower, so do me a favor and lock up when he leaves.” He eyed the spiral notebook Lucky had used for a pillow. “How’s it coming?”

Lucky shrugged. “I’ll get it done.” He still had more than half the report to write, but at least he’d started the damn thing.

Brick laid his hand on top of Lucky’s head and mussed his hair. “I’m proud of ya, kid.”

Uncomfortable with the tender gesture, Lucky swiped at Brick’s hand. “I haven’t been a kid in a long time, old man.”

“And for that, I’m truly sorry,” Brick said, slapping Lucky on the back. “Don’t stay up too late.”

Lucky got to his feet and stretched his arms over his head. “Can we train this weekend?” It wasn’t often Brick had spare time to work with him, so he tried to train on his own, but he knew how important it was to learn from the best.

“Yeah. You been keeping up with the routine I wrote down for you?” Brick asked from the doorway.

“Every day.” There were times when Lucky’s days had been so busy he’d had to do the circuit training at night after the gym closed, but he was starting to see the difference in his body when he looked in the mirror. He’d never been big and would probably never bulk up enough to compete in anything beyond the welterweight class compared to Dray’s light heavyweight status, but he was proud of his muscle definition.

“Keep it up, and you’ll go far. You’re quick and hungry and those are two things you have in your favor.”

“Thanks,” Lucky acknowledged the compliment. Brick didn’t give them out easily when it came to fighting, so to hear his mentor’s praise meant everything.

“Get some sleep.” Brick gave Lucky a surveying glance before turning to walk away.

Lucky opened the dryer and began to fold the towels. They were cold, which meant the dryer had finished its cycle while he’d been sleeping.

Towels folded, he lifted the stack and left the laundry room, secretly hoping he’d catch Dray in some sort of undress in the locker room. He’d done just that several weeks earlier. Dray had walked out of the shower while Lucky had been mopping the locker room floor. Instead of waiting for Lucky to finish the job, Dray had dropped his towel and had started rifling through his gym bag before pulling on his clothes. It had been one of the best and worst moments of Lucky’s life. He’d been struggling for a while with his attraction to men. The girls he went to school with were okay for a blowjob behind the equipment shed, but he didn’t dream of putting his hands all over them like he did with Dray. He hadn’t said anything to anyone—and he’d definitely never acted on his desire—but it was always there in the back of his mind.

Hoping to catch a peek of Dray, Lucky entered the locker room and was assaulted by steam and the sounds of fucking. Holy Hell. He quietly loaded the shelf with the clean towels before sinking onto one of the benches. It wasn’t Dray’s grunts that surprised him. It was the echoing moans of an equally deep voice that shocked him. Fuck, was that Vince? He shook his head, trying to wrap his brain around the fact that Dray was with another man.

“Fuck,” Dray drew out, his voice lower than Lucky had ever heard it. “So fuckin’ tight.”

“Yeah,” Vince answered. “Fuck me with that big cock.”

Lucky pressed the heel of his hand against the growing bulge in his jeans. If he’d had doubts of his true sexual preference before, he didn’t anymore—he wished he was Vince. He couldn’t think of anything he’d ever wanted more than to be bent over while Dray drove his cock inside him.

After unzipping his jeans, he felt a moment of guilt, but shoved his hand down the front of his underwear anyway. He wrapped it around his aching dick and squeezed as Dray groaned again. Fuck. He’d had a few sexual experiences in his life, but he’d never made noises like Vince and Dray were making. He wondered if it had something to do with his partners.

The steady slapping sound of skin on skin drove Lucky to pump faster. There, among the smells of Clorox, sweat and clean towels, he closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of Dray fucking. What would it be like to have access to Dray’s muscular, tattooed body? Would he sink to his knees and worship Dray’s cock with his mouth or just bend over and open his ass?

“Tell me I’m the best,” Vince begged between moans. His voice echoed in the tiled locker room, and Lucky suddenly hated the asshole more than he ever had. 

“Drop it,” Dray ordered, sounding out of breath.

“I’m tired of being your secret,” Vince continued. “At least acknowledge me to your friends.”

Lucky heard a loud slap followed by a cry of pain. Shit! Had Dray slapped Vince’s face or had it been his ass.

“I said, fucking drop it,” Dray growled.

Lucky’s balls drew tight, seconds before his cock shot a volley of cum into his hand. “Fuck!” he ground out, trying to keep as quiet as possible. He continued to squeeze his cock, milking his dick for every drop of seed.

The shower shut off. “Did you hear something?” Dray asked.

“What the hell, man? You can’t just pull out like that. I was close,” Vince complained.

With one hand still down the front of his jeans, Lucky jumped up and raced out of the room. He didn’t stop running until he reached the storage room he’d called home more nights than he cared to think about. There were only three people in the entire building, so if Dray’d heard him cry out, he’d know exactly who’d been listening.

Lucky stripped out of his soiled jeans and underwear, and reached for his jock and the only pair of workout shorts he owned. Once dressed, he hurried to the laundry room and began to transfer another load from the washer to the dryer.

“Hey,” Dray said from the doorway.

Lucky glanced over his shoulder. “Hey,” he replied, before returning his attention to the job. He silently prayed Dray wouldn’t mention the most embarrassing situation of his life.

“I know you heard me and Vince.”

Lucky cringed. He shut the dryer and switched it on before turning to face Dray. He hoped his pallor had returned to its normal Irish pale instead of the embarrassed crimson it had been when he’d caught a glimpse of himself in the storage room mirror. “Don’t worry about it. I won’t say anything.”

Dray held Lucky’s gaze for several seconds. “I’d appreciate that. Things could get messy if word got out.”

“Yeah,” Lucky acknowledged. There had never been an openly gay UFC fighter, and he doubted there ever would be. It was a brutal sport, both inside the cage and out. “I get it.”

 

* * * *

 

Lucky’s friend, Sid, passed him a cigarette as they walked toward the gym after school. Most days he went home first to check on his mom, but after hearing the rumors about Dray in school, he knew he had to go to The Brick Yard. It had been three months since he’d overheard Dray and Vince in the shower and he hadn’t uttered a word about it.

“What’s up with the fag? Did you ever catch him checking out someone’s ass?” Sid asked, taking the cigarette back.

“Dray’s not like that.” Friend or not, Lucky wouldn’t let Sid bad-mouth Dray. It hadn’t been Dray’s fault Vince had fucking sold him out. He wondered how much a man’s career was worth. Had Vince even warned Dray before selling the photos to the entertainment rag?

“You seem awfully defensive,” Sid accused. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

“Fuck you.” Lucky elbowed Sid in the stomach. “Dray’s a damn good fighter, the best that’s ever come out of The Brick Yard.” He shrugged. “I just feel bad for him and Brick.”

Sid stopped walking when they were outside the mass of photographers that had camped out in front of the gym. “I told Cassie I’d meet her at the diner. Later, dude.”

“Yeah.” Lucky ducked down the alley to the back door of the building and let himself in with his key. He passed by Brick’s office, wondering if he should knock or get right to work. Although Brick was a tough old bastard, he suffered from high blood pressure on a good day, and no way was the hoopla surrounding Dray good for him.

“Brick?” Lucky knocked but didn’t immediately enter.

“Later, kid,” Brick yelled.

At least if Brick answered, it meant he was still alive. Lucky stowed his backpack in the storage room before getting to work by wiping down the exercise equipment. The members were supposed to do it after using them, but, like the towels, one in four thought they were too good to clean up after themselves.

“Did ya hear?” Flint, one of the fighters, asked.

“About the pictures? Yeah.” Lucky didn’t want to talk about it to anyone but Brick.

“Two of his sponsors have already cut ties with him.” Flint shook his head and nodded toward Brick’s office. “They’re in there trying to salvage the fight on Friday, but it doesn’t look good.”

“Shit.” Lucky picked up a few stray towels. “Talk to you later.” As much as he usually hated the chore, escaping to the quiet of the laundry room sounded good. Before the news had broken, he’d been close to talking to Dray about being gay. Despite the realization that men definitely turned him on more than women, he didn’t completely rule out fucking either sex. He knew that made him bisexual and not gay, but it didn’t make him straight either.

“I thought I might find you in here,” a deep voice said from behind him.

Lucky turned to find Dray standing just inside the room. Dray’s light green eyes were normally breathtaking, but now they were red and swollen as if he’d broken down more than once that day.

Lucky dropped the towel into the washing machine. “I’m sorry about what’s going on.”

“Yeah, well, that’s my fault for trusting someone like Vince.” Dray leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms over his muscular chest. “I’m leaving,” he announced.

“What?” Lucky took a step toward Dray. “You mean you’re going into hiding to get away from the reporters?”

Dray shook his head. “I’m finished with fighting, so I’m moving back to Kansas City.”

“You can’t just give up.” Lucky gestured toward the front of the building. He couldn’t imagine the UFC without Dray. Worse, he couldn’t imagine The Brick Yard without him. “They’ll get bored and go away if you give them some time. You’ve worked for years to get where you are. You can’t just let them run you off.”

Dray stared at the floor. “It’s not the reporters or the sponsors that are running me off.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “It’s the fans. They’re pissed. I know some fighters might be okay with being hated by the fans, but I’m not one of them. If they’re not behind me, I can’t do this.” He pushed off the wall. “Anyway, I wanted to ask you a favor.”

“Anything.” Lucky took a deep breath, trying like hell to keep his emotions in check.

“Take care of Brick. I love that old sonofabitch.” Dray dug into his pocket and removed a slip of paper. “Here’s the phone number to my cousin’s tattoo shop. If anything happens, you can probably reach me there. If not, Berto can get you in touch with me.”

“There’s nothing that says you can’t come back to see Brick,” Lucky pointed out.

Dray shook his head. “I can’t stand to see the disappointment in his eyes. I know I fucked up.” He met Lucky’s gaze. “Do yourself a favor and don’t make the same mistake I made.”

Did Dray know? Lucky nodded.

“Sex, no matter who with, isn’t worth giving up your dreams for. Remember that,” Dray said before walking out of the room.

Lucky stared at the closed door long after Dray had gone, promising himself he’d never forget his idol’s departing advice.

 


Chapter One

 

 

 

Eight Years Later

 

“Dammit, boy!” Brick yelled. “Get your head out of your ass!”

Lucky blinked several times as Brick smeared more Vaseline over the newly-opened cut on his left eyebrow. “I’m fine,” he mumbled around the mouthguard. His opponent in the amateur match, Jake ‘Lightning’ Boone, had a better record and was higher ranked, but in Lucky’s opinion, the guy’s heart wasn’t in it.

“The hell you are. We both know your power’s in your fists. You can’t use your best asset if you let this joker engage in dirty boxing.”

Lightning was a clinch fighter, someone who preferred to hold his opponents too close to land punches. The prick was good at using his elbows to inflict injury, thus the cut above Lucky’s eye.

“I’ll finish him this round,” Lucky declared. He needed the win. His record was good, but not great. Definitely not good enough to get the UFC’s attention.

Brick slapped Lucky’s chest before sending him back into the cage for round two. He stared at Lightning and knew the next three minutes meant everything. Four more wins and he’d have a shot at a title match—something he wanted more than anything. He’d given up too much not to succeed in the damn sport.

“I’m taking this,” he told Lightning.

Lightning smirked as much as the mouthguard allowed, but despite the attitude, the fire in his eyes had been snuffed at some point since the fight began.

Lucky waited for the referee to signal the start of round two. Do it. He took a deep breath then landed two power punches to the fucker’s nose and an uppercut to his chin. Lightning’s eyes rolled back and like a giant redwood, he toppled with a loud thud.

Lucky stared down at his opponent, wondering why the victory didn’t feel as good as it should have. At twenty-four, he was already behind a lot of fighters due to the time he’d taken off to deal with his mom’s legal shit and subsequent incarceration. Each knockout was a notch on his belt.

Lightning’s crew shoved Lucky out of their way as they raced to their fighter’s side.

Lucky barely acknowledged the referee as his arm was lifted, signaling the clean win to the cheering fans. He needed the wins, loved the challenge of the fights, but knowing his victory was another man’s loss bothered him. It was always the same and something that drove Brick crazy. The passion Lucky felt for the sport went beyond the wins, and he was sure the guys he fought—at least some of them—felt the same way.

Staring out at the crowd, Lucky couldn’t help but see them as the people who had turned their backs on Dray—who was still the best fighter Lucky had ever followed. He refused to give those same people the power they’d held over Dray.

As Lucky watched Lightning’s crew get him to his feet, he had the overwhelming feeling that he’d just beaten the last of Lightning’s passion out of him. He stepped forward and held out his hand. They may have been opponents in the cage, but he knew Lightning was a good man, too good to be helped from the ring, bloody and defeated.

Lightning stared at Lucky’s hand for several heartbeats before taking the offered gesture. “Well done.”

For some reason, Lucky felt the need to offer the man encouragement. “They don’t call me Lucky for nothing.” He knew it was a lie—he was a damn good fighter—and by the slight smile on Lightning’s bloody face, he knew it, too.

 

* * * *

 

Dray put the DVD into the player, but held off on starting it. He knew what was on the disc, but he still didn’t understand why Brick continued to send him copies of Lucky’s cage matches. It was a sick hobby, but he couldn’t stay away from it. No, that was a lie—one he’d told himself a million times. It wasn’t the sport that still held him, but the fighter and the old man in the corner.

After moving his recliner closer to the fifty-inch television, he took his seat and pressed Play. The quality of the video was a little grainy and without sound but good enough for him to get a decent look at Lucky. He still couldn’t believe the muscular fighter on the screen was the same skinny teenager who’d once heard him fuck Vince in the shower. Vince. Dray shook his head. Falling in love with Vince had been the biggest mistake he’d ever made. Vince’s betrayal had broken something in him that he doubted could be repaired—not that he hadn’t tried at least twice a week since returning to Kansas City. His dick worked better than ever. It was his heart that was still stone cold.

His gaze was glued to the screen as Lucky disrobed. Fuck. The man’s body was perfection. Dray stared at the creamy-white skin of Lucky’s torso. The first time Brick had sent him a DVD, Dray had been surprised by Lucky’s lack of ink. He wondered when Lucky had changed his mind about getting tattooed and why. Glancing down at his own arms and hands, he shook his head. There were few places on his body that didn’t have art. Ink had always been his way of expressing his pain and after the life-altering affair with Vince, he’d gone crazy.

His eyebrows furrowed as he returned his attention to the fight just in time to see Lucky’s opponent clock him with an elbow. “Get the fuck away from him,” he yelled at the television, scooting to the edge of his chair.

The bell rang, signaling the end of the first round. During the minute between rounds, the camera only zoomed in on Brick and Lucky once and only for a few seconds. Still, he could see the anger on Brick’s craggy face. He grinned, remembering what it felt like to be on the receiving end of Brick’s sharp tongue. Lucky appeared indifferent to Brick’s tirade, staring at his opponent instead.

“What’re you thinking?” he asked Lucky, wishing he could get an answer to his question. He hadn’t spoken to Lucky since the day he’d left him in the laundry room—not that he hadn’t wanted to.

Lucky charged back into the ring with a determined expression on his battered face. Lucky’s light brown eyes zeroed in on Lightning, and Dray had no doubt the man was going down.

Lucky came out swinging as if he was possessed, landing three punches in quick succession, felling the taller man in seconds. 

“Holy shit!” Dray yelled, jumping to his feet. He reached for the phone and called Brick.

“Did ya see it?” Brick answered without pleasantries.

“Yeah,” Dray acknowledged while still watching the TV. “The ref’s just called the fight.”

“Keep watching,” Brick urged, “and tell me what you see.” He started to cough, prompting Dray to pull the phone away from his ear until it stopped.

The referee lifted Lucky’s arm in a sign of victory, but Lucky’s expression didn’t change. Although the video didn’t have sound, it wasn’t hard to gauge the crowd’s reaction to Lucky’s win. Christ. The fan reaction had always been the high for Dray, but it didn’t seem like Lucky even heard them. “What the fuck’s wrong with him?”

“Wish I knew, but it’s getting worse. He loves to fight, but I can’t get him to interact with the fans at all, and we both know the UFC loves fan favorites and winning records. Victories alone won’t get him there. He might have a chance as a villain in the sport, but he won’t even interact to earn that title. He’s totally indifferent, and the fans know it.”

“Yeah, I know all too well what part the fans play in the game.” It was the loss of support from the crowd that had cost Dray his career.

Before Brick could answer, he was racked by another series of coughs.

“You sick?” Dray asked.

“I’ll be fine,” Brick replied. “I’ve had a damn chest cold for several weeks, but I’ll get over it.”

The hairs on the back of Dray’s neck prickled. “You been to the doc?”

“Yeah, I got some antibiotics a week ago, but they haven’t kicked in yet.”

At Brick’s age, pneumonia was the first thing to come to Dray’s mind. “Maybe you should go back and have him check you out?”

“No time. Lucky’s got another fight in two weeks, and I’ve gotta find a way to make him break out of his shell.” Brick cleared his throat. “I’d hoped you’d talk to him. Give him some pointers.”

Dray fell back to his chair and closed his eyes. He’d lusted after Lucky since Brick had sent him the first fight DVD nearly two years earlier. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“How many fighters took the time to give you pointers when you were moving up in the ranks? Don’t you think you owe Lucky the same treatment? He’s got no one but me and that loser friend of his, who continues to tempt him with the darker side of this life.”

Dray heard the reproach in Brick’s voice loud and clear, but his attention was drawn to the bit about Lucky being tempted by the dark side. “Drugs?”

“Yeah. You’d think with his history, he’d stay away from that shit, but I’ve caught him a couple times with glassy eyes between fights. He wouldn’t tell me what he’d used, but nothing’s shown up on his piss tests.”

“Is he trying to ruin his career before it gets started?” Drugs had never been Dray’s thing. He glanced down at his ink, knowing what he’d used to dull the pain. Suddenly, his attraction to Lucky took a backseat. “Hell. Give me a minute to find a piece of paper,” he growled.

Tucking the phone between his shoulder and ear, he opened the junk drawer in the kitchen in search for a pen. “Goddammit,” he cussed, coming up empty. “I can’t find shit in this house. Just give him my number and tell him to call anytime.”

“Thanks,” Brick’s reply was cut short by another round of coughing.

Dray winced. “I’ll do this on one condition. You have to promise you’ll go back to the doctor.”

“I will. Lucky could really use a friend beside that little fucker Sid,” Brick said, his voice sounding wheezy.

Dray hung up and wondered what he’d agreed to. He’d planned to stay in that night, but with thoughts of Lucky churning around inside him, he changed his mind.

 

* * * *

 

Dray was leaning against a wall in the back of his favorite bar, when his phone vibrated in his pocket. He glanced down at the twink giving him a decent blowjob and pulled out his cell. Shit. He considered not answering Lucky’s call, but decided he owed it to Brick.

“Hey,” he answered, sticking a finger in his ear to block out the obnoxious music. “Can I call you right back?”

“Uhhh, sure,” Lucky answered.

Dray ended the call before burying his fingers in the twink’s hair. He held the younger man’s head still while he fucked his throat, searching for a release that was just out of reach. Closing his eyes, he pictured Lucky’s lips wrapped around his cock, and within seconds, he shot his load, coating the twink’s throat.

Resting his head back against the wall, he reached for his zipper. “Thanks,” he panted, “but I need to go.”

“What?” The twink got to his feet. “It’s early.”

“Yeah, but I’ve got a phone call to make.” Dray felt bad that he didn’t know anything about the guy. “What’s your name?”

“Brandon.” He dug into his back pocket and handed Dray a small, pale blue card. “That’s got my phone number and email address on it.”

Dray glanced at the business card, printed simply with Brandon’s name, phone number and email. For fuck sake. How many of the damn things did Brandon pass out in a single evening? He shoved it into his pocket to be polite but had no plan to use it.

With a smile, Dray kissed Brandon’s cheek. “See you later.”

Once he was in his pickup, he called Lucky back.

“Hey,” Lucky answered. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you or something?”

After years of hiding who he was, Dray no longer attempted to lie. “I was getting a blowjob.”

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry,” Lucky replied.

Dray found it interesting that Lucky didn’t seem shocked or appalled by the confession. He’d had inklings that Lucky was gay—or at least bi—but he’d never followed up on the feeling. “No big deal. It wasn’t that great.”

Lucky laughed. “Now that’s a damn shame.”

“Tell me about it.” Dray’s nerves began to settle at the ease of the conversation. “I watched your last fight earlier. Good job. That uppercut is a killer.”

“Thanks. Grappling is my weak point, but I’ve been working on it.”

As he sat there, staring through the windshield at the front door of the club, he realized he had no idea how to get Lucky to open up to the crowd. “Let me ask you something. Do you enjoy fighting?”

“I love it,” Lucky answered.

“All of it?” Dray pushed.

“Well, no. I like the training and the actual fighting, but once the bout’s over…”

“You shut down?” Dray offered.

“No.” Lucky sighed. “Not really shut down, but let down. Don’t you dare tell Brick this, but most of the time, I couldn’t give a shit if I win or lose. It’s the fighting that excites me. Standing there listening to the crowd does nothing for me.”

It was as if Lucky was speaking a foreign language. Dray had never known a fighter who didn’t get off on the fans that came with winning. “Without the crowd, you won’t be able to fight at the level you deserve. I’m not saying you have to kiss their asses, but you need to at least try to smile and wave to them. Play up the win, get them fired up, and the UFC will take notice.”

“You sound like Brick,” Lucky grumbled.

“You should listen to him. Brick’s the best, but he can’t get you where you need to go. Only you can do that.” Dray hoped he wasn’t pissing Lucky off. “When’s your next fight?”

“I’ve got Indianapolis in two weeks. If I win that one, I might get a shot at a title fight.”

“I remember seeing you in the crowd when I was fighting. You were pumped, animated and always had a big smile on your face. When you get to Indianapolis, I want you to imagine you’re one of the fans. After the fight, throw your arms up like you used to and cheer. Hell, it doesn’t matter what you say, the crowd’ll be so loud they won’t hear you anyway. All they care about is that you’re having as good a time as they are.”

“I’ll look stupid,” Lucky argued.

“No you won’t. Trust me.” Dray hoped he was right. “In the meantime, I need you to make sure Brick sees a doctor about that cough.”

“Yeah, that’s some nasty shit. He spits stuff up all the time. Really gross.”

“Promise me you’ll get him in there, no matter what you have to do to make it happen.” Dray refused to tell Lucky what he was most afraid of. His uncle had died of lung cancer four years earlier, and Dray wouldn’t wish that kind of death on his fiercest enemy. He tried to soothe his fear by telling himself that Brick had never been a smoker, but just as quickly, he was reminded of all the smoky arenas he’d fought in. “You’ll let me know what the doctor says, right?”

“Me? Shouldn’t you ask Brick to do that?”

“Brick won’t tell me the truth and you know it,” Dray pointed out.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Lucky agreed. “Okay, I’ll call ya.”

“I’d appreciate it. Talk to you later and think about what I said.”

“Of course I will.”

“Good. Later.” Dray hung up the phone and smiled. Lucky’s voice was a lot deeper than he remembered. He sat back in his seat and opened the browser on his phone, wondering what the fans really thought of the fighter.

As soon as he typed Lucky Gunn into the search engine, a series of pictures popped up, all of them either videos of Lucky’s fights or candid shots of him with his arm around a woman. It didn’t escape Dray’s notice that a different woman seemed to be in each photograph, most of them with big tits and fake smiles.

He shook his head, knowing he was simply torturing himself for no other reason than to push thoughts of Lucky from his mind. How pitiful was he that he’d fallen in lust with a man on a screen.

A headline caught his eye, pulling his attention away from the bimbos. He clicked on a link titled ‘The Ice Man is Coming.’ What the hell? A mixed martial arts enthusiast who’d attended several of Lucky’s matches had written the article. It talked about the lack of emotion in Lucky, despite his winning record.

“Shit,” Dray groaned, knowing the fan was right. The article went on to say that by the time Lucky made it to the pros, he’d be devoid of all emotion, giving the UFC and the spectators an Ice Man for a contender. It also questioned whether the fans and the industry were doing Lucky a favor by supporting him at all and begged Lucky to seek professional help.

The damn thing was written by someone who obviously seemed to care more about the man than the fighter, something that warmed Dray’s heart. He considered reaching out to the author. Unfortunately, if the guy had followed the sport for long, he’d know exactly who Dray was and what had forced him out of the MMA world.

Dray turned the phone off and tossed it in the seat beside him. Before he could start his truck, the twink from earlier walked out of the bar alone. Dray rolled down his window. “Get in.”

Brandon stopped walking and smiled. “Change your mind?”

“Something like that.”

 

* * * *

 

Lucky tossed the phone onto the bed before swinging his legs over the side of the mattress. He walked three steps and opened the small refrigerator to retrieve a breakfast sandwich out of the pint-sized freezer.

“What’re you doing? I thought we were going out,” Sid said from the doorway.

“I’m over it,” Lucky replied, closing the door of the microwave. He set the timer before turning back to Sid. “I think I’m gonna stick around here and work on my upper cut.” The phone call with Dray had left him anxious, and he knew if he didn’t do something to soothe his nerves, he’d do something to get himself into trouble.

“That sucks. It’s one thing for you to still live in this rat hole, but not even Brick expects you to train twenty-four hours a day,” Sid argued.

“This isn’t about Brick—or you—so drop it.” He opened the steamer trunk at the foot of his bed and withdrew a clean pair of workout shorts. Without waiting for Sid to leave, he stripped out of his jeans and T-shirt.

Sid’s barb about the storage room where he still lived bugged him, but he wouldn’t give his buddy the satisfaction of discussing why he chose to stay at the gym instead of getting his own place. His bank account was healthy enough, but he couldn’t bring himself to spend it. Instead, he continued to clean The Brick Yard and live on the small salary Brick could afford to pay him. It didn’t seem to matter to anyone that the storage room was the only real home he’d ever known. The roach-infested apartments his mom had rented had never been home, simply because he’d never felt welcomed.

He scanned the room as he sat on the bed and reached for his shoes. Although Brick had eventually moved most of the old junk out to give Lucky more space, it was still tight, too tight for a man to call home, but it was.

“You’re pathetic,” Sid grumbled, pulling a joint out of his coat pocket.

“Don’t light that shit up in here,” Lucky warned. It was one thing for Sid to get high but another for him to disrespect Brick by doing it inside the building.

Sid put the joint between his lips before retrieving his lighter. “You gonna stop me?”

Why the hell? Does Sid have a death wish? Lucky got to his feet and stalked toward his friend, hands fisted at his sides. “You know what this place means to me, so, yeah…I’ll stop you.”

“This fighting shit has gone to your head.” Sid spun around and walked out of the room. “Call me when you pull your head out of your ass.”

Lucky watched from the doorway until Sid had slipped out of the back door. It was getting harder and harder to hold onto Sid, but who else did he have other than Brick? “Fuck!” He bent over and tied his shoes. The need to fight was so strong that he’d nearly punched his only real friend. The microwave beeped, but he was no longer in the mood to eat.

He left the safety of his room and looked around the dark, empty gym. Christ. He felt so incredibly alone. For a brief moment, he considered calling Briley. She wasn’t what he considered a girlfriend, but she was fun to hang out with and more than willing to fuck whenever he needed it. No. Pussy definitely wasn’t what he needed.

Instead of taping his knuckles, he grabbed a pair of black gloves. He was used to fighting bare, but the UFC required the thinly-padded gloves be worn during a match. Brick had told him he needed to get used to the UFC rules, but Lucky had resisted because he knew if he allowed himself to want the UFC too much, it would hurt that much more when it was taken away. So far, he’d done well to keep the other half of himself buried, but he also knew it would only take one time with the wrong man to destroy everything. It was the reason he’d never allowed himself to give in to his desires.

He started with the speed bag to warm up. The monotonous rhythm always soothed him, allowing his mind to empty of everything that continued to press down on him. His fucking waste of a mother was up for parole in a week and bad son or not, he prayed she didn’t get it. Pound. Pound. Pound. The sound and movement mesmerized him as he concentrated on the black swinging bag.

The one and only time he’d tried to visit his mom in prison, she’d refused to see him. Just as well. He’d only gone in the first place because Brick had told him he should. Lucky didn’t remember what had happened after he’d left the prison and met up with Sid. All he knew was that he’d woken in a hotel bed with three women, a hangover and an ashtray of marijuana roaches. Evidently, he’d been quite the stud—or so Sid had told him. By the time he’d arrived at the gym, looking like he’d been run over by the pussy train, Brick had been furious and had refused to speak to him for three days.

Lucky dropped his hands and took a step back. The speed bag wasn’t doing it for him. He sat on one of the weight benches and removed his shoes and socks before taking his frustration out on the wall mounted heavy bag. With each combination of punches and kicks, he began to feel his anxiety ebb.

Brick’s health was a problem that Lucky had tried to ignore. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about the old man, just that he didn’t want to face the possibility that something was seriously wrong. Brick was more than a boss, landlord or trainer, he was the only one to ever show him an ounce of love.

“Fuck!” Lucky yelled to the empty gym as he continued to beat the hell out of the bag.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

 

Lucky sat across the table from Briley, who was busy trying to decide what to order. He didn’t bother with the menu since he never ordered from it. The cook and owner, Mac, was a sports nut who’d followed the fighters coming out of The Brick Yard for years. It helped that Mac’s Diner was right next door to the gym.

“The usual?” Trish, the waitress, asked.

“Yeah.” Lucky pulled his phone out of his pocket while Briley ordered. He still didn’t know why he’d asked her to meet him. Probably something to do with the fact that he didn’t want to be alone. “You mind if I step outside and make a call?”

Briley picked up her own phone and started scrolling through it, something that usually annoyed him. “Not at all,” she said without looking up.

Coat in hand, Lucky scooted out of the booth and headed for the door. He retrieved Dray’s number and waited. It wasn’t a call he looked forward to, but one he couldn’t put off any longer.

“Hey,” Dray answered.

“You gotta minute?” Lucky walked around the side of the building to shield himself from the brutally cold Chicago wind.

“I’ve got twenty of them until my next appointment. What’s up?”

“I took Brick back to the doctor yesterday. According to him, the doc said it was bronchitis, but I’ve been around too many dirt bags to know when someone’s lying to my face. So, I called the doctor this afternoon.”

“Did you find out anything?” Dray asked.

“No, something about privacy laws.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah,” Lucky agreed. He hadn’t realized how much he needed to talk to Dray. Between the deep raspy timbre of Dray’s voice and his perfectly muscled body, Lucky hadn’t stopped dreaming about Dray since finding him in the shower with Vince.

“You still there?” Dray asked.

“Yeah,” Lucky replied. “I don’t think there’s anything I can do but watch him and wait for him to open up.”

“The food’s ready,” Briley said, rounding the corner.

Lucky nodded. “Give me a sec.”

She smiled and disappeared back around the side of the building.

“You with someone?” Dray asked.

“Yeah. I’m having dinner at Mac’s with a friend.” Lucky didn’t feel the need to qualify his relationship with Briley. Hell, he didn’t even know if they had a relationship. Briley was a cool chick who liked to fuck and cuddle on the couch as they watched movies. Never had he thought he’d be the kind of man to cuddle, but she’d shown him how comforting it was. He wasn’t expected to talk or pour out what the hell was bothering him. All Briley wanted was for him to hold her. 

“Christ, I haven’t been to Mac’s in years. Is it still as good?” Dray asked.

“Same old Mac’s.” Lucky grinned. Although Brick had kept him out of trouble and had given him a place to sleep during his teenage years, it had been Mac who’d fed him most nights. He still remembered Mac knocking on the backdoor of the gym on the nights Lucky slept over. He’d never been sure if Mac stopped by daily or if Brick had informed him when Lucky needed a place to sleep, but Mac had never failed to drop off leftovers. There’d been many times when Mac’s generosity had been Lucky’s only meal of the day.

“I’d tell you to say hi for me, but I doubt Mac would give a shit.”

Lucky’s eyebrows drew together at the troubled quality of Dray’s voice. “You know that none of us think badly of you, right? I mean…what went down with the fans was one thing, but the folks around here thought of you as family.”

Dray made a noise Lucky couldn’t decipher. “I tried to tell Mac goodbye and he was so pissed he refused to talk to me.”

“You shittin’ me?” A combination of anger and disbelief filled Lucky. He couldn’t believe Mac would do something like that, but he was sure as hell going to speak to the old man about it.

“No, but I don’t blame him. He fed me like he did you.” Dray chuckled. “You didn’t think I knew about that, did ya?”

“You’re the one who told Mac when I was spending the night in the storage room?” Lucky closed his eyes and turned to face the wall of the building. He had no doubt his emotions were clearly visible on his face.

Dray chuckled again. “No, that wasn’t me. Brick always left the front window light on when you stayed over. It was different with me. The first time Mac gave me food was after I showed up at the gym to work and passed out from hunger before I could do my job. Brick marched me over to Mac’s and bought me the first steak I’d ever eaten. Mac took one look at me, shook his head, and informed me that a diner has a lot of prepared food left over at the end of the night. He made it clear that I was to stop by before going home to pick up some of the food that would go to waste.” He sighed heavily. “I fed three people with that doggie bag. Thanks to Mac, me, my mom and my little brother Frankie never went to bed hungry.”

Although Lucky felt better knowing he wasn’t Mac’s only charity case, he began to wonder if Jax, Brick’s youngest employee, was also on the receiving end of Mac’s generosity. An ache started in Lucky’s chest at the thought of Jax needing a safe place to sleep and being unable to take refuge at the gym because Lucky was too afraid to move on. He knew from Brick that Jax’s mother had taken off years ago. Maybe Jax needed the safety of the gym as much as Lucky had. “Has Brick told you about Jax?”

“Yeah, and Leon before that. Brick can’t turn away someone in need,” Dray replied.

Leon? Lucky remembered the skinny African American kid who used to sweep the gym and handle the laundry, but Leon had been a brainiac who’d earned a full-ride scholarship and had taken off for college as soon as he’d graduated high school. “What was the story with Leon?”

“Why don’t you already know?” Dray asked.

“I don’t know.” Lucky felt like the biggest piece of shit in Chicago. “Tell me.”

“Brick found him asleep behind the dumpster one morning. After that, Leon crashed on that piece-of-shit couch in Brick’s apartment.”

Lucky swallowed around the lump of self-hatred in his throat. He was almost afraid to ask about the new kid, but knew he had to do it. “And Jax?”

“His father likes to drink, gets mad, and takes it out on Jax. He came to Brick to learn how to defend himself.”

Lucky’s nose burned as tears filled his eyes. He pounded his fist against the wall. He needed to get off the phone before Dray realized what a bastard he’d been to the kids. “Thanks for the information. I’ll give you a call if anything changes with Brick.”

“Hey,” Dray said before Lucky could hang up. “Anytime you need to talk, you can call me. It doesn’t have to be about Brick.”

“Thanks.” Lucky didn’t know what else to say.

“And now that you know the truth about Jax, pay it forward,” Dray added before disconnecting the call.

Lucky wiped the back of his hand over his eyes before shoving the phone into his pocket. He went back inside but didn’t stop at his table. Instead, he walked straight to the kitchen. He found Mac standing at the grill, looking much younger than his seventy plus years. “Dray said to tell you hi.”

Mac turned around slowly and narrowed his eyes. “So he’s not dead after all?”

“He said he came in here to tell you goodbye and you refused to speak to him.” Lucky leaned back against the prep table and crossed his arms over his chest. Although Mac had done a lot of good in his life, Lucky wasn’t sure he could forgive him for being a fucking bigot.

“Dray could’ve easily taken the UFC title, but instead of standing up to the assholes who wanted to bring him down, he tucked his tail between his legs and ran.”

“The fans would’ve never accepted who he was,” Lucky argued.

“We’ll never know, will we? Fact is, he didn’t care enough to try and make them accept him. He gave up. I can’t stomach a quitter,” Mac said, before turning back to the grill.

“It isn’t easy to admit who you are, knowing the people you care about won’t accept it,” Lucky mumbled.

“Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, kid, and in the meantime, apologize to your girlfriend for making her eat alone.” Mac glanced over his shoulder. “Now get the fuck outta my kitchen.”

 

* * * *

 

Instead of going home with Briley, Lucky headed back to the gym. As he’d assumed, Jax was sitting in the laundry room doing his homework. “Hey,” he greeted from the doorway.

Jax glanced up from his history book.

Lucky had noticed the bruises on Jax’s face before, but he’d wrongfully assumed they were from training. He gestured to the textbook. “History was the only class I enjoyed outside of gym and lunch.”

“Yeah?” Jax grinned. “Well it’s kicking my ass,” he admitted. “And I’ve got a big test tomorrow.”

Lucky found another metal folding chair in the corner of the room and carried it over to the table. “Need some help studying?”

Jax shook his head. “That’s okay. I know you’re busy training and stuff.”

“I’m not busy at the moment, so you should take advantage of it.” Lucky smiled in an attempt to put Jax at ease. “Now, slide the book over, and if you get an A on this test, I’ll teach you how to land an uppercut that’ll knock an opponent on his ass.”

Jax’s big green eyes rounded. “Really?”

Lucky shrugged. He’d planned to discuss Jax’s father and living situation with the kid but decided at the last minute to get to know the younger man first. “Sure.”

For the next several hours the two of them studied, only taking breaks long enough to fold towels. Lucky glanced at the clock on the back wall. “It’s almost eleven.” He stretched his arms over his head. “I think you got this.”

Jax nodded and started to stuff his books into his backpack. “I appreciate your help.”

Lucky got to his feet and pushed the chair in. “Are you going to head home or would you rather crash in Brick’s office?”

Jax pursed his lips in thought. “Would Brick allow that?”

“Sure.” Lucky made a split second decision. “Actually, I’m planning to get my own place, so once I’m out, you can always stay in the storage room if you’re too tired to go home after work. It’s not perfect, but it’s comfortable.”

Jax’s expression changed. “Brick told you, didn’t he?”

