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❦ 〰 ❦

The underground fight club smelled like sweat, stale beer, and desperation, like a cocktail of chaos that felt far too familiar to Riley. The crowd was a writhing mass of bodies pressed together, their cheers rising and falling like waves with every punch thrown. Dim overhead lights flickered, casting erratic shadows that danced over the concrete walls. Riley stood in the center of the cage, his chest heaving, his knuckles raw and bloody. His opponent groaned against the fence, his face full of cuts and bruises. 

The ref called it.

“Winner!” he yelled out as he lifted Riley’s arm in victory. The crowd erupted. Fists pumped, and roars deafened. But Riley didn’t smile. In his mind, winning didn’t matter. Survival was the only goal.

“Not bad, kid,” Jimmy said, his so-called manager, as he shoved his way through the crowd to reach him. Jimmy was a wiry man with slicked-back hair, the kind of guy who’d sell his own mother, if it meant clearing a debt. He tossed Riley a towel like it was an afterthought. “You’re still quick on your feet, I’ll give you that. Dante’s going to be really happy about this one.” 

Dante. The name alone made Riley’s jaw clench. He wiped the blood from his face with the towel, biting back the sharp retort that threatened to escape his lips. 

“Yeah, well, tell Dante I’m done after this,” Riley muttered, wiping the sweat from his brow. His muscles ached, his ribs felt bruised, and he was pretty sure one of his fingers was dislocated. “My debts are paid in full. We’re square.”

Jimmy’s grin widened, flashing teeth that were too white to be real. “You’re funny, kid, real funny. I’ll make sure to tell him that, right before he tells me to raise your ‘interest’ again.” 

He stuffed his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels like he’d just delivered the punchline of a joke only he found funny. Riley’s blood boiled. They’d promised him this was the last fight. He’d fought harder, faster, and smarter than he ever had before just to make sure of it. And now, just like every other time, they moved the goalpost. 

“I’m not your dog, Jimmy,” Riley said, stepping closer, his voice low and dangerous. “Tell Dante if he’s got a problem, he can meet me himself. No more middlemen. No more games.” 

Jimmy’s grin faltered just a flicker, but it was enough for Riley to see it. Good. Let him feel it. 

“Sure thing, tough guy,” Jimmy said with a sneer. “But you know how Dante likes to play. You’re not done until he says you’re done.” He turned on his heel, flicking two fingers in the air like a lazy salute. “Don’t go too far, kid. The shadows always follow.” 

The weight of that statement settled on Riley’s heart heavier than any punch he’d ever taken.

〰❦〰

Later that evening, as Riley sat on the edge of his brand-new Tempur-Pedic king mattress, he stared at his phone just as the screen lit up with a single message from his brother Ryker.


*Ryker: You need to come home, little brother. We’ve got something to discuss.



Home. The word hit harder than it should have. He had spent months running from it, convincing himself he didn’t need the comfort that it offered. But now, the memory came rushing back. Park Avenue, the vast apartment with its cold expensive marble floors and impossible quiet, all the high-end finishes that gleamed like armor across every room, and the sharp, familiar scent of Lia’s cooking drifting through the hallways. It all floated back, uninvited and heavy with a kind of nostalgia he didn’t want to feel.

Lia was more than Riley’s sister-in-law. She’d once been the target of a deadly scheme that pulled her straight into Ryker Lopez’s world. Ryker is Riley’s older brother, but since they were kids, Riley refused to carry their father’s name. In his eyes, that man didn’t deserve to leave a legacy. So, Riley decided to take his middle name, Vaughn, and never looked back. 

Their father had been the kind of man who filled a house with noise and silence at the same time, with drunk laughter one minute, and shattering glass the next. Ryker had learned early on how to fight back, but unfortunately, Riley had learned how to take a hit. He was the younger one, the smaller one, and the one who couldn’t hide fast enough when their father came home angry and looking for a target. 

Their mother, Evelyn Lopez, had been the only light in that house. She had a way of making chaos feel temporary, like if she just held on tight enough, love might outlast the damage. But she died when Ryker was only eleven and Riley was seven, on one quiet morning that should never have come. She’d tucked them in the night before, kissed their foreheads, and by sunrise, she was gone. A sudden aneurysm, the doctor said. Quick. Painless. But nothing about what followed was either of those things. 

