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This one is for my favorite fictional hero of all time . . .

			
‘It ain’t about how hard you can hit. It’s about how hard you can get hit and keep moving forward’

			Rocky Balboa
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			1

			Romeo

			Burping.

			Farting. 

			Giving one another shit. 

			It was what we did best.

			Me and the guys sat in the same seats we sat in every week for what seemed like forever. Creatures of habit or superstition—maybe a little of both. Boxers aren’t like race car drivers in that way, though. No, you won’t find stinky socks that a guy’s been wearing for a year, but we do have our own beliefs that some may think are quirky, thus the seating arrangement. We’d been meeting at Knockout, the gym I now owned, where we’d been coming since we were kids. I’d grown up here. 

			Hell, in a way, we all had. 

			“Lots to talk about today.” River quirked a brow at both Kingston and Nash. He took no shit and was the first to call you out if he had a problem with something.

			“Are we still whining about the fucking coffee shop?” Kingston groaned. Kingston and River were the only biological brothers in the group, but we were all brothers in our own way. 

			In the way that mattered most. 

			Nash barked out a laugh. He and Kingston owned ROD Construction, which stood for Ride or Die, the words we’d all marked on our skin years ago. “Dude, it was a job. What were we going to do? Turn her down? We’d look like dicks if we refused to work on the project. We’ve done every renovation downtown since we opened the doors four years ago.” 

			“Newsflash, assholes. You still look like dicks. That has nothing to do with the jobs that you take.” River chuckled. “But I think you’re just afraid of pissing off the Crawfords.” 

			The Crawford family owned most of the real estate in Magnolia Falls, the small town we’d all grown up in. Their name was on the main drag street sign—also the schools in town, the library . . . the list was endless. They were rich as fuck, and we had our reasons for hating them. 

			But I’d sided with Nash and Kingston when it came to working on the building. The money was good, and their company was thriving. I wouldn’t let my personal issues get in the way of them building their business. 

			Demi Crawford, who’d come home after being away at school for years, had decided to open a coffee shop right next door to my gym. The guys were there to do a job, not hang out with her. River didn’t quite see it that way.

			“I’ve told you that Saylor became friends with her while she was away at school, and according to the ray of sunshine who I somehow share DNA with, Demi’s a cool girl. Her words, not mine. Obviously.” Hayes rolled his eyes, referencing his younger sister, whom he adored and who was much friendlier than her broody older brother. “The Crawfords are no friends of mine, but it doesn’t mean we won’t occasionally have to work with one of them, seeing as we live in the same small fucking town as they do. I did have to put out that fire in their guesthouse last year, and you didn’t shame me for not letting it burn down.”

			“Whatever. The job is finally done.” River sipped his coffee and leaned back on the leather couch in the back room, where we always held our meetings. “We can stop ass-kissing the devil now?”

			“Correct. But I’ve got to tell you, she isn’t the rich, bitchy girl you think she is,” Kingston said, holding his hands up to stop River from jumping down his throat. “I’m not defending her. I’m calling it as I see it. She renovated the apartment above the shop as well, and she’s going to be living there. Not quite the princess in the tower that you seem to envision. That’s all I’m saying.” 

			“Oh, let me guess. You’re going to try to date a fucking Crawford now?” River hissed. 

			“Take it down a notch, dickhead. King was out with me last night, and I can assure you, he’s not looking to date anyone,” Hayes said over his laughter. “He’s looking to date everyone.”

			“Well, don’t make me sound like an asshole. I just like to keep my options open. And no, I’m not looking to date Demi Crawford. She’s far too sweet for me.” Kingston waggled his brows, knowing he was getting under his brother’s skin. 

			The disdain for the Crawfords ran deep for all of us. Rightfully so. But Demi wasn’t really involved in that, and none of us knew her all that well, seeing as she attended the fancy private school in town, and we all went to public school. 

			On the days that we actually attended. 

			None of us had been scholarly, but we’d made it through. 

			River and I had both gone through a hard time after those months we spent in juvie, but we’d worked hard to get our lives back on track. 

			Once you’d been labeled a bad kid, it was tough to turn things around. 

			People love to judge—and judge they did. 

			“Those Crawfords have evil running through their blood. But we’ve wasted enough time talking about them. Let’s move on to the elephant in the room, shall we, Golden Boy?” River turned his attention to me. 

			They’d given me the name, which had carried over into my boxing career. We’d been through a lot together. I was the youngest in the group. We’d become friends when they’d found me in the alley behind the gym, fighting off three dudes who were several years older than me when we were just kids. They’d jumped in when they’d realized that I was outnumbered, and we’d been best friends ever since. 