Lucky shook his head. He wouldn’t lie to the kid, but he wouldn’t give Dray up either. “There’s a reason I moved into that storage room in the first place. You’re not the only one who’s been afraid to go home at night.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Jax mumbled, shouldering his pack.

“I can respect that, but if you change your mind, I’m here.” Lucky picked up a stack of towels and waited for Jax to do the same. “And, for the record, I suck at math, so I can’t help you there.”

 

* * * *

 

After a sleepless night, Lucky knocked on Brick’s office door. “You got a minute?”

“Yeah,” Brick answered.

Lucky opened the door and stepped inside. Elbows propped on the desk, Brick ran his fingers through what was left of his white hair. “What the fuck do you want? You should be training,” Brick growled.

Lucky closed the door behind him. He was used to Brick’s moods after so many years, but the man in front of him wasn’t himself. “You feeling okay?”

Brick dropped his hands to the desk in exasperation. “Is there a reason you interrupted me?”

“I thought I’d let you know that I’m going out this morning to look for an apartment.” Lucky sank onto the sofa, noticing the neatly folded blanket lying across the arm. “You should’ve kicked me out years ago.”

“Why would I do that? I figured you’d leave when you were ready,” Brick answered before a coughing fit hit him.

Lucky waited for Brick to regain control of his breathing before continuing. “You should’ve told me Jax needed a place to crash. Just like you should’ve told me about Leon.”

Brick’s gaze narrowed. “Did Dray open his fuckin’ mouth?”

“Yeah, and in the process of telling me what you should have, he opened my eyes. I’ve been acting like a selfish bastard, and you let me.” Lucky fucking hated the idea of moving out of his safe place, but he was an adult with enough money to get his own apartment. Jax wasn’t as fortunate. Lucky got to his feet. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know.”

Brick growled under his breath, a sure sign he was frustrated as hell. “There’s a one-bedroom apartment in my building for rent. I’ll talk to the manager on your behalf if you’re interested.”

Lucky nodded. Brick’s place was only two blocks from the gym. It was an older building with character and a small plot of grass in the courtyard for all residents to share. He’d never been able to look out a window and see grass. “Okay. Yeah. I’d appreciate that.”

Brick coughed again. “Fine. Now get your lazy ass out there and train. The Hammer isn’t gonna lay down for you in the cage just because you’ve had a fucking epiphany about your life.”

With a shake of his head, Lucky left the office. Brick was too goddamned stubborn for his own good. There was no fucking way the old man had bronchitis. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much Lucky could do about it other than watch Brick and make sure he took care of himself.

He motioned for Hector, one of his sparring partners, before climbing into the ring. “Let’s go,” he said, knowing the only way he’d feel better was to fight.

 

* * * *

 

Lucky unlocked the door to his apartment before carrying the last box inside. He flipped on the light and grinned. The place had been fully furnished with clearance items from the local thrift store. He set the box down and sat on his twelve-dollar orange and gold floral sofa. It looked like hell, but it was comfortable, probably more so than the mattress he’d dug out of the dumpster behind the building.

He leaned forward and pulled the box over. Staring down at the contents, he willed himself to reach inside and start reliving the memories of his childhood that were wrapped in yellowed newspaper. When he’d cleaned out his mom’s apartment before she’d been sent away for distribution of a controlled substance—meth, of course—he’d packed up everything of value that she hadn’t already sold or pawned and had shoved it under his bed at the gym.

With a deep breath, he reached in and withdrew a framed picture of his Grandma Gunn. He looked into the heavy-set woman’s eyes and wondered what she was like. Did she think about him or even know that he existed? His mom had been a runaway. Lucky knew that much, but he didn’t know the circumstances behind her desire to flee with no money to the unkindness of a city the size of Chicago. Still, he couldn’t believe the smiling woman in the photograph had forced her daughter out of the house.

He stood and carried the picture across the room. He placed it on the rickety shelf that doubled as a TV stand before stepping back to eye it again. As a child, he’d made up stories about the woman in the photo, praying that she’d swoop in and take him away from the life he’d been forced to live. Of course, she’d never come, never would.

The sound of his ringing phone finally pulled him out of his thoughts. He pulled the cell out of his pocket and sighed. “Hey.”

“Brick told me you moved out of the gym,” Dray said.

“Yeah.” Lucky returned to the couch and stretched out as much as he could. “It feels weird,” he confessed.

“I bet.” Dray chuckled. “I remember the size of that storage room.”

So what did it say about him that he’d much rather be back in his old space? Lucky decided to steer the conversation away from his new place. “How’s the tattoo business?”

“Okay, I guess. I’ve been working more than I want, but I don’t have anything else to do. I noticed you still don’t have ink. What happened to change your mind?”

“Nothing. I haven’t changed it. You just left before you could do it,” Lucky confessed. He’d even considered asking Dray to do it when he’d fought in Kansas City a year earlier, but according to Brick, Dray had refused to see them.

“There’re other artists in Chicago,” Dray pointed out.

“I know, but you promised me a discount.” Lucky hid behind the old agreement. “Maybe if I ever get another fight in Kansas City, you’ll actually see me, and you can do one then?”

Dray was quiet for several moments. “You know why I had to turn down Brick’s offer to see you fight when you were here, right?”

“Not really. Brick just said you weren’t ready to see us again.” Lucky scraped his teeth over his bottom lip. He didn’t tell Dray how much it had hurt. How the pain of being turned away by Dray had been worse than the day he’d tried to visit his own mother.

“It wasn’t that—not really.” Dray sighed. “If I’d shown up to that fight, I would’ve cast a shadow over your career. You’ve worked too damn hard for something like that to happen. The last thing you need is a photographer to snap a picture of you with the Fighting Fag.”

Lucky hated the nickname the fans had given Dray after the affair with Vince had come out. He wanted to tell Dray he didn’t give a fuck what the fans thought, but he couldn’t. Although he held them in contempt for the way they’d treated Dray, Lucky knew the only shot he had of rising above the life he’d grown up in was through fighting. Still, as long as he kept his dick away from what it really wanted, no one could ever accuse him of being gay.

“Unless someone took a picture of the two of us making out, I think my career would be safe,” Lucky replied.

Dray went quiet once more. “I’m not willing to take that chance… Not with you,” he added after several heartbeats.

“So forget the fight. What if I borrow a car and drive down? Would you still give me that discount on the tat?” Lucky held his breath, waiting for Dray’s answer.

Dray chuckled. “Maybe, but I’d suggest you wait for a break in your schedule. Depends on where you want the shamrock, but it’ll take up to six weeks to heal.”

Lucky couldn’t believe Dray had remembered. “I’m over the idea of the shamrock.”

“See, that’s why getting a tattoo at sixteen isn’t a good idea.”

“What about you? You have tattoos you wish you didn’t?” Lucky asked. He liked the lighter turn the conversation had taken.

“I did, but I’ve had most of them inked over,” Dray answered. “You haven’t seen me in a while. You may not recognize me anymore.”

Lucky seriously doubted that. “Why? Did you grow out your hair or something?”

“Or something. The hair’s the same, short as I can get it without shaving my head, but I’m showing a lot less skin these days. The ink’s fairly solid from my collarbone to my ankles.”

“Even your cock?” Lucky bit the inside of his cheek. Fuck. Why the hell did I ask that?

Dray laughed. “Hell no. I’m not that bad. I just meant full sleeves, chest, stomach and legs.”

Lucky tried to imagine Dray’s muscular body covered in tattoos. His cock stirred, liking the idea very much. His desire to flirt with Dray got the better of him. “I’d like to see that.”

Dray made a choking noise.

“Sorry,” Lucky mumbled. “I’m not very good at this.”

“At what?”

“Flirting.” Thank god, they were on the phone and not in the same room.

“You don’t need to flirt to get my attention. Which’s another reason I’ve stayed away.” Dray made another noise, this one sounding more disgusted than the last. “Shit. I can’t believe I just told you that.”

Lucky’s cock went rock hard. “Are you saying you’re attracted to me?”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re not in the position to do anything about it.”

Lucky nodded, even though Dray couldn’t see him. “I’ve never forgotten the advice you gave me that day before you left. I’ve shut out the side of me that wants what it can’t have.”

“And how’s that going for you?” Dray asked, his tone lighter.

“Bearable, I guess. Fucking’s fucking. It doesn’t matter who I’m with if I can’t have what I want.”

“Trust me, Lucky, fucking Vince wasn’t worth what I gave up.”

“Yeah, that’s what I keep telling myself whenever I think…” Lucky snapped his mouth shut. He’d almost confessed to thinking of Dray. “What about in KC? Have you found someone?”

“I’ve found a lot of someones, but like you said…fucking’s fucking. No way in hell I’ll ever trust someone again, so my cock’s the only thing I’m willing to share.”

Neither of them spoke for several moments. Lucky closed his eyes and listened to Dray breathe, imagining the two of them lying next to each other.

“I should let you go. I just wanted to see if you got moved into your new place okay,” Dray said, ruining the moment.

“I’m in. That’s about all I can say,” Lucky replied. “By the way, the Indianapolis fight will be shown live online if you want to watch.”

“I do,” Dray answered immediately. “Remember to stand your ground in the cage. Own the fight from the moment you step inside.”

“I will.” Lucky felt warm at Dray’s concern. “Night.” He hung up the phone and clutched it in his hand as he stared up at the freshly-painted ceiling. In that moment, he felt happier than he’d ever been. It didn’t make sense, and he knew it would pass, but it had been the first real conversation he’d had where he could be himself. Did Dray have any idea what it had meant to him?

He closed his eyes and let the feeling wash over him. He’d promised himself that once his career was over, he’d allow himself to be honest with those around him, but in the last few weeks, he’d gotten the distinct impression that those closest to him already knew his secret. What the hell did he do with that? Continue to pretend?

 

* * * *

 

Lucky had just finished changing into his street clothes when Jax came into the locker room. “Hey,” he greeted.

Jax settled the stack of towels onto the shelf. “You got a minute?”

“Sure.” Lucky finished tying his shoes. “What’s up?” he asked when Jax didn’t continue.

“Not here.” Jax glanced at the handful of men in the room. “Laundry room?”

“Okay.” Lucky stood and grabbed the small backpack he’d picked up the previous day. It was the first time in his life he’d had to carry clothes to and from the gym, and he didn’t like it at all. He entered the laundry room, expecting to help Jax with homework, but the expression on Jax’s face told him something was wrong. Lucky wondered if Jax’s dad had gone after him again. “Jax?”

Jax reached into one of the cupboards and pulled out a stained towel. “I found this in Brick’s office. I went in there to empty the trash and the corner of this was sticking out of his bottom desk drawer.”

Lucky took it from Jax and stared at it. There were spots covering both sides of the towel in varying shades between bright red and the dark, brownish red of old blood. It was obvious upon inspection that Brick had been coughing up blood for days, maybe weeks.

“What do you think it means?” Jax asked.

Lucky took a calming breath. “I don’t know, but I’m damn sure gonna find out.” He started to turn but stopped and glanced at Jax. “Thank you for showing me this.”

“Do you think he’ll be mad at me?”

Lucky shook his head. “I won’t tell him how I got it.” He left the laundry room and looked around the gym for Brick. When he didn’t see the old sonofabitch, he knocked on the office door.

“What?” Brick yelled.

Lucky walked into the office and threw the towel on Brick’s desk before crossing his arms over his chest. “I need you to be honest with me.”

Brick snatched the towel and shoved it back into his drawer. “You been snooping?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Lucky answered, refusing to give up Jax. “How sick are you?”

Brick took a sip of water. “Cancer. Stomach and lungs.”

Lucky dropped into one of the chairs in front of Brick’s desk. He bent over and rested his forearms on his knees, trying like hell to catch a breath. For over two months he’d watched Brick struggle with the damn cough. Yes, he’d pushed him to go to the doctor, but he’d known in his gut Brick had lied about the diagnosis and he’d done nothing. Fuck! He fisted his hands, trying to get his anger under control. “What’re they doing about it?” he finally asked.

“Nothing,” Brick replied. “And that’s my choice, so don’t start bitchin’ about the doctor.”

“What the fuck? You’re just going to give up?” Lucky pounded his fist on the desk. “What about this place? And Jax?” He tried to swallow, his throat thickening as he fought down the urge to hit someone. “What about me?”

“You’ll be fine.” Brick rubbed his face with his palm. “I’d planned to eventually talk to you and Dray about taking over the gym with the condition that you’ll continue to watch over Jax and anyone who might come along after him.”

Lucky thought of the bloody towel. “How long were you going to wait to tell someone?”

“If you’re worried about your fight schedule, don’t be. I should make it through the end of the season,” Brick grumbled.

Lucky shot to his feet. “Fuck you!” He walked to the door but couldn’t make himself go through. He knew he wasn’t angry with Brick, no matter how stupid the old man’s statement was. It was the situation that made him feel like he was about to explode. “Sorry,” he said as he leaned his forehead against the door.

“I know,” Brick replied. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to break it to you.”

“Yeah, well, let me clue you in on something. Asking me if I care more about the fucking fight season than the man who’s been the closest thing I’ve ever had to a real parent isn’t it.”

“I just wanted you to know that I can make it through the season,” Brick said. “That’s one thing I don’t want you to worry about.”

“I’m not.” The cage was the farthest thing from his mind. “Are you going to call Dray?”

When Brick didn’t answer, Lucky shook his head. “You want me to do it, don’t you?” Lucky guessed.

“I’d just fuck it up like I did with you.”

The last thing in the world Lucky wanted to do was make the phone call to Dray. “I’ll tell him,” he conceded. Although there was a lot he still needed to discuss with Brick, Lucky wanted to get his head on straight first. “I’m going out for a while. Do you need anything?”

“Time.”

“That’s what treatment could’ve given you,” Lucky snapped.

“Yeah,” Brick agreed. “According to the doctor, I could’ve bought myself a month—two at most—but I would’ve been going through chemo and shit in the meantime.” He shook his head. “That’s not the way I wanna go.”

Lucky sucked in a breath. “I guess I can understand that.” Given the same diagnosis, he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have made the same decision. “I’ll go figure out what to tell Dray and check on you later.”

“I don’t need a damn babysitter,” Brick said with a huff. “Just have your ass back in here at eight in the morning and be prepared to work. We’ve only got one more day of training before we leave for Indianapolis.”

“Fuck the fight,” Lucky stared at Brick. “The last thing you need to do is travel right now.”

Brick narrowed his eyes. “If I gotta leave this world, I plan to go out a winner.”

What the hell could Lucky say to that? “We’ll see.”

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

 

Dray wiped the excess ink from the tramp stamp he’d just finished on a twenty-three year old woman named Amber. The young lady had a pretty ass, but the sight of it did absolutely nothing for him sexually, which was why her boyfriend had insisted Dray do the tat.

“Phone,” Manny, one of the artists, said over the partition.

“Get a name and number and tell ’em I’ll call them back,” Dray replied without taking his eyes off the fresh ink. Tramp stamps, in general, weren’t his favorite, but the intricate tree he’d designed for Amber was more a lower back piece. At first she’d thought it would be too big, but after discussing it with Dray, she’d finally agreed.

“It’s gorgeous,” Brad, Amber’s boyfriend, commented.

“Yeah,” Dray agreed.

“Hey, Dray, the guy on the phone said his name was Lucky and that you should call him as soon as possible.”

Dray’s gaze shot to Manny. “Did he sound upset?”

Manny nodded.

“Shit.” Dray stopped admiring his own work and finished cleaning and bandaging the tattoo. “Manny’ll give you a sheet for aftercare, but I assume you already know the drill.” He pulled off his latex gloves and tossed them into the trash. Brad had been Dray’s client for several years and had a myriad of tattoos on his body. Evidently, Brad wasn’t bothered by Dray’s out and proud status, but a lot of guys were. Dray didn’t mind. He’d rather not work on the assholes anyway.

“Yeah, I’ll make sure it’s taken care of.” Brad held out his hand. “You’re the best, man.”

“Thanks.” Dray grabbed his phone off his worktable. “Sorry, but I need to return a call.”

“Sure,” Brad said, letting Dray go.

“Thanks,” Amber called, as Dray pushed open the door to the break room.

Dray grabbed a bottle of water out of the refrigerator and pressed speed dial.

“Hey, sorry for bothering you at work,” Lucky answered.

“Don’t worry about it. I was about done anyway.” Dray dropped into one of the chairs that surrounded the small kitchen table they’d set up. “This about Brick?” It was the call he’d hoped would never come, but one he’d expected.

“Yeah. Jax found a bloody towel in Brick’s bottom drawer. I confronted the old bastard, and he finally laid it all out. Cancer in his stomach and lungs. He’s refused treatment because the chemo or radiation would only prolong his life for a short time instead of cure it,” Lucky explained.

“Fuck!” Dray threw the half-full water bottle against the wall. “How long?”

“Hard to say, but Brick’s determined to last through the rest of the season. I told him I didn’t give a shit about the fights, and he informed me that he wanted to go out a winner.”

Like always, there was a pen and pad of paper on the table, all the artists used for doodling on their off moments. It was a nervous habit they all shared, and one Dray frequently used to rid himself of his excess energy while in the shop. “You’re with him every day. What do you think?”

Lucky sighed. “I think he’s strong enough to make the Indianapolis trip, but after that, my next fight isn’t for another three weeks. With the amount of blood on that fucking towel…”

“Indianapolis will be his last,” Dray surmised.

“Yeah, I think so.” Lucky cleared his throat. “I put a call into Ray Bruno. He’s got a winner take all tournament coming up next week. The weight classes are broad, but anyone can enter for five hundred bucks. The more entries, the more fights.”

“Don’t do it.” Dray rubbed his hands over his bristly scalp. Ray Bruno’s tournaments often turned into blood baths, pitting trained fighters against regular men who thought they were just as tough but weren’t even in the same league as their skilled opponents.

“I can win,” Lucky declared. “Not only will I need the release while dealing with this shit, but it’s local, so I can give Brick the only thing he wants before he dies.”

“And what happens if you don’t win?” Dray asked. “What happens if you go against someone who fucks you up so bad your dream of going pro is over?”

“If some schmo in Bruno’s tournament can fuck me up enough to put me out of the game, I don’t deserve to go pro.”

Dray added some shading to the portrait he’d drawn of Lucky. Even as a teenager, Lucky had been high-strung, only really settling down when he was in the ring or working one of the bags. Fighting for Lucky was like a drug, whereas it was the fan reaction that had always driven Dray. Although he didn’t like it, he understood Lucky’s need to do it. “Fuck,” he groaned.

“There’s something else,” Lucky said. “Brick’s leaving The Brick Yard to the two of us. He wants us to look after Jax and anyone else who comes along who needs it.”

“What the fuck is he thinking? I can’t just pick up and move back to Chicago. I’ve got a life here—a house, a job.” Not to mention the fact that Kansas City was far enough away from Lucky not to pose a threat to the younger man’s career.

Lucky was quiet for several moments before he exhaled. “I think he’s worried about the kids, and this is his way of insuring they have somewhere to go. He’s asking us to pay it forward.”

Dray thought of the farmhouse he’d worked so hard on. It was still far from perfect, but it was his—or at least it would be in another twenty-one years after he’d paid off the mortgage. He wondered if he should be honest with Lucky or if knowing how much Dray wanted him would put Lucky in a worse position.

Lucky made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a sob. “I can’t do this alone,” he finally said.

Motherfucker! Dray closed his eyes and shook his head, knowing he couldn’t ignore the plea. “Okay. I need to take care of a few things, but I’ll head that way in a few days. I’m not promising I’ll stay for good, but I’ll be there to help take care of Brick.”

“Thanks,” Lucky mumbled.

“In the meantime, keep me updated on what’s going on,” Dray ordered. How the hell was he going to tell his cousin Berto that he had two days to find a replacement for him at the shop? “What about Indianapolis? You still gonna go?”

“Yes, but we’ll be home on Sunday.”

“Expect me on Sunday then,” Dray said.

“Dray?” Lucky’s voice was softer than Dray had ever heard it.

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry. I know coming back here is probably the last thing you want to do and if I could handle the fights, the gym, Jax and Brick on my own, I would.”

“I know,” Dray replied. “I just don’t want to cause problems for you, and I’m afraid that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”

Lucky chuckled, but Dray could tell it was forced. “At least you’ll be here to help me sort the shit out if it happens.”

“If I fuck up your career, you may not want my help.” Dray stared at the realistic drawing of Lucky under his fingers. He tapped the paper several times before pushing it away.

“Don’t worry about my career because I’m not sure I can fight without Brick,” Lucky confessed.

“You can, and you will.” As the realization of the situation sank in, Dray’s hands started to shake. Fuck! He needed to get off the phone before he totally lost his fucking mind. “Hey, can I call you later?”

“Sure,” Lucky replied.

“Thanks.” Dray hung up and dropped his phone to the table before he threw it across the goddamn room. He sprang to his feet and kicked backward, sending the chair crashing against the wall. He couldn’t imagine The Brick Yard without the man that had become its heart and soul. The old guilt came back full force. He shouldn’t have walked out on Brick like he had. Running back to Kansas City with his tail tucked between his legs had been a purely selfish move. After everything Brick had done for him, Dray had paid him back by turning his back on his mentor and the gym. He owed everything he was to Brick, and he knew in his gut it was time he paid back all that he’d been given.

One thing he knew for sure, Lucky had what it took to become a champion. There were two kinds of fighters—those who learned and those who were born to the sport. In the cage, Lucky moved with a natural grace and single-mindedness that couldn’t be taught and one way or another, Dray was going to push Lucky into reaching for the stars he deserved to touch.

 

* * * *

 

Lucky studied Brick closely as they made their way through the parted crowd to the cage. The three-hour drive had definitely taken its toll on the older man, but Brick had refused to rest when they’d finally arrived at the hotel. Instead, Brick demanded Lucky run through a series of warm-up drills and exercises until it was time to leave for the arena.

A woman with big tits pushed through the crowd and grabbed Lucky around the neck. “I love you!” she screamed, trying to kiss him as her big breasts pressed against his chest.

In no mood for the unwanted attention, Lucky pushed her away from him. Unfortunately, he was already pumped and focused on the fight and the move threw her off balance. As the woman fell to the floor, the entire crowd started to boo.

Lucky immediately bent over and tried to help her to her feet. Unfortunately, the damage had already been done as far as the fans were concerned. Shit. He glanced over his shoulder at Brick before returning his attention to the woman. “You okay?”

“You’re an asshole!” she yelled in his face, jerking her arm out of his hand.

“I’m sorry,” he said, trying to apologize.

“Fuck off,” she shot back, before disappearing into the crowd.

His concentration obliterated, Lucky continued toward the cage. He had five minutes before he had to step inside, and his mind was so fucked, he doubted he could win. He thought he’d dealt with the Brick shit, but faced with the very real prospect of losing in front of the man who meant everything to him, he was hanging on by a thread. “Give me my phone.” He held out his hand and waited for Brick to comply.

“What the fuck’re you talking about?” Brick growled.

“Give me the goddamned phone!” Lucky felt like his world was crashing down around him.

With a loud curse of his own, Brick handed Lucky the phone. “Four minutes.”

Lucky shrugged out of his robe as he waited for Dray to pick up. “Come on. Come on,” he chanted.

“Hey,” Dray answered. Lucky assumed Dray was already tuned into the fight because he could hear the roar of the crowd in the background.

“I can’t do this,” Lucky said in a rush. “I can’t get up there. My head’s all screwed up.”

“Look up and to your left,” Dray ordered.

Lucky didn’t know what the hell Dray was talking about but he did as instructed. There, in the front row of the balcony stood a tattooed god in a baseball hat. His eyes met Dray’s.

“You can do this. Just breathe and don’t let that fucker get too close to you.”

“Come down,” Lucky urged.

“No. You don’t need me. You have Brick. Remember why you’re doing this and fuckin’ do it,” Dray said before ending the call.

Lucky watched as Dray shoved the cell back into his pocket. “I can do this,” he whispered as he turned to face Brick. “I can do this.”

“You’d better fucking do it! That hotel room is costing me almost a hundred bucks.” Brick gave Lucky a shove.

Lucky climbed the steps and entered the cage. He faced his opponent, Johnny “The Hammer” Gains, as the referee set out the rules of the fight. I can do this. He glanced up at Dray once more and his need to fight slid into place.

 

* * * *

 

Arms resting on the railing in front of him, Dray let out a sigh of relief when the first round ended. So far, the match was a draw, but it was easy to see Lucky was finally getting warmed up while The Hammer was starting to wear out. He pulled out his phone and called Lucky.

“Not the time,” Brick snapped into the phone.

“Tell Lucky to concentrate his blows on the left ribcage. The Hammer’s protecting that area, so there’s already damage.” Dray stared down at Lucky as Brick reiterated Dray’s instructions.

Lucky tilted his head back and looked straight at Dray before nodding. Dray put his phone away and took a moment to study the fans. The incident with the blonde before the fight still had the crowd in an uproar. Shit!

“Break the Ice Man!” one fan cried.

“The Ice Man is a cold bastard!” another screamed.

Dray watched as Lucky surged to his feet and turned in a circle to take in the catcalls. Right before Dray’s eyes, he saw the resolve to win in the clench of Lucky’s jaw. “Oh shit.” Dray had a feeling The Hammer was going down.

Lucky climbed back into the cage, snarling at several people in the crowd who dared to shout insults at him.

The bell rang and Lucky met The Hammer in the center of the cage. The two men danced around each other, landing punches here and there, but nothing that would win either of them the match. Dray could tell the catcalls were starting to get to Lucky when Lucky got sloppy, throwing power punches that missed their targets. “Fuck!”

The bell rang again, signaling the end of the second round. With only one left, Lucky had to pull his head out of his ass and focus on the fight instead of listening to the assholes in the arena.

The urge to call Lucky again was strong, but Dray held back. Instead, he tried to concentrate on the byplay between Lucky and Brick as a small cut on Lucky’s forehead was attended to. Brick turned his head and started to cough. Lucky grabbed the sweat-soaked towel he’d used to wipe down and handed it to Brick before motioning for Dray to come down.

“Shit!” Dray excused himself as he made his way through the crowd, all the while keeping an eye on Brick. The coughing continued but Dray could tell Brick still had enough breath to argue with Lucky. Brick shook his head and pointed to the cage.

By the time Dray made it to Brick’s side, Lucky was already making his way into the cage. “I got him,” Dray yelled loud enough for Lucky to hear.

Lucky nodded once before turning back to The Hammer.

Dray squatted beside Brick, who’d already replaced Lucky on the stool. “You need a doctor?”

Brick shook his head and wiped the blood from his mouth. “I need that boy to win,” he gasped.

Dray kept his hand on Brick’s shoulder as he stood. “Make it quick!” he yelled over the noise of the crowd.

In a surprise move, Lucky held his arms straight out, allowing The Hammer to land a series of punches to his jaw and stomach. The Hammer danced back, chuckling and shaking his head. Lucky stared at his opponent, watching him like a snake preparing to strike.

Dray’s grip on Brick’s shoulder tightened. “Do it,” he said under his breath.

Striking fast and hard, Lucky drew his right arm back before throwing everything he had into a single punch to The Hammer’s ribcage.

Although it shouldn’t have been possible, Dray could have sworn he heard the sound of bones breaking as Lucky’s fist connected.

The Hammer’s eyes went wide as his legs gave out under him and he went down on his knees, hard. His mouth opened and closed several times as pain contorted his already ugly face.

The referee bent over to speak to The Hammer before motioning for the fighter’s crew. Within moments, the fight was called and Lucky declared the victor. Lucky didn’t waste time, he climbed out of the cage. “How is he?”

“I’m fine, goddammit!” Brick got to his feet and reached up to run a hand over Lucky’s sweaty hair. “Took you long enough, but you pulled it out. Good job.”

Dray glanced at Brick, knowing from experience that the old man had just paid Lucky the only compliment he’d get regarding the match. “Let’s get out of here,” Dray said, motioning to the rowdy fans. They didn’t appear to be pleased by the outcome, especially because The Hammer was still in the cage receiving medical attention.

Dray led the way with Brick behind him and Lucky bringing up the rear. He kept his head down, praying no one would recognize him while remaining vigilant of the crowd. One thing was certain, Lucky’s new moniker was sealed. From that moment on, Lucky would be known as the Ice Man.

“Where’re you parked?” Dray asked Lucky when they reached the parking lot. It was a chilly evening and they’d left the building without going back to the locker room to retrieve Lucky’s clothes.

Lucky stripped off his gloves before holding out his hand. “You have my keys?” he asked Brick.

Brick dug into his pocket before handing them over, along with Lucky’s phone. The fact that Brick didn’t complain about leaving the bag of equipment in the locker room said a lot. It seemed Dray wasn’t the only one who had a bad feeling about the crowd.

“My truck’s over there,” Dray said, pointing to another lot. “Give me a minute, and I’ll follow you.” He jogged toward his truck, grateful the situation had been too chaotic to feel uncomfortable around two people he’d thought of daily but hadn’t seen in years.

 

* * * *

 

Dray turned the television off when he heard a knock. He dropped the remote onto the king-size bed and moved to answer the door. Lucky, fresh from a shower, stood smiling at him. “Hey,” Dray greeted, stepping back to let Lucky inside.

“Brick’s asleep, so I thought I’d run downstairs to the bar for a drink. Wanna join me?” Lucky asked.

“Sure, just let me grab my wallet.” Dray waited for Lucky to prop open the door with his shoulder before walking away to grab his money and room card. Lucky had offered to let Dray stay in their room, but no way in hell could he trust himself to share a queen-size bed with Lucky. He’d thanked Lucky but had politely refused the offer. “All set.”

Lucky led the way into the hall and waited for Dray to join him before heading toward the elevator. “So what made you decide to make the trip?”

Dray wasn’t sure he could answer the question because truth be told, he wasn’t sure he knew. He decided to go with Brick’s illness as his excuse. “Just wanted to watch Brick in action once more before things got too bad.”

Lucky pushed the button before glancing at Dray. “Brick’s had better nights. Sorry you had to see what you did.”

“Don’t be sorry. Despite everything, I saw the same fire in Brick’s eyes as I did back when I was fighting.” The elevator doors opened, and Dray entered. He felt oddly nervous when Lucky joined him in the enclosed space. “Good punch there at the end though, but I saw it coming. If The Hammer hadn’t been so fucking sure of himself, he’d have seen it, too.”

“Getting Brick out of there was the only thing I cared about,” Lucky replied.

The doors opened and they stepped out into the lobby. Other than a few people standing in line to check in, there didn’t seem to be any action. “Looks dead,” Dray said.

“Thank God.” Lucky took off toward the small bar. “I’ve had enough of people and their big fucking mouths for one day.”

Dray followed, trying in vain to keep his gaze off Lucky’s ass. Damn. He felt his cock begin to harden and quickly averted his eyes, concentrating instead on the dark head of drying mahogany-colored hair in front of him.

Lucky walked to the back of the bar and slid into a booth. “This okay?”

“Yeah.” Dray sat across from Lucky. He rested his hands on the table, trying like a motherfucker to figure out what to say next. Gone was the ease of their shared telephone conversations. He searched for something to say. Oh. Fuck yeah. “I brought my gun and ink, so if you want that tat while I’m here…”

Lucky looked like he was about to say something but turned his attention to the server who had stepped up beside him. “Shot of tequila and a Corona, both with lime,” he ordered.

Dray nodded. “Same for me.”

“Right up,” the female server said with a smile. She lingered for just a moment, and Dray got the distinct impression she knew who Lucky was but was too shy to say so. She eventually turned and walked off without another word.

“I think she likes you,” Dray commented. He didn’t blame the woman. Despite the bruise on his jaw and small bandaged cut, Lucky was damn hot. His eyes were the color of expensive cognac and rimmed with the longest red lashes Dray had ever seen.

Lucky glanced toward the bar before shrugging. “Didn’t notice.” He spun his cardboard coaster several times before stilling it. “Brick’s not going to last long, is he?”

Dray exhaled a long ragged breath. “No, I don’t think so. Although, my uncle got a lot worse before he finally passed.” He fisted his hands, knowing what would come. “Brick’ll need oxygen before long. Then we’ll probably need to call in hospice.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Lucky declared.

“And I’ll help you, but he’ll need someone to come in and help him manage the pain.” Dray didn’t add that hospice would also be there to help Lucky deal with the end. Nor did he mention how horrible the end would be, because he knew from experience that in order for Brick to handle the pain, he’d have to be so heavily drugged he probably wouldn’t be able to do anything but sleep. Lucky would spend days, possibly weeks, watching as Brick wasted away.

The waitress returned and set the drinks on the table. “Would you like to pay now or run a tab?”

Lucky upended the shot glass and downed the tequila before setting it empty on her tray. “A tab is fine.” He gestured to the glass. “And four more of those.”

With a surprised expression, she nodded. “Okay.”

Once they were alone again, Lucky took a swig of his beer. “How do we know when to do that?”

Dray drank his shot without use of the lime or salt before answering. “Do you know if he’s still seeing a doctor?”

Lucky shook his head. “I don’t know anything really. It’s a wonder I got what little I did out of him.”

Dray waited for their server to set down the shots and leave before saying anything. “We can call them anytime, but I think it would be a good idea to get him back to the doctor first. He’ll need to fill out an advanced healthcare directive while he’s still able.”

“What’s that?” Lucky asked.

“Legal piece of paper that’ll see that his wishes are carried out once he’s unable to make decisions for himself.” Dray reached for another shot and drank it before continuing. “It won’t be pleasant, but since he’s refused treatment, it’s necessary.”

“I don’t think Brick’ll like a stranger in his house all the time.” Lucky’s eyes were red, whether from the tequila or the subject matter, Dray didn’t know.

“Hospice will work with us. If we only want them to come for a few hours at a time, that’s what they’ll do. It all depends on us and how much we’re able to do for him once it gets bad.”

“I’d do anything,” Lucky was quick to say.

Dray finally gave into his desire and reached across the table to squeeze Lucky’s hand. He stared at their hands when Lucky turned his over and threaded their fingers together. He’d never really noticed the difference in their skin color, but his own light brown skin appeared even darker against Lucky’s creamy-white. He opened his mouth to point it out, but the waitress caught his attention. She was cleaning the table across from them, but her attention appeared to be on their clasped hands. Shit.

Dray tensed. If his earlier suspicion was right, the woman knew who Lucky was. Not good. He thought fast. “I know Brick’s been like a father to you, and I’ll help you deal with the cancer any way I can.”

Dray gave Lucky’s hand one last squeeze before withdrawing his touch. Lucky’s expression changed, and it was obvious Dray had hurt his feelings. He wanted to tell Lucky the truth, that holding hands would inevitably lead to gossip. Worse, he’d enjoyed Lucky’s warmth too much and could easily imagine Lucky’s hand on his cock. No. He wouldn’t let it happen. No fucking way would he be Lucky’s Vince. He hadn’t lied to Lucky. As long as he was needed to help care for Brick, he’d be at Lucky’s side, but he wouldn’t stick around. Lucky deserved his dream, and Dray would do everything he could to protect it.

“I know you will,” Lucky mumbled.

Upending the last shot glass, Dray welcomed the burn of the alcohol. He’d hurt Lucky by pulling away, that much was more than obvious. So be it. I’ll be the asshole.

 


Chapter Four

 

 

 

“You want to go by the gym or should I take you home?” Lucky asked, as they neared their neighborhood. The drive from Indianapolis with Brick beside him and Dray following in his pickup, had been pure torture. He still didn’t understand what had happened the previous night in the bar. When Dray had held his hand, Lucky had felt the heat between them, but it had been more than that. For possibly the first time in his life, he hadn’t felt alone, and the goddamn little boy inside him had wanted to pump his fist in the air. Unfortunately, the moment of fullness hadn’t lasted and all too soon, Dray had withdrawn.

“Brick Yard,” Brick replied.

It took a moment for the answer to filter through the shit in his brain but it sorted in time for him to take a left to the gym. He pulled into the parking lot but left the engine running. “I’m going to head home, but I’ll be back in time for this afternoon’s training.”

Brick climbed out of the rented SUV but didn’t shut the door immediately.

Lucky stared at the older man. “What?”

Brick shook his head. “Be careful.”

“Of what?” Lucky asked although he had an idea.

“Don’t let your dick ruin everything you’ve worked for,” Brick said, before closing the door.

Dray parked beside Lucky and held up his hands before leaning across the seat to roll down the passenger window. “You staying?”

Lucky shook his head. “I’ve got to get the rental back.” They’d already decided Dray would sleep on Brick’s foldout sofa while he was in town, so he chanced a request. “Would you mind following me?”

Wrists resting over the steering wheel, Dray’s gaze went to the building. “You think Brick’ll be okay without one of us here?”

“Flint’s here, and school’s almost out for Jax.” Lucky nodded. “He’ll be fine until we get back.”

“Fuck. I can’t believe Flint’s still here.” Dray chuckled, his smile wide.

Lucky bit his bottom lip. It was the first time in years he’d seen Dray’s smile and it was breathtaking. “He’s here. Flint likes working with the younger fighters.”

Since Flint’s fighting career had never really taken off, he’d decided to cut a deal with Brick to use the gym for private clients. Brick being Brick had agreed to let Flint do whatever he needed to do to make a living at a sport he loved.

“It’ll be nice to see him again.” Dray put his truck in reverse. “I’ll follow you.”

Lucky nodded once before pulling out of the parking lot. He pictured Dray sleeping two floors above him and wondered how the hell he was going to keep himself in check. For eight years, he’d jacked off to memories of Dray’s deep voice as Dray’d fucked Vince in the shower. Except in Lucky’s fantasy, he was the one bending over for Dray’s cock. “Shit!”

Two miles from the gym, Lucky parked in front of the rental place. He jumped out and ran inside to drop off the keys before climbing in Dray’s truck. “All set.”

“Where to?” Dray asked.

“Home,” Lucky answered. “I’m starving, and I need to do a load of laundry.”