Their father broke after that; in ways no one could repair. The bottles multiplied, the yelling got worse, and the walls that once smelled like lavender candles and Sunday pancakes turned cold. Ryker tried to protect his brother, but some nights even he couldn’t stop it. Riley learned to read footsteps, to brace before the door opened, to swallow pain before it showed. And long after they’d both grown up and escaped that house, the echoes still followed them, it was just quieter, deeper, and harder to name.

He didn’t just lose his mother that night, he lost his anchor, his home, and the version of himself she believed in. Ryker saw it too, the way Riley’s grief turned to anger, the way he’d rather bruise his knuckles than admit he was hurting. This was something his father taught him.

Years later, that same fracture still defined both of them. Ryker built walls to protect, Riley built scars to forget, becoming two halves of a broken foundation trying to hold each other up.

Ryker used to pull his little brother out from behind the couch or from under the kitchen table after the storm of their father had passed, always swearing it wouldn’t happen again. But it always did. And every time, Riley carried the bruises that Ryker couldn’t stop. By the time they were teenagers, Ryker had escaped that life, leaving home, and promising to come back for him. But life had a way of getting in the way of good intentions.

Riley stayed behind, and the beatings only got worse after the old man lost his job, lost the house, and started fighting in underground rings to make cash. Eventually, Riley followed him into the same basements, the same blood-stained cages, only he didn’t do it to survive, he did it to win. He fought because pain was the only language he’d ever been fluent in, and he liked the payout. 

By the time Ryker came back into Riley’s life, the kid brother he remembered was gone, replaced by a man with too many scars and no interest in hiding them, but there was something, actually someone, that both brothers now shared. Someone that had softened the edge in both of them. Lia had made Ryker whole again and gave Riley something as close to a family as she could, and even though he didn’t believe he deserved it, Lia always reminded him that he did.

Their story had played out in blood and betrayal; the kind of chaos Riley had tried to stay out of but couldn’t. In the end, Lia had proved she wasn’t just the woman Ryker had fallen for, but that she was the kind of fighter who refused to break, no matter how dark it got. Riley respected that, and her.

When Lia had fully taken over her mother’s company, Giada & Co., it had grown fast and fierce under her vision. She was sharp as hell and built something solid out of the wreckage. Lia was the one who dragged Riley into it after the smoke cleared, giving him steady work and a chance to rebuild his life. She had paid off his fighting debts once behind Ryker’s back, giving him a reason to show up somewhere else, outside the cage. It wasn’t the life he thought he’d have, but it gave him some space to breathe, for a while anyway.

〰❦〰

Riley had left that life for a reason. It was too much pressure. Too much of everything. Ryker had found his place in it, but Riley? He was always the wildcard. The one who couldn’t sit still no matter how hard he tried. He gave it a shot, a real shot. He tried building a men’s line, wearing the suits, and sitting in executive meetings, but that life never fit him the way it did Ryker. It was mostly because Ryker had a reason to stay. He had the love of his life beside him. Someone to come home to, someone who made everything feel okay. Riley had no one. No warm body at night. No place that truly felt like his. He was crashing at their Park Avenue apartment, like a permanent third wheel in a home that wasn’t meant for him. 

Eventually, the weight of it all pushed him out, and back to the chaos of his past life. He took what money he had, and gambled it in the cages, just like the old days. It was just another round of failing at life, at love, and at everything that mattered to him.

Now, he wasn’t sure how to break free. 

How do you walk away from a past that’s still wrapped around your throat? How do you stop living in the shadows when they’ve become the only thing that feels like home?

〰❦〰

Riley knew the text message from Ryker wasn’t something he could ignore. He’d already burned too many bridges with his brother, and if Ryker was reaching out, it wasn’t just for a family dinner. 

Fine. One last trip home. 

He tossed the phone aside and leaned back against the wall, closing his eyes for a moment. His mind was loud, replaying every fight, every bet, every stupid mistake that had landed him here again. All that Lia did for him, and he blew it. He blew it all, and went right back to the life he promised her and Ryker he would leave behind. 

The soft buzz of his phone yanked him back to reality with another message.

*Unknown Number: You’re not done, Vaughn, not even close.

His heart stopped for half a beat before his chest tightened with rage. “Cowards,” he muttered, as his fingers typed back with the fury of a man pushed too far.

*Riley: Come fucking find me then, see what happens.

He hit send, ordered an Uber, tossed the phone on the bed, and grabbed his duffle bag. His hands shook as he packed his clothes, his every movement sharp and jerky, his bruised knuckles throbbing, fueled by anger, and something else, something he knew he couldn’t ignore. 