			“Yes. Who the fuck do we need to hurt for the latest shit that fuckface is pulling?” Hayes leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. He was a firefighter, and it showed. He was big and tough and a total badass.

			“He’s just looking for attention.” I shrugged, trying to act unaffected, when the truth was, this shit was getting to me. 

			Leo “The Flamethrower” Burns was a professional fighter. They called him The Flamethrower because he claimed his right hook was the kiss of death. 

			He lost the belt to Gunner Waverly a few months ago. It was the one single loss in his entire career, and he’d been whining about it to anyone who would listen for months. He wanted a rematch. Claimed it was an off day and that Gunner got lucky. 

			He was a big name in the industry. He had a huge following on social media, and the press loved him because he was completely out of control and unpredictable. He’d thrown a chair through a restaurant window when he claimed the hostess hadn’t recognized him and tried to make him wait for a table.

			The guy was a complete douchebag. And for whatever fucked-up reason, I was on his radar now. In an odd turn of events, the fight that had given me professional status a few years ago was against Gunner Waverly. He’d just become a professional fighter at the time. My father had pulled some strings, and Gunner had agreed to fight me. He wasn’t a big name back then, and it had barely been news when I’d beat him. But I’d stepped away from fighting shortly after and walked away from the boxing world. 

			Gunner had gone on to make a real name for himself. He’d taken the belt from Leo, and Leo had been going on every news channel that would listen, demanding a rematch. Fast forward a few weeks, and Gunner Waverly got into a car accident and ended up getting his foot amputated. 

			I can’t make this shit up. 

			He’d officially retired, and Leo hadn’t stopped throwing a tantrum since it happened. The man had lost his goddamn foot, and all Leo could do was complain about not getting his rematch.

			That was when I got dragged into this shit. 

			In an odd turn of events, it just so happened that the last fight Gunner Waverly had lost was to me. Hence the reason Leo was now fixated on redeeming his name by fighting me. 

			Leo was the last person to hold the belt before Gunner, and he believed I was the person he should fight to win his belt back. To prove to everyone that he was deserving of said title. 

			Even though no one knew who the fuck I was. 

			And I was just fine with that.

			“He’s a fucking prick. But if you agree to fight this asshole, you know that we will be in your corner the whole way,” Kingston said, shaking his head. My boys had been at every single one of my fights since I’d started boxing in high school. 

			It was just the way we were. We always showed up for one another. 

			Ride or die.

			“Damn. I remember that fight with Gunner, man. You dropped his ass, and everyone was stunned.” River rubbed his hands together. “But this Leo situation is out of control. I know you’re on the fence about getting back in the ring, but I’ve got to tell you . . . I’d love to see you shut this guy up.”

			I’d stopped fighting the day my father collapsed ringside a few months after that fight with Gunner, and he’d died a few hours later. I’d lost my desire to fight, and I’d started running the gym with my dad’s partner at Knockout, Rocco, who’d since retired a year ago. He’d worked out a way for me to buy him out, and now the place was mine, and it kept me plenty busy. I trained a few fighters, overlooked the staff, and kept the lights on in this place. I made enough to live comfortably, but I certainly wasn’t rolling in dough, and this fight would be a quick way to make some cash.

			While my sister was away at school, I was doing my best to keep my mom and my grandmother moving forward since my father’s passing. I’d been grateful when we’d moved my grandmother in with my mother because I didn’t like the idea of either of them being alone.  

			“I don’t know. I talked to Lincoln about it, and he said not to let his goading get to me. He’s dealt with this shit a lot more than I have.” Lincoln Hendrix was my older brother, who I’d only found out about after my father died. Our dad had left a letter for my unknown brother, and I’d tracked him down, and we’d been close ever since. 

			“I think Leo is enjoying the fact that you’ve got a famous older brother, too,” Nash said. “He’s really running his mouth. And I have to say, Cutler would sure love to see Uncle Ro in a real fight.” 

			Cutler was Nash’s son, who’d been one of us since the day he was born. He was almost six years old, and the dude was the coolest little kid I’d ever met. We were all four named his godfathers, and there wasn’t anything we wouldn’t do for him. Nash was basically raising him on his own, minus the occasional weekends his ex showed up to spend time with him. So, in a way, Cutler was all of ours. He started taking some boxing lessons from me a few weeks ago because he suddenly wanted to learn how to fight. 

			“Yeah. He told me last week that he wants to see me fight. I thought maybe I’d drag one of you into the ring with me and spar a little,” I said with a laugh. 