Dray exited the parking lot. He cleared his throat and adjusted himself in the seat. “I’ve done nothing but think since I left you at Brick’s door last night.” He stopped at a red light and glanced at Lucky. “It’s obvious we’re into each other, so I won’t pretend otherwise, but you need to know, I’m not going to act on that attraction.”

Lucky held Dray’s gaze until Dray broke eye contact when the light turned green. “Why?” Lucky finally asked. He rubbed at the tightness in his chest.

“Because once it starts, we won’t stop until someone finds out and it ruins your career,” Dray stated in a matter-of-fact tone. “I won’t do that to you, even if you beg me.”

 

* * * *

 

After dropping off his luggage at Brick’s, Dray bypassed Lucky’s apartment and drove to the gym. He’d have normally just walked, but he wanted his truck in case Brick wasn’t up to walking home at the end of the day.

Dray spent the first hour in the gym, talking to Flint, meeting Jax and several of the other members before finally joining Brick in the office. He shut the door behind him and dropped to the couch. Grinning, he ran his palm over the cracked avocado green vinyl. “I can’t believe you still have this.”

“Why wouldn’t I? It’s still good and it wipes down easy. I can’t tell you how many sweaty asses have been on that damn thing,” Brick grumbled.

Dray laughed. Despite the years he’d been gone, it was nice to know Brick’s sunny disposition hadn’t changed. “I’ll remember that the next time I come in after a workout without putting my pants on.”

A coughing spell halted Brick’s retort. Dray tensed for several moments before he leaned back and waited. He wanted to jump up and do something, but he knew that would only anger Brick. Not only that, but the old man had already hid his condition once, and Dray knew if he or Lucky started to hover, Brick would shut them out again.

Brick reached down and came back with a stained towel as Dray averted his gaze. “Sorry,” Brick mumbled after closing the drawer.

“Are you in pain?” Dray asked, needing to know.

Brick scratched his unshaven jaw. “I have pills.”

“When do you go back to the doctor?” Dray hated to push Brick with questions, but he didn’t think Lucky would be able to ask them.

“I don’t. I’m done.”

Dray glared at Brick. As much as he loved the old man, the lies had to stop. “I know you don’t want to think or talk about this shit, but it’s happening.” He’d kept his mouth shut while Lucky was around, but now that he was alone with Brick, he needed the truth. “How much weight have you lost? Fifteen pounds? More?”

Brick rested his forearms on the desk. “Why’re you doing this? I’m dying, and I know it, so I don’t need you to tell me I look like shit.” He shook his head before opening the top drawer of his desk. He pulled out a plain manila folder and held it out. “I need you and Lucky to read over these and sign them. They have to be notarized, but you can get that done at the bank.”

Dray retrieved the folder but couldn’t bring himself to open it. “Is this your power-of-attorney paperwork?”

“Yeah, the Advanced Health Care Directive and a copy of my will,” Brick replied.

Dray had known it was coming, but holding the proof, he just stared at the folder. He’d given the situation a lot of thought during the hours of driving. “I don’t want Lucky’s name on the directive.”

“Why the hell not?”

Dray glanced at Brick. “Lucky doesn’t need that shit weighing on him.” Truthfully, he didn’t think Lucky was strong enough to deal with what was coming, but he wouldn’t verbalize it. “He needs to concentrate on the upcoming tournament he’s registered for. He tell you about that?”

Brick nodded. “He needs the money. If he wins, he can make more in two weeks than he makes in a year on the circuit.”

According to Lucky, he was fighting in the tournament for Brick’s benefit. Dray couldn’t help wondering who Lucky was lying to. “Is money a problem for him?”

If that was the case, Dray had some extra cash squirreled away. He’d much rather give it to Lucky than to have Lucky enter the blood bath Ray Bruno was putting together. Despite Lucky’s indifference to the fans, he was a damn good fighter and could probably win, but Dray never understood why skilled fighters entered the underground tournaments. Sure, there was money to be made, but the fights were often referred to as human cockfights.

“Lucky’s mom’s up for parole. He knows he’s going to have to set her up in a place.” Brick shrugged. “Alana’s a fucking mess, always has been, but no matter how many times Lucky tries to tell himself he’s over her, he always busts his ass to help when she asks for it.”

“What’d she go in for?” Dray asked.

“It’s her second time in. Both for distribution.”

Dray wondered how Lucky would be able to deal with the tournament, Brick’s failing health and his junkie mother. Dray stood and tossed the folder back on Brick’s desk. “Lucky’s got enough shit to deal with. Take his name off the power-of-attorney, and I’ll sign it and get it notarized.”

 

* * * *

 

After an easy workout and shower, Lucky grabbed his gym bag. He stopped at the laundry room to find Jax doing homework. “Hey.”

Jax looked up and smiled. “I got my test back.” He dug around in his backpack before pulling out a sheet of paper. “Take that!” he cried, slamming the test on the table.

Lucky grinned at the B plus written in red. “Good job.” He eyed Jax for several moments before gesturing with a wave of his hand. “Let’s go. I think you deserve dinner at Mac’s.”

Jax’s big blue eyes lit up. “Really? What about showing me some moves?”

Lucky hadn’t forgotten what he’d promised the kid in exchange for a good grade. “I believe the deal for showing you how to execute an uppercut was an A,” he reminded Jax.

“Seriously?” Jax whined. “I got a fucking B plus, man.”

“Yeah, and that’s why I’m taking you to Mac’s.” Lucky pointed to the door. “Let’s go.” He grinned to himself, knowing he’d end up showing Jax a few moves, but first the kid needed to eat.

Jax caught up to Lucky halfway between The Brick Yard and Mac’s. “I read that The Hammer suffered three broken ribs and a partially collapsed lung.”

Lucky nodded. Brick had told him earlier on their way home from Indianapolis, but it wasn’t something Lucky could dwell on. Every fighter knew what was at stake when they stepped into the cage. He opened the door to Mac’s and waited for Jax to go inside before following.

“You almost lost that fight last night, boy,” Mac yelled from the window cut into the wall between the counter and the kitchen.

Lucky ignored Mac and slid into his usual booth. “Order whatever you want,” he told Jax.

“Anything?” Jax’s eyebrows shot up toward his hairline.

“You earned it.” Lucky sat sideways in the booth with his back against the wall. He needed to talk to Jax about Brick, but he wasn’t sure how. “The usual,” he told Trish when she came to the table.

“I’ll have the rib-eye, medium, with a double order of fries and a chocolate milkshake,” Jax ordered.

“He’ll have the rib-eye with one order of fries and a side of green beans,” Lucky amended. “But he can have the milkshake.”

“Sure thing,” Trish said before yelling their order across the diner to Mac.

“I like fries,” Jax argued.

“Yeah, and you’re gettin’ fries, but you’re also eating a vegetable.” Lucky’s diet consisted primarily of protein and vegetables. If Jax was serious about whipping his body into shape, he’d need to change his eating habits, but after finding out why Jax needed to learn to fight, he wasn’t sure the kid wanted to make a career of it. Lucky decided to show Jax how to land an impressive uppercut, knowing a showdown between Jax and his father was inevitable.

“I met Dray today,” Jax said.

Trish stopped at the table and set Jax’s milkshake in front of him.

“Thanks.” Jax smiled up Trish.

“No problem, sweetie,” Trish replied before walking off.

Jax took a sip and sighed. “Brick told me he used to fight professionally.”

“Yeah. Dray was one of the best.” Lucky took a sip of his orange juice. “He was known as The Dragon. Did he tell you that?”

Jax shook his head and smiled. “Do you think I can find something online about him?”

Lucky knew for a fact there were photos and two video clips, because he’d watched them multiple times over the years. “Probably.” He heard a huff and glanced up just as Mac set two dinner plates on the table.

Mac stared down at Lucky’s legs where they rested on the seat until Lucky got the hint and moved them. Sliding in beside Lucky, Mac scowled. “Dray’s in town?”

Lucky nodded. “He came in to help out.” He nudged Mac with his thigh before flicking his gaze toward Jax.

Mac bit his bottom lip, and with a heavy sigh, climbed out of the booth. “Come and talk to me before you leave.”

“Okay,” Lucky agreed as he prepared to eat his dinner.

Several minutes after Mac had left, Jax set down his fork. “Is Brick gonna die?”

Lucky finished chewing a bite of steak, taking his time as he tried to come up with a good answer. Finally, once he’d swallowed, he took a deep breath and laid everything out. “Yeah. He’s got cancer. We don’t know how long he has, but our guess is a couple of months.”

Jax’s big eyes filled with tears but he sniffed and blinked them away before they could fall. He pushed his plate away with half of his dinner left uneaten. “Is that why Dray’s here?”

Lucky nodded. “Brick’s leaving the gym to me and Dray, so you don’t have to worry about it closing down.”

“What about fighting? Are you still gonna have time for that?”

It was a question Lucky had asked himself a dozen times since talking to Brick. “I’m going to try, but in the end, The Brick Yard’s more important than squaring off in a cage with an asshole week after week.”

“But according to Brick, you’ve always wanted to be a fighter,” Jax argued.

Lucky couldn’t deny it. He’d always known fighting was his way out of the neighborhood. He didn’t have the brains or the grades to go to college and working at a bullshit job just to make enough to scrape by each month wasn’t the goal he’d set for himself. Once again, he thought of The Great Gatsby. It was the only book he’d ever owned, and the only one he’d read from cover to cover. Fuck, he’d read the damn thing so many times he’d practically memorized it.

“We’ll have to wait and see what happens. It’s possible. Depends on what Dray decides to do. He got out once, so I’m not sure if he’s willing to come back permanently.” Since his conversation with Dray earlier in the day, Lucky hadn’t been able to think of anything else. Dray was into him—he’d said it himself—but he’d also said he wouldn’t act on their mutual attraction. Of course Lucky knew why, and he understood Dray’s reasoning, but he didn’t believe a physical relationship between the two of them would be discovered. He trusted Dray not to talk, and he’d hid his true nature for years, so he doubted he’d give it away by his actions in public.

“Sit tight, and I’ll get us a couple of to-go boxes while I see what the hell Mac wants.” Lucky slid out of the booth. He waited at the door to the kitchen until Mac waved him inside.

“You tell the kid?” Mac asked.

“Just now.” Lucky leaned against the doorframe with his arms crossed over his chest. He knew Mac had watched the fight online, he’d already admitted as much. “Did you see Brick between the second and third round?”

“Yeah.” Mac continued to clean the grill. “Didn’t look good.”

“It wasn’t.” Lucky took a deep breath. Mac was the only man he knew that had the power to intimidate him. He was used to Brick’s blustering, and although he knew Mac had a good heart, his opinion of the man had changed in the last few weeks. If Mac could cut Dray out of his life for disappointing him, what would he think of Lucky’s decision to fight in Bruno’s tournament? For days he’d gone back and forth on whether or not to fess up that he’d officially entered.

“I need to ask you a favor,” Lucky began. “Brick wants to see me win something big before he dies, so I’ve entered Bruno’s bullshit tournament. The problem is, I’m not sure Brick’s well enough to train me, so I’m going to ask Dray to do it if Brick can’t.”

Mac turned around to face Lucky and narrowed his eyes.

Lucky held his hand up before Mac could chew him a new asshole. “It’s already done, and I’m not withdrawing. What I’m asking from you is to sit with Brick if he needs it while Dray’s with me at the gym or the fights.”

“Does Brick know you entered one of Bruno’s blood baths?” Mac asked.

“Yeah. He didn’t try to stop me because he believes in me.” Lucky felt his chest tighten. Brick had always believed in him.

“You really think you can win? Those fuckers fight dirty,” Mac growled.

Lucky grinned. “I’m not opposed to giving what I get. They want to fight dirty? I’ll give it right back to them tenfold.”

“And if you get seriously injured? What happens then?”

“Then I get hurt fighting. We both know there’re no guarantees in this business. Part of the thrill for me is knowing I’m putting my life on the line every time I step into the cage—knowing I’m the only one standing between me and pain.”

Mac narrowed his eyes again. “You’re a sick fuck if you’re telling me you get off on putting your life on the line. That’s not what the sport’s about.”

“Really? Because I can guarantee you I’m not the only one who feels this way.” Lucky took a moment to measure his words before continuing. “When I was a kid, I went to bed every night knowing it might be my last. My bitch of a mother had fucking tweakers in and out of our apartment at all hours doing that shit with her. I can’t tell you how many times I had to intervene when one of them started beating on her.” He uncrossed his arms and fisted his hands at his sides. “I was beaten nearly to death by more than one junkie, and I told myself over and over that one day, I’d be the one in control.”

“Have you told Brick that?”

“No, and I’m not sure why the fuck I just told you, so keep it to yourself.”

Mac shook his head and sighed. “You’ve got something rotten inside you, boy, and if you don’t find it and cut it out, it’ll spoil the good parts of the man you are.”

Lucky wouldn’t lie to himself. Mac’s words had hurt, but that didn’t mean they weren’t accurate. “What the hell do you think I’ve been trying to do for the last ten years? When I’m in the cage, I feel whole. Say what you want about my reason for doing it, but fighting is the only thing I’ve got in this whole fucking world.”

Mac continued to shake his head. “Don’t build your life around something that could vanish in an instant. I never thought I’d say this to one of Brick’s boys, but you don’t have the heart to be a champion. You’ve got the skill and the drive, but it takes more than that.”

Lucky took a step back. The air whooshed out of him like Mac had just thrown a hard punch to his gut. Mac had always been one of his biggest supporters or at least he’d always thought so. Fuck. Maybe Mac was more like his mom than he’d ever realized. Could Mac see the bad boy inside him? Did Mac believe he was truly unworthy of becoming a champion? “Thanks for believing in me.” He threw up his hands and walked out of the diner without glancing back. With Brick dying and Mac turning on him, Lucky’s world was getting smaller by the day.

 

* * * *

 

After Brick had gone to bed for the night, Dray went downstairs and knocked on Lucky’s door.

“Hang on a minute,” Lucky called. It took several long moments but eventually the door opened. Lucky was dressed in nothing but a pair of gym shorts.

“Hey,” Dray greeted. “Am I interrupting something?” He couldn’t tell what it was but something seemed off. A vein in Lucky’s forehead throbbed with the beat of his heart. It was something Dray had noticed when Lucky was in the cage, but it didn’t fit with an evening at home.

Lucky stepped back, allowing Dray to enter the apartment. “Just watching a movie.”

Dray swung his gaze to the television. “Waterboy?” He chuckled. “I haven’t seen this in years.”

“Love this fuckin’ movie.” Lucky gestured to the couch before taking a seat on the opposite end. “Before I forget, Mac wants you to stop by the diner.”

Dray glanced away from the TV. He’d given a lot of thought as to how he would deal with seeing Mac again, but he’d never expected the old man to request a visit. “What’s he want?”

“Fuck if I know.” Lucky swung his bare feet onto the coffee table. “You’ll have to go in alone though because right now, I don’t care if I ever see that bastard again.”

Dray moved to face Lucky. Despite Lucky’s relaxed position, his body appeared anything but. He stared at Lucky’s fisted hands. “What the hell happened?”

Jaws tightly clenched, Lucky shook his head.

“Talk to me.” With Brick’s health, the bullshit with the crowd the previous night and his rejection earlier in the day, Dray knew Lucky was strung tight. Being at odds with Mac was the last thing Lucky needed to deal with.

Lucky swallowed several times before jumping up from the couch. “Want a beer?”

“Sure.” Dray reached down and removed his boots before setting them beside the couch. “Did the two of you get into it over me?” he asked when Lucky stalked back into the room that goddam vein on his forehead throbbing again.

Lucky drank half the bottle before answering. “Mac’s decided I don’t have the heart of a champion.”

Motherfucker. Dray knew what kind of damage a statement like that could do to a fighter. Before he could ask Lucky to explain further, Lucky got to his feet and started pacing the room.

“For the first fucking time in my life I really opened up to someone,” Lucky spat. “And after seeing the inside of me, fucking Mac decides I’m not good enough.” He stopped walking and hurled his bottle across the room. It hit the wall with a loud thud, but to Dray’s surprise, it didn’t break. Instead, it splattered the white paint with beer before falling unceremoniously to the floor. “I need to get outta here.”

“No.” Dray stood and put himself in front of the door. “You need to calm down first.”

“Get out of my way,” Lucky growled.

The pain was right there in Lucky’s eyes. Christ. What the hell has Mac done? Dray reached out and grabbed Lucky by the shoulders. “You’re practically naked. Think about what you’re doing,” Dray argued.

Lucky reached down and pushed his shorts to the floor before stepping out of them. “Now I’m totally naked. Can I fucking go now?”

Dray closed his eyes and banged his head back against the door. He’d tried to do the right thing by pushing Lucky away, but as he watched Lucky fall apart, he saw a man who needed a lifeline. Dray reached out and wrapped his arms around Lucky’s neck before pulling him close. He put his mouth to Lucky’s ear. “I’m here,” he whispered.

Lucky’s entire body stiffened.

Dray knew what Lucky needed, what every man needed. “And I believe in you,” he added.

Lucky’s breath hitched moments before he returned Dray’s embrace. He didn’t say anything, just held tight.

“We’ll get you through this,” Dray murmured, trying to soothe the man he cared so much about. It was more than respect for a fellow fighter. It was the lost expression he’d seen on Lucky’s face. Dray remembered seeing that same damn look in his own eyes after he’d tucked his tail between his legs and had dropped out. Yeah, that’s exactly what he’d done. He’d dropped out of life for nearly six years until Brick had taken a chance and sent him a DVD of one of Lucky’s fights.

Wielding a tattoo gun was peaceful and a way to pay the bills, but his passion had always been and would always be MMA. He may not agree with the way Lucky dealt with the fans, but Mac was wrong. Like Dray, most fighters fought for the glory, the fan worship and the money that could be made. Lucky didn’t seem to care about any of that. For Lucky, the fight itself was the prize. Pitting his own skills against an opponent was the thrill, and the sweat he earned after a hard-fought bout the reward.

Lucky had given Dray back his passion, and Dray would be damned if he’d let Mac or anyone else try to fuck with Lucky. Mac was a kind man to kids in need, but he was also just a man. Sure, with age came wisdom, but there were also a lot of old idiots out there, spreading shit they had no business spreading.

“The only one who knows whether or not you have the heart of a champion is you, and don’t you ever let someone try to tell you different,” Dray said, his mouth brushing against Lucky’s ear. He lowered his head and placed a soft kiss on the pale skin of Lucky’s neck.

Lucky dipped his chin. When their mouths met for the first time, Dray sighed. Fuck. He’d spent years wondering what Lucky would taste like and the answer was beer. He grinned before delving his tongue into Lucky’s mouth once more. He ran his hands lower and worshiped Lucky’s muscular physique with each touch. It surprised him that after waiting so long to finally have Lucky in his arms, he had no desire to rush it. On the nights when he’d lain in bed and fantasized about making love to Lucky, their coupling had always been rough and raw, two athletes going at each other with an unquenchable thirst. But, as he gave the hard cheeks of Lucky’s ass a gentle squeeze, he felt the vulnerability radiating off his confused fighter.

Dray broke the kiss and stared into Lucky’s eyes. “This could be a huge mistake.”

Lucky’s gaze went to Dray’s swollen lips. “I’m the king of mistakes, but this doesn’t feel like one to me.”

It didn’t to Dray either, so he nodded. “Good.” He reached for Lucky’s hand and pulled him toward the bedroom and to his delight, Lucky didn’t resist.

 


Chapter Five

 

 

 

While Lucky watched Dray undress, he couldn’t stop himself from palming his own cock. He’d witnessed an entire parade of big-chested women undress for him, but he’d never had a man stand beside his bed and hold his gaze while slowly peeling off his clothes. As Dray’s muscular tattooed body was revealed, he knew he’d trade all the fucks he’d ever had for that one moment.

Although inked solid, except a blank spot above his heart, Dray’s chest was also covered in short black hair. Lucky had never seen Dray with chest hair because Brick always demanded his fighters either shave or wax, but Dray had been out from under Brick’s thumb for years and it showed. He gestured to the blank skin over Dray’s heart. “How come there’s no ink there?”

“The skin over a man’s heart is sacred, meant only for the one whose soul is bound to the one getting the tattoo.” Dray ran a hand over his pecs. “You like a man with hair?” he asked, as if reading Lucky’s mind.

Lucky knew the time would come when he’d have to admit he was a virgin when it came to being with a man, but he’d hoped he would have more time to prepare for it. “I like what I see and since you’re the only man I’ve ever had strip for me, I guess my answer would have to be yes.”

Dray’s black eyebrows drew together in confusion. “The only man?”

“Yeah. I thought I’d told you that I’d listened to your advice.”

“You did, but I guess I didn’t realize that meant you’d never been with a man,” Dray replied, hooking his thumbs into the waistband of his briefs.

Lucky’s gaze shifted from the hold Dray had on his underwear to the man’s green eyes. “I only ever wanted you.”

Dray jolted as if Lucky had slapped him. He stood stock-still for several moments before pushing his underwear down.

Lucky couldn’t help but stare at the impressive dark-skinned cock in front of him. Holy fuck. He squeezed his dick harder in an effort to keep himself from reaching for Dray’s. Although Dray’s shaft was riddled with thick veins, they weren’t as visible through the skin as Lucky’s. Why would they be, he decided. Dray was a bronze-skinned god, and he was a pale, freckled Irish kid.

Dray moved slowly, climbing onto the mattress like a wild animal readying his stomach for a meal. He hovered over Lucky for a brief moment before dipping his head down to take Lucky’s crown in his mouth.

“Christ,” Lucky groaned as his dick was enveloped in the warmth of Dray’s mouth. He’d had hundreds of blowjobs in his life, but watching Dray’s lips wrapped around him did something to him that no woman had ever managed to accomplish. Dray made him feel at peace with himself for the first time in his goddamn life.

Lucky parted his legs and rested his hand on the back of Dray’s head, feeling the thick bristle of Dray’s short hair against his palm. He moaned again, trying to convey the way Dray was making him feel, but gave up and simply said it. “Never like this,” he said. “Never.”

Dray moved to lie on the bed between Lucky’s spread legs and met his gaze. Those gorgeous green eyes captured Lucky’s attention as Dray continued to suck him like a fucking pro. Dray released Lucky’s cock, wrapped his hand around it and went to work licking and sucking his balls.

Pre-cum slid down the length of Lucky’s cock, and Dray used it to ease his hand as it moved up and down. As embarrassed as Lucky was to admit it, he was going to blow before he even got the chance to touch Dray’s impressive erection. “I’m gonna come,” he warned.

Dray grunted and slid his tongue up the shaft, licking pre-cum as he went. He captured the crown between his lips and as far down his throat as he could get it.

Lucky fisted the blanket in his free hand as he felt Dray’s throat muscles squeeze the length of his cock. “Fuck!” he yelled, loud enough for the neighbors to hear, as he pressed against the back of Dray’s head and surged upward, coming down Dray’s throat.

Dray backed off a bit and swallowed Lucky’s seed. He performed the action like he’d done it a hundred times before. For some reason, instead of being elated that he was finally with Dray like he’d always wanted, he felt jealous of the men who’d taught Dray how to suck a dick.

Lucky swung his arm over his face, shielding his eyes from Dray as he tried to work his feelings out. 

Dray crawled up Lucky’s body before lying on top of him. He kissed Lucky’s jaw and neck several times before he spoke. “Where’d you go?”

“You’re good at that,” Lucky answered. “Guess I’m just thinking about who you practiced on.”

Dray rolled off Lucky, and Lucky immediately felt chilled.

“I’m not a virgin. You knew that,” Dray growled. “I put everything I had into making your first time a good one.”

Yeah. Lucky knew that. He uncovered his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. “It was better than good,” he confessed. He turned his head to the side to look at Dray. “Don’t pay attention to me. I’m being a jealous asshole who can’t stop thinking about all the men you’ve been with.”

Dray propped his head up on his hand and used his free arm to pull Lucky closer to him. “And you don’t think I’ve wondered how many cunts you’ve eaten and fucked over the years? Just because you’ve never been with a man doesn’t mean I don’t feel jealous of the women you’ve been with.”

“I’m having a hard time dealing with the fact that they’ve had what I’ve always dreamed of,” Lucky tried to explain. “Yeah, I see that you can feel the same way about the women, but it’s different because there was never once was I with a woman that I didn’t think about you.”

Dray leaned over and buried his face against Lucky’s neck. “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do about my past.”

“I know.” Lucky rolled to his side and reached between them to touch Dray’s cock for the first time. “Ignore me.”

Dray shook his head and draped Lucky’s thigh over his own. “Not possible.” He kissed Lucky, soft and sweet, before pulling back. “Tell me what you want.”

“Everything,” Lucky replied. “As long as it’s with you.”

Dray ran his hand down Lucky’s back to the swell of his butt. “Have you ever played with your ass?”

Lucky stared at Dray without admitting to anything.

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” Dray lifted his fingers to his mouth and spit on them. “Making yourself feel good is perfectly natural,” he said as he touched Lucky’s hole.

“Yeah? Then why do I have to hide it? Why do I have to pretend to be someone I’m not?” Lucky asked as he hitched his thigh higher around Dray’s waist.

“You know why.” Dray circled Lucky’s pucker several times. “But you haven’t answered my question?” He tapped the pad of his finger against Lucky’s hole.

“Yeah,” Lucky admitted. “I have stuff.”

Dray licked his lips. “Where?”

“In a box under the bed,” Lucky confessed, pushing back against Dray’s finger.

“Get it,” Dray instructed. “Condoms?”

“In the canister on the bedside table.” Although he’d loved the feel of Dray touching him, Lucky did as asked and climbed off the bed to retrieve the small shoebox that contained his secret identity. He opened the box and quickly turned the picture of Dray face down in the bottom. “What do you want out of it, just the lube?”

Dray shook his head and held out his hand. “I want it all.”

With a sigh, Lucky gave Dray the bottle of lube and two toys, one to stimulate his prostate and one that resembled a big brown dick. “That’s it,” he said and quickly put the lid back on the box.

Dray’s eyes narrowed. “No it isn’t.”

“That’s it!” Lucky snapped. He’d already shared all that he was prepared for. He shoved the box back under the bed before getting in bed.

The corner of Dray’s mouth lifted in a half-smile. “Okay.” He stretched out and waited. “Have you changed your mind?”

“No.” Lucky hadn’t, but he suddenly felt incredibly raw and exposed.

Dray lifted the dildo. “Interesting color choice. The one in my bedside drawer’s much paler.” He made a point of glancing at Lucky’s growing erection.

Truth was, after seeing Dray’s dick, Lucky’s dildo was darker, but it was still closer to Dray’s Hispanic skin color than the pinkish-tan ones he’d found. “You have one?”

“Sure.” Dray grinned again. “Like I said, it’s perfectly natural.”

Lucky stretched out beside Dray, feeling much better.

“When’s the last time you used this?” Dray wrapped his hand around the dildo’s girth, no doubt comparing the fake to the real thing.

“A few days ago, after Brick told me about the cancer and I talked to you on the phone.” When Dray’s grin grew into a full-out smile, Lucky groaned. “You don’t have to look so damn smug.”

“Yeah, I do.” Dray set the toys on the old milk-crate beside the bed before opening the bottle of lube. “How do you want to do this, stomach or back?”

Lucky thought about it for a moment. He wanted to watch, but at the same time, he knew he’d be embarrassed the first time. Without saying a word, he rolled over and tucked his legs under him, putting his butt on full display. He quickly discovered it wasn’t the position that embarrassed him but the exposure.

Dray sat up and scooted closer. He ran his palm over the cheeks of Lucky’s ass before upending the bottle of lube. Cool liquid dripped down Lucky’s crack, prompting an all-over body shiver.

Dray chuckled. “Let me warm that up for you.”

Lucky thanked the stars above when Dray did just that by running his fingers up and down the crack of Lucky’s ass. “Oh, yeah, that’s working.”

“Someday soon I’m gonna take the time to eat this ass, but I need to bury myself inside you too bad for that now.” Dray circled Lucky’s hole with his thumb several times before pressing inside.

Lucky moaned at the invasion.

Dray fucked Lucky for several minutes with his thumb before removing it.

“Don’t stop.”

“Patience.”

Lucky heard the lid of the lube click shut moments before Dray’s touch returned, only instead of a thumb, he got first one finger then another. Thinking of his neighbors, Lucky buried his face in the pillow and groaned.

“Am I hurting you?” Dray asked.

Lucky shook his head but didn’t speak, couldn’t speak as Dray continued to pump his fingers in and out. For years, he’d told himself that fucking a woman was all he’d needed to satiate his lust, but at that moment, he knew the truth. Women had been a tolerable distraction, but his body had been made to feel a man’s dick sliding in and out of him.

“Do you think you’re ready for me?”

If the amount of pre-cum running down his dick was any indication, Lucky’s body was more than ready. “Mmm hmm,” he managed to get out.

Dray reached over and grabbed a condom. Seconds later, Lucky felt the blunt head press against his hole. With one hand against the small of Lucky’s back, Dray pushed inside.

Lucky tried to remember to breathe as he planted his hands on the mattress and rose up enough to rock back. Pain tore at him as his hole stretched around Dray’s shaft. He gripped the sheet in his hands as he slowly impaled himself further.

“Take it,” Dray growled when he steadied Lucky’s hips and surged in to the hilt.

Lucky sucked in a gasp of air as the burn gave way to pure, unadulterated pleasure. “Christ!” He swiveled his hips, needing more, embracing the part of himself he’d denied for too long.

“Give me a sec,” Dray ground out, and Lucky could hear him breathing heavily.

Lucky smiled into the pillow, feeling his heated breath against his face. The idea that Dray could be close to losing control just by being inside him, thrilled him. He used every ounce of reserve he had to stay still, praying Dray pulled himself together in quick order.

When Dray finally pulled out before pushing back inside, Lucky groaned into his pillow. He’d no doubt woken his neighbors with his earlier cry of pleasure but that didn’t mean he needed to give them a thrust-by-thrust commentary of the best fucking sex he’d ever experienced. He buried his face. “Yeah, pound it. Fuck my ass.”

Although he’d come only thirty minutes earlier, Lucky wanted to be touched. He pushed a hand underneath him and wrapped his hand around his length. Hell yeah, he was ready to come again. He’d never considered himself a stud in bed, but he’d always been proud of himself for being able to go twice in the same night, but it hadn’t even been a fucking hour and he was ready. He suddenly felt sorry for all the women he’d ever tried to please. “I’m ready when you are,” he panted, paying particular attention to the sensitive spot just below the crown. Pleasure shot up his dick from his balls as he grew closer and closer to climax.

“I don’t want to stop, but I can’t hold back any longer,” Dray declared, pounding into Lucky’s ass so hard Lucky was in danger of banging his head against the headboard.

“Unless this is the last time you plan to fuck me, I’m coming with or without you,” Lucky declared, unable to hold on any longer.

Dray draped his torso over Lucky’s back and cried out his release, “Fuck!”

“Yes!” Lucky agreed loud enough to wake the dead, or in his case, the neighbors. No doubt he’d be kicked out of his apartment within a month of moving in.

Dray kissed the back of Lucky’s neck before pulling out. “I have a feeling that’s not going to be the last time.”

Lucky panted as he tried like hell to catch his breath. The smell of cum was thick in the room, and he doubted he’d ever inhaled anything sexier. “Hope not,” he mumbled.

 

* * * *

 

Dray stared up at the ceiling long after Lucky had drifted off to sleep. He knew he needed to get back upstairs to Brick in case he was needed, but he wanted a few more minutes of sharing Lucky’s warmth.

He rolled to his side and stared at Lucky’s profile, trying to figure out how the hell he was going to walk away when the time came. There was something so vulnerable about the man beside him, and when he’d seen Lucky lose it earlier, he hadn’t been able to stop himself. All his good intentions had flown out of the window when faced with the very real possibility that one more emotional upset could send Lucky over the edge. So why the fuck had he given in to his desire to touch and hold Lucky?

Dray closed his eyes and cursed himself for the hundredth time. He’d gone too far, and no matter how, or when, he retreated back to Kansas City, Lucky would be hurt.

Earlier, when Lucky had asked him about the empty patch of skin over his heart, Dray hadn’t know what to say, so he’d given him a half-truth. He hadn’t confessed that in the last few years, he’d thought of inking Lucky’s name there. Despite the fact that he and Lucky could never have a public relationship, he knew whom his soul was tied to.

Without warning, Lucky moved to wrap himself around Dray. “All I ever wanted,” he mumbled and settled back to sleep.

Dray rested his hand on the back of Lucky’s head and held him for several minutes before placing a kiss on Lucky’s lips. “I need to go,” he finally said.

“No,” Lucky replied without opening his eyes.

“Brick might need me. Besides, this has to be the worst mattress I’ve ever tried to sleep on.” Dray wasn’t joking. He didn’t know how the hell Lucky could sleep on it.

Lucky tightened his hold. “If you leave, you’ll never come back.”

Dray relaxed, hoping Lucky would loosen his grip. He knew Lucky was wrong, because he would be back tomorrow and the next day and the next—until Brick passed. Even if all he could do was offer Lucky comfort in secret, Dray would be there for him, and when the time came and Lucky was ready to resume his career, Dray would step back and allow Lucky the dream he deserved.

 

* * * *

 

Lucky glanced at Dray as they jogged side by side on the twelve-mile trail that wound its way along Lake Michigan. It felt nice to have someone to run with for a change, even better because it was a gorgeous day. He’d been surprised when Dray had asked him to get out of the gym for a while. “So why’d you wanna run here?”

“It used to be my favorite place to clear my head before a fight.” Dray returned Lucky’s glance. “And I want to talk to you about Flint.”

“Flint?” Lucky had noticed Dray spending time with Flint that morning, the morning after the best fucking night of Lucky’s life.

“I think he should go with you to the tournament. He can keep an eye on Brick and step in if Brick doesn’t last the entire tournament,” Dray explained, his breathing still even after almost six miles of nonstop running.

Lucky slowed. He didn’t want to think about Brick not lasting through the tournament. Even worse, he didn’t want Flint as a backup trainer. “Why can’t you do it?”

Dray snapped his fingers and motioned for Lucky to catch up. Once Lucky was beside him, Dray spoke. “Bruno knows who I am, and he’s got a big mouth. Even if I wear a hat and try to fly under the radar, word will get out.”

“So? I know you think you being in my corner will somehow paint me as gay, too, in the public eye, but I don’t agree. I know almost nothing about my opponents’ trainers. The focus is always on the fighters, and even if someone had a gay trainer, I don’t think that would be news-worthy.”

“I won’t take that chance,” Dray replied.

“But you’re the best fighter I’ve ever known, and if something happens to Brick, I’ll need you there.” A muscle clenched in Dray’s jaw, and Lucky knew he was getting to him. “Without you there, I’ll likely withdraw from the match because I’ll be too worried about Brick. You’re the only one who’d be able to verbally kick my ass enough to get me to go on.”

They ran in silence for several moments before Dray spoke. “Flint’s in your corner with Brick, but I’ll be in the building. If I feel I’m really needed, I’ll step in. Otherwise, I’ll stay in the shadows.”

Lucky didn’t like it, but he knew it was the best he was going to get out of Dray. “Fine.” They still hadn’t talked about their night, and the thought that it would never happen again worried him. “You coming by tonight after Brick goes to bed?”

Dray nodded.

Lucky grinned to himself. He ran the next six miles thinking about having sex with Dray again.

Once they reached the end of the trail, Lucky stopped and retrieved a water bottle out of his backpack. He continued to walk beside Dray, keeping his muscles warm while he rehydrated. A soft mewing caught his attention. “Did you hear that?”

Dray lowered his bottle. “Huh?”

The sound came again and Lucky realized it was coming from a tall patch of weeds. He walked over to investigate. “Oh, shit.” He stared down at the emaciated black and white kitten. The poor fella looked like he could barely raise his head. Without a thought, he bent over and picked up the tiny body. He turned toward Dray and held it out. “You think someone just dumped it?”

“I don’t know, but be careful handling it. Might have some kind of disease,” Dray replied, stepping closer. He stared at the kitten stretched out in Lucky’s palms. “I don’t think it’s going to make it.”

The kitten lifted his head and mewed.

“He’ll make it,” Lucky said, smiling down at the helpless creature. “He’s a fighter.”

 

* * * *

 

With a towel wrapped around the kitten, Lucky curled up in the corner of the couch and held a tiny bottle of milk-replacer to the cat’s mouth. He couldn’t wipe the smile from his face as the kitten greedily sucked, getting more on his face than down his throat. “You need a name.”

According to the veterinarian, the kitten was female, four to five weeks old. She’d been severely malnourished and full of worms, but the vet had given her medicine for the worms and assured Lucky that as long as she was fed regularly, she should pull through.

He’d made Dray go with him to the pet store to stock up on supplies, including a litter box, milk-replacement, a tiny bottle with extra nipples and a small stuffed animal. The last was something the vet had recommended. Evidently, kittens liked to cuddle when they slept. He had to take the vet’s word for it because he’d never had a pet—unless, of course, he considered the rats and cockroaches he’d grown up with.

Lucky ran his finger against the soft pad of one of the white paws. He had no idea how to go about naming something, but he didn’t want to rush it. He knew a name stayed with you for the rest of your life, so it needed to be special, needed to be right.

He heard the knock he’d been expecting. “Come in,” Lucky called.

Dray used the spare key Lucky had given him and entered the apartment. He shut the door and smiled down at Lucky. “How’s it going?”

Lucky wiped the kitten’s mouth with a corner of the towel before resettling the bottle in the kitten’s mouth. “Good. We’re trying to come up with a name for her.”

Dray pointed to the kitchen. “Mind if I have a beer?”

“Not if you bring me one, too,” Lucky replied. He tore his gaze away from the kitten to watch Dray walk across the living room to the kitchen. There was something in the hunch of Dray’s shoulders and the set of his jaw that bothered Lucky. “How’s Brick?”