〰❦〰

Riley’s Uber pulled up in front of Ryker and Lia’s apartment. The sun had just set, and the skyline of New York City stretched out behind him, portraying a mosaic of lights and mystic shadows. It looked as unforgiving as ever. He’d barely stepped out of the Uber, when the front door to the building swung open. 

“About time,” Ryker’s voice cut through the evening air like a blade. Riley glanced up, spotting his brother leaning against the front doorframe, his big arms were crossed, his posture relaxed, but his gaze looked as sharp as ever. Ryker’s build was broader, and heavier through the shoulders, the kind of strength that came from years of control rather than chaos. The porch light carved hard lines across his face, but what caught Riley wasn’t the familiar sternness, it was the flicker behind it. Maybe it was relief, or even worry, that he was trying too damn hard to hide. 

For a second, neither of them spoke. It was just two brothers caught between too much shared history and not enough words. 

Then Riley smirked faintly. “Miss me that much?” 

Ryker huffed out a short laugh, pushing off the frame. “You wish, dickhead.”

But the edge of his voice softened, and Riley knew what it really meant. 

“Traffic,” Riley said, tossing his bag over his shoulder. “You know how it is.” 

Ryker raised an eyebrow, his lips pulling into a tight, knowing smile. “Bullshit. You’re just late.” 

“You’re still a hardass, huh?” Riley shot back, walking up the stairs toward him. 

“Someone’s gotta be,” Ryker said, stepping aside to let him in. “Now get inside. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
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❦ 〰 ❦

The warmth of the apartment hit Riley like a wave, carrying the scent of garlic and fresh basil. Lia was cooking. 

“Smells good,” Riley grumbled, stepping in. Ryker shut the door behind him. 

Lia’s voice called out from the kitchen. “Welcome home, Riley! Hope you’re hungry.” 

He glanced toward the kitchen, and saw Lia stirring something in a pot on the massive stove, and for a moment, everything felt normal, familiar, and safe. But he’d learned the hard way that safety was an illusion.

“I’m always hungry,” he replied, but his gaze shifted to Ryker. “Alright, big brother. Let’s hear it. Why’d you really call me back here? You said you had something to discuss. So, discuss.”

Ryker’s smile faded when he saw the bruises on Riley’s hands and face. The look he wore before things got serious. “It’s about a friend of Lia’s,” Ryker said finally. “Her name is Morgan Bennett. She’s a friend and colleague from Giada & Co.”

Riley’s brow furrowed. “Okay...” 

“She mentioned to Lia, casually, at first, that she thinks someone’s been following her. It happened once on the subway, and once outside of her building. It could be nothing, and it could just be her imagination, but it’s got Lia on edge. And worried.”

“And what? You want me to babysit some woman I’ve never met?” Riley snapped. “She’d better be hot as hell or I’m out.”

Ryker’s jaw tensed. “No. We just want you to meet her, and talk to her. Maybe see if you can pick up on anything helpful. You’ve got instincts for this kind of thing, Riley, ones I don’t.” 

“Damn straight you don’t.” Then Riley’s voice softened, “So this isn’t about me, for once”

Ryker smirked, “It’s about helping someone who needs it. And yeah, maybe it’s about getting you out of whatever mess you’re crawling through again, by the looks of your bruises. You need something that matters in your life, Riley, a purpose. Even if it’s just a temporary distraction from yourself. This could be it.”

Riley opened his mouth to argue, but Ryker cut him off. “She’s scared, Riley, and Lia asked if you’d be willing to help because she trusts you, and Morgan means a lot to her.” 

That gave him pause. Lia had still trusted him. Even after everything he’d put her through by walking out, disappearing, and choosing fists over family once again. She still believed he was worth something. He didn’t deserve it. But he owed her for what she did for him, and Riley didn’t take debts like that lightly. 

He looked away, his jaw flexing, and then he nodded once. “Fine. I’ll talk to her.”

Ryker’s expression didn’t change much, but Riley caught the flicker of relief in his eyes. 

“Thanks,” Ryker said. “Now, let’s eat and get drunk.”

“Now that is something I can get onboard with.” Riley laughed, as he headed for the kitchen.

He grabbed a cold beer from the fridge, twisting off the cap with one hand. “But if this turns out to be some paranoid coworker with a broken streetlight and a vivid imagination, I’m out.”

Ryker smiled. “Fair enough.” 

Riley took a long swig of his beer, then leaned back against the counter. Morgan Bennett. He didn’t know her, and he didn’t care to. But if Lia was asking, he’d show up, at least once. He just hoped he wasn’t walking into something he couldn’t walk back out of. He had enough to deal with, and he didn’t need any new distractions getting in the way.