			“I don’t know. You might want to take Leo up on his offer. Did you see what he put out yesterday with that whole play on your name?” River changed his voice to sound like a little girl and did his best impression. “Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” 

			Leo had been interviewed on a major sports channel, and when they’d asked about his next fight, he’d pulled the Romeo bullshit. If I had a nickel for every time someone had said those fucking words to me—well, I wouldn’t have to consider getting back in the ring again. 

			The truth was, this shit was wearing on me. 

			Everyone in town was asking if I was going to go knock his ass out because the asshole wouldn’t shut up, and he continued to take a shot at me every chance he got. 

			“He’s just trying to rattle you,” Nash said. “If you want to get in the ring, I will fully support that, because seeing you destroy him would be fucking fantastic. But if you want to stay retired, you don’t owe this prick a fucking thing.” 

			“True that.” Hayes held up his coffee, and we all did the same. 

			“I need to think about it. I don’t know what the fuck I want to do.” I cleared my throat and turned back to Nash. “Are you bringing Cutler over after school today?”

			Nash and Kingston were working on a huge renovation for the city right now, and he’d be working late. 

			“Yeah. Thanks, man. It’ll just be a few hours, and then I’ll swing by and grab him after dinner.” 

			“Sounds good. I’ll let him play in the ring for a little bit and we’ll grab some pizza.” 

			“Cutler is a lucky little dude. He’s got the coolest fucking uncles around. Imagine the swagger that kid will have by the time he’s in high school.” River barked out a laugh. 

			“Let’s slow our roll, all right? He already never takes off that goddamn leather coat you got him.” Nash raised a brow at River before turning to Kingston. “And now he’s asking how old he has to be to get the Ride or Die tattoo because someone told him he’d have to get inked someday to be in our brotherhood. That was fucked up, King. He’s not even six years old, and he’s asking me to get a fucking tattoo.” 

			Kingston held up his hands and smirked. “Dude. When he was over last week, I had my shirt off, and he wouldn’t stop asking questions about it. He also told me he doesn’t like his name and wants to change it.” 

			“What is the fucking deal with his name? He told me it doesn’t feel like him, and he’s working on figuring out his new name. I’m probably fucking this kid up more than I even realize.” Nash ran a hand over his face. 

			“Hey,” I said. “Cutler is a confident kid. Hell, I didn’t have his swagger when I was five years old.” 

			“I don’t know . . . young Romeo was breaking hearts and kicking kids’ asses that were twice his size behind the gym at a fairly young age,” Hayes said over his laughter. “But I agree. You have nothing to worry about with your boy. He’s growing up with a lot of love. And we can’t all say that, can we?” 

			Everyone nodded. We’d all had tough childhoods, each in our own right. 

			But we’d survived just fine, and it was probably what had led us to one another. 

			To this friendship.

			This brotherhood. 

			We all wanted things to be easier for Cutler. He may not have a traditional home, but he was surrounded by family, and our love for that little boy was fierce.

			“Damn straight. Cutler is more loved than any of your ugly mugs ever were.” River pushed to his feet. 

			My phone vibrated, and I glanced down and groaned. 

			“What is it?” Kingston asked. 

			“Mimi wants me to bring her and my mom some sort of pumpkin spice drink from Magnolia Beans one day this week.” I rolled my eyes. Anytime something new opened in town, my mom and my grandmother made it a big deal. 

			“Fuck. If it were anyone other than Mimi and your mom asking, I’d say don’t do it. I guess we’re all drinking Crawford coffee now.” River flipped us the bird as he tossed his paper cup into the trash. 

			“It’s not personal. We still hate the Crawfords,” Kingston said. “But I do love me a pumpkin chai latte with a foamy heart on top.” 

			More laughter.

			We did our usual handshake, and Hayes called out our chant on his way out the door. 

			“Ride or die. Brothers till the end. Loyalty always. Forever my friend.” He held up a peace sign and walked out the door. 

			And I made my way out to the gym to get back to work. 

			I had a lot on my mind, and I needed to make a decision on the fight soon.
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			Demi

			The grand opening a few days ago had been ridiculously busy. It felt like everyone in town had come by. I was thrilled to finally be open after spending months renovating this place and coming up with the menu. 

			I’d majored in nutrition and minored in business, so my goal was to eventually make Magnolia Beans much more than just a coffee shop. I’d be offering green juice, protein shakes, and a few other healthy options as well, and I planned to add more to the menu over the next few 
months. 

			Things had finally slowed down, and Peyton was in the back cleaning up the kitchen. She and I had grown up together, and she was taking online courses to get her master’s in education. She was in need of a part-time job at the moment, so the timing was perfect. 