Dray opened the fridge, removed two bottles, and closed it. “He’s having a hard time this evening. Told me I could use his bed from now on because he’s found he sleeps better if he sits up in his recliner.” He passed a beer to Lucky before sitting on the sofa beside him. “I told him I’d take him back to the doctor as soon as he can get an appointment. I think he needs to be put on oxygen—or at least have it available to him.”

“What? He seemed fine this morning. Well, not fine, but not bad enough to need oxygen.” Lucky wondered if Dray was being an alarmist. He knew from talking to Dray that the time would come when Brick’s lungs wouldn’t be able to draw in enough breath, but it was too soon for that.

Dray stretched his arm across the back of the couch and brushed his fingertips across Lucky’s neck. “He’s been hiding shit. I don’t think he would’ve confessed if I hadn’t walked in on him gasping for air after one of his coughing spells.” He leaned in and kissed the spot he’d just touched. “I’m sorry, Lucky, but he’s failing.”

Lucky stared down at the kitten, needing something other than Brick to focus on. He pulled the bottle away, realizing it was empty and set it on the coffee table. “She’s a fighter,” he mumbled. He glanced at Dray. “Do you think it’d be wrong to name her Gatsby?”

“Why would it be wrong?” Dray asked.

“It’s a boy name.” Lucky wiped the kitten’s face with the towel. He lifted the sweet little thing to his face and rubbed his cheek against her soft black and white fur. “I want her to be happy with the name I give her.”

“Does the name Gatsby mean something to you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then how could she ask for more than that?” Dray petted the kitten’s side with the back of his index finger.

“Hey, Gatsby,” Lucky crooned. “I don’t really know how to take care of you, but I’ll figure it out.” He kissed Gatsby’s head. “Promise.”

 


Chapter Six

 

 

 

Out of the corner of his eye, Dray watched Brick scream last minute instructions to Lucky. The crowd was different from the fans in Indianapolis. In the dark and dirty warehouse Ray Bruno had secured for the tournament, the audience seemed to cheer more for the anti-hero. The place reeked of onions, which he knew from experience was body odor and whatever had died in the warehouse before the cage was constructed.

Worse, instead of hiring off-duty cops to handle the crowd, Bruno had gone cheap and pulled his own guys in. Stupid fuck. He overheard the man beside him talking on his cell phone.

“Yeah, give me two hundred on the Ice Man,” the man said. “That fucker’s gonna tear this place up!”

Dray’s gaze went back to Lucky, who was jumping in place, shadowboxing with a determination on his face that didn’t bode well for his opponent. It was obvious Lucky was pumped, and Dray knew the crowd had a lot to do with it. It was also obvious the Ice Man didn’t have fans in attendance—at least not ones who would openly cheer for him. He glanced at the pinhead beside him. Lucky may not have had the hearts of the crowd, but they definitely knew who was going to win. 

Lucky climbed into the bright white cage. Unlike a lot of promoters, Bruno chose the color white specifically to showcase the crimson that would spill from the fighters throughout the tournament. By the time a winner was declared, the entire floor of the cage would be red with blood.

The bell rang and Lucky stepped up to his no-name opponent. The sonofabitch had been taunting Lucky for the last ten minutes. Lucky said something to his competitor and stood his ground.

Lucky threw a single punch, aimed at the asshole’s nose and the jerk who’d been full of himself only seconds earlier fell flat on his back, out cold.

“Yeah!” Dray cried, pumping his fist in the air. He turned to the pinhead. “That’s the way to do it!” he shouted in excitement.

Smiling from ear to ear, the pinhead retrieved the phone from his pocket and started dialing.

Dray leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. He couldn’t stop grinning as the referee lifted Lucky’s arm over his head. Lucky still had one more match before they could go home and Dray could show him just how proud he was.

Lucky stepped out of the cage and immediately went to Brick’s side. He wrapped an arm around the old man and disappeared into the crowd with Flint following. Dray waited, praying that Brick was okay. He dug out his phone and held it in his hand, waiting for a call.

Instead of a call, Flint appeared in front of Dray. “Lucky wants you. He’s in the locker room.”

Dray nodded, pulled his baseball cap lower on his forehead and followed Flint out of the main part of the building and down one of the darkened hallways. “Is it Brick?”

Flint shrugged. “I guess so. Brick keeps telling Lucky he’s fine, but Lucky keeps arguing the point.” He glanced over his shoulder at Dray. “I think they’re both wrong.”

“How’s that?” Dray asked as Flint stopped in front of a door.

“Brick’s the same as he was earlier today. Nothing’s changed. I think the real problem is Lucky. I think he’s so focused on Brick that he can’t concentrate on anything else. This last match wasn’t a big deal because the guy was a fucking joke, but the pretenders will be weeded out within the next two days.”

Dray took a deep breath. “Is this a shared room?”

Flint snorted. “It’s more like a closet, and, no. Lucky worked that into his deal with Bruno. He didn’t want anyone around if Brick had trouble.”

“Okay. Keep an eye on the door and don’t let anyone in,” Dray instructed. He entered the room to find Flint’s description accurate. There was room for three chairs, a small cooler, and Brick’s bag of supplies.

Brick and Lucky both looked up at him from their seated positions, but it was Brick who spoke. “Would you tell this wiseass that I’m perfectly capable of being out there?”

Before Dray answered, he took a moment to study the rise and fall of the old man’s chest. By the exaggerated breaths and tinge of blue on Brick’s lips, it was obvious he was having a hard time, but Flint had been right, Brick wasn’t any worse than he’d been before the fight. Dray put his hand on Brick’s shoulder. “Maybe Lucky wouldn’t be as worried if you’d calm the fuck down. He knows what he has to do, so you screaming at him, especially in your condition, isn’t doing either of you any good.”

Brick glowered up at Dray. “You telling me how to do my job now?”

Dray released his hold on Brick’s shoulder and held his hands up. “Don’t listen to me, and keep doing whatever the fuck you want, but don’t be surprised when you have to deal with Lucky and his mood after every goddamn fight.” He knew he sounded harsh, but so did Brick, and he’d learned from the best.

Dray swung his attention to Lucky. “Good drop on the asshole out there. Why don’t you do yourself a favor and keep your mind in the cage instead of worrying about Brick. I’m here. Flint’s here. Let us worry about Brick.”

Brick huffed and Lucky opened his mouth to argue, but Dray continued without giving him a chance. “You’ve got a whole fucking room of people out there who are just waiting for you to fall.”

Lucky stared up at Dray like he was crazy. “Did you not just see me take that fucker down with one punch?”

“Yeah, I saw it, but that asshole looked like a desk jockey who had five hundred bucks he wanted to piss away—not a trained fighter.” It wasn’t the whole truth, the guy did have a nice body, but nothing like Lucky’s. “Who’s next for you?”

“Depends on who wins the Braun vs Triple Threat fight,” Lucky replied.

“Triple Threat? Are you kidding?” Dray had fought Triple Threat nearly nine years earlier. “I can’t believe that fat bastard’s still around.”

“He doesn’t compete much anymore, mostly tournaments like this,” Lucky explained. “Still, he’s got nearly fifty pounds on me.”

“More, from what I remember.” Dray hooked his thumb to the door. “I’d better get back out there, but I’ll give you a piece of advice. If you go up against Triple Threat, he’s always had a weak chin.”

“I’ve already told him that,” Brick grumbled.

Dray looked at Lucky and Lucky gave a slight shake of his head, indicating Brick hadn’t said anything. “Okay, well, I’ll get outta here then.”

“Thanks for coming back,” Lucky said, before Dray could get out of the door.

Dray glanced back, wondering if Lucky meant back to town or back to the locker room. By the warmth in Lucky’s eyes, Dray understood it was both. “Sure thing.”

 

* * * *

 

Cuddled on the sofa with Lucky and Gatsby the following night, they were going over rough footage of the fight Flint had taken, when someone knocked on the door. Dray glanced at Lucky. “You expecting company?”

Lucky pressed his lips against Dray’s neck before handing over the kitten. “Nope. I’ll get rid of them.” He stood and stepped over Dray’s legs to the door. “Briley,” he said in a surprised tone.

Dray looked over his shoulder to see a young woman standing in front of Lucky. He recognized the name as a friend Lucky had mentioned several times on the phone, but by the way Briley was smiling at Lucky, Dray guessed they were more than friends.

“What’s up?” Lucky asked.

Briley popped her head inside and spotted the kitten. “Oh my God,” she squealed, moving toward Gatsby.

Dray had two choices, hand the kitten over or allow Briley to grab Gatsby out of his lap. He chose the first option. “Her name’s Gatsby.”

“Gatsby?” Briley echoed and rolled her eyes before turning them on Lucky. “You and that dumb book.”

“It’s not a dumb book.” Lucky shut the door. He picked up his empty beer bottle off the table. “You want another?” he asked Dray.

Dray really didn’t, but he hoped accepting would let Briley know he wasn’t planning to leave anytime soon. He stared at Briley, who rubbed faces with the kitten. He hated to admit it but she was pretty, and not the kind of fake pretty which pissed him off even more. “Sure,” he finally told Lucky.

“You’re Dray?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

With Gatsby snuggled under her chin, Briley turned her attention to the TV. “This from last night?”

“Yeah,” Dray repeated as Lucky opened the refrigerator.

Briley waited for Lucky to come back into the room. “How’d you do?”

“Won both,” Lucky replied, handing Dray a beer. He took a seat on the sofa, although on the opposite end from Dray. “The first one was a piece of cake, but the second wasn’t as easy. Dray and I were just trying to figure out what went wrong.”

Briley glanced at the screen again. “You let him get you in a clench,” she said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Dray hid his grin behind the mouth of his bottle. He’d tried to tell Lucky last night that Triple Threat almost beat him with the clench. As good a fighter as Lucky was, he sucked at the wrestling aspect when it happened.

“Shut up, Briley,” Lucky shot back.

Dray was surprised by the outburst, but even more so when Briley just laughed. Damn. Not only was the girl pretty but nice, too, and it was obvious she could hold her own with Lucky. Sonofabitch! Never in his life had Dray been jealous of a woman.

Briley swayed back and forth, holding Gatsby in her hands. “You’d better be nice or I’ll take this little honey home with me.”

“Over my dead body,” Lucky said, getting to his feet.

Briley smirked and nodded toward the television. “If you fight like that tomorrow night, taking your cat won’t be a problem.”

Lucky exhaled. “Did you come by just to torment me?”

“Oh shit! I forgot why I came over.” She handed Gatsby back to Dray. “I just saw Sid at Jerry’s Place. He’s really messed up, and he was starting to get mouthy.” She bit her plump bottom lip. “I thought you’d want to know.”

“Hell,” Lucky groaned. He closed his eyes and winced. “Yeah. I’d better go get him home.”

Briley gave Lucky a soft kiss on the lips. “You’re too good to him, and everyone knows it, including him.”

Lucky shrugged. “Sid’s always been there for me.”

“Yeah,” she said, moving to the door. “It was nice to meet you, Dray.”

“You, too,” Dray returned.

“Bye, doll.” She gave Lucky a wave before leaving the apartment.

“You want some help with Sid?” Dray asked. He settled Gatsby on the couch beside him before standing.

“You mind? Depending on how bad he is, it might not be easy getting him out of there.”

“I don’t mind.” Dray grabbed his coat and pulled it on as Lucky tied his shoes. He knew Brick believed Sid was pulling Lucky down, so he wanted to see for himself what kind of bullshit Sid was involved in. He held out Lucky’s coat and waited for him to put it on before wrapping his arms around Lucky’s waist. Although it wasn’t the time, he couldn’t help but wonder who Briley was to Lucky. “Is she your girlfriend?”

Lucky’s eyebrows drew together. “Briley?”

For some reason Lucky’s response made Dray angry. “Who the hell do you think I’m talking about?”

Lucky broke eye contact. “She’s a friend.”

Dray could tell by the way the two interacted that Lucky had told the truth, but he also knew there was more to it, and the green-eyed monster was ready for a fight. “Do you fuck her?”

“God, Dray. Do I ask you about all the guys you fuck?” Lucky shot back.

“I barely remember the men I fuck,” he replied, putting emphasis on the word men. “I certainly don’t consider them friends.”

Lucky poked Dray in the chest. “You’re the one who told me to bury who I am.”

Yeah, I did do that. Dray took a step back. “Let’s go get Sid.”

Lucky didn’t move. “I get lonely sometimes and when I do, I usually call Briley,” he confessed.

Dray knew all about loneliness. Guilt filled him. He had no right to make Lucky feel bad about seeking solace in someone else, but he couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice when he said, “I’m here for now, so there’s no reason for you to call her. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Lucky nodded. “How long are you going to be here? Have you decided whether or not you’re going to help me with The Brick Yard after…?”

“Hiding hasn’t been my way for a long time and to be honest, I’m not sure how long I can do it.”

“I understand.” Lucky zipped his coat. “Let’s go.”

 

* * * *

 

Lucky entered Jerry’s Place, a small neighborhood dive bar, and scanned the room. Sid was by the old-fashioned jukebox talking to Jimmy Black, a known dealer. “Fuck.”

“Yeah, I see him,” Dray said from behind.

Lucky glanced over his shoulder. “You know who that is?”

“His name? No. What they’re doing? Hell yes.”

“Wait here,” Lucky said before making his way across the bar. He stopped several feet away from Sid. Jimmy was a paranoid asshole who wouldn’t think twice about pulling a knife if he felt cornered. Lucky waited for Sid and Jimmy to look his way. He nodded once. “Jimmy.”

Jimmy sniffed and rubbed his nose. “You want something?”

“No, I need to talk to Sid,” Lucky replied.

“Oh?” Sid let out a harsh bark of laughter. “I’ve left you three fucking messages in the past week, and you haven’t bothered to pick up the damn phone.”

“I’m here now.” Lucky rested his hands on his hips and stared at Sid, willing his friend to send the dealer away. He could tell by the blown pupils in Sid’s eyes that he’d already sampled quite a bit of Jimmy’s product. Briley had been right to worry. “Sid.”

With an exaggerated sigh, Sid looked at Jimmy. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

“Yeah, whatever, man.” Jimmy quirked his lip at Lucky before walking away.

Once Jimmy had left, Lucky stepped closer to his friend. He knew from experience that he couldn’t push Sid, so he tried a different route. “I’m sorry I haven’t called you back. This shit with Brick and the tournament has really been fucking with my head.”

“You sure it doesn’t have something to do with the tattooed fag over there? What’s he doing back anyway?” Sid asked.

Lucky curled his hands into tight fists. Sid had never liked Dray, but the harsh criticism was out of line. “Dray’s here to help me with Brick and the gym.”

“Are you sure that’s all it is?”

“Sid.” Lucky moved until he was within striking distance. He’d never given Sid a reason to question his sexuality, so he wasn’t sure what the fuck his friend was talking about.

Sid held up his hands in mock surrender. “Just seems off that he shows up and you forget about everyone else.”

“That’s not true. I’ve seen Briley, and I’ve spent most of my time at the gym, preparing for the tournament.” Lucky hated the half-truth, but protecting what he had with Dray was worth it.

“Yeah, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I need some cash, so I thought you could give me some inside scoop on the fighters.”

Lucky knew exactly what Sid needed money for, and he wasn’t about to give him the information he wanted. As he stared at his friend, his heart sank. When they’d been teenagers, they’d both smoked pot on occasion. Well, Sid had smoked more than occasionally, but it hadn’t been a problem. Things hadn’t started going bad until Sid had dropped out of high school two months before graduation and had gone to work at a chicken processing plant. Lucky still couldn’t put his finger on it, but Sid had changed since then. Maybe it had something to do with the men Sid hung out with at work or the escalation of his drug use from pot to the harder, more expensive shit he used almost daily.

“If you need cash, the last thing you should be doing is gambling.”

“You asshole!” Sid yelled. “After all I’ve done for you, I’m just asking for a fucking favor.”

“No, you’re asking me to help you buy drugs, and I’m not gonna do that!” Lucky shouted back. He sobered when he noticed several people turn toward them. He took a deep breath. “I hate to see you like this, and it kills me to know you won’t let me help you.”

“I don’t need your help,” Sid growled. “What I need is for you to stop treating me like you’re so much better than I am. Newsflash, your mom’s a fucking meth-head whore.”

Lucky wrapped his hand around Sid’s scrawny neck and slammed him against the wall. “This has nothing to do with my mom,” he ground out between clenched jaws.

Sid stared at Lucky and shook his head. “It has everything to do with her. You’re just too blind to see it.” He put his hands on Lucky’s chest and pushed. “Get outta here, Lucky. Go back to your gym, your tattooed freak and your joke of a career.” 

Lucky’s breath hitched. He released his hold on Sid but didn’t immediately move back. The expression on Sid’s face said it all. How many times had Lucky seen the same look on his mom’s face? He knew it had nothing to do with drugs. Sid had given up on a better life. He’d accepted where he’d come from and refused to want for more. “If you ever need me. You have my number.”

Lucky turned and walked away. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done, but he couldn’t travel back down that road again. Dealing with his mom’s shit had nearly broken him, and he knew he couldn’t survive it again. It was hard to love someone more than they loved themselves.

“You okay?” Dray asked when Lucky reached him.

“He’s lost,” Lucky mumbled, not willing to say more. He left the bar without a backward glance. Once on the sidewalk, he glanced at Dray. “Go on back to Brick’s. I’m gonna hit the gym for a while.”

“It’s almost ten,” Dray reminded Lucky.

“I do my best thinking when the place is dark.” Not for the first time, Lucky wished he could crawl back into the bed that had helped him survive a lifetime of fucked up shit. He felt his throat tighten and his nose burn and quickly turned away. “Would you stop by and check on Gatsby?”

“Sure.” Dray put a hand on Lucky’s shoulder before pulling it away. “You sure you don’t want some company? If you need your space at the gym, I can wait at your place for you.”

Lucky shook his head. The way he felt, it would take hours in the gym to get his head on straight. “Thanks, but this is going to take some time. It’s how I deal.”

After several moments, Dray started toward the apartment. “Don’t wear yourself out. You have to fight tomorrow night.”

“Yeah.” Lucky took off toward The Brick Yard and soon his jog became a sprint. By the time he reached the backdoor, his hands were shaking with the need to pound his fists against something other than Sid’s face. He pulled out his keys and stepped into the darkness. The light in the front of the gym hadn’t been on, so he assumed Jax wasn’t spending the night. Good. He’d work out his anger then sleep in his old room.

Crossing to the speed bag, he pulled off his shirt and dropped it to the floor before reaching for the tape.

“Lucky?”

He turned toward Jax’s voice but couldn’t see him in the shadows. “Hey,” Lucky said. “I didn’t think you were here.”

“I just got here.” Jax’s voice sounded thick. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” Lucky tore off a long piece of white tape. He started wrapping his knuckles, but when Jax’s question didn’t come, he looked back to the shadowy figure in the doorway. “Jax?”

“Do you know where I can buy a gun?” Jax asked in a voice so soft and vulnerable it broke Lucky’s heart.

Dropping the tape, Lucky moved. There was only one reason Jax would ask that particular question. He turned on the hallway light and took a step back. “Christ!”

Jax turned his head. “He wouldn’t stop,” he mumbled. “He’ll never stop.”

Lucky’s breath froze in his chest. Jax’s face was so badly beaten, Lucky barely recognized him. The anger that had overwhelmed him earlier flared to life again ten-fold. “What’s your address?”

Jax shook his head. “I can’t tell you.”

“You have to.” Lucky rested his hands on Jax’s thin shoulders. “The only other choice is to call the police.”

“No, no cops. They’ll take me away.”

God, Lucky thought. Jax was just like he’d been. “Better the monster you know,” he said, reading Jax’s thoughts. “So, give me your address.”

Jax’s tongue ran over the cut on his lip that looked bad enough for stitches. “You’ll get into trouble.”

Lucky wrapped his arms around the sixteen year old. He thought of the many times he’d been on the receiving end of a fist as a boy and had wished he’d had someone who would stand up for him. Jax was right. Lucky could get into a hell of a lot of trouble for teaching Jax’s dad a lesson, but Jax deserved to know he had someone who’d watch his back. He dug out his phone and handed it to Jax. “Take pictures of your face and anywhere else he hurt you.” He met Jax’s gaze. “Anywhere,” he emphasized, not knowing whether Jax’s abuse delved into a sexual nature. “If your old man calls the cops, show ’em the pictures.”

Jax stared at the phone for several moments before giving in and rattling off his address. “His name’s Steve, and he was wasted when I ran out, so he may be passed out by now.” He dug into his pocket and removed a single key on a chain. He thrust it out to Lucky. “If he doesn’t answer, use this.”

Again, Lucky’s heart clenched. “Okay.”

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

Lucky pounded his fist against the apartment door for the fourth time. He had the key in his pocket, but he’d cooled down enough to realize what would happen to him if he beat Steve inside his own home. Seeking justice for Jax was one thing, but ending the night behind bars wouldn’t help Jax, Brick or him.

He raised his hand to beat against the wood once more, but before his fist could connect, the door swung open. A muscular man wearing nothing but a T-shirt and a pair of boxers stood in front of him. Shit. Jax’s dad was at least six-five and although he looked soft around the middle, it was obvious he was stronger than fuck by the size of his muscular arms.

“Who the fuck’re you?” Steve slurred.

Lucky knew the best chance he had was a surprise attack, so he grabbed Steve’s shirt, yanked him out of the apartment and landed a power punch to the man’s nose. Taken off guard, Steve stumbled back. Lucky didn’t waste time with words as he continued to deliver punches to Steve’s face and gut.

“What the fuck!” Steve yelled loud enough to wake the entire building.

Lucky lifted his leg and delivered a kick to Steve’s gut. The bigger man toppled to the ground, and Lucky placed a knee on his chest, keeping the asshole on the ground. He added as much of his weight as he dared and spit in Steve’s face. “If you ever lay a hand on Jax again, I’ll kill you.”

“Mind your own goddamn business!” Steve croaked out.

Lucky wrapped as much of his hand around the asshole’s throat as he could, and prepared to deliver another blow. A door two apartments down opened. A middle-aged man popped his head out of his apartment and stared at Lucky.

Still pinning Steve to the floor, Lucky scowled. “This man beat his son so bad the boy’s face is unrecognizable,” he stated. “Just enacting a bit of vigilante justice.”

The neighbor glanced at Steve before meeting Lucky’s gaze. He gave Lucky a sharp nod before going back into his apartment.

“Even your neighbors know you’re a piece of shit who likes to beat on an innocent kid.” Lucky narrowed his eyes and bent lower. “I have photos of what you did to Jax, so here’s what’s going to happen. Tomorrow, I’m going to bring Jax over when you go to work, and we’re going to pack his shit. From there, it’ll be up to him whether or not he ever sees your sorry ass again.” He leaned even closer. “Don’t fuck with me on this. You won’t win.”

“What are you, some kind of pervert? If you think I’m just going to let my boy go with you, you’re crazy.”

“The only interest I have in Jax is making sure the last two years of his childhood are spent unafraid. I wasn’t there for the first sixteen years, but I’ll be there for the last two.” Lucky got to his feet. “You’re a stupid sonofabitch because you had a son a man could be proud of, and you threw it away.”

 

* * * *

 

Dray turned on the bedside lamp when Gatsby jumped off the bed and raced into the living room. He heard Lucky murmuring to the kitten before coming into the room. “Hey,” Dray greeted.

Lucky, who was still holding Gatsby, set the kitten on the floor. “I thought you were staying at Brick’s.”

Dray folded the blankets back on Lucky’s side of the bed and waited. “I wanted to be here in case you needed me.”

Lucky undressed and slid into bed beside Dray. He curled around Dray’s body and sighed.

Dray ran his hand down Lucky’s back. He still didn’t know what had gone on between Lucky and Sid at the bar, but it had taken everything he’d had to let Lucky go to the gym without him. “Did you work out your anger?”

“Sort of.” Lucky kissed Dray’s neck. “Jax came into the gym. His dad worked him over pretty good tonight.”

Dray stilled. “Did you call the police?”

“No.”

“We have to call them. What if something more serious happens to Jax?” Dray had been luckier than most kids who wandered into The Brick Yard needing a job. His home life had been pure shit, but it was more a case of circumstances. His mom had never raised a hand to him, even when he had been too small to fight back.

Dray noticed Lucky’s cut and bruised hand. “Oh, babe, what’d you do?” He lifted the battered knuckles to his lips and placed soft kisses over the wounds. Brick had let it slip that on more than one occasion, he’d found Lucky in the gym passed out from a night spent beating the bags, trying to fight the demons that threatened to destroy him. Dray pressed his cheek against the back of Lucky’s hand.

“I went to see Jax’s dad,” Lucky replied.

“Lucky, no. Do you have any idea how much trouble you could get in?” Dray understood Lucky’s anger toward Jax’s dad, but he also knew the kind of damage Lucky’s fists could do. Losing Lucky to the cage was one thing, but losing him to jail was another.

“I don’t think he’ll go to the cops, but I’ve got pictures of Jax, so if he does, he’ll be in for one hell of a fight.” Lucky kissed Dray’s neck again. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Dray turned onto his side and pressed his cock against Lucky’s. He wanted to tell Lucky he’d always be here, and it would be the truth. After giving it a lot of thought, he’d decided the last thing Lucky needed was to worry about The Brick Yard. If Lucky continued to move up in the ranks, the UFC would soon take notice. Brick’s hope that the gym continue to be a place for future fighters and kids who needed a way out of the neighborhood couldn’t be ignored.

Staring into Lucky’s eyes, Dray knew it wasn’t only the street kids he’d be preserving The Brick Yard for. The run-down brick building that housed four other storefronts, including Mac’s, was Lucky’s home. “I’ve decided to manage the gym. That way you can concentrate on training and fighting.”

Dray broke away enough to lean up on his elbow. “You’ve decided to stay?”

Dray nodded. He worried his bottom lip with his teeth, wondering if he should share more. Lucky wouldn’t truly be his until he’d gone as far as his career would take him, but Dray knew he wouldn’t be able to push Lucky away when, and if, Lucky needed him. “Once you’re traveling, we won’t see much of each other, but when you do come home, I’ll be around.”

Lucky reached for Dray’s semi-hard cock. “In that case, I’ll come home often.”

Dray closed his eyes as Lucky began to stroke him. He knew what life was like on the road and how important it was to train full-time year round. Lucky would be home for a few months a year, at most. He didn’t want to think about Lucky having sex with anyone else, but he was a realist. The adrenaline produced during a match made most fighters horny as hell afterward. Trading promises that they’d remain faithful would be setting each other up to fail. It simply wasn’t possible for Lucky to be surrounded by beautiful women and not fall back into his old pattern. When Dray had been on the circuit, he’d had it easier because he’d had Vince, who everyone around them had thought was his best friend. The lesson he’d learned from Vince had forever changed the way Dray looked at relationships. He wanted to tell Lucky that, as much as the thought killed Dray, he needed to stick to women. It would be too easy for a one-night stand to betray Lucky’s secret.

Lucky released Dray’s cock and moved to run his fingers between the cheeks of Dray’s ass. When he pressed against Dray’s hole, Dray couldn’t help himself. He pushed back, letting Lucky know without words what he wanted. The two of them had fucked numerous times over the last few days, and he’d been surprised to find he enjoyed receiving pleasure as much as giving it. Without a word, Dray rolled and reached for the bottle of lube. With his back to Lucky, Dray held the slick up.

Lucky ground his erection against the crack of Dray’s ass as he took the bottle. “I’ve been thinking of this all day,” he whispered in Dray’s ear.

Dray slid his legs apart, bending his right leg toward his chest. Before that morning, Lucky had never fucked a man, so Dray hadn’t known what to expect. He’d been pleasantly surprised by how confident Lucky had been with the whole process. It wasn’t until afterward that Lucky had confessed that although it was his first time with a man, it wasn’t his first time doing anal. As ridiculous as it was, Dray’s jealousy again flared at the news, but he’d swallowed the hurtful words that had been on the tip of his tongue and gave Lucky the moment. For his part, Lucky had been supremely content and had curled his body so tightly around Dray afterward, Dray hadn’t had a choice but to fight the green-eyed monster back.

Lucky’s lubed finger began to circle Dray’s puckered hole. “Being inside you is the closest I’ve ever come to heaven,” he whispered in Dray’s ear.

Dray groaned when he felt the head of Lucky’s erection press against him. “Let me roll over,” he said, pulling away from Lucky. He moved to lay on his back and opened his legs. “I want to hold you,” he explained.

Lucky looked surprised at the request. “Yeah?”

Staring up into Lucky’s big brown eyes, Dray nodded. Damn. It would be easy to get used to seeing the soft expression on Lucky’s handsome face each day, but he knew it was an unrealistic expectation. At most, he’d be a shelter in the storm for Lucky in the years to come. At worst, he’d be nothing at all.

“Thank you,” Lucky said. He started to say more, but shook his head instead. Taking a deep breath, he reached for the bottle of lube again. He coated his cock and scooted closer, insinuating himself between Dray’s legs.

Dray hooked his forearms under his knees and brought his thighs against his chest. It was obvious the change in position had Lucky nervous, something Dray found incredibly endearing. Deciding to help Lucky out, he reached down and guided the head of Lucky’s dick toward his hole. Lucky hadn’t taken much time in stretching him, so Dray warned. “Just go slow.”

Licking his lips, Lucky pushed inside Dray with infinite care.

“Christ, you’re good at this,” Dray groaned as Lucky slid forward. He was used to a partner who drove in, heedless of the pain it caused. The fact that Lucky cared enough to take his time showed in the pure pleasure that ran through Dray during the invasion.

“I had an excellent teacher.” Buried to the hilt, Lucky swiveled his hips. He braced his hands on the back of Dray’s thighs as he slid out before surging back inside.

As good as Lucky’s length felt moving in and out of him, Dray’s attention didn’t wander from Lucky’s face. Of all the men Dray had been with over the years, never had he seen a more expressive set of eyes. He doubted Lucky would ever be able to lie to him because no matter what came out of the gorgeous man’s mouth, Dray would always be able to read his eyes.

At the moment, Lucky’s gaze spoke volumes, and Dray’s heart leaped in his chest. Don’t fall in love with me. He broke the heaviness of the moment by reaching down to feel Lucky’s cock as it continued to pump inside him. The way the skin of his hole thinned to stretch around Lucky’s girth turned him on. “Fuck, babe, you’re killing me.”

Lucky moaned and surged in harder. “No, I’m not. I’m imprinting myself on you.”

Dray wanted to tell Lucky he already had, but he was too close to coming. He reached for his shaft and wrapped his hand around it just as Lucky let out a series of grunts, signaling his own journey to climax. God. He loved that Lucky didn’t try to hide the way Dray’s body made him feel. “Fill me,” he said, finally finding his voice. “Give me everything you have.” He jacked himself harder and faster, mimicking Lucky’s thrusts.

“Yes. Oh fuck yes,” Lucky groaned, grinding against Dray’s ass.

Warm seed shot from Dray’s cock to splash onto his stomach as he cried out his release in a series of grunts and hisses. He swore he felt the beat of his own heart in the length of his shaft as he continued to milk his dick. He pulled Lucky into a deep, erotic kiss, trying to tell Lucky without words how good they were together. Within a few days, Lucky had become the best lover Dray had ever had. He wasn’t sure if that said a lot about himself or Lucky, but he was fully sated, so he’d take either as a win.

Settling beside Dray, Lucky rested his head on Dray’s shoulder. He was silent for several moments before letting out a long sigh. “I tried to get Jax to come home with me, but he insisted on staying at the gym after we got him cleaned up.” He shrugged. “He has several small cuts on his face, but I put some Steri Strips on them, so they shouldn’t scar.”

Dray held Lucky close, loving the way Lucky’s five o’clock shadow rasped against his skin. It was real and masculine and reminded him once again how much he cared for the man in his arms.

 

* * * *

 

Lucky faced Dray in the training ring, listening intently to Dray’s directions.

“You can’t let the assholes get you into a clench. No matter what.” Dray turned to the side and kicked out, his foot coming within inches of Lucky’s stomach. “Use your strengths. Your hands are your strongest asset, but you’re damn good with your legs as well, so use that to your advantage. Keeping the fuckers from getting too close won’t be easy. You’ll have to watch them carefully, read their faces, if you’re going to use your kicks successfully without getting hurt.”

Lucky nodded. It wasn’t like he hadn’t been told a million times to use his legs to keep an opponent at bay, but his past always clouded the advice. Even standing within the safety of the gym, the three-inch long one-inch wide scar on his calf seemed to burn as he remembered a night that still seemed like it had happened yesterday. He turned his back on Dray and climbed out of the ring. “Be back,” he said over his shoulder as he headed for the locker room.

Struggling to catch a breath, Lucky rushed into a stall. He shut the door and pressed a hand to his heaving chest. Normally, he’d have gone into the storage room, but Jax was still in bed due to the sore nature of his battered body. Alone, Lucky rested his sweaty forehead against the cool door and fought back the memories. It wasn’t like a vicious attack by one of his mom’s strung out boyfriends was unusual. Yet, for some reason, the beating and subsequent punishment had changed him more than any other.

Lucky awoke to the sound of his mom crying out in pain. He heard the loud voice of his mom’s boyfriend, and willed himself to be strong. He was only eight and way too small to go up against the junkie his mom had allowed into the house, but he couldn’t listen to his mom’s cries without doing something. He slowly crept from his bed and peered out into the living room.

His mom was cowering in the corner with her hands held up defensively as her wacked out boyfriend lands another punch to her already battered face.

“Momma,” Lucky screams and charges toward the asshole beating her. He used all his strength to pound his small fists against the man’s back, praying it would be enough to save his mom.

With a growl, the man reached back and grabbed a handful of Lucky’s hair. “Piss off, you little bastard!”

The boyfriend flung Lucky across the room as if he was nothing more than a momentary distraction. Lucky landed with a thud as his head slammed against the wall. He stared up at the ceiling for several precious seconds while he tried to keep himself from passing out. His mom’s screams came again, and Lucky knew the man wouldn’t stop until he’d killed her.

Lucky used the wall to steady himself as he slowly got to his feet. Tears began to run down his cheeks when he realized what he had to do. He knew the punishment for being a bad boy, and as he made his way into the kitchen, he accepted his fate. The important thing was saving his mom. He slid open the drawer and pulled out a serrated knife. Let it be sharp enough, he prayed as he prepared himself to do the unthinkable.

Armed, he took a deep breath before running as fast as he could toward his mom’s boyfriend.

“Watch out, Carl!” his mom screamed she pointed to Lucky.

It was the first time Lucky had ever heard the man’s name, and as he raised the knife over his head, he knew he’d never forget the betrayal he’d just been handed by his own mother.

The warning was enough for Carl to spin around and plow his fist into Lucky’s face before the knife connected with Carl’s dark skin.

The force of the punch knocked Lucky backward, landing him on his ass. He immediately pressed his cupped hand to his nose, knowing he’d get into trouble if he got blood on the already-stained carpeting. He squeezed his eyes shut, willing himself not to cry because he knew it would only get him into more trouble.

When he felt a hand wrap around his ankle, he automatically kicked out, thinking it was Carl.

“You little fucker! What’ve I told you about kicking!” his mother yelled. “For that, we’re going to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget.”

When the next part of the memory hit him, a soft sob forced its way out of Lucky’s tortured throat.

“Lucky?” Dray’s deep voice called from outside the stall.

Lucky wiped his hands down his face, trying to rid himself of the tears that had snuck up on him. “I’ll be out in a minute.” He turned and gathered a length of toilet paper to blow his nose. There was no way he could hide the fact he’d just been a crying pussy. Dray had obviously heard the sob that had escaped him.

After several minutes, Lucky took a deep breath and opened the door. He found Dray leaning against the closed locker room door, arms crossed over his chest and feet crossed at the ankles.

“The door’s locked,” Dray announced. “I thought we might talk a minute about what’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on. I just needed a minute.”

“Bullshit,” Dray replied. “Something’s bothering you.”

“Just ghosts.” Lucky glanced at the large clock on the wall. “We need to get ready to leave.”

Dray didn’t move. Instead, he opened his arms and waited.

It was the first time Dray had initiated any kind of romantic contact at the gym, and Lucky was more than surprised at the offered gesture of comfort. He stepped into Dray’s embrace. “I can’t talk about it,” he said, trying to ward off further questions.

“Is it something I said?” Dray asked, running his hands up and down Lucky’s back.

Lucky shook his head. “I told you, just ghosts from the past.” He moved in for a kiss, sweeping his tongue between Dray’s parted lips. He tried to lose himself in the moment of passion, tried to push the memories of his stoned mother helping her equally high boyfriend prove a point about kicking people. He tried to forget using toilet paper and scotch tape to bandage a wound that should have been medically treated.

Dray broke the kiss and stared into Lucky’s eyes. “Sure you’re okay to fight?”

Lucky grinned. “Fighting’s exactly what I need to do.”

Dray licked his lips as he studied Lucky. “You know you can tell me anything, right? I won’t judge you for your past.”

Lucky did know that. “Yeah.” The reason he couldn’t tell Dray had nothing to do with trust. If people, including Brick and Dray, had any idea of what went on in his home growing up, they would think he was a fool for helping his mom throughout the years. With her getting out of prison soon, Lucky had no doubt he’d end up helping her again, and he didn’t want the people he cared about most looking down on him for it.

 

* * * *

 

Dray knocked on the office door before stepping inside. He found Brick stretched out on the old sofa. “You feeling okay?”

Brick removed the wet washcloth from his face and glanced at Dray. “My stomach’s acting up.”

Dray noticed the trashcan next to the couch and cocked his head to the side. Brick hadn’t eaten enough to feed a bird, so he couldn’t help but wonder what the older man had to even throw up. He stepped forward and, as much as he hated to, peered into the wastebasket. “Fuck!” He stumbled back and clasped a hand over his mouth as he fought to settle his own stomach. Blood. Fucking blood coated the scraps of paper in the trash. “Goddammit, Brick!”