〰❦〰

The evening passed in a haze of half-hearted peace and sarcasm. Riley didn’t do domestic, not well, anyway. But between Lia’s cooking, Ryker’s dry jabs, and a fridge that never seemed empty, he let himself sink into it, just a little.

“You still can’t load a dishwasher correctly, can you?” Lia asked, with her hands on her hips as she eyed Ryker’s attempt like it was a crime scene.

“It’s not a dishwasher, it’s a negotiation,” he said, tossing a spoon in with a shrug. “And I’m winning.”

“That’s not what that spoon says. You two should go on tour,” Riley deadpanned. “I’ll just be over her laying on your couch, watching movies and drinking all your beer, while you two figure out how to wash your damn dishes.” 

He plopped down on the couch, grabbed the remote and hit play.

“Are you still watching Cinderella Man like it’s your life story?” Ryker asked with a low laugh, settling onto the couch with his feet on the coffee table. “You’ve seen it a hundred times, and it still pisses you off when he loses the first fight.”

Riley let out a quiet laugh. “He keeps fighting like it’ll fix everything. Guess I can relate.”

Ryker tilted his head. “And does it?”

Riley shrugged. “Depends on the day.”

“Depends on the day for what?” Lia’s voice floated in from the hallway before either brother could answer. She appeared carrying a basket of freshly folded laundry, her hair pulled into a loose knot, with her sleeves pushed up. She looked every bit the calm that neither of them ever managed to hold onto.

“For when getting punched in the face is therapeutic,” Ryker said with a grin.

“Ah,” Lia said dryly. “So, every day.”

She set the basket on the armchair and crossed her arms, eyes narrowing playfully. “You two sitting here analyzing boxing movies like philosophers doesn’t change the fact that you’re both impossible. God help any children you ever have. If they inherit even half of your stubbornness, we’re all doomed.”

Riley grinned. “If they turn out like us, you’re acting like that’s not already a done deal. You married him, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Lia said, smiling as she plucked the empty beer bottle off the coffee table.

“Clearly, I make poor decisions when it comes to men,” she said, gently slapping Ryker’s feet. “Now get your feet off my coffee table.”

“Hey,” Ryker said, mock-offended.

“Relax,” she teased, leaning down to kiss his temple. “You’re still the good one. For now.”

Riley chuckled quietly, the sound low and real, and for a rare moment, the room felt light. Safe. It was the kind of peace that made him restless if he stayed in it too long. But he soaked it in anyway, because deep down, he knew it never lasted.

〰❦〰

On Sunday afternoon, Lia tossed Riley a set of keys as he sipped his coffee by the window. “You should take the Lexus back to the cabin.” 

Riley blinked, catching the keys mid-air. “You sure you want me driving it after...?” 

“Oh, you mean after totaling the beautiful custom red Porsche 911 I gifted you?” Lia replied, with a stern look on her face. “You’re lucky Ryker didn’t kill you after you survived your brilliant little racing stunt just one month after you got it.”

“Correction,” Riley said, holding up a finger. “Allegedly totaled. We never proved it couldn’t be fixed.”

“That thing folded like a lawn chair,” Ryker muttered from the couch. “You were lucky to walk away.” 

Riley smirked. “Still walked away though.” 

“Well, you’ll walk away better this time with four working tires,” Lia said, arching an eyebrow. “Just don’t crash this one. I like it.” 

He gave her a mock salute. “No promises,” and out the door he went. 

“Don’t forget to tell me when you’ve contacted Morgan!” Lia yelled as the door shut behind him.

The echo of his boots followed him down to the parking garage, the air cooler and thick with that familiar cocktail of exhaust, oil, and money. Every spot gleamed with something fast and expensive. There was an immaculate black Aston Martin, a silver Audi R8, and Ryker’s current obsession, a deep navy McLaren that still looked wet under the fluorescent lights.

“Jesus,” Riley muttered under his breath, hands shoved in his jacket pockets. “Two people in love with each other, and horsepower.”

He slowed by the McLaren, admiring it despite himself. “You’d think they’d get bored eventually,” he said to no one, running a thumb along the sharp curve of the hood. “Guess I’m the only Lopez with bad taste in survival.”

The Lexus waited across the row. It was sleek, silver, and silent. Practical luxury. It had Lia written all over it. Riley unlocked it, the lights blinking once. He slid into the driver’s seat, inhaling the faint scent of her perfume mixed with leather.