			The door swung open, and my eyes widened at the sight of him. He was tall and lean and the best-looking guy I’d ever seen. Wavy hair, longer in the front, dark brown eyes, and bone structure that a GQ model would envy. 

			I’d definitely seen Romeo Knight over the years, and I knew who he was, but we weren’t friends, and it had been a long time since I’d crossed paths with him. 

			But I sure as hell didn’t remember him looking like this when we were younger, although I probably wasn’t paying much attention at the time. 

			I was a bit of a late bloomer in that department. 

			“Hey, it’s Romeo, right?” I asked, smiling up at him until I noticed the frown on his face, followed by a glare that made it clear nothing had changed. He’d never been friendly to me, which had always kind of fit with his bad-boy demeanor.

			But we were adults now. 

			“I need two of whatever the hell that pumpkin spice drink is you’re selling that my mom and grandmother won’t stop nagging me about.” 

			Wow. Not friendly, but okay. 

			“Yeah. Sure. Two pumpkin chai lattes with a side of cinnamon.” I rang up his order in the register before looking back up at him. “If you’d like to add one for yourself, too, it would be on the house.” 

			“Because you think I need your charity?” he said, his voice hard and lacking all humor. 

			He was actually offended by a free drink?

			“No. Because you’re my neighbor, and I put a card on all the doors of the businesses on this street, offering one free cup of whatever you choose as a friendly gesture. It’s called being neighborly.” 

			“I don’t want a drink. I’ll pass.” 

			What a dick. 

			“No problem.” I raised a brow and kept my lips in a straight line. Your loss, asshole. I’d made an effort, and he’d completely gone out of his way to be a jerk. “Would you like me to apply your free drink to one of these?”

			“I’ll pay for both drinks.” 

			I rolled my eyes and held my hand out. “That’ll be eleven dollars even.”

			He pulled out the cash and tossed it onto the counter, as if he couldn’t even stand the idea of placing the money in my hand. 

			What the hell was this guy’s deal?

			This was my first week as a business owner, so I would keep my cool. I tossed the money into the register and moved to make the drinks. I started filling both cups with hot water. I glanced up to see him watching me, and I expected him to turn away, but he didn’t. He just stared at me like he couldn’t stand the sight of me. 

			Then why the hell doesn’t he look away? 

			I let out a long breath before looking back down and finishing his drinks in awkward silence. 

			Saylor Woodson and I had become good friends in college. I knew that her older brother, Hayes, ran in the same circle as Romeo. My brother, Slade, had always told me that group of guys was trouble, and I’d steered clear. I think they’d been busted for stealing and ditching school and things like that when they were young. Not that Slade hadn’t caused plenty of trouble all on his own. But two of the guys he’d mentioned, Kingston Pierce and Nash Heart, had both worked on the renovation for the coffee shop, and they’d been very professional. They’d never been super chatty with me, but they were nice enough, and they did good work. 

			I had no idea why Romeo had such an issue with me. Maybe he was stressed out that some famous boxer was all over the news, blasting his name to anyone who would listen. 

			Not that I followed sports. 

			I didn’t. 

			But everyone was talking about it.

			“All cleaned up. I’m going to head out,” Peyton said as she stepped in from the kitchen and then halted when she saw Romeo standing there. 

			“Thanks for cleaning up. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I glanced over at her, making it clear that I was in the midst of an awkward situation. 

			She would then try to make it even more awkward. It was kind of her shtick. 

			Of course, she sauntered over to the register. 

			“You’re Romeo Knight, aren’t you?” 

			His gaze moved to her. “Yes.” 

			“Ah, a man of few words.” She chuckled. “Your gym is right next door to us. You two should run some sort of special. You know, all those hot boxers can get a buy one, get one free deal over here?” She looked from him to me, and I groaned because Peyton had never been good at reading the room. 

			“I doubt that’s necessary. I think everyone knows you’re here. You’re a Crawford after all, right?” He moved closer as I set the two drinks in front of him and glared at him. 

			“So, you do know who I am.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

			“I never said I didn’t.” 

			He picked the cups off the counter and turned for the door. 

			“Well, don’t worry about it. I didn’t want to do that deal with your gym anyway,” I said, internally shaming myself for the weak comeback. 

			He pushed the door open and glanced at me. “Trust me. No one is going to lose sleep over it.”

			And he walked right out the door. 

			My mouth gaped open, and I turned to Peyton and shook my head. “What an asshole.”

			“Oh my God. He’s so freaking hot, though. The face. The hair. The body. It should be illegal to look that good.”