Dray moved the can of blood and knelt beside Brick. “We need to get you to the hospital.”

Brick shook his head. “Lucky won’t fight if he knows.”

Dray didn’t know which he wanted more, to strangle the old man or wrap his arms around him. He settled on pressing his forehead against Brick’s temple. “You’re a hell of a lot more important to Lucky than a fight.”

“I’m going to be gone soon,” Brick said. “Fighting’s his future. I’m his past.”

“Don’t fucking start with that shit, Brick. If you continue to try and hide how bad you’re feeling, you’re not allowing Lucky the time he needs to prepare himself.”

Brick stared up at Dray. “I was talking to a friend the other day about what’ll happen at the end, and he said I needed to pray it doesn’t get that far.” He grabbed the front of Dray’s T-shirt. “I want you to promise me you won’t let me suffer.”

It took a few moments for Dray to figure out what Brick was asking. When he did, he reared back. Holy fuck. His heart plummeted at what Brick had asked him to do. The nausea he’d felt earlier at the sight of the trashcan returned in full force only for a much different reason. “You want me to kill you?”

Brick shook his head. “No, I just want you to help me die.”

“Just?” Dray fought to keep his anger under control. “No fucking way,” he spat, getting to his feet. He’d seen firsthand with his uncle what happened in the days leading up to death, but even knowing what he did, he couldn’t imagine helping Brick end his life. He pointed his finger at Brick. “And don’t you fucking dare ask Lucky to help you either. It would destroy him, and you know it.”

Brick turned his head, breaking eye contact. “I’m not going to the fight. Tell Lucky I’m tired or something, and remind him to listen to Flint.”

Dray rubbed the heels of his hands against his eyes. As angry as he was, he couldn’t ignore the fucking problem that sat in the can between him and Brick. “Will you let me take you to the hospital after he leaves?”

“Only long enough to get something for the throwing up,” Brick said. “I’m not staying.”

Dray headed for the office door. “I’ll be back.”

While searching for Lucky, Dray tried to calm himself. No way in hell would Lucky leave for a fight if he knew what was going on in Brick’s office. He eventually found Lucky leaning against the doorframe of the storage room. “There you are.”

Lucky glanced over his shoulder. “You looking for me?”

“Yeah. Brick’s not feeling well, so I’m gonna take him back to the apartment.” Dray put a hand on Lucky’s shoulder. “He said to tell you to listen to Flint.”

“He’s not coming?” Lucky asked.

“Not for this one. I think he’s overexerted himself.” Dray couldn’t meet Lucky’s eyes because of the half-truth, so he looked around Lucky to Jax. “How’re you feeling today?”

Jax shrugged. “Fine,” he mumbled.

“Liar,” Lucky said. He gestured to the sixteen year old. “He’s so sore he can barely move. I was offering to cook him some soup.”

Jax pointed to his split lip that was so swollen he could barely open it. “Not eating.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Dray soothed. “I’ll get him to eat something before I take care of Brick. You just go and knock the fuck out of those assholes.” He thought of the episode earlier in the locker room. The sounds he’d heard from behind the stall door had broken his heart. He didn’t know what ghosts were plaguing Lucky or why, but their training session had sparked it. He’d gone over and over it, and he still hadn’t figured it out. As wrong as it seemed, he knew the answer was the key to the darkness that had locked Lucky away for so many years. Against his better judgment, he pushed. “Remember what I told you. You have to kick as well as throw punches.”

“I’ll do what I have to do to win,” Lucky growled before pushing by Dray.

Dray watched Lucky walk away. Even though he now knew the trigger, he still wasn’t sure what it meant or what he could do about it.

 

* * * *

 

Head down, Lucky stared at his bruised and swollen knuckles as Flint drove him home. Although he’d won both fights, thus continuing on in the tournament, the victories had felt more hollow than ever. He wasn’t sure if his earlier mood was still affecting him or if winning his first fight without Brick in his corner had soured the wins.

“You did good,” Flint said, turning a corner. “Brick’ll be proud of you.”

“I guess,” Lucky answered. Bottom line for Brick was winning, but Dray wasn’t so easily pleased. Lucky knew Flint hadn’t taken the time to shoot video, so, hopefully, Dray wouldn’t know that Lucky hadn’t kicked his opponent once during either fight. He lifted his head to stare out of the passenger window. “Did Brick talk to you about training me after he’s gone?”

“Yeah, he mentioned it, but I told him it wasn’t his decision. It was yours.” Flint double-parked in front of Lucky’s building. “I know this thing with Brick’s got your head out of it right now, but when you’re ready, and if you want me, I’ll be there.”

Lucky liked Flint well enough, but he also thought the ex-fighter was unbelievably good with the young teenagers who came into The Brick Yard for lessons. “The problem is, if I pull you away from your young homey’s, they’ll hunt me down and kick my ass. Flint style,” he added.

“I might be able to do both,” Flint argued. “Anyway, the offer’s out there if you need me.”

Lucky opened the car door before reaching over to slap Flint on the arm. “See ya later.”

“Yeah, see ya,” Flint called out through the open window as Lucky crossed the sidewalk.

Lucky used his key and entered the building without looking back at Flint even though he knew his friend was waiting to make sure he made it safely inside before driving off. Lucky bypassed the temperamental elevator and hiked up the stairs to his apartment. Letting himself in, he whistled for Gatsby, but his four-legged friend didn’t come. “Dray?” he called, taking off his sweatshirt.

When he received no answer, he continued to the bedroom. He needed a shower, but before he gave into his need to wash the sweat and blood from his body, he opened his gym bag and called Dray.

“How’d you do?” Dray asked, his voice soft and low.

“I won. You upstairs?” Lucky toed off his athletic shoes.

“Yeah. You home?”

“Just getting ready to hop into the shower. Want me to leave the door unlocked?” Lucky pushed his warm-up pants and underwear to the floor before stepping out of them.

“Ummm,” Dray began. He sighed deeply. “Why don’t you come up after your shower instead?”

The odd request put Lucky on edge. “Why? How’s Brick?”

“He’s asleep, but he’s still not feeling well, so I don’t want to go far.”

Lucky wondered how one flight down could be considered far unless Dray was truly concerned that Brick might need something and not be able to get to a phone. He looked down at his chest. As much as he wanted to run up to see what was really going on with Brick, he couldn’t do it without washing first. “I’ll be up in ten minutes.”

“See you then.” Dray hung up without another word.

Lucky stared at his phone. More worried than ever, he wasted no time in the shower. Lately, Dray had ended all their calls with the same phrase, “Can’t wait to see you.” What had changed, he wondered.

He continued to stew over Dray’s parting words as he dressed only in an old, comfortable pair of gray sweatpants and a faded red Brick Yard T-shirt. He slipped on a pair of flip-flops before running upstairs to Brick’s apartment. He tried the doorknob, but found it locked. He knocked softly, trying not to wake Brick.

The door opened to a disheveled-looking Dray. The pale green eyes that had always drawn Lucky’s attention appeared to be slightly swollen and red-rimmed as if he’d been crying.

Lucky knew Dray wasn’t the kind of man who cried without a damn good reason. Fear filled him as he looked around Dray to Brick’s empty chair. “You okay?” Lucky shoving his trembling hands in his pockets as he followed Dray into the living room.

Dray sank onto the couch and picked up a beer. “I had to take Brick to the ER. They pumped some fluids and anti-nausea medicine into him, but he refused to let them keep him.”

Lucky looked toward the closed bedroom door before dropping down beside Dray. “What’d they say?”

Dray bit his lower lip as his eyes filled with tears. He swallowed several times before he spoke. “He’s got a week. Maybe two.” He shook his head. “He was vomiting blood, but that seems to have stopped for the moment. More important, he’s not eating.”

“He’s giving up?” Lucky asked, his own eyes starting to water.

Dray scooted closer and wrapped his arms around Lucky. “It’s not that he’s giving up. It’s part of the process. One of the last stages. The hospital thinks it’s time we called hospice.”

Lucky pulled away from Dray and sprang to his feet. “They’re wrong. I just talked to him today, and he seemed weaker but not on his deathbed.”

Dray stood and walked toward Lucky. “He’s not leaving us tomorrow,” he said, no doubt trying to soothe him. “We just need to really prepare for it.”

Lucky took a step back. His short nails bit into his palms as he clenched his hands into bruising fists. He felt like someone had lit a match to his temper as sweat began to drip down his face. “Stop.” He wasn’t angry with Dray, but a rage he hadn’t felt in years was building within him. After another glance at Brick’s door, he turned his back on Dray. “I’m sorry, but I need to go.”

“Don’t.” Dray grabbed Lucky’s shoulder in an attempt to still him. “You need to talk about what you’re feeling. Running away isn’t the way to handle this.” He stepped closer and started to wrap his arm around Lucky’s waist.

“I know you’re trying to help, but I need to do this on my own. At least for now.” His anger was palpable and the last thing he needed was for it to spill over onto Dray.

Dray kissed Lucky’s neck. “Take your phone with you and call if you need me.”

“I’ll stop by my apartment and grab the phone, but you probably won’t hear from me tonight,” Lucky said before pulling away to open the door.


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

After checking Lucky’s apartment, Dray drove the few blocks to the gym. The last time he’d been upset, Lucky had gone to The Brick Yard to work off his anger. Dray prayed that’s where he’d find him because other than home or work, he didn’t know where else Lucky went when he was troubled.

He let himself in through the back door and started turning on lights. It was nearly seven in the morning anyway, the usual time Brick opened the place. He searched the gym, Brick’s office, locker room and finally, he opened the storage room door.

Jax was sitting in a chair beside the twin-size bed where Lucky was stretched out. He quickly put his finger to his battered lip and got to his feet. He motioned for Dray to precede him out of the room.

Dray nodded in acknowledgment, but before leaving, he moved closer to Lucky. He swallowed the bile rising in his throat at the sight of the man he’d grown to care so deeply for. There were two nasty-looking cuts on the right side of Lucky’s face—one above his eye and one on his cheekbone—but it wasn’t just the lacerations that disturbed Dray. The entire right half of Lucky’s face was bruised and swollen. He glanced back toward Jax with a questioning expression. He’d seen Lucky after his fight the previous night and knew the injuries hadn’t been sustained in the cage.

Jax, once again, pointed toward the open area of the gym.

Tearing himself away from Lucky, Dray followed Jax. “What the hell happened to him?”

“I don’t know,” Jax said. “I heard someone banging on the front door.” He swallowed several times. “I thought my dad had found me, so I snuck out of my room to use the phone in Brick’s office, but then I heard someone calling my name.” He glanced up at Dray. “My dad never uses my name, so I knew it wasn’t him.”

“It was Lucky,” Dray surmised.

“Yeah, I unlocked the door and helped him inside.” Jax shook his head. “He was really drunk and bleeding.” He took a deep breath, no doubt remembering the episode. “I wanted to call you, but he wouldn’t let me. He kept saying bad boys get what they deserve.” Tears filled his eyes. “I thought he was talking about me, but then he started going on about his mom and Brick and how Brick was going to die because he didn’t deserve anything good in his life.”

Dray pulled Jax into his arms, more for himself than to soothe the younger man. “It’ll be okay. Lucky’s having a hard time dealing with Brick’s cancer.” He pressed his cheek against the side of Jax’s head. He wondered who’d given Lucky the beating. More importantly, why had Lucky allowed it.

Jax pushed against Dray’s chest. “I can’t breathe.”

Shit. Dray hadn’t realized how tight his hold had become. He released Jax. “Why don’t you run down to Mac’s and get something to eat while I see what I can do for Lucky.” He dug a few bills out of his pocket and handed them over.

“You don’t hafta…” Jax began.

“Take it.” Dray withdrew a twenty and handed that over as well. “Bring Lucky and me back one of Mac’s ham and cheese omelets and a double order of wheat toast.” He glanced at the storage room. “I’ll make a pot of coffee and try to sober Lucky up before you get back.”

Jax looked like he wanted to say something more, but turned toward the door. He simply nodded and walked away.

Dray went to Brick’s office to make coffee. He thought about Brick back at the apartment, and Lucky in the storage room. Knowing he couldn’t be in two different places at the same time, he pulled out his phone.

“Yeah?” Flint answered.

“It’s Dray. I need you to swing by the apartment and stay with Brick for a few hours.” He carried the coffee pot to the locker room.

“Of course. What’s up?”

Dray wasn’t sure how much to tell Flint, but he decided Flint had a right to know about Brick’s condition. “I took him to the emergency room last night. It’s not good. I’m going to call hospice today and see what can be done to make him more comfortable.”

“Shit.” Flint sighed. “Fuck!”

Yeah, Dray knew exactly how Flint felt. He rinsed and filled the pot while Flint continued to digest the information. “Anyway,” he began when Flint took a break from cussing. “I need you to go over there while I deal with a situation here at the gym.”

“What’s up at the gym?” Flint asked.

Dray scraped his teeth across his bottom lip. Although Flint had a right to know what was going on with Lucky, he hated to betray Lucky’s trust. “Lucky’s not dealing with Brick’s condition very well,” he settled on. He realized he hadn’t even asked Lucky how the matches the previous night had turned out. “When does he fight again?”

“Tomorrow,” Flint replied. “That crazy sonofabitch knocked out both opponents in the first round last night.”

From what he’d seen of Lucky’s face, Dray wasn’t certain Lucky would be able to continue in the tournament. He’d keep the information to himself until he’d had a chance to assess Lucky’s condition. Pouring the water in the machine, he set the coffee to brew. “You’ll need to swing by and get a key.”

“Yeah, no problem. I’m on my way out the door now.”

“Thanks.” After hanging up, Dray shoved the phone back into his pocket as he held a cup under the dripping brew. The moment the cup was full, he did a quick switch with the pot. Coffee in hand, he went to the storage room.

Taking the chair beside Lucky’s bed, Dray set the cup on the small table. He reached out and brushed his fingertips over the worst of the bruises on Lucky’s face. The skin was swollen, scraped and an intense shade of purple. “Lucky?” As much as he hated to wake the sleeping man, he had to make sure Lucky didn’t need to go to the hospital. The beating he’d taken had been bad.

Lucky groaned and rolled away from Dray.

“Lucky?” Dray tried again. “I need you to wake up and look at me.”

“No,” Lucky finally answered, pulling the blanket over his head.

“I brought you a cup of coffee.” Dray struggled with what to say. “Who did that to you, and why the hell did ya let ’em?”

When Lucky didn’t reply, Dray growled his frustration. The noise that erupted from Dray’s throat did what words couldn’t. Lucky rolled to his back and lowered the blanket. “I’m fine. Sore and hung-over, but I’ll live.” He seemed to realize what he’d said and closed his eyes. “Fuck. I can’t believe it’s happening.” He opened his eyes and stared at Dray. “I don’t want to continue the tournament. With training and the fights, I’ll be so busy, I won’t have time to be with Brick.”

Dray swallowed around the thick lump of emotion lodged in his throat. He nodded in understanding. “You want me to call Bruno?”

“You don’t need to. I told him last night,” Lucky admitted. “As I suspected, he didn’t take the news well.”

Dray automatically curled his hands into fists as he got to his feet. “Bruno’s thugs did that to you?” The thought of Lucky being beaten by the five no-necked giants that guarded Bruno sent Dray into a tailspin. “I’m gonna fucking kill him.”

“No.” Lucky started to shake his head but winced and settled back down. “This happened later.”

“How?” Dray was starting to lose patience.

“Doesn’t matter now.” Lucky placed his palm on his forehead before slowly sitting up. “Fuck.” He blinked several times. “I could use that coffee and about twenty aspirin.”

Dray left the room and quickly retrieved a bottle of pain relievers and the first-aid kit from Brick’s office. He was torn between backing off and getting more answers. Even if he didn’t question Lucky further on who’d hurt him, there was one answer he had to have. Dray returned to the storage room. He sat on the edge of the mattress beside Lucky and held out the bottle. “Why’d you come here instead of home to me?”

Lucky scowled. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be with you.” He reached for his coffee. After taking more aspirin than was necessary, his gaze flitted around the room. “This is my safe place. Always has been.” He lifted the cup to his lips, looking contemplative. Lowering his coffee, he stared at Dray. “I didn’t come to you last night because I knew you’d try to make me feel better, and I didn’t want to feel better. I’ve got a lot of bad shit in my head right now, and I don’t wanna do or say something that’ll make you think less of me.”

Dray eased the cup out of Lucky’s hand and took a drink before setting it aside. “I’ve told you before, there’s nothing you can tell me that’ll make me think less of you. I understand you have demons—we all do—and I’m not going to guilt you into sharing them with me, but I need you to know that monsters are only scary until you turn on the light.”

Lucky’s eyebrows drew together. He was obviously thinking about what Dray had said. “Thanks,” he mumbled. “Maybe someday.”

Dray opened the first-aid kit. “You need some butterfly bandages on those cuts, and we’ll have to think of something to tell Brick.”

 

* * * *

 

“Damn,” Brick wheezed when Lucky stepped into the apartment. “I thought Flint said you won both fights?”

“I did.” Lucky sat on the couch across from Brick’s recliner. He nodded an acknowledgment at Flint, who was sitting on the opposite end of the sofa. “Flint did a good job.”

“Yeah? So why the hell do you look like you’ve been run over?” Brick asked before a coughing fit overtook him.

Lucky winced at the wet-sound as his gaze slid to the oxygen tank half-hidden behind Brick’s chair. “One of the bastards fought dirty.” He hoped Brick believed him. No way could he tell Brick what had really happened. “Does he need that?” He looked at Flint and pointed to the tank.

“He’s got the mask tucked beside him. He’ll use it if he needs to bad enough,” Flint explained.

Brick lifted a trashcan and spit into its depths. “I’m fine,” he growled when he caught Lucky staring at him. “Now let’s talk about your face.”

“I’m fine.” Although Lucky would rather have told Brick the news in private, he knew he’d have to eventually discuss it with Flint anyway. “I’ve decided not to go on with the tournament. I don’t like the way it’s being run. Bruno’s got featherweights matched up against heavyweights.” It wasn’t the truth, of course, but telling Brick he was going to quit because he wanted to spend more time with him wouldn’t have gone over well.

“But you’ve got a real chance at winning,” Brick argued.

“I also have a real shot at getting seriously hurt,” Lucky countered. “I think I’d rather take a few weeks off. I’ll get back into the regulated fights once you’re better.”

Brick’s eyes filled with tears. “You know I’m not going to get better, son, don’t you?”

Throat tight, Lucky couldn’t believe Brick had called him son. He glanced at Flint to find he and Brick weren’t the only ones in the room trying to swallow tears. “We’ll see,” he finally replied. “In the meantime, Dray and I’ll take turns sitting with you and running the gym.”

“I can help, too,” Flint cut in. “With Jax there to clean up, one person can handle the actual running of the place.”

“Thanks.” Lucky would have to look into the financial stability of the gym. Brick had owned the place since the late sixties, so he was pretty sure it had been paid off, but he needed to know what the profit margin was. He’d like to start paying Jax a better salary so the kid could get an apartment or save for college if he decided to go. He sat back on the couch. There were so many things he needed to think about without allowing the ghosts from his past to interfere.

Brick slowly got to his feet. “I’m gonna go lay down for a while.”

Lucky started to get up to help Brick, but a quick, subtle shake of Flint’s head told him to stay where he was. He waited for Brick to disappear into his room and shut the door before turning to Flint. “What?”

“He doesn’t want help. Believe me. I got my ass chewed earlier for offering to get him a glass of that vitamin supplement shit the doctor said he should drink.” Flint rubbed his palms back and forth over his knees. “What’s the real reason you’re dropping the tournament? Is it Brick—or whoever did that to your face?”

“Brick,” Lucky confirmed. “I don’t doubt I could win, but at what cost?” He shook his head. “I’d rather spend the time with that old fucker in the next room. There’ll be other tournaments.”

“So what’s the real story on your face?” Flint asked.

Lucky shook his head. “Just a fight.”

Flint stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “You gonna be here long? I think I’ll run over to the gym and give Dray a break.”

Lucky was dead on his feet. “Yeah. I’ll stretch out here on the couch and try to get some more sleep.”

Flint stood and mussed Lucky’s hair. “Call me if you need anything, even if it’s just to talk.”

“Sure.” Lucky had known Flint for years, but the two of them had never been close. Still, looking up at the brown-haired man, Lucky felt something stir in his chest. Maybe by the end of the whole shitty ordeal, he could count Flint as a friend. It felt good, especially since his friends seemed to be dropping like flies recently.

 

* * * *

 

Dray pushed a small cart up and down the aisles of the drug store as he waited for one of Brick’s prescriptions, which was bullshit. No way would it take them thirty minutes to fill the fucking thing. He knew pharmacy techs prolonged the wait just to make customers do exactly what he was doing.

He stopped the cart in front of a display of toys and grinned. Unable to resist, he grabbed the colorful box and put it in his cart among the other crap he didn’t really need, except the chocolate covered cherries. Those he needed.

“Refill for Tony Brick is ready,” a voice said over the speakers.

Dray made his way to the back of the store, stopping only to put a giant plastic container of peppermint puff ball thingies into his cart.

The cashier at the pharmacy desk stared down her nose at Dray’s cart of shit. “You’ll have to pay for that up front.”

Dray rolled his eyes. “Whatever.” He handed the woman money for the high blood pressure medicine, one of Brick’s routine medications.

The clerk glanced at his cart again. “You have kids?”

Dray looked at his haul. “No,” he replied sheepishly. He understood why she thought that, but almost everything in his cart was meant to make Lucky smile. He accepted his change and shoved the small white pharmacy bag into his coat pocket before pushing his merchandise to the front counter to wait in yet another line.

By the time he’d left the store and picked up dinner, it was almost eight o’clock. He could’ve made the trip much quicker if he hadn’t been so picky about his pizza. The small pizzeria was outside the neighborhood, but well worth driving the extra few miles. Unlike most people in Chicago, Dray didn’t care for deep dish pizza. Nope. He liked thin-crusted brick-oven baked pizza. He wasn’t sure which Lucky preferred, but hopefully Lucky would be so hungry he wouldn’t care.

Dray let himself into Lucky’s apartment. He turned on the light and set the pizza and beer on the coffee table before going back down to the truck for the other goodies he’d purchased at the drug store. He stashed the sacks next to the shelf that held the television. Pulling out his phone, he texted Lucky. 

 

Hey. Is Brick in bed?

 

Yeah. Just a few minutes ago. Where R U?

 

Dray grinned. 

 

Downstairs.

 

I’ll find Gatsby and be down.

 

Dray set his phone on the counter and put the twelve-pack of beer in the refrigerator. He was in the process of plating the pizza when the door opened. Lucky came into the apartment, looking worn out, bruised and without his furry friend. “Where’s Gatsby?”

Lucky dropped his keys onto the coffee table. “She’s curled up beside Brick.” He sighed. “Do animals know when people are sick?”

“Sure. I think they smell it or something.” Dray carried the plates into the living room. “Want a beer?”

Lucky made a face and shook his head. “Water’s fine for me.” He toed his shoes off and set them inside the bedroom while Dray retrieved a bottle of water and a beer from the fridge. “When I went into Brick’s room to look for Gatsby, Brick had his oxygen mask on.”

Dray paused in the process of handing Lucky his water. He hadn’t been to Brick’s place since he’d left earlier that morning. Although he’d spoken to the hospice nurse and she’d told him she’d arranged for the delivery of two oxygen tanks, he hadn’t thought Brick would use them. “Is he sleeping better?”

“Yeah, seems like it.” Lucky sat on the couch. “Thanks for the pizza. I’m starving.”

Dray noticed how Lucky had purposely sat on the right side of the sofa so the bruised half of his face was hidden from Dray’s view. “Good. Eat up.”

Lucky took a bite and moaned. “Fuck, that’s good.”

Grinning, Dray started to open his beer but changed his mind at the last moment. He stood, put the bottle back into the refrigerator and removed a bottle of water. It was obvious Lucky wasn’t drinking because he’d had too much the previous night, but Dray knew it would be all too easy for both of them to fall into the habit of getting drunk every night to deal with the pain of Brick’s illness.

“You don’t have to do that,” Lucky said, when Dray sat back down.

“I might want to kiss you later.” Dray shrugged.

Lucky leaned over and kissed Dray’s neck. “I’d like that.” He sat back. “As long as you don’t mind looking at my ugly mug.”

Dray still wanted to know how the beating had happened and by who, but he wouldn’t push. He grinned. “You’ll heal.” He tilted his head to the side when Lucky began to lick the tattoo that inched above the neckline of his T-shirt. “You know, there are some people who’re turned off by my ink.”

“Yeah, crazy people,” Lucky murmured. “You’ve always been the sexiest man I’ve ever known.”

Pizza forgotten, Dray sat back on the couch and pulled Lucky into his arms. “I have something for you.”

“You do?” Lucky moved to straddle Dray’s lap. He wiggled his ass. “Is it big?” he asked.

Dray rested his hands on Lucky’s hips. Christ. It would be so easy to lower his zipper, push down Lucky’s sweats and plow the sweet ass that tormented him. He took several deep breaths and reminded himself they had all night to fuck. Before that, though, he wanted to hear Lucky laugh. Stupid maybe, but he truly believed laughter could heal wounds medicine couldn’t.

Lucky continued grinding his ass against Dray’s hardening cock.

Despite his body crying foul, Dray did his best to still Lucky’s hips. “You’ll get that present later. First, I wanna have some fun. I want to see you smile.”

“Oh, we’ll have fun.” Lucky reached down and pulled Dray’s T-shirt up over his head and off.

Dray closed his eyes as he gave himself over to Lucky’s touch. He loved the feel of Lucky’s fingers as they ran over his abs and through the short hair on his chest. Damn. I’m a weak sonofabitch.

Lucky reached for Dray’s zipper and slowly began to lower it. “I want to suck you.” He licked Dray’s left pec, running the flat of his tongue across the empty patch of skin. “I wanna taste your cum in my mouth.”

Hell yeah. Dray lifted his hips when Lucky tugged on the soft denim waistband. His plan to force fun on Lucky went out of the fucking window for the moment.

Lucky pushed the coffee table back before sliding off the couch. “This”—he ran his tongue over the crown of Dray’s erection—“is the only thing that got me through the day.”

Holding his cock by the base, Dray painted Lucky’s lips with pre-cum. “Me, too,” he agreed, loving the way his slick desire made Lucky’s lips glisten. It wasn’t the entire truth, but he knew it was what Lucky needed to hear. For him, sex with Lucky was a product of simply being around him. He didn’t spend time with Lucky just to get him into bed. Although sex with Lucky was better than anything he’d ever had, he’d found it soothing that he could let his guard down around him. He’d built a fortress around his heart after the Vince fiasco, and he welcomed the chipping of the stone Lucky accomplished each time they were together.

Lucky sucked Dray’s length into his mouth and for the next several minutes, Dray could think of nothing but the warmth that surrounded him. Lucky backed off and kissed his way down Dray’s dick to his balls.

“Fuck,” Dray groaned when Lucky began sucking on his sac. He allowed Lucky time to play and tease him, but eventually, Dray’s body demanded more. He gently pushed Lucky away from his balls before guiding his dick back to Lucky’s mouth. “Suck it.”

Lucky grinned before wrapping his lips around Dray’s length.

“Suck me deeper,” Dray growled, thrusting up into Lucky’s mouth. The contractions of Lucky’s throat as he gagged sent a shiver up Dray’s spine. The squeeze to his cock nearly sent him over the edge. “Fuck, yeah.”

Lucky looked up at Dray and nodded, silently asking for more.

Dray gave it to him. He held Lucky’s head still and began to fuck in and out, feeding a bit more down Lucky’s throat with each thrust. Lucky gagged several more times, but eventually took Dray’s length like a pro. “Fuck! I can’t…” he panted. His entire body vibrated as he fought like hell to hold on, but it was a losing battle. “I’m coming.” The first volley of cum shot from his dick with so much force, Lucky had to back off. Dray watched as he filled Lucky’s mouth with his seed. He groaned when a small amount of cum escaped Lucky’s lips and dripped down his chin.

Lucky pulled back and wiped a hand over his chin, a wide grin on his swollen lips. “That was intense.”

Dray ran his hand up and down his chest several times as he studied Lucky. “Stand up,” he ordered, wanting to give Lucky the same attention he’d just received.

It wasn’t until Lucky stood that Dray noticed the cum splattered on Lucky’s stomach and chest. “Fuck.” Dray ran his fingers through the milky-white fluid. He glanced up at Lucky. “You enjoyed that more than I thought.”

“I love touching you,” Lucky confessed, looking embarrassed.

Dray licked a path through a strand of seed and groaned as Lucky’s taste exploded on his tongue. He greedily cleaned Lucky’s skin until there was nothing left. “Best. Dinner. Ever,” he proclaimed.

 

* * * *

 

After a quick shower, Lucky entered the living room to find Dray sitting cross-legged on the floor with his back against the couch. On the coffee table in front of him sat a game that brought tears to Lucky’s eyes. “That’s…” He swallowed around the lump in his throat and tried again to get the words out. “That’s Rock ’em Sock ’em Robot.”

“Yeah.” Dray continued to fiddle with setting up the childish game. “I thought maybe you could take your frustrations out on this since you won’t be fighting for the next few weeks.” He secured the red robot’s head into place.

Lucky dropped down on the opposite side of the table. “I remember seeing these in the store when I was younger.” His gaze flicked to Dray. “I don’t know how to play though.”

“It’s not hard. Just follow my lead.” Dray grabbed the plastic controller and placed his thumbs on the buttons. “You just try to knock my head off,” he said as he started pushing the buttons in succession. Within moments, the blue head of Lucky’s robot popped up. “Get it?”

Lucky nodded and mimicked Dray’s hand position. He chuckled as the excitement shot through him. “When I was in school, I heard kids talking about this game, but I never thought I’d actually get to play it.”

“On the count of three. Ready?” Dray asked, grinning.

“Yeah.” Lucky’s heart beat faster as he waited. The second he heard the word three, he came out swinging, working his thumbs as fast as he could. It was over too quickly when both heads sprang up.

“That’s it?” Dray stared at the bobbing heads. “I thought it’d be a lot more fun.”

Lucky agreed, but he didn’t want to say that. The fact Dray had purchased the game meant more than the game ever would. As far back as he could remember, he’d never been given a toy as a gift. “Probably is to six or seven-year-olds.”

Dray crossed his arms over his bare chest and shook his head. “That sucks.” He got to his feet and went to the sacks beside the TV that Lucky hadn’t noticed yet. Carrying one of the bags to the sofa, Dray sat back down. “Let’s see, we have Battleship, a deck of cards, Super Elastic Bubble Plastic or Silly String.” He looked up and waggled his eyebrows. “And a shitload of candy.” He dumped the sack on the floor. “Take your pick.”

“The bubble thing first,” Lucky answered, getting excited all over again. He reached for a can of Silly String. “I’m gonna take this to the gym with me tomorrow and sneak up on Jax when he’s in the laundry room.” He chuckled. “I can’t wait to see his face.”

Dray held up two packages. “Which color do you want? I’ve got purple or red.”

“Purple,” Lucky replied, reaching for it. He turned the package over and stared at the illustrated directions before ripping it open. Following the instructions, he squeezed a glob of black-looking goo onto the end of the short straw and blew as hard as he could. The goo shot off his straw and landed on Dray’s upper chest. “Oops.”

With a shake of his head, Dray smiled and picked the glob off his skin. “I don’t think you’re supposed to blow that hard.”

“Give me a break. I’ve never done this before,” Lucky shot back, adding more goo to the end of his straw. His second attempt was better, but the bubble barely reached the size of a dime before it popped and deflated.

Dray made a noise, and Lucky looked up to see a bubble the size of a plum at the end of Dray’s straw.

“You suck.” Lucky returned his attention to his own straw. He may have to go through the entire tube, but he was going to fucking make a goddamn bubble if it killed him.

“On occasion,” Dray replied. He eased the bubble off his straw and sealed it before setting it on the table.

Show off. Lucky eyed the bubble. He gestured to the sack still next to the TV. “What else did ya get?”

“Just stupid movies out of the clearance bin. Comedies. I thought we could use some mindless fun in the next week or so.” Dray loaded another blob to his straw.

Lucky concentrated on his own bubble creation. He blew a steady stream of air into the straw and as his bubble expanded, he began to tap his free hand against the table to get Dray’s attention. When he looked up, he realized he hadn’t needed the thumping. Dray was staring straight at him. Not the bubble at the end of his straw, but him. Deciding not to press his luck, Lucky stopped blowing when his creation was a tad larger than Dray’s. He eased it off the plastic tube and carefully sealed it. “There,” he said with a hint of arrogance.

Dray clapped his hands three times. “You’re the champ.”

“Yes I am.” Lucky got to his feet and danced back and forth from foot to foot with his arms raised in the air.

“If you get cocky, we’ll end up spending the rest of the night seeing who can outdo the other,” Dray said. He smiled. “But I do love to see you in a good mood, so losing’s worth it.”

“Okay, so if we played Battleship next and I plastered a smile on my face the whole time, you’d let me win?” Lucky asked.

“I didn’t say that. I just said it’s worth losing to see you happy.”

Lucky’s smile fell as he felt the emotion behind Dray’s statement. He dropped the straw to the table and moved around to stand beside Dray. Holding out his hand, he waited for Dray to take the offered gesture. Neither of them talked about their feelings, but he realized that everything Dray had done that evening was proclaiming the way he felt, loud and clear. The pizza, the candy, the games and the movies were meant to convey what Dray couldn’t say, and Lucky had finally heard him. “Come to bed with me.”

Dray looked toward the ceiling. “I should check on Brick first.” He took Lucky’s offered hand and got to his feet. “You wanna come?”

Lucky nodded. The more he saw Brick in his weakened condition, the more real the predicted outcome became. The first time he’d watched Brick bring the oxygen mask to his face when he thought Lucky wasn’t in the room had been gut-wrenching. Dray had tried to tell him Brick was sicker than he was pretending, but Lucky hadn’t believed it. In that moment, however, when he’d watched Brick desperately struggle to draw in a full breath, he’d known the truth. His time with the man who had given him the only parental love he’d ever known was leaving him.

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

“This is getting old!” Jax wailed.

Lucky was still laughing as he dropped the empty can of Silly String in the trashcan. It was the third time in a week and a half that he’d managed to sneak up on Jax for an attack. “Hang on,” he told Jax. “Let me get a picture of you.” He withdrew his phone, but Jax charged toward him.

“Don’t you dare!” Jax yelled, trying to get to Lucky’s phone.

“Nope.” Lucky easily evaded the sixteen year old.

Covered from head to toe in bright pink strands of foam, Jax gave up and began to pull the shit out of his hair. “I hope you know you’re cleaning up this mess,” Jax pouted, as Lucky took several pictures.

“I’ll clean it up. I always do.” Lucky would never forget the look of surprise on Jax’s face the first time he’d snuck into the laundry room and hit him with the initial blast of the pink string. At first he’d thought Jax was pissed, but soon they were both laughing their asses off as Jax had tried to use one of the towels as a shield.

“Hey, Lucky,” Flint called from the doorway.

“You gotta see these,” Lucky said, holding up his phone.

Flint smiled at the photos as Lucky scrolled through. “There’s a woman here to see you. Says she’s your mother.”

Lucky’s entire mood changed from one breath to the next. No. No. No. He wanted to scream to the world that he wasn’t ready to deal with his mom’s typical bullshit. Not yet. Not now. He thought briefly about sneaking out of the back door of the gym, but he knew if she wanted something from him, she wouldn’t stop until she got it. “Where is she?”

“Standing by the front door.” Flint wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “You want me to tell her you left?”

Lucky shook his head. He didn’t want to lie to her, but he wouldn’t taint The Brick Yard either. “I’ll be at Mac’s if anyone needs me.”

“Are you sure?” Flint asked. “You don’t look so good, man.”

“She won’t leave until she gets what she’s come for.” Lucky pulled out his wallet and checked to see how much money he had. Not much, but he’d give her all of it if she’d go away. He glanced back at Jax who was still picking pink strands off his shirt. “Sorry, but it might be a while before I can clean this up.”

Jax bit his bottom lip and looked around. “Don’t worry. I’ll do it.”

Lucky turned to leave the room, but Jax stopped him.

“You want me to come with you?” Jax asked.

Lucky wanted to say yes because nothing good ever happened when he was alone with his mom, but he couldn’t drag Jax into his bullshit. He walked back over and gave Jax’s forehead a quick peck. “Thanks, but I don’t want you anywhere near her.”

Lucky spotted his mom from across the gym. It never ceased to amaze him how small she actually was now that he was grown. As a kid, the sight of her looming over him with anger in her eyes had scared the shit out of him. Dray spoke of demons and monsters, but it was his own mother’s face that haunted Lucky’s nightmares.

The closer he got to his mom, the more different she looked. She seemed to hold herself straighter and her eyes appeared normal. Her fiery red hair was clean and pulled back into a ponytail.

“Mom,” Lucky said once he was close enough. He still wasn’t sure why he bothered calling the woman Mom since she’d never been a real mother, but calling her by her given name of Alana seemed wrong as well.

“I wanted to come by and let you know I’m out and to apologize for not seeing you when you came to visit. I’ve been working a program, and I wanted to make sure I could stay clean before I saw you again,” Alana said. She took a step toward Lucky and lifted her palm to his face. “What have you done to yourself?”

Lucky pulled his head back, breaking the connection between them. “Are you hungry?”

Alana nodded.

Lucky opened the door of the gym and gestured for his mom to turn left. They walked to Mac’s in silence. Once they were seated in his regular booth, he felt more at ease. He hadn’t been in Mac’s since the argument, but at that moment, he needed the comfort of the diner more than he needed to hold onto the anger he felt toward its owner. “Order whatever you want.”

Alana began to scan the menu. “I’m staying at a halfway house. Hopefully, I’ll be able to make the transition this time without slipping back into my old ways.”