For a moment, he just sat there, the hum of the city above muffled and distant. The weight of the last few days pressed down, but the keys in his hand felt like a reset button. Maybe this was what Lia wanted for him, a quiet space. Something to outrun the noise inside his own head.

He started the engine. The sound was smooth, almost too polite for him. “Alright, sweetheart,” he said to the car with a faint grin. “Let’s see if you behave better than the Porsche.”

As he eased out of the garage, the tires rolled over polished concrete, the city light spilling through the open ramp ahead. The world outside waited, wide and unpredictable.

By the time he hit the street, Riley Vaughn was already thinking about the name that had followed him since last night. Morgan Bennett.

〰❦〰

The sun had dipped low by the time Riley pulled into the gravel driveway of the cabin. The Lexus purred beneath him, far too smooth for someone like him, but it got the job done, and it was better than taking an Uber or his old beat-up truck. He parked, grabbed his bag from the back seat, slung it over his shoulder, and stepped out into the fading light. The gravel shifted under his boots as he walked toward the cabin. 

The forest around the cabin was quiet, almost too quiet. That’s when he saw him, Jimmy. He was leaning against Riley’s porch railing like he owned the place. He wore a worn-out black leather jacket, and had a cigarette dangling from his fingers. His hair was slicked-back as usual, and he had that same greasy grin on his scrawny face. Riley stopped, and just stared at him for a moment. 

“Nice ride,” Jimmy called out. “Didn’t peg you for a luxury guy.”

“What the hell are you doing here Jimmy?” Riley’s voice was cold as ice.

Jimmy raised both hands in feigned innocence, with a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Relax. I just came to talk.” 

Riley stepped closer, and the tension was clearly radiating off him. “You’re trespassing, talk fast.” 

Jimmy didn’t waste any time. “Dante’s not happy that you went dark on him. You should know by now that’s not how this works.” Jimmy dropped the cigarette and crushed it under his heel. “He’s not feeling so warm and fuzzy these days. Something about you disappearing after your last fight without saying goodbye.”

“I told you, my debts are paid, and I bled for every cent.”

Jimmy chuckled. “And Dante told me to tell you that your interest is still growing. Those fights? That was principal. You’re still on the hook, pretty boy.” 

Riley’s fists clenched at his sides. He wasn’t sure if it was out of rage or fear, or both. “Bullshit.”

Jimmy raised his hands in surrender as he stepped off the porch, casually strolling toward him. “Don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just here to deliver the new terms. Saturday night, Warehouse off Pier 19. High-roller card, VIP’s. Big crowd. Bigger bets. Dante wants you on it.”

“I already fucking told you. I’m done fighting.”

Jimmy’s voice dropped an octave. “You don’t get to be done. Not until Dante says you are. Don’t forget we know who your family is and where they live, so don’t test us, Riley. We agreed to keep them out of it all this time, but if we have to involve them now, we will.”

Riley stepped closer, the air between them crackling. “You tell Dante if he wants me back in the cage, he can come drag me there himself.” 

Jimmy didn’t blink. “He doesn’t need to. He knows where you live. He knows where you sleep. Where your brother lives. Where Lia shops for wine every Friday night.” 

That landed. Riley’s fists balled at his sides, his knuckles aching all over again. 

Jimmy leaned in, his voice like poison. “You’ve got until Saturday to show you’re a team player. After that... things get real.” He stepped away, tossing a wink over his shoulder. “Nice place, by the way, real cozy. It would be a shame if something happened to it.” And just like that, he vanished into the trees. 

Riley stood there for a long moment, his chest rising and falling like he’d just gone ten rounds without throwing a punch. Then, without a word, he turned toward the cabin, climbed the steps, and unlocked the front door.
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❦ 〰 ❦

The cabin welcomed him in silence. It didn’t look like it used to. Not anymore. When the money had been good, back when Giada & Co. was paying him enough to fake normal, he’d poured most of it into fixing up the place, making it more like him. The cracked concrete floors had been replaced with reclaimed oak, dark and rich beneath his boots. The walls, once bare wood and old nails, were now a deep slate gray, with clean lines and soft lighting. The kitchen gleamed with light gray cabinets, dark gray leather stone countertops, and matte black fixtures. 

A few exposed beams still remained throughout the place, but the wild, broken thing it had once been, was now tamed. Kind of like he’d tried to be. He dropped his bag on the kitchen counter and headed for the bathroom, flipping the light on with a heavy hand.

