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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      “The universe just fucking knows when souls are wired to wreck the world together.” - Erin Van Vuren

      Y’all, I thought 2022 was wild. Not even two months in, and 2023 has already handed me its beer and gone buck wild on my life.

      Crossing my fingers and sending good vibes out into the world that your year is starting out smooth… like Saturday morning wake-up sex.

      For those who celebrate Mardi Gras, Laissez les bon temps rouler!

      Until next time,

      XoXo,

      Layne
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        Kit Halliday

      

      

      “It can’t happen again. Are we clear, Halliday?” Damn, the commissioner of the whole mixed martial arts fighting league isn’t playing around.

      “Crowds might be impressed by your boy's brutal nature. But the way he chews through opponents isn’t sustainable for the league. Chain your dog, Halliday, or he’s out.”

      To be honest, I expected this call two fights ago. Something has changed in Brax and not for the better. My best friend has always been a vicious fighter. When we were kids, he thought he had to protect me from bullies. As an adult, he fights in the bare knuckle brawlers league to put food on the table. A few months ago, the fights started to become less about the challenge of besting his opponent and more about demolishing the dudes.

      Four days ago, he fought Hiram Gustov, and the guy is still laid up in the hospital from his injuries. I knew the league would be pissed off about it, but what do they expect? The draw for both fighters and spectators when they attend a Bare Knuckle Brawl match here in the Big Easy, New Orleans, Louisiana, is the unrestrained barbary of it all. Of which, Brax is a fucking savant.

      As his manager, our futures are linked. But Braxton is my brother before he’s my client, and I need to fix this for him. Without sanctioned legal matches, I don’t know what Brax will do. The fury inside him needs an outlet, and I need him safe.

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Montague. Understood. I’ll handle it.”

      The commissioner’s dial tone is the only response I get, which makes his point crystal clear.

      When I find Brax, he’s where he always is these days. In our home gym. We’ve lived together since the Fuller family took me in when I was eleven. Brax and I had become best friends by then, and when my grifter parents were ready to clear out of town to work their cons in a new locale, Brax’s dad convinced them to leave me behind.

      I’m pretty sure money changed hands in the whole arrangement, but I was just a kid, so who knows? Mr. and Mrs. Fuller used to say I gave back just as much as they provided for me. They treated me good, clear up until the day an accident stole them from Brax and me.

      Thing is, Brax is…different. He’s not dumb like some people expect him to be, and he even got good grades in school. Some folks assumed he must have copied off me or was just passed by teachers eager to suck up to his family due to their wealth, but that ain’t it. Brax is smart and savvy in plenty of ways. He’s just not good at peopling. That’s why he’s got me.

      “League call?” Despite the sweat dripping off him, steady enough to make a little puddle between his feet while he blasts away at the punching bag, Brax doesn’t sound winded at all.

      Nor does he sound at all stressed about the league possibly banning him from competition. Which, even if we appeal the decision, would mean he’d miss the biggest fight of the season, the Mardi Gras Madness matches coming up this February. We’re not hurting for money. Far from it. But the title? That’s something Brax has hungered to claim for years. This year, he’s close.

      “You knew they would. I told you to expect it after the way you destroyed Gustov’s whole damn eye socket. Dude will be lucky if he recovers any vision in that eye, bro.”

      “I’d do it again, too. Fucker wanted to talk shit. Play stupid games; win stupid prizes.” And that’s exactly why Brax needs me in his corner. Zero tact. Zero filter. Is Gustov an asshole? Absolutely. Is it smart to double down on the ass whooping with the promise for more? Fuck, no, it’s not.

      “Everybody trash talks, Ax.”

      “No. Weak-ass losers who can’t fight talk shit. Next time, maybe, I’ll shatter that glass jaw of his that he likes to run so much.” Brax has evaded every attempt I’ve made to find out why he was so pissed at Hiram Gustov. I just know whatever was said in the moments before the bell rung, when they were squared up to bump fists before the fight, it was bad. So bad it sent Brax into a rage I haven’t seen from him since we were kids and he hadn’t learned to control it.

      “Yeah, well, there might not be any next time. The league says I gotta chill you out or they’ll put your career on ice. Permanently.”

      “Let ‘em. Like I can’t find somewhere else to bash heads for cash? What about Vegas? We could go there.” Brax doesn’t realize, the big money that owns Bare Knuckle here in Nola also owns the industry everywhere.

      If they ban him, he’s done. At least, done here in the US. Guess we could go abroad, but my boy’s barely hacking it as a member of American society, a culture he was been raised in. I have no idea how he’d manage a whole new set of social expectations and rules when he can’t catch a social cue here.

      New Orleans is a world away from where his parents raised us back in Denver, Colorado. They call this place the Big Easy, but it ain’t been nothing but a struggle for Brax. It’s okay, though. That’s why he’s got me.
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        Brax “the Ax” Fuller

      

      

      Kit’s freaking out. I might not be great at facial expressions, but I’d have to be dead to miss the tension sweating through him like alcohol stinking out the pores of an addict. The way I see it, Kit has the only face worth reading. I used to try to make sense of my ma’s soft smiles and my old man’s worried frowns. Never could figure them out, and they were my own damn parents.

      Kit, though? He smiles when I’ve done good, and he frowns when someone’s being a dumbass. He’s my barometer in every room we enter. The canary in the coalmine of my life. I can depend on him to lead me to whatever emotion we need in the moment, which is why his freak out equates to me sweating off my balls here in our home gym.

      Yeah, we share a house. Shared a bedroom until a couple years ago, too. Not a bed, though. Ma said that was too much close quarters for stinky teens when we hit our growing years. Coulda had our own houses ten times over by now with all the money I’ve made brawling and Kit’s made investing. Kit will never allow it, though. He swears all he’d do is worry about me being alone in a house by myself.

      Thing is, lately, there’s been another emotion pouring outta Kit. One he hasn’t explained to me. One he won’t even admit to. Not only does he have me shaken up from the secrecy when we’ve never had secrets from each other, but I’m getting angry at the mystery of it. I don’t like not knowing what emotion I’m supposed to lean into, and if Kit’s not showing me how I should feel, then I’m missing the clues I need.

      Has that made me a little bit cranky in the cage? Absolutely. Add in Gustov’s shit talking, asking which one of us is the bottom, and yeah, I went a extra hard on the prick. He got what he deserved. Kit and I aren’t together sexually. I don’t do sex. At all.

      My first Muay Thai coach drilled into me that sex energy and fighting energy come from the same well. Drawing from one depletes both. Since women are a paradox way beyond my understanding at the best of times, I made the choice when I was still a teenager to only draw from the energy well for fighting.

      Not that it’s any of Hiram Shithead Gustov’s business, but even if Kit and I were together, I don’t think either of us would be the bottom. We’d share it just as we share everything else.

      “We’re not leaving the country, Ax. Fuck. We just bought this house. I like it here. You like it here. You just…” Kit’s voice has
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