“That’s good, Mom.” Lucky sat with his back against the wall, thrumming his fingers against the table.

Connie, one of the lunch-hour waitresses stopped at the table. “Hey, Lucky.” She glanced up from her tablet. “Wow. I take it you finally lost a fight?”

Lucky didn’t bother answering the question. “I’ll have a double bacon cheeseburger, fries and a Coke.”

“Really?” Trish’s jaw dropped. “I’ve never known you to order anything off the menu.”

Lucky shrugged. “Trying something different.” He didn’t tell her that after the fight he’d had with Mac, he doubted the owner would want to cook him his usual meal of steak and grilled vegetables.

Connie looked to Alana. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll have the hot beef sandwich with mashed potatoes and a glass of water,” Alana said before placing her menu back against the wall.

After Connie had left, Alana started talking again. “Anyway, I’ll be at the halfway house for another two months. Hopefully, I’ll be able to get a job and find another apartment.”

Lucky continued to nod his head, but he looked everywhere except at his mom. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe she would stay clean for a change, he simply found he didn’t care. No, that wasn’t completely true. The more Alana talked about making a new life for herself, the angrier he became.

A plate landed in front of him with a clatter.

Lucky gaze shot up to see Mac’s scowling face.

“What the fuck’re you doing eating that shit?” Mac asked.

“You made it. You calling your own food shit?” Lucky asked. Even to himself he sounded like a smartass teenager.

Mac leaned against the table and put his face a few inches from Lucky’s. “You know what I’m talking about,” he growled.

Lucky flicked his fingers toward Alana. “Mac, I’d like you to meet Alana Gunn, my mom. Mom, this is Mac, the man who made sure I didn’t go to bed hungry when there was nothing in our house to eat because you’d bartered the food stamps for booze and drugs.” He said it in a rush before pushing Mac out of his way. He dug into his wallet and pulled out every bill he had and tossed them on the table. “Take the cost of the meal out of it and keep the rest,” he told his mom.

Lucky had just made it outside when a large hand clamped onto his shoulder. He spun around to find Mac staring at him. “I’m not in the mood, Mac.”

“Yeah, I figured that out all on my own.” Mac released his hold on Lucky. “Does your mood have something to do with your mom showing up?”

Lucky rolled his eyes. “What do you think? She’s going on and on about being clean and how her life is going to be so much different now. Hell, she even said something about getting a fucking job that didn’t involve her spreading her legs or dealing dope to school kids.” His throat started to tighten but he forced the anguish down. His mom didn’t deserve his tears.

Mac’s expression softened. “I think the best thing you can do is to wish her well and send her on her way.”

“Yeah.” Lucky looked through the window to see Alana calmly eating her lunch. “I want to hate her.”

“Of course you do.” Mac waved Lucky to the side of the building. “I think it’s time we talked about a few things.”

“Don’t you need to cook?” The last thing Lucky wanted was another talk with Mac. The last one had nearly destroyed him.

Mac continued to walk until they reached the back of the diner. He motioned for Lucky to have a seat on one of the old milk crates as he sat on another. Forearms resting on his knees, Mac leaned forward and stared at the crumbling asphalt under his feet. “I had a son,” he began.

That announcement caught Lucky’s attention. “Had?”

Mac nodded. “I was a shitty father—too young, I suppose. I didn’t marry his mom because the thought of being tied down didn’t appeal to me.” He took off the white knit hat he always wore and crumpled it in his hands. “I saw Jake from time to time, nothing that he could count on, mind ya, but I was around.” He glanced up and met Lucky’s gaze. “He joined a gang when he was thirteen. His mom tried to tell me that it was my responsibility to set him straight, but I was too busy fucking up my own life to give him advice. I figured he’d grow out of the thug way of life eventually, but he didn’t make it that far. He was killed in a drive-by a month before his fifteenth birthday.”

“Shit,” Lucky mumbled.

“I didn’t tell you so you’d feel sorry for me,” Mac grumbled. “I don’t deserve your pity or anyone else’s. I certainly don’t deserve your praise for feedin’ ya. We all have to pay for the mistakes we’ve made along the way, and me giving out leftovers is one way I do that. I ride your ass all the time because I don’t want to make the same mistakes I made with my boy and when I see you fucking up, I wanna set you on the right path, even if I have to push ass.”

“The shit that you said to me the other night really got to me,” Lucky admitted. “I guess I always thought of you and Brick as being on my side.” He kicked at a chunk of asphalt. “When you told me you no longer believed in me, it hurt.”

“Yeah, I know it did.” Mac scrubbed at his face with his palms. “I don’t think fighting’s the right path for you anymore, and I couldn’t live with myself if I just let you continue down that road and something serious happened to you or someone else.”

“But fighting’s what I love to do,” Lucky argued.

Mac shoved his hat back on his head before reaching over to grab Lucky’s wrists. “I need you to do one thing for me. Search your soul, and figure out why you love to fight. I’m not talking about the bullshit you hand Brick and everyone else. I’m asking you to dig deep and come up with the real answer.”

“You say that like you already know.” Lucky pulled his hands back, breaking the contact.

“I think I do, but what I think doesn’t matter. You’ve gotta come up with your own truth.” Mac got to his feet. “I’d better get back. No doubt Connie’s fixing to skin me alive.”

“Mac?” Lucky called out before Mac could disappear.

“Yeah?”

“How’d you come to own this place?” After the story Mac’d told, Lucky had a hard time understanding how the man had gone from being a worthless father to owning his own diner.

Mac grinned. “You don’t think Dray was the first person Brick helped, do ya?” He walked back into the diner without another word.

Left stupefied by Mac’s parting words, Lucky slowly shook his head. Was there anyone in Chicago that Brick hadn’t saved in one way or another? He rested his head against the wall and stared up at the sliver of sky he could see between the buildings. “What the fuck?” he asked God. “Why the hell’re you taking away the one angel this neighborhood has?”

 

* * * *

 

Lucky entered Brick’s apartment to find Brick and Dray watching old videos of Dray’s UFC matches. “Hey.” He dropped his gym bag on the floor and took off his shoes. It had been a while since he’d watched Dray fight. In the beginning, when Brick had been trying to teach Lucky proper skills, he’d used the videos as training guides.

“Sit down and learn something,” Brick wheezed.

Lucky joined Dray on the couch, his gaze riveted on the television. Brick had always been right about Dray’s skills. They were perfect. Watching Dray land punches and kicks in equal measure had Lucky involuntarily rubbing the scar on his calf through his thin sweat pants.

“You sore?” Dray asked.

“Huh?” Lucky wasn’t sure what Dray was talking about. “I’m fine.”

Dray gestured to Lucky’s leg. “So what’s up with your calf?”

Lucky jerked his hand away. “I’m fine. Just a habit.”

“There,” Brick said. “Did you see that combination?”

“Sorry. I missed it,” Lucky replied.

“Well pay attention!” Brick’s yell was followed by a series of coughs.

Lucky used the time to get up and scoop Gatsby out of Brick’s lap. He kissed the kitten’s head. “Did you feed her?” he asked Dray.

Dray nodded. “I wasn’t sure what time you’d be here, so I fed her about an hour ago.” He pointed to Lucky’s leg. “So what’s the deal with the leg?”

“Nothing.” Lucky carried Gatsby into the kitchen. He looked into the pot on the stove. “Can I have some of this chili?”

“Sure, but I have to warn you, Flint made it and dropped it by.” Dray chuckled. “Despite that, it was pretty damn good.”

Lucky set Gatsby down and spooned up a bowl. He added a healthy dose of hot sauce and grabbed a bottle of water before going back into the living room. He’d been trying to figure out a way to tell Brick and Dray about his day, so he decided to just spit it out. “My mom came by the gym today,” he announced.

For the first time since Lucky had come into the apartment, Brick tore his gaze away from the television. He reached for the remote and turned off the set. “What’d you say?”

“Mom came to the gym. Evidently she’s clean and sober and ready to be a decent person for the first time in her miserable life.” Lucky concentrated on his dinner, so he couldn’t see Brick or Dray’s reaction, but he didn’t have to wait long.

“I don’t want that bitch in my gym,” Brick declared.

“I know. I took her to Mac’s to get something to eat,” Lucky said around a bite of chili.

“So why’re you eating now?” Dray asked.

“Because I didn’t stay long enough to touch my food.” Lucky glanced at Dray. He wanted to talk to Dray about his discussion with Mac, but not in front of Brick. “Anyway,” he began, returning to his dinner, “Mom’s staying at a halfway house for the next two months. She didn’t ask for it, but I have a feeling she’s going to want money. I gave her what I had, but she’ll be back.”

“Don’t give her a dime more.” Brick turned his gaze on Lucky. “You don’t owe her anything.”

Lucky shrugged. It was a long running argument between him and Brick, and although he understood Brick’s position, Lucky had been trained since birth to put his mother’s needs before his own. It was a hard habit to break, even if he understood how unhealthy it was. Forget cigarettes, booze and drugs. He was addicted to pain—the kind of pain that only a mother could dole out.

Appetite gone, he stood and carried his bowl to the kitchen. He scraped the uneaten chili into the garbage before washing his dishes and putting them back into the cupboard. He jumped when he felt a warm hand on his lower back and glanced over his shoulder to see Dray. “Hey.”

“You okay?” Dray asked.

“Tired.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. He was tired of everything, and what he really needed was to fight. Pulling out of the tournament suddenly felt like a very bad idea. He’d done it to spend time with Brick, but he was quickly figuring out that he needed that release to keep sane. “I think I’ll go back to the gym for a while and work the speed bag.”

Dray settled his hands on Lucky’s hips and pressed against his back. “Why don’t we go for a run instead? I could use some exercise.”

“What about Brick?” Lucky turned to face Dray.

“We’ll turn the fight back on. Brick’ll never miss us.” Dray gave Lucky a soft kiss, slipping his tongue inside for the briefest moment.

Lucky licked his lips. “Okay, but I want to stop by the gym afterward to check on Jax.”

“I’ll get changed.” Dray kissed Lucky again before walking out of the kitchen.

Lucky waited long enough for his erection to subside before re-entering the living room. “Dray and I are going for a run,” he told Brick. “You need anything before we go?”

Brick looked up at Lucky. “Do you know what you’re doing?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.

Lucky wasn’t sure what Brick was asking, but it didn’t really matter. “No,” he answered honestly. “I have no fucking idea what I’m doing.”

 

* * * *

 

After a five-mile run, Dray felt the burn in his calf muscles as he walked alongside Lucky toward The Brick Yard. He glanced up and saw a light on in Mac’s apartment over the diner, “I was surprised to hear you took your mom to Mac’s. I thought the two of you weren’t speaking.”

Lucky lifted the bottom of his T-shirt and wiped the sweat from his face, taking special care with the bruises and scrapes. “I guess we worked it out.” He lowered his shirt. “Did you know Brick helped Mac get this place?”

Dray shook his head.

“Yeah,” Lucky confirmed. “I wonder how many other people Brick’s helped through the years.” He stopped walking when they were outside the door to the gym. “What kind of fucked up world do we live in when someone as good as Brick dies when someone as evil as my mother is given a second chance at life?” He blew out a long breath. “Sorry. I still don’t know how to feel about my mom.”

“I can understand that.” Dray sat on the sidewalk, resting his back against the building, in hopes that he could get Lucky to keep talking. “I would imagine it’s nice to see your mom clean and sober for a change, but you’re angry that it happened now instead of years ago.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Lucky didn’t sit, instead he started to pace back and forth in front of Dray. “She always told me that bad people get what they deserve.” He tilted his head back and let out a growl of frustration that echoed against the brick buildings.

Dray remembered what Jax had told him about Lucky’s mumblings on the night of his beating. “Bad people or bad boys?”

Lucky’s entire body jerked as if Dray had just delivered a knock-out blow. After several moments, he stared daggers at Dray. “I’m not done running. Why don’t you go in and check on Jax.”

Lucky took off at a dead run before Dray could get to his feet. “Fuck!” Dray spat. As he watched Lucky pound down the sidewalk, Dray swore he could see the ghost of a small boy chasing him.

Once Lucky had rounded the corner, Dray pulled out his keys and unlocked the front door. He glanced at the small light that Lucky must’ve left on when he’d closed the gym earlier. Whether Lucky wanted to realize it or not, he’d already begun to slip into Brick’s shoes. “Jax?” he called. He didn’t want to frighten the kid, and he had no doubt Jax had heard the door open.

“Hey.” Jax came out of the laundry room. “Is something wrong with Brick?” he asked, worry in his voice.

“No. I went for a run with Lucky, so I thought I’d stop by and check on you. You’re not still working, are you?” Dray asked, walking across the expansive two-story space of the gym.

“Homework.” Jax leaned against the doorframe. “Lucky attacked me with Silly String earlier.” He chuckled. “It took me forever to get it cleaned up, which put me behind schedule.” He wandered back to the scarred table. “Chemistry.” He groaned. “Sucks!”

Dray walked into the room and sat on the corner of the table. “Sorry, can’t help you.” He’d barely made it through high school because he’d been so immersed in training that he’d cared about little else.

“Yeah, neither can God evidently, because I’ve been begging him all evening.” Jax tapped the end of his pencil against the thick textbook. “Is Lucky okay?”

“He’s working through shit, but he’ll be okay,” Dray said, knowing Jax had his own problems to deal with. “Has your dad been around?”

Jax shook his head. “He doesn’t know about this place. I saw him waiting for me outside school yesterday, but I spotted him and used the exit out the back.”

Dray had given Jax’s situation a lot of thought. Legally, Jax’s father could go to the cops and get his son back, but according to Lucky, he didn’t think Jax’s dad would do that. However, the fact that The Brick Yard was harboring a runaway could get Brick, Lucky and Dray in trouble with the authorities. It was a fucked up situation, but one Brick had been willing to risk everything on for years. The answer to the problem was to become a foster parent to Jax, but that process required extensive background checks. He studied his tattoo covered arms. For the first time in his life, he worried what another person might think of his ink. Would the foster care officials take one look at his tatted up skin and deem him unworthy? Then, of course, there was the gay thing. And, the fact that he didn’t even have a home in Chicago. Christ. There was no way in fuck they’d let him be a foster parent.

“Well, until I can figure something else out, just keep your eyes open,” Dray finally said.

“Yeah, I get ya.” Jax glanced back at his book. “Lucky’s mom seemed nice to me, but I could tell by the way he reacted to her that she isn’t. It made me wonder what other people see when they look at my dad.”

“Appearances can be deceiving. That’s for sure,” Dray agreed. He pointed to Jax’s homework. “You almost done?”

Jax looked at the page in front of him. “Six more problems to answer.”

“Is the rest of your homework done?” Dray stood.

“Yep, this is the last of it. Don’t worry. I plan to go to bed the minute I’m done.”

“Good deal.” Dray moved toward the door. “I’ll lock the front door when I leave, but Lucky’s still out there somewhere, so don’t freak if he shows up again.”

 

* * * *

 

After only a few hours of sleep, Lucky shuffled into his kitchen to find Dray leaning against the counter, staring at the coffee pot. He wrapped his arms around Dray’s waist. “Can’t you make that brew any faster?”

Dray reached back and slapped Lucky’s ass. “I wish.”

Lucky rested his chin on Dray’s shoulder. After a punishing run, he’d returned to his apartment to find Dray sound asleep in his bed. He’d taken a shower and joined Dray under the covers. Dray had curled around him, but that was it. For the first time since they’d been together, they hadn’t had sex. “Are you mad at me?”

“No. Why would I be?” Dray withdrew cups from the cupboard.

“Because of the way I acted last night.” Lucky kissed the tattooed skin between Dray’s shoulder blades. “We didn’t have sex.”

Dray poured two cups of coffee before turning around, leaving the coffee on the counter. He cupped Lucky’s ass and pulled him closer. “We don’t have to fuck every time we’re together. You had a bad night, and I thought maybe it would be better to just hold you.”

“I don’t understand. Why would you want to sleep with me if you didn’t wanna fuck?” Lucky knew he probably sounded crass, but he needed to know.

Dray stared at Lucky, his mouth set in a thin line. “What kind of asshole do you think I am?”

Lucky took a step back, unsure how to take Dray’s obvious anger. “I don’t think you’re an asshole.”

“Then why…?” Dray sighed. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

“Evidently not, because I can’t figure out why the fuck you’re mad at me all the sudden,” Lucky said.

“Because I care for you. This isn’t just about sex for me, but I can see you feel differently.” Dray turned his back on Lucky and lifted his cup to his lips. “If sex from me is all you’re after, that’s fine, but you should have said something before now.”

Lucky’s chest felt tight as he tried to comprehend Dray’s words. “You care about me?”

Dray punched the cabinet door in front of him, cracking the cheap wood from top to bottom. “Fuck!” He shook his head and several drops of blood splattered onto the floor.

Lucky rushed forward and grabbed a dishtowel. “Did you break it?”

Dray took the towel from Lucky and wrapped it around his hand. “Don’t worry about it.” He pushed past Lucky and left the apartment without putting a shirt on.

Lucky stood in the middle of the kitchen, wondering what in the hell he’d just done.

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

Dray was working his frustration out on the heavy bag with Jax sitting on a stool nearby. With his hand fucked up, he was forced to stick to his legs and his left hand, but he was slowly bringing his blood pressure down.

“Why’d you quit?” Jax asked.

Dray glanced at Jax. “Didn’t Brick tell you?”

Jax shook his head. “He said you had some personal problems,” he admitted.

“The fans found out I’m gay and turned their backs on me.” Dray kicked the bag several times, switching from foot to foot.

When Jax remained quiet, Dray was suddenly afraid he’d lost the respect of the teenager. He stopped and faced Jax. “Does that bother you?”

Jax shook his head. “I go to school with some gay kids, and they’re pretty cool.” He gestured to Dray’s bandaged hand. “How’d that happen?”

“Got pissed and punched the kitchen cupboard.” Dray frowned. “I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“I’ll remember that. What made you so mad?” Jax asked.

“Do you always ask so many questions?” Dray left Jax sitting by the heavy bag and went over to the speed bag. Using only his left hand, he started a rhythm.

“I’m not trying to be nosey or anything,” Jax said, setting his stool down before climbing onto it. “I need to tell you something, and I need to make sure it’s not going to make you madder before I do.”

“You can tell me anything,” Dray said, not taking his eyes off the speed bag.

“That night Lucky came here and he was so beat up, he said something that I didn’t understand at the time, but I’ve been thinking about it, and I think you should know.”

The mention of Lucky’s name got Dray’s full attention. “What’d he say?”

Jax shifted on his stool, clearly uncomfortable. “I think he thought I was you because he said I was his world, the only man he’d ever wanted, but that he couldn’t have me because he didn’t deserve me then he went on about being a bad boy.”

Speed bag forgotten, Dray dropped his arms to his sides. Although he’d suspected Lucky cared more than he’d let on, it was Lucky’s incoherent mumblings to Jax that sealed Lucky’s fate, as far as Dray was concerned. Knowing what he did now, there was no way in hell he was going to let Lucky push him away.

Jax climbed off the stool and stood. “Why does Lucky think he’s so bad?”

“I don’t know. I think it has something to do with his mom.” Dray picked up a towel and wiped the sweat from his head and chest. He still didn’t know what haunted Lucky, but he knew the biggest and baddest monster in Lucky’s closet was his own mother. “I don’t suppose you know what her name is?”

“Alana. I heard Flint call her that after Lucky left with her.”

Dray remembered Lucky saying his mom was living at a halfway house. He didn’t know how many were in the area, but it was worth looking for her.

 

* * * *

 

Although he’d never set eyes on Alana Gunn, Dray knew who she was the moment she walked out of the house. “Alana?”

Stopping abruptly, Alana stared at Dray with fear in her eyes. “I don’t do that anymore.”

Dray ground his teeth. “I’m not a fucking dealer,” he growled. “I want to talk to you about Lucky.”

“Does he owe you money?”

Dray tried his best to control his temper. “No. I’m a friend of his.” He scanned the rundown neighborhood. “Is there somewhere we could go to talk?”

Alana bit her upper lip before pointing to a small bench at the side of the house. “I have to catch the bus in twenty minutes.”

Twenty minutes wouldn’t give him enough time to figure out what the hell the monster in front of him had done to her son, but it was better than nothing. “Okay.” He followed her around the side of the house and sat down. “I know you’re trying to straighten your life out, but I’m worried about Lucky. A close friend of his, Brick, is dying, and Lucky’s not taking it well. It seems to be bringing up some bad memories for him, and I thought maybe you’d be willing to help me understand what’s going on in his head.”

Alana set her purse on her lap and withdrew a pack of cigarettes. “Don’t bother trying to understand him. Lucky’s always been screwed up.” She lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply before blowing out a stream of smoke. “When he was young, he used to purposely do things to make me angry.”

“Like what?” Ask for food? The longer Dray sat next to the woman, the more he grew to hate her.

“Cry nonstop, for one.” She sighed. “He’d do anything to get my attention. Once, he flushed an entire bag of pills down the toilet.” Shaking her head, she took another puff. “Needless to say, he didn’t do that more than once.”

“Why? What did you do to him?” Dray asked, although he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

“Me? I didn’t do anything. I tried beating him once when he was little and a neighbor saw me, said she’d call social services if she ever saw me hit him again. I couldn’t have that because I needed the welfare check.” Alana snorted. “After that, I made him punish himself. Bad boys need to be punished, but I didn’t need to go to jail for it or lose my food stamps.”

Bile rose in his throat as he fought the urge to hit the bitch. Never in his life had he hit a woman nor had he been tempted, but at that moment, he wanted to feel his fist smash against the woman’s face. He fought to control his anger as he shoved his hands into his pockets. “How did he punish himself?”

Alana dropped the half-smoked cigarette and crushed it under her shoe. “I need to catch my bus.”

Dray jumped in front of her, blocking her path. “Not until you tell me how you made him punish himself.”

She scowled up at him. “Why should I? So you can look down your nose at me? I did the best I could. Raising a kid like him wasn’t easy.”

“You’re garbage,” Dray said. “Even sober, you’re garbage.” He jabbed his finger toward her face. “Stay the fuck away from Lucky.” He strode away from Alana, hoping he’d never see her spiteful face again. He still didn’t know the full story of Lucky’s past, but he had a much better idea of why Lucky found the idea of someone wanting to spend time with him for something other than sex so alien. Lucky didn’t seem to recognize love when it was being directed at him, and Dray had no doubt it was because he hadn’t been shown an ounce of it as a child.

The problem was, how did he show someone who’d never felt loved that he loved them? He’d stupidly believed he’d been doing a damn good job of telling Lucky without words how he felt, but he’d obviously been mistaken. Sadly, the way things were between them, Dray wasn’t even certain Lucky would believe him if he came right out and declared his feelings. Nope. He needed to find another way.

 

* * * *

 

Lucky was sitting beside Brick’s bed, watching the old man sleep, when the door behind him opened. He glanced over his shoulder to see Dray’s handsome face.

“Can I talk to you?” Dray whispered.

Lucky gave Gatsby’s tiny black and white head a gentle scratch before following Dray out of the room. He hadn’t spoken to Dray since that morning and wasn’t sure if he should ask about Dray’s injured hand or not. “What’s up?”

“Jax is coming over to sit with Brick. Flint’s closing up the gym, and you and I are going out,” Dray announced.

“Out? Out where?” Lucky was in his usual garb of faded sweats and a T-shirt.

“I’m hungry for seafood.”

Lucky sighed. He knew he wasn’t dressed for a restaurant nicer than Mac’s. “I’ll have to change.”

“Okay. Can you be ready in fifteen minutes?” Dray asked.

“Twenty.” Lucky winced. “I need a shower.”

Dray grinned. “Okay, twenty, but bring a coat. We’re going to Milwaukee.”

“What the hell’re we going to Milwaukee for?” Lucky knew of several good seafood places in Chicago. The drive to Milwaukee would be a waste of gas.

“Because I feel like getting out of the city for a while. It’s a nice evening, so I thought we’d go for a drive. Don’t worry about it. Just go get your shower.”

Lucky got the feeling he was starting to piss Dray off again. He’d worried over their morning exchange all day, and although he still wasn’t sure what he’d said to anger Dray, he certainly didn’t want to do it again. “Whatever,” he said, backing off.

 

* * * *

 

Once Dray had passed the worst of the traffic, he turned on the radio. “What kind of music do you like?”

“I’m not picky. I usually listen to rock, but Brick blasts the old shit, so I’m used to that, too.”

“Country?” Dray didn’t really like it, but he thought he’d throw Lucky a curve ball.

“Fuck no.” Lucky started to laugh. “Do you?”

“Not a chance.” Dray held out his bandaged hand. “Take that off for me.”

“Why?” Lucky asked.

“Because I want to hold your hand.” Dray glanced at Lucky. “In case I didn’t make it clear back at Brick’s, this is a date.”

Lucky licked his lips. “A date?”

“Yeah.” Dray waited for Lucky to unwrap the elastic bandage. He wanted to talk to Lucky about the meeting he’d had with his mom, but tonight was about showing Lucky he had genuine feelings for him because as much as he’d tried to deny it, he had them.

Lucky dropped the bandage onto the seat before examining the smaller piece of gauze taped to Dray’s knuckles. “Is it bad?”

Dray shook his head. “You can probably take it off. It was bleeding when I wrapped it up, and I didn’t want to get it on the bandage.”

Lucky wrinkled his nose. “No thanks.”

Dray spread his hand out and waited. It was obvious Lucky wasn’t going to make the date easy, but Dray decided to cut him some slack. Although Lucky had dated women for years, it was his first date with a man.

Eventually, Lucky sighed and threaded his fingers through Dray’s. “You gonna try and grab my boob next?” Lucky joked.

Dray squeezed Lucky’s hand. “Let’s get something straight. You’re not a woman. I don’t think of you as a woman, and I sure as hell don’t want to treat you the way I would a woman.”

Lucky cleared his throat. “Sorry. I guess I’m nervous, which is completely stupid, but I don’t know how to act.” He sighed heavily. “Fucking, I know.” With his free hand he gestured around the cab of the truck. “I guess I’ve never really dated. I fuck,” he said the last two words so quietly Dray barely heard them.

“What about Briley? You were having dinner with her when I called that time,” Dray pointed out, his jealousy flaring.

“Briley’s cool. We hang out, but I’d never consider meeting her at the bar or at Mac’s for a date. It’s not like that with us. We have fun together and she likes my cock. That’s all there is to it.”

“Well, this is a date. This is me trying to show you that we’re not just friends with benefits. That every time we’re together whether it’s at a restaurant, bar or just your apartment, it’s a date because being with you means more to me than fucking.”

Eyes closed, Lucky shook his head vehemently and released Dray’s hand. “You can’t care about me like that. I won’t let you.”

Dray bit his tongue for another ten minutes before his anger got the better of him. How dare Lucky work his way into Dray’s heart only to try to push him away. He’d been stupid to set wheels in motion before nailing down the relationship he felt he and Lucky had developed. Fuck! He pulled off the highway without a word to Lucky, stopping at the first fast food joint he spotted. “What do you want?” he asked as he drove up to the drive-thru speaker.

“What’re we doing?” Lucky asked.

“Well, since you don’t give a fuck, I don’t see a reason to drive all the way to Milwaukee, but I’m fucking starving, so I’m going to get something to eat before heading back. Now, what the hell do you want?” Dray tapped his fingers on the steering wheel as the guy on the other end of the speaker barked at him.

“Nothing,” Lucky mumbled.

“Whatever.” Dray stuck his head out of the window. “A double cheeseburger meal with a Coke.” He dug his wallet out of his back pocket then drove around the building.

“Why’re you being such an asshole about this?” Lucky asked as soon as Dray got his food and rolled up the window. “I’m just trying to save you.”

“Why the hell’re you trying to save me? I don’t need you to save me, I need you to…” Dray bit his tongue.

“I’m not a good person,” Lucky mumbled. “People who care about me end up disappointed or dying.”

The anger drained out of Dray. He pulled around the restaurant and parked under a shade tree in the back of the lot. Food forgotten, he unbuckled and turned in the seat to face Lucky. “Brick’s cancer has absolutely nothing to do with you. Your mom’s drug and alcohol abuse has nothing to do with you. She’s a fucking bitch of a loser because that’s who she is in her soul. I don’t know for a fact, but I’m going to guess since your dad was a dealer, she was fucking up her life before she ever got pregnant with you.” He rested his elbow on the back of the seat. “Now, who else’s life have you fucked up?”

“Sid’s fucked up.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Are you going to tell me you’re responsible for his mistakes, too?” Dray lifted his hand and touched the shell of Lucky’s ear. “You have to stop blaming yourself for the pain around you.”

“Pain’s all I know.”

“I bet Brick wouldn’t agree with that. Neither would I. Don’t forget, I know what you did for Jax, and I know you gave up on winning a shitload of money in that tournament so you could spend more time with Brick.” Dray tugged on Lucky’s ear until Lucky looked at him. “And, I know how you make me feel when you hold me at night. Believe me. I’m a hard man to get close to after what happened with Vince, but you did it.”

Lucky bit his bottom lip and jerked his head around to stare out of the passenger window. “Aren’t you the one who told me to bury that part of myself?”

Dray had told Lucky that, but he’d thought they’d moved beyond it. “When I said I’d be here for you to come home to between fights, did you think I just meant I’d be ready for a no-strings fuck?”

Lucky nodded but didn’t say a word.

Dray counted to ten to give himself time to cool down before answering. He started the truck and pulled out of the parking lot. “I’m too goddamned old to be your fuck buddy, so if that’s all you want, all you think you deserve, we’ll end it—because I deserve more than being relegated to that particular role.”

 

* * * *

 

On the highway, heading back to Chicago, Lucky felt like he couldn’t breathe. The thought of ending things with Dray was almost more than he could bear because Dray was the only thing keeping him together.

He hadn’t been loved as a child and more often than not, his mom had blamed him for all that was wrong in her life. He wasn’t a complete moron. He’d heard how important it was for a child’s mental health to form attachments at a young age, but the thought of opening a part of himself that had never seen the light of day scared the fuck out of him. He had strong feelings for Brick and if he was honest with himself, for Mac, too, but they’d both continued to tell him he wasn’t good enough at this or that. The one and only place he’d ever been good enough was in the cage. And, stupidly, he’d even considered giving that part of himself up over the last few days. What the hell had he been thinking?

Lucky chanced a quick glance at Dray. He knew Dray hadn’t fully meant what he’d said. Dray was the kind of man who pushed, hoping to get the outcome he wanted. Yeah, Dray was definitely trying to push him into opening that dark part of himself. The problem was, Dray had no idea what he was really asking for.

With a sigh of exasperation, Lucky scrubbed his hands over his face. He wanted to run away, to climb back into the cage where he felt nothing but his fists hitting flesh, where winning was a good thing and losing meant he’d suffered for being bad. He knew the rules of the cage, understood them. Life outside sucked because emotions were too confusing. “I think I’ll start training tomorrow to get ready for the fight in St Louis.”

Dray turned off the radio. “I went to see your mom earlier.”

Lucky froze. No. The last thing he wanted was for his mom’s poison to leak out and infect one of the few people he gave a shit about.

“What did she mean when she said that she made you punish yourself?”

The scar on Lucky’s calf began to burn again and a split-second later, he was thrust back to his childhood. “I’m not allowed to talk about that.”

“Fuck!” Dray jerked the truck to the right and off the highway, tires screeching. “You are allowed to talk about it. You have to talk about it.” He unbuckled and leaned over the center console. “What happened to you was the worst form of abuse I’ve ever heard of, and a person doesn’t just deal with shit like that on their own.”

“I’m fine,” Lucky replied, his voice sounded cold, even to him.

“You’re not fine, baby.” Dray grabbed Lucky’s chin and turned his head to face him. He stared with tears in his eyes at the healing bruises on the side of Lucky’s face. “Tell me how this happened?”

Lucky clenched his jaws, remembering the hard smack of the brick wall each time he’d slammed his face against it. He could tell by the expression on Dray’s face that he’d already figured it out, so why the fuck did he have to say it?

Dray’s cell phone rang, breaking the silence in the cab. He glanced down and swore. “Fuck. It’s Jax.”

Lucky’s heart began to hammer in his chest. “Answer it.”

“Hey,” Dray said, picking up the phone. “Slow down,” he told Jax. “Is Flint there?” He settled back into his seat and reached back to put his seatbelt on. “Okay, call Flint and have him call the hospice nurse—her number’s on the fridge. When Flint gets there, you need to go back to the gym.” He shook his head. “No, don’t argue about this. The last thing Brick would want is for someone to find you there and notify your dad.” He licked his lips as he continued to listen. “We’re about forty minutes away. Yeah.” Dray closed his eyes. “Just make him as comfortable as you can until Flint gets there. I’m sorry, Jax. I swear I didn’t think…”

Lucky felt the tears running down his face and quickly wiped them away.

“We’ll be there as soon as we can.” Dray hung up the phone before he pulled back onto the highway. He held out his hand. “I know you’re mad at me, but I need you right now.”

Lucky nodded and held Dray’s hand. “What’s going on?”

“Brick’s throwing up blood again. The nurse’d said it could happen when he got closer to the end, but I didn’t expect it so soon.” Dray lifted Lucky’s hand to his mouth and kissed it. “I did this. I put Jax in a position he isn’t prepared to deal with, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to forgive myself for it.”

Lucky heard the words, but he knew the truth. Dray had tried to give Lucky something special because he’d talked to Alana and felt sorry for him. And here they were, miles from home, and Brick was paying the price for Dray’s kindness.

 

* * * *

 

Still holding Lucky’s hand, Dray ran up the stairs. He stopped at Brick’s door and looked at Lucky. There were so many things he wanted to say, so many things they needed to work through, but it wasn’t the time. Lucky had all but shut down completely on the drive into Chicago.

“I know I’ve got really shitty timing, but I need you to know that I love you,” Dray said. “And I don’t care what you think you’ve done in the past or how you see yourself. My feelings aren’t going to change. Because I’ve seen the way you treat Jax and Brick, and the fact that you can cry at all tells me you’re worth every ounce of feeling I have for you.”

Lucky shook his head.

Dray gave him a quick kiss. “Now, let’s put this discussion on the backburner and take care of the man who’s saved both of our lives.”

Lucky didn’t say anything, but he didn’t pull his hand away when they entered the apartment either. Flint was at the kitchen sink with the water running.

“Hey,” Dray said, getting Flint’s attention.

Flint glanced over his shoulder. “The nurse is with him. He’s stopped throwing up for now.” He lifted a portion of the bloody sheet. “I didn’t want to run downstairs to the laundry room, so I thought I’d wash it out up here, but it’s not working.”

Lucky gently pushed Flint out of the way. “I’ll do it.”

Flint took a step back and glanced at Dray.

Dray shook his head, letting Flint know not to argue with Lucky.

“I’ve given Mr Brick a shot of morphine. He’s sleeping now, but he told me he doesn’t want me here,” the nurse informed them. “Even though his body’s shutting down, he appears to be of sound mind, so I have to follow his wishes.”

Dray nodded in understanding. “What should we do?”

“Make sure he stays propped up as much as possible. Actually, he’d probably be more comfortable in his chair, but he wouldn’t listen to me.” She eyed Flint, Dray and Lucky. “If the three of you can manage to carry him in there, he’ll rest a lot easier.”

“Okay,” Dray agreed.

“I know Sylvia showed you how to give morphine injections if he needs them, but you might want to show whoever else is staying with him,” she said.

Dray thought about Brick’s request to help him die and quickly shut the door on that thought. “Thank you.”

She handed Dray a business card. “If you need me, call me. Even if it’s just to talk.”

Dray glanced at the card. “Thanks, Janice. I appreciate you rushing over.”

Janice squeezed Dray’s arm. “I know this isn’t easy to hear, but it helps them pass if they know you’re ready for it. I know it sounds crazy, but patients tend to hold on for their family, even through the pain.”

Sylvia, the nurse he’d met a week earlier, had told him pretty much the same thing. “Yeah.” The problem was, he wasn’t ready to let go of Brick, and he knew for a fact Lucky wasn’t ready either.

 

* * * *

 

Wincing, Lucky scooted out of Dray’s comforting embrace to rub his back. The damn metal bar under the foldout sofa’s thin mattress had been torture all night long. He was in the process of sitting up when he noticed Brick’s eyes were open and staring right at him. “Morning,” he whispered, trying not to wake Dray.

Brick’s gaze swung between Lucky and Dray. “He’s a good man,” Brick rasped.

“Yeah,” Lucky agreed. He knew he’d been caught in a compromising position, but wasn’t sure what to say or how much to admit.

Brick lifted the oxygen mask to his mouth for several moments before speaking again. “I knew, but I didn’t want you to make the same mistake Dray did. Was I wrong to bring him back here?”

Wearing only his underwear, Lucky reached for his jeans on the floor. “He’s good for the gym.”

“But is he good for you?” Brick asked, his voice barely audible.

Lucky stood and pulled his jeans up. “I’m not good for him.” He walked over and knelt beside Brick’s recliner. He swallowed around the lump in his throat. “Are you disappointed in me?”

Brick lifted a shaking hand and laid it on top of Lucky’s head. “I’ve never been disappointed in you, son. Don’t you know that?”

Lucky ducked down and rested his forehead against Brick’s leg as tears began to run down his cheeks. Christ. He’d cried more in the last two weeks than he had in his entire life combined. Why the fuck couldn’t he get his emotions under control? He reached up and pressed Brick’s hand tighter against the back of his head, needing the closeness.

“I doubt Jax’ll be back. I scared him last night, so I can’t blame him, but I need you to look out for him, and I need you to make sure he knows that I love him, just like I love all you boys.”

Snot dripped from Lucky’s nose as he fought to keep it together. He nodded, but held onto Brick’s hand even tighter. “I don’t want you to go.”

“I don’t want to go,” Brick said, his voice fading even more, “but I need you to wake up Dray and call Flint and Mac.”

“I’m awake,” Dray said. “I’ll make the calls.”