The mirror over the sink was slightly fogged from the chill in the air. He wiped it clear and studied the man staring back at him. Messy dark hair, several days of stubble ghosting his jawline like he couldn’t decide between reckless and clean-cut. A faint scar curved under his cheekbone, earned in a fight he didn’t even remember. His lips were cracked from all the punches, and his deep green eyes were sharp, restless, and tired. They held that familiar flicker of defiance. 

He looked like a man who’d been through it all and came out angry, rugged, and just plain worn out. But he was still standing, still dangerous, and still him. He exhaled, bracing both hands on the edges of the sink as the image stared back like a challenge. “One week,” he muttered. He wasn’t sure if it truly meant a deadline... or an actual warning.

Riley’s stomach growled, pulling him back to the present. He headed for the kitchen and grabbed the sealed container from his bag. It was leftover pasta Lia had packed up for him. He smiled as he tossed it into the microwave. The cabin felt too quiet, the kind of silence that pressed in from all sides, like the woods outside themselves were listening. 

Once the food was hot, he went into the living room and dropped onto the leather armchair, with his plate in one hand, and his phone in the other. He balanced the plate on the armrest, and pulled up the text Lia had sent him before he left. Staring back at him was the name Morgan Bennett, with a number, and a link.

He tapped the Facebook profile link and her photo quickly filled the screen with one of those casual, sunlit candid shots, where the person doesn’t realize they’re being photographed. She was stunning.

In the image, she was laughing, her dark hair was falling over one shoulder, and her sunglasses were perched slightly crooked on her nose. There was something unguarded in the image. Something real. He scrolled further, stopping at a picture of her holding a coffee cup in front of a bookstore, with her hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands like she was cold. Another photo popped up where she was hiking, her face looked flushed, and her smile was small but genuine. He couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she was, and how the photos made her seem so innocent and honest.

Even though Riley knew nothing about her yet, something in his chest tightened as he looked at her. Maybe it was the thought of someone following her through crowded city streets, or watching her from the shadows while she pretended not to notice. Maybe it was the image of her eyes scanning a subway car, landing on a face she couldn’t shake. Or maybe it was simply the way she looked, strong and vulnerable all at once. Whatever it was, it pissed him off, and for the first time in a long time, he felt something that wasn’t anger or guilt. Instead, it was something raw. Something protective.

His thumb hovered over the phone number Lia had included in the text. He stared at it for a long moment, while finishing the last bite of pasta without even tasting it. This wasn’t about curiosity, or attraction. This was about something else entirely. Finally, he tapped the number.


*Riley: Hey Morgan. My name is Riley Vaughn. Lia said you might need someone to talk to, I’m around if you want to chat.”



He hit send before he could overthink it. Then he leaned back in the chair, with his eyes still locked on her photo. He imagined her voice, and how she sounded when she laughed. He was pissed that someone was trying to frighten her. He would be damned if anyone got close enough to hurt her. It didn’t even matter that he knew nothing about her. Lia asked him for a favor, and he would deliver. It was the least he could do after that meal she had made. Riley smiled as he put his dish in the sink and headed for the bedroom.
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❦ 〰 ❦

The back room at the fight club was dimly lit by a single green banker’s lamp that sat on an old worn-out metal desk. Dante sat in a brown leather chair, with his fingers steepled under his chin, watching the smoke curl from his cigar as if it held the answers, he didn’t. Jimmy stood across from him, shifting his weight, his eyes flicking to the folder on the desk.

“Well?” Dante asked without looking up.

Jimmy scratched his jaw. “He got the message.”

“Is he in?”

Jimmy shrugged. “He didn’t slam the door in my face. That’s the best you’re going to get from Riley Vaughn.” Dante’s eyes cut up, cold and unreadable.

“He’s definitely pissed,” Jimmy added. “Thought I was serious about him fighting Saturday night. You should’ve seen his face.”

“That was the point,” Dante murmured, his voice low and deliberate. “We needed him on edge. He won’t come if he thinks it’s a favor. But if he thinks it’s a fight...”

“He’ll show,” Jimmy interrupted with a nod. “He won’t be able to help himself.”

Dante leaned back slowly, exhaling a long stream of smoke. “Riley Vaughn is a lot of things, Jimmy. And predictable ain’t one of them.”

Jimmy cracked a nervous grin. “The guy's definitely a wildcard. Always has been.”

“Which makes him dangerous,” Dante said coolly. “But also, useful if we play him right.”

He tapped his fingers on
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