“One of you, put on one of my tapes for me,” Brick ordered.

Lucky wiped the wetness from his face as he did what Brick wanted. He found a DVD from one of his first big fights and slid it into the player. He glanced toward the bed, but Dray was no longer there. “Let’s see if you remember this one,” he told Brick as he returned to sit beside the chair.

Brick started to chuckle when a nineteen-year old Lucky filled the screen. Unfortunately, his mirth was cut short when he started to cough again.

Lucky jumped up and urged Brick to put the oxygen mask back on. “Do you need a shot?”

Brick shook his head. “I want to be awake.”

Lucky turned up the volume before handing the remote to Brick. “I’ll be right back.”

Brick didn’t look away from the television, but he nodded in understanding.

Lucky found Dray in the kitchen, staring out of the small window at the building across the alley.

“Yeah,” Dray said into the phone. “Anything’s fine.” He must have sensed Lucky behind him because he turned before ending the call. “See ya in a bit.” He hung up and set the cell on the counter. “Mac’s gonna bring over some food in case more people stop by.”

“That’s nice.” Lucky wanted to walk into Dray’s embrace and never let go, but he couldn’t make himself move. “You think today’s the day?”

“Yeah.” Dray pinched the bridge of his nose before fanning his hand out to wipe across his closed eyelids. “I’m gonna run down and pick Jax up. We’ll just close the gym for now.”

“Okay.” Lucky shuffled his feet, feeling uneasy, like his body needed to move but his brain wasn’t even in the same room.

“I heard what you said to Brick about you not being good for me, and I want you to know that’s not true. I’m a better man for knowing you.” Dray picked up his keys from the counter. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Are you going to be all right until Flint gets here?”

“I’m fine,” Lucky lied. He needed a moment to think about what Dray had just told him.

Dray stopped in front of Lucky, reached up to grab Lucky behind the neck, and pulled him close. He pressed his lips against Lucky’s ear and spoke, “Brick needs to believe you’re going to be okay without him.”

Lucky nodded.

“I’m not going anywhere. You can try like hell to push me away, but I’m as stubborn as that old man in there when it comes to not giving up on you,” Dray whispered.

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

Dray stood outside on the fire escape as Mac smoked a cigarette, simply because he couldn’t stand to see Lucky fall apart any longer. The mood inside the apartment was depressing, and it had been that way for the last two days. The longer it went on, the more he began to curse himself for not putting Brick out of his misery. According to Sylvia, it was a matter of hours, but she’d said that almost fourteen hours earlier.

The situation had gotten so bad Jax had asked to go back to the gym. It seemed even Jax couldn’t take being around the broken man who’d refused to leave Brick’s side. “I’m worried about Lucky. He hasn’t eaten a damn thing in two days,” Dray said.

“He’ll eat when he’s ready,” Mac replied before putting his cigarette out against the railing and flicking it to the alley below.

“I need a favor,” Dray began. “Jax’s dad has been showing up at the school looking for him. Eventually, I think we’re going to have to bring the authorities in, but before that happens, I wonder if you’d consider becoming a foster parent.”

Mac shook his head. “I fucked up with my own kid. I can’t do it again.”

Lucky had told Dray the story of Mac’s son, but that didn’t stop Dray from believing Mac deserved a second chance. “Jax needs you,” Dray said.

“No, Jax needs you,” Mac pointed out.

“Look at me. Do I really look like the kind of man they’re going to find suitable to care for a teenage boy? Forget the fact that I’m covered in ink. What do you think they’re going to say when they find out I’m gay?” Dray argued.

“Gay people become foster parents all the time. You just need to believe in yourself. Get off your ass and do what needs to be done.”

Dray grunted. “Why’re you being such an asshole about this?”

“Because Lucky’s not the only one who’s in need of a little redemption.”

The window opened and Lucky stuck his head out. “Brick wants you, Dray.”

Dray stared at Mac for another moment. He wanted to tell Mac that he’d let people down once before and falling short again would break him, but he kept his fears to himself and crawled back through the window. He followed Lucky to Brick’s bedroom, where they’d carried Brick a few hours earlier.

“Why don’t you get something to eat?” Dray urged Lucky.

“I’m fine.”

“Go eat,” Brick ordered as much as his weakened condition would allow. “I want to talk to Dray alone.”

Lucky scooped Gatsby up and left the bedroom, looking like he’d been kicked.

Dray leaned over the bed and kissed Brick’s forehead. “How’s the pain?”

“Bad,” Brick replied. “But no morphine.”

“You’ve always been a stubborn sonofabitch.” Dray sat down in the chair Lucky had carried in earlier.

Brick slid the mask off his face long enough to say, “Lucky.”

“I know.” Dray took a calming breath. “I’ll help him get through it.” He wasn’t sure how he was going to get through to Lucky, but he wouldn’t be pushed away.

“I have pictures in my desk. I need you to get them before Lucky.” It seemed to take Brick forever to get the words out, and once he had, Dray wasn’t sure he understood them.

“What kind of pictures?” Dray asked.

Brick glanced toward the door. “He gets bruised a lot. I thought it was his mom, but it kept happening after she’d gone to prison. I have pictures.” He reached for Dray’s hand and squeezed. “I need you to find them and destroy them.”

Dray nodded. “Alana told me she forced him to punish himself as a child. Do you think he’s still doing it?”

Tears filled Brick’s eyes. “He’s a good boy.”

“I know,” Dray agreed.

“Take care of him.”

“I will,” Dray promised.

A knock sounded at the door and Lucky stuck his head inside. “Brick? Leon’s on the phone. He’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

“Yeah.” Brick waved his fingers, asking for the phone.

With a shake of his head, Dray stood and kissed Brick on the forehead once more. “I’ll see ya later, old man.” He stepped out of the room and waited to see if Lucky would follow him.

When Lucky appeared in the doorway, Dray smiled. “I’m going to run down and check on Jax,” Dray said, looking around. “Where’d Mac go?”

“Trish called. Jose didn’t show up, so he had to go down to the diner, but he said he’d be back as soon as he got things settled.”

Alone for the first time in almost two days, Dray took the opportunity to wrap his arms around Lucky. “Did you eat something?”

Lucky shook his head. “I tried earlier, but it didn’t stay down.” He pressed his cheek against Dray’s shoulder. “This is worse than I thought it’d be.”

Dray held him tighter. “I know, babe. I wish I could make it easier.” Guilt settled in his gut. He could have made it easier, still could, if only he was strong enough to do what Brick had asked of him. “You want me to stay until either Flint or Mac get back?”

Lucky kissed Dray’s neck. “I’m fine. I’ll sit with Brick.”

Christ. Despite everything going on around them, Dray wanted to bury his cock deep inside Lucky. He yearned to lose himself in Lucky’s arms. To lose the heartache if only for a few minutes. He wanted to tell Lucky he loved him again, but Lucky didn’t look like he could handle anything else at the moment. Instead, he cupped Lucky’s face and leaned in for a deep kiss.

Lucky opened immediately, but pulled away before Dray was ready. “I need to get back to Brick.”

And I need to find an envelope of pictures, Dray reminded himself. “Okay. I have my phone, so call if you need me or if anything changes.” Lucky stared at Dray with an expression Dray couldn’t read. “Lucky? Are you okay?”

“You should probably say goodbye to him, in case he’s gone before you’re done at the gym,” Lucky said.

“I know he can go anytime. That’s why I say goodbye to him every time I leave the room, but I’m worried about Jax,” Dray replied.

“Hang on.” Lucky walked into the kitchen, and Dray could hear cupboard doors opening and closing. When he came back into the living room, he held out a bag.

“What’s this?” Dray asked, opening the sack.

Lucky walked over to the couch and picked up Gatsby from the pillow she’d made a nest in. He gave the growing kitten a kiss on the top of the head before holding her out. “Ask Jax if he can watch Gatsby for me.”

Dray didn’t know that he’d ever loved Lucky more than he did at that moment. He knew how much comfort Gatsby had offered him in the previous hours, and for him to share his security blanket with Jax was the mark of a good man. Why couldn’t Lucky see that?

“I’m sure Jax’ll love to watch Gatsby,” Dray said.

Lucky nodded and rubbed the kitten’s ears for a moment before dropping his hand. “I’ll see you later.”

Dray waited for Lucky to disappear back into Brick’s room before tucking Gatsby more securely under his arm and leaving the apartment.

 

* * * *

 

Dray left Jax to play with the kitten while he began the task of going through Brick’s desk. He couldn’t believe the crap he had to sift through. Who knew Brick was such a goddamn packrat. He came across a pile of receipts and pulled one out. It was a rent receipt and not for The Brick Yard.

Looking around the desktop, he found the folder that contained Brick’s will. He’d signed the damn thing, even had a copy, but he’d never taken the time to read it. Sure, it was irresponsible of him, but Brick had already told him he and Lucky would get The Brick Yard. He flipped through the thick packet of papers and was soon lost in legal speak. The one thing he understood was he and Lucky, no middle name, Gunn would inherit the legal holdings of Anthony Douglas Brick.

Shaking his head, he tossed the paperwork onto the desk and continued his search. It took him almost twenty minutes of digging through the drawers, but he finally came up with a large manila envelope marked L.

Dray sat back in the chair and stared at the photographic evidence Brick had gathered. The pictures were all different sizes and apparently in no order, so he started going through them one at a time. Each bruise shown in the photograph was circled in red. On the back, Brick had written the date and, in some cases, a short explanation. Lucky varied in age between thirteen and his current age. No doubt if Brick was healthy, Lucky’s latest bruises would also be included.

“Fuuuck,” Dray drew out.

He shoved the pictures back into the envelope, wondering what the hell to do with them. Brick wanted them destroyed, but if that was the case, why’d he take them and document Lucky’s injuries in the first place? A thought occurred to him. Lucky had Jax take pictures of his bruises after the most recent beating from his father. Had Brick taken them in case Alana sent the cops to his door?

As far as Dray knew, Lucky was the youngest kid Brick had ever taken under his protective wing. Hell, even he remembered the first day Lucky had shown up at The Brick Yard. Dray had already started fighting in amateur matches, so he was heavily into training at the time.

It had been a bitterly cold Chicago winter day and most schools in the city had been closed because of it. Lucky had entered the gym, wearing the thinnest, rattiest jacket Dray had ever seen. He’d walked straight up to one of the gym members and had asked to see the manager. Brick had spotted Lucky from his office window and had already been on his way across the gym. Lucky had squared his malnourished shoulders and had asked Brick if he could hang out in the gym and watch the fighters train.

One look at the near-frozen boy and Brick had struck a deal. Lucky could hang out at the gym anytime he wanted, but he’d need to do some chores around the place, for which he’d be paid in cash. Dray had known from experience that it hadn’t been cheap labor Brick had been after. Christ. Dray wondered, not for the first time, just how many lives Brick had saved over the years.

Dray’s phone rang, and he immediately tensed. He pulled the cell out of his pocket and swiped his finger over the screen. “Hey.”

“You need to get over here,” Flint said.

“Is he gone?” Dray asked the question he feared most. Although he’d prepared himself for the news, it still hurt.

“Yeah, and so is Lucky. From the amount of blood on Brick’s bed, I’d say he started vomiting again, died, and Lucky freaked out.”

Confused, Dray shook his head. “Are you telling me Lucky took Brick somewhere?”

“No, I’m telling you Brick’s still in his bed, but he was alone when I got here. I’m assuming Lucky left after Brick died, but I don’t know for sure.”

“Yes you do. Lucky wouldn’t have left Brick’s side otherwise.” An eerie calm passed over Dray at the news of Brick’s death. He’d been prepared for it, and although he knew the realization would hit him eventually, for the moment his thoughts were on Lucky.

“Maybe Lucky’s on his way there. Could be something he didn’t want to tell you over the phone,” Flint offered.

“Yeah, maybe.” Dray stared at the envelope in his hand. “Call Mac and then call either Sylvia or Janice. I’ll tell Jax and wait around for a few minutes to see if Lucky shows up.” His gaze landed on the will. He’d have to call Brick’s attorney as well, but there was no rush. Brick had already taken care of his funeral arrangements.

“Okay,” Flint agreed.

Dray hung up and tried Lucky’s cell, but as predicted, the call went to voicemail. “Hey, babe. I need you to call me.” 

Before he could stop himself, he upended the metal trashcan that had to be an antique and dumped everything on the floor. After setting it in the middle of the room, he dropped the photos inside. It only took a moment to locate an old book of matches in Brick’s drawer and within seconds, the photographic evidence of Lucky’s past started to burn. It took poking around to separate the pictures and several more matches, but eventually, the photos were reduced to a pile of ash.

“Is something burning?” Jax asked, throwing the door open. His gaze landed on the trashcan in the center of the room. “What’s that?”

Dray shook his head. “The past.”

 

* * * *

 

Dray rinsed the bloody washcloth in a bowl of warm water before starting on Brick’s hands. He’d held off calling the funeral home because Jax had asked to say a final goodbye, and there was no way in hell he’d let the kid into Brick’s room the way it had been. He’d immediately stripped the sheets and Brick’s clothes before giving the old man a sponge bath.

It had been over an hour since he’d left the message on Lucky’s phone, and so far, no word. “He loved you so much,” he told Brick. “But I’m worried about him.”

Dray had been torn between seeing to Brick and looking for Lucky, but he knew it wouldn’t have been fair to ask anyone else to take care of Brick. He owed it to Brick to take charge of the situation, and see that it was handled properly. After the funeral home had picked up the body, he could try to find Lucky.

Once Brick was cleaned, Dray found an old Brick Yard T-shirt. He borrowed a page from an old cable show he used to watch about a funeral home and split the shirt up the back in order to put it on Brick. Pulling a pair of sweat pants onto Brick was the hardest part, and he was exhausted by the time he finished the task. He used a clean sheet to cover Brick from feet to chest and arranged his hands at his sides.

Dray stared down at the man who had meant so much to so many. “You look good,” he whispered, his throat tight with emotion. He hadn’t allowed himself a chance to cry because he had a feeling if he started, he wouldn’t stop, and with Lucky still missing, he had other things he needed to take care of. He brushed the white wisps of Brick’s hair across his balding head before leaning down to place one last kiss on Brick’s forehead. “I love you.”

 

* * * *

 

Dray stopped into Jerry’s Place to see if Lucky was drowning his pain, but the only one he recognized was Sid, sitting on a stool at the bar. He walked over and leaned against the scarred wood surface. “You seen Lucky?”

Sid shook his head, his pupils’ dilated. “Haven’t seen him.”

As much as Dray hated to talk to the stoned asshole, he needed answers. “Where’s he usually go if he’s upset?”

“I don’t know.”

“How can you not know? You’ve been his best friend since he was a goddamn kid.” Dray took a deep breath. Pissing Sid off wouldn’t get him what he needed. “I’m gonna guess it’ll be the same place he went when he was young.”

Sid shrugged and took a drink of his beer. “He used to hang out on the roof of his building, but they don’t live there anymore, man.”

It wasn’t much, but it was the only lead Dray had. “Address?”

Sid scratched his greasy hair. “I don’t remember the address, but it’s that apartment building across the street from that salvage place that takes the junk metal.”

“Keens?” Dray asked.

“Yeah, that’s it. So, why’re you looking for him?” Sid asked.

“Brick died, and Lucky took off. I’m worried about him,” Dray replied.

Sid snorted. “Don’t worry about him. Lucky always manages to take care of himself.” He stared down at his empty glass. “He doesn’t need anyone.”

“That’s not true.” Dray couldn’t stand the little weasel, but he knew Lucky loved the guy like a brother or at least he had at one time. “Do me a favor. If you ever decide to pull yourself together and get clean, come by The Brick Yard, and I’ll see what I can do to help you out.”

Sid curled his lip. “I don’t need you.”

“No, you don’t, but I think you need Lucky—and I also think he needs you.” Dray slapped his hand against the bar. “If you happen to see Lucky, tell him to call me.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

Dray left the bar and jumped into his truck. He drove the ten blocks to Keens Salvage and parked in front of the rundown building across the street. Staring up, he wondered why the city hadn’t had the building condemned years ago.

“Please don’t be here,” Dray mumbled as he made his way into the building. The dark stairwell smelled of urine and other things he didn’t want to think about. The building was only four floors, so it didn’t take long to reach the ladder that led to the roof. He shoved open the hatch and studied the roof for several moments, trying to determine how stable the damn thing was.

A noise off to the left caught his attention. He stepped up the last few rungs and climbed onto the roof. He heard the sound again and walked toward it. “Lucky?”

He didn’t see Lucky immediately, but he eventually caught sight of a sneaker peeking out from behind one of the heating vents. Glad that he’d finally found Lucky, he walked over, bracing himself for what he might find.

Lucky was curled into a ball, his face buried against his knees. Dray’s gaze went to the dried blood on Lucky’s hands and arms. Shit! Without a word, he sat down. Lucky hadn’t bothered to lift his head, so Dray simply put his arm around him and waited. He knew there were no words that could make Lucky forget what he’d so obviously witnessed.

Dray leaned his head against Lucky’s shoulder and for the first time since Flint’s call earlier that day, he cried. What started as a trickle of tears soon became a torrent, soaking his face and Lucky’s T-shirt.

When Lucky finally moved, it wasn’t to wrap his arms around Dray. Instead, as if in slow motion, he threw himself forward, bashing his face against the roof.

“What the fuck, Lucky?” Dray scrambled to get to the man he loved before Lucky could do it again. “Stop.” He wrapped his arms around Lucky’s chest and tried to hold him still, but Lucky started to fight his way out of Dray’s grasp, continually slamming his forehead against the roof.

Lucky’s elbow connected with Dray’s eye, knocking him back. Shaken, Dray touched his fingertips to his brow bone, knowing the skin had split but trying to determine how bad the cut was.

“See? I told you. I’m bad!” Lucky yelled, turning to face Dray for the first time.

Blood streamed down Lucky’s face from a four-inch cut to his forehead. The fresh blood, combined with the dried blood covering Lucky’s hands and T-shirt stole Dray’s breath from his lungs. He pressed one hand to his chest and the other to his eye. He needed to get Lucky to the hospital, but he knew Lucky would never admit he needed help. Lying sucked, but it had to be done. “I think I need to go to the emergency room. I think you broke something.”

Lucky wiped the blood away from his eyes and knelt beside Dray with an anguished expression. “I didn’t mean…”

“I know,” Dray whispered. He shrugged out of his coat before pulling his shirt over his head. Five stories up, the cold wind stung his skin, but he was starting to really worry about the wound on Lucky’s forehead. “Press this against your cut,” he instructed.

“I’m fine.”

“The hell you are!” Dray wiped his own blood from his face. “I need you to help me, but you’re not going to be able to do shit for me if you pass out before you get me to the ER.” It was a weak excuse, but Lucky was so out of it, Dray prayed he wouldn’t realize it. He slowly lifted his hands and gently pressed the T-shirt against Lucky’s forehead. Stretching it out, he tied the material behind Lucky’s head. “There, now you look like a ninja warrior.”

Lucky continued to stare at Dray. “I—I…”

“What, babe?” Dray cupped Lucky’s face and kissed him before pulling back. “Talk to me.”

Lucky’s gaze zeroed in on the cut above Dray’s eye. “Nothing. Let’s get you to a doctor.”

 

* * * *

 

With Dray right behind him, Lucky unlocked his apartment, but before he pushed the door open, he stared at the ceiling, to the spot in front of Brick’s place. Once again, the guilt overwhelmed him. “I can’t do this. I can’t be here.”

Strong arms wrapped around Lucky’s waist. “Wait right here. Just give me five minutes to grab us a change of clothes and we’ll go to a hotel for the night.”

Lucky nodded. “Yeah.” He sighed, glancing toward Brick’s apartment again. “I need to go up.”

“Wait for me, and I’ll go with you.”

“I need to do it by myself.” Lucky lifted a hand and ran his fingers over the bandage. He should’ve known he couldn’t take Dray to the ER without being pulled in himself. He’d received three times the number of stitches Dray had and would probably be paying the hospital for the next two years.

“Okay. I’ll come up after I pack a few things.”

Lucky tried to give Dray a smile, but he knew it came out looking more like a grimace. He didn’t wait for Dray to go inside the apartment before he headed back to the stairs. By the time he reached Brick’s apartment, the guilt had swallowed him whole.

It took several moments of fumbling before he managed to unlock Brick’s door. Stepping inside the quiet apartment, he shoved the keys back into his pocket as he walked toward the crime scene. Brick had given Lucky a second chance at life, so when Brick had asked Lucky for a favor, how the hell could Lucky turn him down? Brick had never asked for anything in exchange for the safety of the storage room, the training, the job and the friendship.

The door to Brick’s room was already open, so all Lucky had to do was step inside. He was surprised to find the bed neatly made with fresh sheets and blankets. There was no sign of the blood that had erupted from Brick’s mouth, prompting Lucky to give in and inject the older man with enough morphine to kill him.

A whoosh of air escaped him as he slid to the floor. He’d killed Brick. It was a secret he’d have to keep for the rest of his life, one that would no doubt destroy him in the end.

A throat cleared behind Lucky moments before he felt Dray’s warmth wrap around him. Dray rested his chin on Lucky’s shoulder. “Brick asked you, didn’t he?”

“Huh?” Lucky’s heartbeat sped up at the question.

“He asked you to help him die. I didn’t think of it earlier because I was so focused on finding you, but walking in here, seeing you sitting here, I knew.” Dray pressed his lips against Lucky’s neck. “He asked me, but I wasn’t strong enough. I made him promise not to ask that of you. Goddammit! I hate that I’m suddenly so fucking angry with him, and he’s not even here to yell at.”

“I told him I couldn’t do it, but the longer I sat in here and watched him fight for each breath, I figured when the time came, I’d give him what he’d asked for. I didn’t tell him I would because I wasn’t positive I could go through with it, and I didn’t want him to see it coming. I loaded the syringe this morning.” Lucky didn’t bother wiping the tears as they fell. “When he started to vomit again, I knew I couldn’t hold off any longer.” He grabbed Dray’s hands and pulled them tighter around him. “He went pretty fast after that, and he gave me what I like to believe was a smile before he died.”

“Oh, baby.” Dray continued to place soft kisses on Lucky’s neck. “I’m sorry this is causing you so much pain, but I need you to know that I think you did the right thing. Thank you for being stronger than I am. Thank you for helping the man we both loved go a little easier.”

Lucky sat there for a long time, happy to be in Dray’s arms. “When I was eight, one of my mom’s boyfriends was beating her. I tried to help, but he knocked me back. I was so afraid he’d kill her. So I went into the kitchen and got a knife, intent on getting him away from her anyway I could.” He took a deep breath. He’d never told the story to anyone. “My mom warned him and he turned and knocked me to the ground, broke my nose, blacked my eye, but that wasn’t enough for them.”

Dray stopped kissing Lucky’s neck. “What happened, babe?”

Lucky wasn’t sure why he was so afraid to tell Dray what he’d done. Dray already knew that his mom had forced him to punish himself as a child, so what had happened next shouldn’t come as a big surprise.

“Mom handed me the knife and told me bad boys need to be punished. I already knew that because it was a phrase she said almost every day of my life.” Instead of explaining what he’d done, he pulled up the leg of his jeans and directed one of Dray’s hands to run over the scar on his calf. “It took two times before it was deep enough to satisfy mom and her boyfriend,” he confessed.

“Christ.” Dray’s hand curled into a fist. “I noticed the scar before, but you have so many from fighting, I had no idea that came from your childhood. Promise me you won’t ever talk to that woman again.”

“She’s my mom,” Lucky said. “I didn’t make things easy on her.”

“Fuck that. My mom had two kids to raise, no fucking man to help her out and no money to feed us, but she never once raised a hand to us.” Dray pushed against Lucky’s shoulders until Lucky was forced to turn around. Dray leaned forward. “I’m going to say something that’s going to piss you off, but I need you to understand I’m saying it because I love you.”

Each time Dray said those words to Lucky his heart clenched. They were starting to get easier to hear, but he still didn’t believe them. After all, if his own mom didn’t love him, how could anyone else?

“You need to go see someone, a doctor or counselor—someone who can help you deal with the shit your mom put in your head.” Dray ran his hand down the side of Lucky’s head. “Because, babe, you’re everything to me, and I need you to see that you’re a good, kindhearted man who would do anything for the people around him.”

Lucky closed his eyes and shook his head. “The only place I’m good is in the cage.”

“No. That’s not true. When you told me what Mac said to you, I nearly flipped my shit, but I had a talk with him today, and he explained the entire conversation, and I think I agree with him.”

Lucky snapped his head up and stared at Dray. “You agree with Mac?”

Dray held up his hand. “I don’t agree with all of it. You do have the heart of a champion. I’m just not sure the cage is the best place for you. You’ve suffered a lifetime of abuse. Choosing a career that involves hurting and being hurt isn’t the healthiest thing for you, in my opinion. I think your heart and your skills can be better put to use at The Brick Yard, and I truly believe Brick felt the same way. I think that’s why he left the place to us. He wants you and me to carry his legacy to the next generation of boys who come into the gym, looking for a safe place.”

Lucky didn’t know what to say. He wanted the gym to be that kind of place for kids like him, but he couldn’t imagine a life outside the cage.

“Tell me you’ll let me get you some help? You need to talk to someone,” Dray continued to push.

“I’m talking to you. I don’t trust anyone else,” Lucky finally admitted.

“Will you?” Dray asked. “Will you open up to me and talk about the ghosts that chase you?”

The last thing he wanted was to poison Dray with his past, but he didn’t want to lose him either. Selfish or not, he wanted Dray even if he didn’t deserve him. “If I do, will you stay?”

Dray smiled. “I’m not going anywhere unless it’s with you.” He got to his feet and held out his hand. “Come on.”

Lucky took the offered gesture and allowed Dray to help him stand. “We can stay downstairs if you think that’s for the best,” he conceded.

“Not yet. For now, we’ll go to a hotel.” Dray flashed Lucky that sexy grin of his. “I wanted to fuck you last time we were in a hotel room together, but I couldn’t work up the nerve to make my move. Hopefully, this time, I’ll get lucky.”

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

With a towel wrapped around his waist, Dray opened the door to the bathroom and stepped into the hotel room. Lucky was already under the covers, his hair slightly damp from his earlier shower. “What’re you watching?”

Lucky shrugged. “Just flipping.”

Dray checked the locks on the door before turning off the light in the small entry. He didn’t take Lucky’s silence personally. He knew there was a lot going on in Lucky’s head, and the emotional drain for both of them had taken its toll.

Dropping the towel, he slid into bed and laid on his back. He stared up at the ceiling, watching the shadows thrown by the television dance across the popcorn ceiling.

“Dray?”

“Yeah?” Dray responded, turning his attention to Lucky.

“Would you hold me?”

With a groan, Dray immediately wrapped Lucky in his arms. “I’m so glad you asked. It kills me to see you hurting and not touch you.”

“Don’t ever be afraid to touch me,” Lucky mumbled against Dray’s chest.

Dray closed his eyes, content for the moment to hold the man he loved.

“Talk to me. Tell me what’s next,” Lucky said.

Dray rubbed his chin across the top of Lucky’s head. “I’ll need to go by the funeral home tomorrow. Brick took care of the arrangements, but the final details like when they can schedule the services and stuff need to be taken care of. Mac’s already started to make calls, but I’ll find Brick’s address book and make sure he didn’t miss anyone.”

“What can I do?”

Dray wasn’t sure how much Lucky would be able to handle, so he tried to think of a few simple tasks that would need to be taken care of that would still make Lucky feel like he was helping. “Well, the lawyer will have to be notified, and we’ll have to pick out some clothes for Brick and take them by the funeral home. Do you think you’re up to that?”

“Yeah. Brick already told me, no suit.” Lucky looked up at Dray and grinned.

Dray smiled back. “Sweat pants and a Brick Yard T-shirt?”

“Yeah, that sounds right,” Lucky agreed as a yawn escaped him.

They settled in, and Dray was almost asleep when he felt Lucky move. “You comfortable?”

“I’m good.” Lucky kissed Dray’s chest. “Did you work things out with Mac?”

Unsure why Lucky had been obviously thinking of Mac, Dray ran his hand down Lucky’s back. “For the most part.”

“I don’t understand why he got so mad at you for not fighting but he wants me to stop. I mean, I know you were better than I am, but I’m not too old to learn.”

“It has nothing to do with your skill level. Like I told you on the roof, we worry that the fighting’s keeping you from dealing with your past. Mac may be crazy about the sport, but he cares more about you. You know Mac. He’s big on the whole path-in-life analogy. He said I let a little pot hole in the road scare me into taking the easier path. With you, he sees one clear path and one that’s so wrecked with pitfalls that he’s not sure you’ll survive it.”

Lucky rolled to his back. “What two paths? I have fighting. I’ve never thought of doing anything else.”

Dray sighed. Although he knew Lucky didn’t mean to do it, his words hurt. “You don’t even want to consider me and The Brick Yard a path?”

Lucky turned his head to look at Dray. “I thought you said if I was on the road fighting, I could come home to you?”

“I did.” Dray took a deep breath. “But that was before I figured out how much I love you. I’m not saying I’d turn you away, but I don’t think I can hide what I feel for you, so maybe it would be better if we’re not together at all.”

“No,” Lucky said, shaking his head.

“Our relationship is bound to get out, and I won’t be your Vince,” Dray argued. “I’ve told you that before.”

“You’re nothing like Vince,” Lucky shot back.

“No, I’m not, but the result will be the same.” Dray pulled Lucky back into his arms. “But it’s more than that. I know the time commitment involved in taking your career to the next level, and I don’t want to spend my days and nights without you while you’re traveling around the country. That’s not the kind of life I want.”

“What kind of life do you want?” Lucky asked.

Dray closed his eyes and allowed himself to dream. “Thanks to some pushing from Mac, I want to become a licensed foster parent, so I can legally help kids like Jax.” He glanced at Lucky, unsure how Lucky would take the next part of his dream. “I’d like to make some changes at the gym.”

“What changes?”

“I’d like to open it up to more kids. Adult membership is dwindling anyway. With all the fancy athletic clubs opening up, fewer people are interested in working out at an old school setting.” The more Dray talked about it, the more he liked the idea.

“What’ll we do for money? Without paying members, we’ll drive the place into the ground.”

Dray smiled. He liked that Lucky included himself in the plan. He doubted Lucky had even realized he’d done it. “We can apply for grants, but I also think there’s more to Brick’s estate than the gym. We already know he owns Mac’s diner, but I found a bunch of rent receipts. I’m not sure, but I think he owns your apartment building.”

“No way. He would’ve said something.”

“Would he?” Dray ran his hand down Lucky’s spine to land on his ass. “I think we can pay it forward while still keeping our heads above water, but I don’t think I can do it without you. It’ll be a lot of work and probably a lot of heartache, so, yeah, I’ll need you with me.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Dray wondered why the hell Lucky needed to think about it. “Are you saying you’re not sure a life with me is worth giving up the cage?”

“No.” Lucky pulled away and leaned up on one elbow to look down at Dray. “I’m not sure I’m the best person to be around the kids.”

“Are you joking?” Dray ran his palm down Lucky’s cheek. “You’re the perfect person because you won’t pass judgment when they come in with bruises or empty stomachs. Because, babe, despite your childhood, you’ve grown into a man they can look up to.”

Lucky looked thoughtful for several moments before leaning down to seal his mouth over Dray’s.

Dray opened to Lucky’s kiss. He wouldn’t push Lucky further for now, but he wouldn’t give up either.

“I need you,” Lucky whispered against Dray’s lips.

“What do you need?” Dray asked.

“I need you to fuck me.”

“No.” Dray refused to let Lucky’s request hurt him. “Now, ask me to make love to you.” They’d done it before, many times, actually, but it was important to him that Lucky acknowledge it.

Lucky’s eyebrows rose to disappear under the bandage on his forehead. “What’s the difference?”

Dray moved to lie on top of Lucky. “Fucking’s a physical act. Making love can only happen between two people who love each other.” He held his breath. Lucky had never verbally reciprocated his feelings, and he prayed Lucky would take the lifeline he’d just thrown out.

Lucky licked his lips and swallowed several times before answering. “Okay.”

“Okay what?”

“I need you to make love to me.”

Dray smiled. Although Lucky hadn’t come out and declare his feelings, for the first time he’d actually acknowledged that he had them. Dray climbed off the bed and dug around in his bag for the bottle of lube. “Missionary,” he said when Lucky started to roll onto his stomach.

Chuckling, Lucky moved back to his original position. “You’re being bossy.”

Dray crawled back onto the bed to kneel between Lucky’s legs. “I’m practicing.” He set the lube aside and took some time kissing and licking Lucky’s muscled torso, paying particular attention to the pale tawny nipples he loved to torture with his teeth and tongue.

“Fuck,” Lucky moaned.

Dray released the nipple between his teeth and scooted down on the bed. He rubbed the crown of Lucky’s cock against his lips before circling the circumference with his tongue. “Tell me what you want?” He tapped the tip of his tongue against the slit on Dray’s cockhead.

“Touch me, eat me…fuck, I don’t care. It all feels so good when you do it,” Lucky crooned.

Dray took Lucky’s length as far down into his throat as he could before pulling back. He repeated the action several times before releasing the heavily veined shaft. He reached over and grabbed the bottle of lube. Staring into Lucky’s eyes, Dray coated his fingers.

Lucky slid his feet up the mattress, spreading his legs wider apart to give Dray access to his ass.

Unable to resist, Dray leaned down and swiped his tongue across Lucky’s hole, tasting the perfume left over from the hotel soap Lucky had used earlier. Each flick of his tongue seemed to drive Lucky’s lust higher.

“Oh fuck. Need you in me,” Lucky panted.

“Not yet. I’m enjoying myself too much,” Dray replied. He watched closely as he pushed his finger inside Lucky’s ass. The sight of the puckered skin opening to accept his touch fascinated him. How many others had he been with, and he’d never taken the time to marvel at something so incredibly amazing.

Soon, Dray slid another finger inside. “The way your body accepts mine is beautiful,” he mumbled.

“Give me your cock,” Lucky begged. “I need it.”

Dray withdrew his fingers and moved back up to a kneeling position. He stared down at Lucky while applying lube to his shaft. “Stay with me,” he whispered. He set the bottle aside and positioned himself at Lucky’s entrance. “Make a difference with me.”

Lucky bit his bottom lip, but didn’t reply to the plea.

Dray knew Lucky still didn’t believe he could make a difference in the lives of others, but there was little else he could say to convince him. With a slight shake of his head, he let it go for the moment. Pushing inside, he again watched as Lucky’s body stretched to accommodate him. “Fuck,” he growled.

Lucky sat up enough to grab the back of Dray’s neck. He pulled Dray down and draped his legs over Dray’s shoulders. The new position allowed Dray to drive in deeper, with the added bonus of bringing them close enough to kiss.

Dray wasted no time fucking Lucky’s mouth with his tongue as his dick began to slide in and out of Lucky’s ass. He pushed his arms under Lucky’s back and curled his hands around Lucky’s shoulders to hold him in place when he began to fuck harder. Each thrust of his hips prompted a moan from Lucky. Grunting into the kiss, Dray swiveled his hips, grinding Lucky’s cock between them.

The sharp intake of breath combined with the squeeze of Lucky’s body and the sudden warmth between them signaled Lucky’s climax. “Love me!” Lucky howled as his body continued to jerk with the force of his orgasm.

“Always,” Dray promised, driving deep several times before giving into his own desire to come. He collapsed on top of Lucky, shrugging Lucky’s legs off his shoulders as he struggled to catch his breath. They would both need to shower again, but for the moment, he wanted his softening dick to stay inside Lucky for as long as possible. He buried his face against Lucky’s neck, inhaling the scent he’d grown to associate with a sense of home and love.

 

* * * *

 

Lucky pulled at the collar on the white dress shirt Dray had insisted he buy. As uncomfortable as he was in the suit, it was nothing compared to the unease he felt as friends of Brick’s stepped up one by one to shake his hand and offer condolences. He felt like an imposter, knowing the receiving line was usually reserved for family of the deceased.

A short, middle-aged man released Dray’s hand and reached for Lucky’s. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Lucky had learned what to say from listening to Dray over and over. “Thank you. How’d you know Brick?”

“He gave me my first job, nearly thirty years ago.” The man smiled as if remembering his youth. “Brick rescued me from a group of bullies. He hauled me into The Brick Yard and taught me everything I needed to know about defending myself.”

The story made Lucky smile. “Yelling at you the entire time, no doubt.”

The man laughed. “You know it.” He glanced toward the closed casket. “I imagine he was ornery up until the last moment.”

Lucky’s smile faltered, his throat growing thick with emotion for the first time since he’d arrived. He’d purposely avoided looking at the coffin just for that reason. “Actually, at the very end, he was…” Fuck. He tried to get his emotions under control as he recalled his final memory of Brick. “At peace,” he finally finished.

Suddenly, he felt like the air had been sucked from the room. He offered the man an apologetic smile. “Excuse me.”

Without waiting for a response, Lucky stepped away from the line of people and pushed open the side door of the small funeral home chapel. He stopped in his tracks when he came face to face with the shiny black hearse. “Goddammit!” he screamed, as loud as his lungs would allow.

Lucky heard the door open behind him. Expecting to see Dray, he was surprised to see Jax standing behind him. “Hey.” Lucky quickly pulled out the white cotton handkerchief Dray had given him earlier in the day, and wiped his eyes.

Jax moved closer. “I know this isn’t cool, but…” He threw his arms around Lucky’s chest and hugged him.

Lucky held Jax as the two of them quietly mourned the loss of their friend. There was nothing he could say that would make Jax feel better and they both knew it, so instead, he gave the teenager the one thing he had to give.

“I wish I had a dad like him,” Jax said, his breath hitching with each word.

“Me, too,” Lucky agreed, petting Jax’s shaggy hair as he continued to hold him. “Although, I guess we’re both lucky Brick didn’t have his own family because then he wouldn’t have been available to help so many of us.”

Jax nodded.

Lucky thought of Jax and the teenagers who’d come after him, and knew which path he needed to take. “Dray wants to turn The Brick Yard into a place where kids can come if they need help.”

“Yeah?” Jax pulled back slightly and looked up at Lucky. “What do you think?”

“I think the biggest thank you we can give Brick is to continue his legacy. I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for him and the gym.”

“Did your dad hit you, too?” Jax asked.

“I didn’t really have a dad,” Lucky confessed, “but I had a mom who made me believe horrible things about myself.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” Lucky admitted. “I’m still working through it. I doubt I’ll ever understand why she felt I wasn’t good enough, just like you’re probably trying to figure out why your dad treated you the way he did.” Lucky released Jax and wiped his face before blowing his nose. When he noticed Jax was in the same predicament, he pulled a wad of tissues out of his suit pocket and handed them over. “I’m not very good at talking about stuff, but if you need someone to listen, I’m here.”

Jax wiped his nose. “There’s a freshman at my school that I’d like to bring by the gym. I’ve never talked to him, but he has the same look in his eyes that I used to see in my own before I met you and Brick.”

To hear that he’d had even a small part in helping Jax filled Lucky with pride. “Bring him by. Dray’s going to see if he can qualify to become a foster parent. That way, he can legally keep kids safe.”

“What about you?” Jax asked. “Don’t you want to become a foster parent?”

Lucky shoved his hands in his pants’ pockets. “I’m a mess. I wouldn’t be a good mentor for anyone.”

“Are you shittin’ me?”

Lucky fingered the row of stitches on his forehead. He couldn’t tell Jax about all the ways he’d punished himself over the years because he didn’t want to admit just how screwed up he was. “No. Like I said, my past is too fucked up.”

Jax dipped his head and stared down at the parking lot. “If all that happened when you were my age and you’re still fucked up, what chance do I have?” He glanced up at Lucky. “Will I always be fucked up, too?”

A noise drew his attention, and Lucky caught sight of Dray. He stared at Dray, still trying to figure out what Dray saw in him that he didn’t see in himself. How could he try to help the kids that came into The Brick Yard if he couldn’t help himself?

“Not if you talk to someone,” Dray said, answering Jax’s question.

Jax spun around to face Dray. “Can you find someone for Lucky to talk to, too?”

Dray shrugged. “That’s up to Lucky.”

Lucky couldn’t take his eyes off Dray because in that moment, he knew he’d fallen hopelessly in love. He knew he owed it to Dray to become a man worthy of the love Dray gave. He’d always felt talking to someone about his past would make him weak, but he knew in that moment it would be the hardest thing he’d ever done. “I could maybe talk to someone,” he agreed.

Jax looked back at Lucky. “Really?”

Lucky nodded. “Yeah. Really.”

Jax hugged Lucky again, and Lucky watched as Dray mouthed the words, “I love you.”

 

* * * *

 

Dray tossed the magazine back onto the waiting room table and got to his feet. His stomach in knots, he began to pace the small space. What if pushing Lucky into the appointment had been the wrong thing to do? What if digging up the past ended up hurting the man he loved even more?

The phone in his pocket began to vibrate. He pulled it out and swiped his finger across the glass before putting it to his ear. “Hey.”

“How’d it go?” Mac asked.

“I don’t know yet. He’s still in there.” Dray blew out a breath. “I’m worried though.”

“Don’t be. He’s where he needs to be.”

“I hope so.” Dray glanced at his watch. “Is that the only reason you called?”

“No. That gal from the state was by, asked me a million and one questions and had me fill out some paperwork. I had no idea giving you a reference for your application would be so damn complicated. I thought I could tell them you were a good guy despite your fucked up tattoos and call it good.”

Dray chuckled. The application process hadn’t been an easy one and he still had twenty-four hours of training left, but becoming a foster parent to Jax would be worth it.

The door leading to the psychiatrist’s office opened and a puffy-eyed Lucky walked out. “He’s done. I’ll talk to you later. Thanks for talking to Mrs Gaines for me.”

“No problem,” Mac replied before hanging up.

Dray shoved his phone back into his pocket. “You okay?”

Lucky nodded. “He wants to see me a couple times a week for now.”

“Okay. Did you already make another appointment?” Dray asked.

Lucky nodded again. “He’s a smart man.”

“Oh yeah? That’s good.” Dray led Lucky to the door with a hand on his back.

“Yeah, he told me I’m a lucky man to have someone like you who loves me so much.” Lucky grinned at Dray over his shoulder. “I told you, smart man.”

Crossing the parking lot toward Dray’s truck, Lucky cleared his throat. “Do you still have your tattoo supplies with you?”

“At the apartment,” Dray confirmed. “Why? You finally figure out what you want?”

“I’ve been giving it a lot of thought. I want to do something for Brick, but I haven’t been able to figure out what.” Lucky dug a piece of paper out of his pocket but held it clutched in his hand. “I talked to Dr Sherman about it, and how I wanted to honor Brick with something as beautiful as he was. Dr Sherman asked me a bunch of questions and then recited this quote to me.” He shrugged before handing the paper to Dray. “I knew as soon as I heard it, it would be a fitting tribute.”

Dray stopped beside the pickup and unfolded the paper. “When a great man dies, for years the light he leaves behind him, lies on the paths of men.” He nodded, knowing it truly did fit Brick. “That’s beautiful. Who wrote it?”

“That’s the best part. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote it, so people will read it and think I’m smart. It’s a win-win for me.”

Laughing, Dray leaned in and gave Lucky a deep kiss. “I’m surprised you’re in such a good mood. I thought the session might be hard on you.”

“It was for a while, but after I told Dr Sherman a bunch of my shit, he said he believes he can help me.” Lucky opened the truck door. “It gave me hope, and that’s what I came here for.”

Dray climbed behind the steering wheel and started the engine. “I’m proud of you.”

“I haven’t done anything yet,” Lucky argued.

“Yes you have.” Dray reached over and squeezed Lucky’s hand. “You’ve just taken the first step in bringing a gym full of troubled teens hope.”

 


Epilogue

 

 

 

Four Years Later

 

In his usual booth, Lucky leaned back against the wall and shook his head at Briley. “Haven’t you figured out yet what causes that?”

Briley looked down at her pregnant stomach. “Evidently not.”

Lucky loved spending time with Briley, her husband and their two kids, but damn. Three kids in less than four years was insane. “Tell me you’re gonna name this one after me.”

“Uhhh, that would be a no.” Briley threw the paper wrapper from her straw at him before opening her notebook. “So I wanted to go over the final details for the fundraiser with you.”

“Okay.” Fundraisers were Lucky’s least favorite thing, but they were unavoidable. Like several people in their neighborhood, Briley had stepped forward to offer her help once The Brick Yard had officially became a youth center. Not only did she tutor at the center twice a week, but she also helped with the yearly citywide fundraiser that had become quite a popular charity with local musicians.

“So, the tickets have already sold out,” she said.

“That’s great.” Lucky didn’t understand why Briley didn’t look happy. At two hundred bucks a ticket, he couldn’t have asked for more. He’d thought Briley and the other volunteers were crazy when they’d suggested upping the price of the concert tickets, but they’d assured him that with the lineup they’d secured, two hundred bucks was a steal.

“Well, yes and no. I’ve been looking, and I’ve found a bigger venue that we can get. The only problem is it’s downtown.”

“No.” Lucky shook his head. “We’ve always had the concert at The Brick Yard. It won’t be the same anywhere else.” Since expanding the gym to include the space between the original gym and Mac’s Diner, there was plenty of room to hold the fifteen-hundred spots they’d allowed for.

“I know, but we could sell more tickets if we moved to a bigger venue. The important thing is raising money.”

“No, the important thing is letting those kids know they matter to this city. Seeing those musicians come to their little neighborhood goes a long way in showing them that.” Lucky crossed his arms. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but some things are more important than money.”

Briley sighed. “You’re so goddamn stubborn.”

“You’re right, I am—something else I inherited from Brick.” He grinned and took a sip of his milkshake. “What’s next?”

“The bar area. On the diagram, you have it clear in the back, but it needs to be closer to the stage.”

“Why? The kids stand in front of the stage. It’s bad enough that we have to have alcohol at all at this thing, but putting it right next to a crowd of teenagers is a recipe for disaster.” Again, Lucky understood that grown-ups didn’t want to spend a fortune on a concert without enjoying a beer or two, but if the gym didn’t need the new roof and central air unit so badly, he would have put a stop to it.

“How about a compromise.” Briley pointed her pencil at the gym layout and tapped a section near the middle of the open space. “What about along this wall? It should be behind the space reserved for the kids, while still being close enough that the paying customers can get to it easily.”

Lucky lifted his hand. “Whatever.”

Briley’s eyebrows shot up. “Dang. That was easy enough. You’re getting soft.”

“Am not,” Lucky argued. “Just tired of this shit. Jax should be showing up any time, and I want to be next door to welcome him home.”

Briley’s face lit up with a huge smile. “Is he home for the whole summer?”

“He’s here for good. He’s decided to transfer to the University of Chicago.” Lucky was so fucking proud of Jax and happy that after two years away, Jax had finally decided to come back to Chicago.

“What? Is he tired of all that California sunshine?” Briley asked.

Lucky shrugged. “I don’t know what changed his mind, but he said most of his credits would transfer and he was ready to be home.” He didn’t care why Jax was returning, just that he’d have the kid back. “We done here?”

“Yeah.” Briley closed her binder. “Don’t forget, pre-concert mixer with the bands and press at six on Friday.”

Lucky slid out of the booth. “I’ll be there, but I’m not wearing a goddamn suit like you made me wear last year. I looked like an idiot.”

“You looked hot,” Briley countered.

“Yeah, and that drummer from Midnight Breeze pinched my ass. I thought Dray was going to kill the guy.” Lucky grinned. He had to admit, he loved Dray’s jealous streak. Damn. It made him horny just thinking about the way Dray had gone after the guy. He started to reconsider the suit but shut that thought down. “No, no suit.”

Lucky could still hear Briley’s giggle as he left the diner. He went next door, to the most recent addition to the gym. It was called Sid’s Room, named after his childhood friend who’d been found dead in a crack house almost two years earlier. The teenagers who came into the center after school were required to stop at Sid’s Room first to make sure their homework was finished before they could indulge in the other activities The Brick Yard had to offer. For those who needed tutoring, a steady stream of retirees were always on hand to help. He’d been amazed at the response from the community when he’d put word out that the center was looking for volunteers. They had retired accountants, bankers, computer programmers and just about everything in between.

Lucky waved to Tonya, a fourteen-year old girl who was new to the center. “How’s it going?”

“Good, Mr Gunn,” she replied, before going back to her math book.

Lucky shook his head. He doubted he’d ever get used to being called Mr Gunn, but Dray insisted on it. According to the love of his life, the kids needed the boundaries, and they needed to learn to respect those who treated them with respect. It sounded like a bunch of bullshit to Lucky, but he wasn’t about to argue over something so trivial.

He passed through the first addition they’d made to the gym. The space had once been a tea shop, but when the business had finally gone under, Dray and Lucky had decided to take it over and turn it into a food pantry of sorts. Dray had spent months going to damn near every restaurant, food distributor, bakery and grocery store in the city asking for any help. The Brick Yard currently had a van that traveled the city during the late night hours to pick up surplus food. The result had become a decent food pantry, something Lucky would have appreciated when he was young and digging through the garbage for something to eat.

When Lucky felt the memories start to encroach on his mood, he touched his thumb to the silver ring on his left ring finger. A present from Dray—one that meant they were together forever.

Lucky entered the gym and looked around. Dray was across the room, instructing three teenage boys on grappling moves. He walked over and waited until he got Dray’s attention.

“What’s up?” Dray called.

Lucky pointed to his watch. “What time’s Jax coming?”

Dray glanced up at the oversized clock on the wall. “Anytime.”

Lucky pointed to the office, and Dray nodded. He glanced around the large open space. Without looking at the check-in roster, he’d guess they had about thirty-five kids in-house at the moment, but it was still early. As far as he was concerned, there could be a hundred teenagers roaming the place and it wouldn’t be enough because he knew there were thousands out there who needed a place like The Brick Yard.

 

* * * *

 

Stepping into Brick’s office, Lucky sighed. Unlike the rest of the gym, nothing had changed in there, except he, Dray and Jax had given the space a thorough cleaning. He sat behind the desk and powered up the laptop. Another small change that he prayed Brick would have approved of. He scrolled through his emails, bypassing the lottery wins, penis enlargement promises and limited time offers. He growled as he marked the offending items as spam.

A particular email caught his attention and he smiled. It had been months since he’d heard from his biggest critic. Although Chad no longer called him the Ice Man, he did continue to criticize Lucky for giving up on his career. He opened the email and began to read.

 

Hey UnLucky,

Just saw your picture in the paper. Why didn’t I know you were running a gym for kids? I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s a noble thing you’re doing, but what the hell? If you’d stuck with it, you could’ve been with the UFC by now. Seriously, are a bunch of street kids worth giving up your dream?

Chad

 

Chuckling, Lucky fired back a reply. A few years ago, Chad’s email would’ve pissed him off, but he wasn’t the same man he used to be.

 

Chum,

Sorry you don’t have anyone else to pick on lately. Maybe you’ll get lucky and another asshole who irritates you will soon join the ranks. And, just to clarify, I’m living my dream. The children I help give me more peace of mind in one day than the cage could have given me in a lifetime.

I wish you the best of luck, as always.

Lucky

 

He pressed Send before sitting back in the chair feeling incredibly pleased with himself. He heard a cheer go up in the gym and jumped out of his chair. Without bothering to shut down the computer, he rushed out of the office. “Jax!”

The tall handsome man who turned a brilliant smile on Lucky was a stark contrast from the skinny kid with a mop of blond curls who’d first come into The Brick Yard. Lucky’s strides slowed as he wove his way through the crowd who’d surrounded Jax.

When he finally reached the kid who’d helped save his life, Lucky was filled with a sense of pride. Despite his childhood, Jax had overcome his demons a lot sooner than Lucky had—not that Lucky wasn’t still working on it. He threw his arms around Jax and held him for several heartbeats. “We’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” Jax pulled back and studied the gym. “When did you replace the windows?”

Lucky walked Jax toward the office. “Last spring, but enough about the gym, I want to talk about you.”

“What about me?”

Lucky directed Jax to the couch before sitting beside him. Like all the furniture in the office, the couch was the same piece of vinyl shit Brick had used, but Lucky and Dray couldn’t bring themselves to replace it.

“As much as I love the fact that you’re moving back, I want to know why,” Lucky asked. Since receiving word from Dray that Jax was returning to Chicago, a niggle of worry had begun to creep its way into Lucky’s head. What if something was wrong with Dray, and Jax was coming back to help him get through it? As irrational as it sounded, Lucky had a hard time believing his happiness would last. It was something he’d tried time and time again to work out with Dr Sherman, but that constant threat was always in the back of his mind.

“It’s time.” Jax shrugged. “I went out to Cali because I thought it was time I experienced a different way of living, but something happened that made me realize this is where I’m supposed to be.”

“What happened?” Lucky touched his thumb to the silver band, silently gathering strength.

“I was sitting at this outdoor café with a group of friends, and I saw a little girl and her mom rooting through a trash can.” Eyes filled with tears, Jax looked at Lucky. “I ran inside the café, ordered a couple of sandwiches and offered them to the girl and her mom. They thanked me, but they looked at me suspiciously, and when I got back to the table, the people I considered my friends were laughing at me.” Jax cleared his throat. “I decided I’d rather be back here with the people who know me and love me anyway.”

Although he hated to hear how much Jax’s experience had hurt him, Lucky was happy to know Jax’s change in colleges hadn’t been anything to do with Dray. “You are loved,” he told Jax, reaching for his hand.

“Should I be jealous?” Dray asked from the doorway.

Jax got to his feet and practically threw himself at Dray. “I looked for you when I came in, but I didn’t see you.”

Dray hugged Jax but smiled down at Lucky. “I was in the storage room getting clean sheets put on your bed.”

“My bed? You mean you don’t have anyone staying in the storage room?” Jax asked, releasing Dray.

“Not since we bought the house.” Dray flicked a glance at Lucky. “Although sometimes Lucky sneaks in there to take a nap during the day.”

Lucky wouldn’t deny going into the storage room, but he rarely went in there to nap. There were times, especially after a particularly bad day or session with Dr Sherman that the safety and memories the room held were the only thing that helped him pull himself together.

The door pushed open behind Dray and Gatsby slunk into the office. “You’ve got someone else who wants to say hi,” Lucky said.

Jax looked down and scooped the black and white cat into his arms. “Shit, I’ve missed you,” he said, rubbing his face against Gatsby’s head.

Dray stepped around Jax to drop onto the sofa next to Lucky. “I need you to do me a favor.”

Lucky rolled his eyes. He had a good idea what that favor would be. “What?”

“Go by the school and pick up Jake?” Dray asked. “He had to stay after to make up that test and missed the school bus.”

Lucky groaned. “Why don’t you do it?”

“Because I promised the new boys that I’d show them how to hit the speed bag,” Dray replied.

“I can show them,” Lucky argued.

Dray sighed and kissed Lucky’s cheek. “I love you, babe, but we both know you don’t have the patience needed to teach a group of eleven and twelve-year-old boys how to fight.”

Grumbling, Lucky got to his feet. As much as he hated to admit it, Dray was right. Learning to use the gym’s equipment had come so easy to Lucky that he couldn’t understand why someone needed to be shown the same damn thing over and over before they got it.

Dray dug the van keys out of his pocket and tossed them to Lucky. “Thanks, babe.”

“You owe me,” Lucky called as he left the office. He planned to collect as soon as he was alone with Dray in their master bedroom. The house they’d purchased recently wasn’t huge, but it had four nice big bedrooms and a full unfinished basement. The hope was that someday they’d finish out the lower level to include two more bedrooms, a bathroom and a recreational room for the boys to hang out in. At the moment, they only had three boys under their care, Jake being one of them.

As Lucky drove to the magnet school Jake attended, he kept a close eye on the sidewalks. The area of town where Jake studied advanced math and science also happened to be the part of town his mom had moved to. He’d only seen her a couple of times since she’d been released from prison, and the last time he’d spotted her coming out of a neighborhood liquor store, she appeared to be back to her old habits.

There was a time, before Dray, Jax and Dr Sherman had saved him that he would have let the guilt of his mother’s relapse drive him to hurt himself, but that time was over. He’d come to terms with his mother’s addictions and although it had taken years of therapy, he’d finally realized he wasn’t responsible for her actions.

He pulled up in front of the school to find Jake talking to a girl. “Test. Right.” Lucky leaned on the horn until he got Jake’s attention.

Jake leaned over and gave the girl a kiss before jogging to the van. “Hey, thanks,” he said, climbing inside.

“Who’s that?” Lucky asked.

“Who?”

“Don’t.” Lucky glanced at the brunette still standing by the tree staring at Jake.

“Oh, that’s Jen.”

“Is Jen the reason you missed the bus?” Lucky asked, as he turned and headed back to the gym.

Jake started in on a rambling story about how he’d stayed after school to finish a test and happened to run into Jen after he got out of class. Evidently, it was pure coincidence that Jen was still there when he walked out of the school.

Lucky chuckled and shook his head. He wasn’t even thirty yet, so why the hell did a seventeen-year old boy think he didn’t know what was up. “Stop by the office later and pick up some condoms.”

“Seriously, dude, that’s embarrassing,” Jake said, resting his head against the window.

“You wanna know what else is embarrassing? Having to tell that nice girl’s dad that you knocked his daughter up because you were too much of a pussy to wrap it up.”

Jake groaned and hid his face in his hands.

Lucky grinned, feeling quite pleased with himself all the way back to the gym. “Oh, Jax is here,” he told Jake as they walked across the parking lot. “Family dinner at seven. Be there.”

“Cool.”

The minute they entered the building, Jake took off toward Sid’s Room to check in, and Lucky walked toward the sexiest man on earth. Shirt off and chest shiny with sweat, Dray had an entire crowd of girls watching him demonstrate the speed bag. “Of course he does,” he mumbled. His gaze went to the cheesy shamrock tattoo over Dray’s heart. 

Sorry, girls, he’s mine.


 

Also available from Totally Bound Publishing:

 

 

What’s his Passion? 

Box Set

Bailey Bradford, Ethan Stone, T.A. Chase, Sean Michael, 

L.M. Somerton and Morticia Knight

 

Excerpt

 

‘Unexpected Places’ by Bailey Bradford

 

“Hey, Carter, you headed out to Grayson’s?”

Carter Hausemann bit back a groan. He hadn’t gotten away quick enough to avoid Mark Watson. Carter turned to watch him approach the elevator. Mark was an attractive guy, but he wasn’t someone Carter wanted a long-term anything with. Or even a quick fuck, for that matter. Mark skeeved him out.

“Actually, I’m not,” Carter told him.

He desperately hoped someone else would join them for the elevator ride down from the twelfth floor. Mark could be pushy to the point of obnoxious if they were alone.

“I’m going home to prepare for the hiking trip I’m taking over the weekend.” Not that it was any of Mark’s business, but Carter hoped it would get the man to back off.

Instead, Mark stopped just a little too close, but not so much that Carter could call him out on it. Well, he could, but Mark would likely tell him he was being paranoid—even though they’d both know better.

“Hiking again?” Mark raked him with a calculating gaze Carter had seen too often. “Surely there are better things to do with your time?”

And that attitude was one of the reasons Carter would never want to hook up with Mark. Besides being a co-worker, he always had something bordering on snide to say about Carter’s love of hiking.

Carter shifted his briefcase into the hand closest to Mark, forcing him to move back or get whacked on the knee. As tempting as it was to be a dick and tell Mark to fuck off, Carter wouldn’t do it. He was certain that, eventually, Mark would lose interest in him.

“Nothing beats the great outdoors.”

“Nothing?” Mark asked, skepticism layering over his features. “Uh huh. I’ve seen the Odessa Meteor Crater hiking trail and don’t see how anyone could want to bother with it more than once, yet you seem to practically live out there on the weekends.” Mark cocked his head and gave Carter a borderline leer. “If that’s the most fun you’ve had here in Odessa, maybe you’ve been doing some things wrong, because I can think of at least one thing that should top the great outdoors.”

“Not if you’re hiking right,” Carter retorted. “Oh hey, here comes Becca.” He almost added, Thank God, but restrained himself at the last moment. “Hey, Becca, just in time,” Carter called out as the elevator bell dinged.

Becca was his boss, and he’d never been so grateful to see her as he was at that moment. She got on the elevator with him and Mark after murmuring greetings to them. Carter made certain he stood on her right, as Mark was to Becca’s left.

“Are you ready for your trip? This one’s going to be different from your usual day-hikes out here. Think this will be a big adventure?” Becca asked him. She pressed the button for the ground floor.

Carter smiled warmly at her. He liked his boss, was glad to be working on her team. “Hopefully it will be, yeah, though not the get-eaten-by-a-bear kind of adventure. As to being ready, almost. I’m quite excited about the weekend trip exploring parts of Big Bend. I’ve been wanting to see it ever since I moved here.”

“You just have to pack,” Mark added, eyeing him as if gauging whether or not Carter had lied about that.

“Exactly,” Carter agreed. “I was given a list of recommended supplies for the trip after I signed up for it. This’ll be my first weekend hike there. I’ve been all over New Mexico and Colorado.”

Becca turned to him, effectively cutting Mark out of the conversation. “You know, your enthusiasm is inspiring. I think I’ll talk to Lee about taking the kids hiking soon. Plus, the exercise will do us all some good. Let me know what you think about Big Bend.”

Carter nibbled his bottom lip, running through what he did know. The elevator reached the ground floor. The doors opened and Mark hovered. Carter focused on Becca. “After you.” 

 

 

‘Vegas Hustle’ by Ethan Stone

 

I stretched my arms out, bent my legs and dove into the cool, refreshing water. I was in Las Vegas, I was eighteen years old and I was alone for the first time ever.

Well, almost alone, my friend Dean Schweister was with me. “Dean will keep you out of trouble,” my father had said. Ha! Dean had fooled everyone into believing he was a sweet young man.

I emerged from the water in dramatic fashion, imagining the scene in The Little Mermaid when Ariel comes out of the ocean onto the rock, her red hair flowing around her. My hair wasn’t red or long, but I still felt like a prince.

“Such a show off,” Dean muttered and tried to hide a smile.

We’d known each other our entire lives because our fathers worked together often. Dean’s father was one of my dad’s many lawyers. Barry Schweister normally only handled my father’s business on the West Coast but Dad had taken him to Australia to handle a crisis. It had then fallen on me and Dean to iron out a deal in Vegas. There wasn’t much to it other than a little haggling and signing some papers. I would’ve had to be an absolute idiot to screw it up.

Since Dean was two years older than me, I’m sure Dad had an idea we would party, but I don’t think he had a clue exactly what we had planned. Dad didn’t have a problem with me being gay but I doubt he’d want to know I planned on losing my virginity.

I pulled myself out of the pool then sat on a lounge chair next to Dean.

“You excited about later?” he asked.

“Yeah, I can’t wait to check out Heroes Unlimited.” HU was a comic book shop right on the strip, one of the biggest stores in the United States.

He rolled his eyes. “You know that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Yes, I’m looking forward to our other plans, too.” I smirked.

He leaned forward and eyed me. “Dude, we’re talking about you having sex for the first time and you sound like it’s just another day.” Dean had a fake ID and had gotten one for me as well. He’d been going out to bars and clubs and having sex with men since he was sixteen. He’d promised me we would party until we found the right guy for me to sleep with.

“I’m nervous about it,” I admitted.

“Adam, it’s going to be awesome.” He sat back in the chair and closed his eyes.

“Did you see that Hispanic stud in the hallway earlier?” I’d only gotten a quick glance at him but it was enough. He was a few inches shorter than me, had a goatee, light-brown hair and beautiful brown eyes.

Dean nodded.

“Damn, he was hot.”

Dean lowered his sunglasses. “You know he was a hustler, right?”

“A what?”

“A hustler,” he repeated. “Hooker. Prostitute. Whore.”

I forced my jaw closed, trying not to let my naiveté be quite so obvious. “How do you know?”

“There’s no way a dude like him could ever afford to stay at the Bellagio. He’d probably just finished with a customer.”

I knew hustlers existed, but the ones I’d seen and imagined were dirtier and skankier than the hottie in the hallway. “You ever hired one?”

He shook his head. “I don’t see anything wrong with it but I’ve never needed to pay for sex when it’s so readily available.”

I wondered what the man charged. He had the body type I craved as well as a rough edge that made my body tremble. Being kissed and touched by him had to be a thrilling experience. A man who got paid for sex was no doubt good at what he did. 

 

‘Mountains to Climb’ by T.A. Chase

 

Stepping in the bar was almost like getting hit by a car from the noise. Not that Toby Schwartzel had ever been struck by any kind of moving vehicle. He didn’t think a bicycle counted. He paused in the entrance to give himself a chance to adjust to the sound level and to scan the crowd, searching for any of the guys from the firm.

“Hey, Toby. We’re over here,” Simpson called from one of the back corners.

After acknowledging him with a wave, Toby wound his way to the bar where he ordered one of his favourite microbrews. While he waited for the bartender to pour it, he glanced around, checking out the possible hook-ups. It was Friday night and Toby didn’t have to work during the weekend, so he was looking for a little fun.

“Here you go, Toby.” Gray slid his mug across the wooden surface.

“Thanks, Gray. This is for you.” He slipped a five-dollar bill in the tip jar before taking a sip.

“I see your friend finally dragged himself out from whatever rock he’d been hiding under.” Gray jerked his head over toward the corner where Toby’s gang hung out.

“What friend?” He frowned as he tried to figure out whom Gray was talking about. All his friends were accounted for. Well, that he knew of anyway. He’d been so busy working on closing a big deal for a client during the last three months that he lost touch with a few of them that he didn’t see all the time at the office.

“Brockhoff. Saw him come in with Simpson.”

Someone yelled for Gray at the other end of the bar, so he shot Toby a quick smile before walking away.

Toby was frozen to the floor. What the fuck is Jensen Brockhoff doing back in town? Why the fuck hasn’t he called me in six years? The bastard couldn’t be bothered to tell me he was leaving. All I got was some ridiculous email about needing to get clean. Now he didn’t worry about letting me know he’s back. I should just leave.

His phone vibrated in his pocket and he pulled it out to see he had a text from Simpson.

 

Get your ass back here, fuckhead.

 

He should’ve known Simpson wasn’t going to let him leave.

 

I think I’m heading home.

 

Sighing, he pouted as he sent that reply. He’d been eager to relax, drink and take some stranger home to fuck him into his mattress. It’d been a while since he’d had sex with someone else. Lately, it had been his hand and his dildo.

 

Fuck no! Brockhoff isn’t here to see any of us. He wants you.

 

There was a winking smiley face at the end of Simpson’s text.

Toby rolled his eyes, still not convinced it was the best idea for him to go over there. He wasn’t sure he could control his need to punch Jensen in the mouth for leaving like that. Get a fucking grip! It’s not like you were partners or anything. Just friends with benefits. It wasn’t like he owed you anything. Yet he did think that Jensen at least owed him the respect of telling him that he was leaving town, instead of just disappearing. Maybe he shouldn’t feel so bad since Jensen hadn’t informed anyone else either.

 

Tough. You deal with him, Simpson. I’m going home. I’ll see you in the morning.

 

He finished his beer then set the mug on the bar, turning to push his way through the growing crowd to get to the door. Just as he was about to make his escape, Simpson stepped in front of him.

 

 

‘Size Matters’ by Sean Michael

 

Trey took his guide dog Happy out, heading to the coffee shop at the corner. It was quiet there, especially late at night, and he knew Sarah and Anthony, the owners, would make sure he was taken care of. It was the one place he felt comfortable going on his own, thanks to them.

“Hey, Trey!” Sarah called out as he hit the door. “How’s it going?”

“Good. Good. Caramel latte, love?”

“You got it. We’ve got a piece of caramel crunch pie left, too.”

“Oh, rock on. Thanks.”

He sat, put one of his earbuds in, and checked his emails. There was one from the guy with the pretty voice, thanking him for signing. He answered with—

 

You’re welcome, man. Good to meet you.

 

It had been his first book signing, and it had gone okay. The guy with the pretty voice had been good-looking if Allison’s fluttering about him afterward was anything to go by. She’d described him as tall, dark and perfect. His voice had been…liquid velvet was pretty fucking cheesy. Still, it was true.

Velvety soft and rich and…whoa. Okay. Okay. No springing wood. The guy had asked him out for coffee in that voice…

His email binged.

 

Nice to meet you too. I meant it, about the coffee.

 

Trey chuckled.

 

I managed to get myself a cup.

 

Lucien’s reply didn’t take long to arrive.

 

You’re going to make me come right out and say it, aren’t you? I’m more interested in you than in coffee.

 

I don’t know you from Job.

 

Trey wanted to, though. The idea of it both thrilled and scared him. More thrilled, if he were being honest.

 

Thus the coffee.

 

He chuckled at that.

 

I guess so. I have to be careful, you know?

 

I get that, I do. But if we could do coffee at the place of your choice. What can I do in a public place?

 

Yeah. I have a good place here. Safe. Folks know me.

 

There you go. Invite me over.

 

Earthscape Java on Cornell.

 

Oh, God. Oh, God, what had he done?

 

I’ll be there in twenty.

 

Twenty. That gave Trey time to go home, to bail. He really didn’t want to. He should, though, right?

 

 

‘Picturing Lysander’ by L.M. Somerton

 

“You need your head read, young man. You treat photography like an extreme sport.”

“And your bedside manner needs some work, Doc.” Brock winced and gritted his teeth as another needle punctured his flesh.

“Would you rather I patted your head and gave you a sugar lump?”

“Is that what you did in the army?” Brock often thought that his doctor forgot he was now dealing with delicate civilians.

“Most squaddies would run away screaming at the sight of a needle if it didn’t mean disciplinary action. I often wish the same principles could be applied to my patients here.”

Brock squirmed. “I don’t remember vaccinations ever being this painful.”

The doctor grinned. “Probably because you never had to have six at the same time before. Okay, that was the last one. You can pull your trousers up.”

He peeled off his gloves and threw the used syringe into a special bin that his nurse held out for him.

“You may experience some flu-like symptoms over the next twenty-four hours, and you’ll probably get some bruising, but if you feel any worse than that, give me a call. When are you traveling?”

“Ten days’ time.” Brock smiled and got to his feet. “Then I’ll be out there for four weeks.”

“Well, good luck. Stay safe. Bring me back another picture for the wall in reception.”

Brock pulled the consulting room door closed behind him but still overheard the doctor as he said, “Colombia! I don’t know whether he’s brave, stupid or just too young to know any better!”

Brock waited for the nurse to respond, but nothing happened.

“Linda! Quit mooning over him and get the room ready for the next patient.”

“But he’s so gorgeous, Doc. I could definitely be tempted to get unprofessional with him!”

Brock winced. Not in this lifetime.

The doctor chuckled mischievously. “Forget it! He’s more likely to go for me than you.”

There was a groan. “Oh, for goodness sake, why are all the pretty ones either married or gay? That is a serious loss to womankind.”

Brock shook his head, stepped quietly away from the door and headed for the exit. Outside the surgery, the weather was doing its best impression of a tropical monsoon, though without the heat. The rain beat down onto pavements already awash after days of continuous downpours. In the distance, thunder rumbled ominously and the sky had a threatening purple hue that spoke of more rain to come.

Brock looked up just as lightning split the sky. The rain got even harder. Stoically he turned up the collar of his waterproof coat and grimaced at the trickle of cold water that immediately slid down his neck. In seconds, his hair was soaked and plastered to his head. Brock hunched his shoulders and lengthened his stride toward home. It wasn’t strictly his home. He was just house-sitting while his brother, sister-in-law and two young nephews spent their annual fortnight’s holiday on one of the Balearic Islands—he couldn’t remember which one.

Brock spent such a lot of time traveling on photographic assignments that he’d never bothered to get his own place. When he was in England, he spent the time with his brother’s family or returned to his mum and dad’s rambling old place in Northumberland. Their house was so big, and they were both so busy with various pet projects and charities, that he could probably have lived there full time without them even noticing his presence. Brock smiled to himself at the thought—he was very fond of his eccentric parents.

Brock soon arrived at the edge of the new estate where his brother’s house sat on a decent-sized plot, halfway down a tree-lined avenue. Despite the miserable weather, he felt uncomfortably warm and was glad to make it to the sanctuary of the front hall, where a small puddle gathered around his feet as he stripped off dripping outdoor clothes and boots. Feeling progressively worse, he met his own piercing blue eyes in the hall mirror and grimaced. His skin looked clammy and his hands shook a little. 

 

 

‘Rockin’ the Alternative’ by Morticia Knight

 

“He’s the one I want, Ed.”

Tapping his index finger on a photo of the author of a Rolling Stone magazine article, Aubrey King stared down his manager of almost twenty years.

“Shouldn’t the two of you meet first, see if you click before you make such a momentous decision?”

Really? Has the man ever met me before?

He didn’t answer. He merely raised one eyebrow and pursed his lips ever so slightly. It was the look he’d learned over the years would make almost anyone fall at his feet, make them clamour for the privilege of doing his bidding. Ed, fans, straight men…

“Ed, please. Bryan Gallagher is the man who will write my memoir. I don’t want to waste any more time on this subject. Give his agent a call and set something up—the sooner the better.”

“But what about Conrad Jensen? He’s very edgy and has a lot of buzz right now.”

“I hate that shit, Ed.”

Ed sighed. “What shit, Aubrey? Am I using too much industry speak for you?”

“God, yes. Please stop.”

“Aubrey, I’ve managed your rock singing career for, what, twenty years? I’ve been there from the first hit that Falling in Stereo ever had, through the gruesome break-up then all the way to your glorious comeback.”

Aubrey snorted. “I’m reserving comment as to how glorious this comeback actually ends up being.”

Frowning, Ed continued. “Regardless, I’ve used industry speak that entire time. It’s as silly to criticise me for its use as it is for me to question whether you should do something when you’ve so obviously already decided.”

Ed arched his eyebrows at him and Aubrey let out a bellow of laughter.

“This is why we’re so perfect together.” He chanced a sly peek at Ed and winked. “As manager and client, that is.” He ran his fingers through his shaggy brown hair. “And you also know how much I despise labels. Categories. Boxes that people are forced into. It’s what killed the band.”

After the music became dulled and artificial by the endless demands of touring, recording and the pressure to crank out the hits—Aubrey had needed to take a break, re-evaluate everything. All he’d ever wanted was to make music that mattered, the music his fans yearned for. The other band members strongly disagreed since only he and Chad—the lead guitar player—wrote any of the songs. The tours were how their bandmates made the real bucks.

Aubrey had tried to convince them to give the band a breather, that it would become revitalised and would be best for everyone in the long term. However, the party rock star life they’d been living had made it impossible for them to take any breaks—their money had already been pissed away. His band mates had all decided they could do just as well by going off on their own and forming solo projects. Their plan hadn’t worked out so good.

In Aubrey’s case, he’d taken the time off for himself that he’d proposed the rest of them do all along. His disillusionment with the industry had been so all-encompassing that he’d stayed off the music radar almost completely for close to ten years. It remained to be seen if he could ever recover from his self-imposed absence.

He looked up to see Ed gazing at him thoughtfully.

“I know, I get it. You take care of your music, I’ll take care of the business. If Bryan Gallagher is the one you want, I’ll make sure you have him.”

Aubrey lifted the corners of his mouth in a satisfied smile. It wasn’t about him being a prima donna. It was about knowing what the best thing was for him. Bryan Gallagher’s writing style, his taste in music, his understanding of the emotion behind rock‘n’roll—all of that made the young writer the only one who should tell his story. At least the parts Aubrey was willing to reveal.
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