			“I didn’t notice. I was too busy being insulted by him. What in the world did I ever do to that guy? He wouldn’t even take the good neighbor discount I’d offered for one free drink. He acted like I’d murdered a family member.” 

			“Yeah, I’ve seen him around, and he’s never been super friendly, but that was next level. I wonder why he hates you.” 

			Oh, wow. I guess I wasn’t being paranoid, and even she’d noticed that he despised me. 

			“I have no idea. I don’t even know him.” 

			“Well, your family is like Magnolia Falls royalty, so I think sometimes people get jealous of those who are filthy rich. Lucky for you, you’re my bestie and you spoil me, so I don’t care.” Her head fell back in laughter. 

			“I’ve been away at school for four years. I came home and opened a business, one that I’m working at every day. I’m living in a small apartment above the coffeehouse and trying to do things on my own. But I’m hated anyway because my family has money? Romeo Knight can fuck off. I’ve never judged him. He doesn’t have a clue about my life. We’ve never even spoken before today. He’d made his mind up about me before he walked through the door.” 

			“You are so right. He’s an asshole. But damn, he is a good-looking asshole, am I right?”

			“I don’t care what he looks like. He’s a dick. That trumps good looks. Plus, I barely noticed.”

			I hoped he’d stay away moving forward. I didn’t need his negative energy in my coffee shop. I shook it off and turned to face Peyton as she bellowed out in laughter at my comment. 

			“If I had a blindfold over my eyes and a bag over my head and the world lost all natural sunlight along with working electricity, I would still know that he was hot.” 

			“Whatever. Let’s move on. It was another good day for business. We’ve been so busy, and I need to place a bunch of orders tonight because we’re going through supplies faster than I anticipated.”

			“Look at you, smarty pants. Your fancy degree is showing.” She gave me a quick hug and snatched a cookie before waving goodbye. 

			I finished cleaning up and made my way upstairs. My apartment was a small one-bedroom, but I’d chosen every single finish in both my home and my business, and I loved everything about them both.

			My grandfather and my father had always talked about real estate. About working hard and building something from the ground up. My grandfather was in politics, and my father owned an investment company, so a strong work ethic had been ingrained in my head since I was a kid. Yes, I’d been given a break that not everyone had. My trust fund was hefty, and I’d taken a good portion and invested it into buying this building, which would serve as both my work and my home. It was a smart, safe investment. Included in the building was another shop next door, but I hadn’t decided what I’d do with that space just yet. Real estate was hot in Magnolia Falls, especially the downtown area. I’d wait to see how things went here and either expand or lease out the space to another business.

			My mother was horrified that I was living above the coffee shop, as my parents had offered to purchase me a home as a graduation gift. But I was determined to use the money in my trust and start making it work for me. I had a few girlfriends who’d also come from wealthy families, and they’d spent the months after graduation traveling through Europe, while I’d been here, working on my business plan and renovating the building.

			I’d never been that girl. Sure, I liked pretty clothes and nice things, but I’d always worked hard. I had a part-time job in college, and I liked earning my own money. People always thought everything I had was handed to me. When I’d been accepted to one of the most prestigious universities in California, I’d heard endless comments from people saying that they were certain my grandfather had pulled strings to get me in. I knew if I’d countered back and let them know that I’d received a full academic scholarship for all four years, I’d then be labeled a bitch for sounding full of myself. So, I’d bit my tongue. But I’d worked my ass off in high school, and that had continued in college. 

			I wanted to make a name for myself outside of my family. To prove that I was worthy of the things that I had. 

			My family had had their fair share of heartache, and I wanted to make them proud.

			When I pushed the door to my apartment open, I couldn’t help but smile at the place. Rustic plank wood floors ran throughout the apartment. The small white kitchen had a colorful ceramic backsplash, which gave it some character. I’d gotten one of those adorable old-fashioned light-blue refrigerators that had been in the design plan to fit perfectly in the small space. There was a butcher block square island, which was where I ate my meals most of the time, and a white couch with cozy throw pillows and a pink blanket tossed over the arm that sat in the small living room beside the kitchen. I’d added white Roman shades to keep the room bright and light, and my bedroom and bathroom were similar in style. I was calling this vibe: French farmhouse chic. 

			Even if it was an 800-square-foot apartment with no yard, it was all mine. I fell back on the couch and sighed. I was a country girl at heart. Always had been. And someday, I planned to own a ranch with my own horses, but for the time being, I’d have to go to my parents’ or my grandparents’ to ride Teacup. For now, the plan was to keep my head down and work hard. 

			Laughter from the street below wafted into my apartment, and I pushed up on my knees to look outside. Romeo was coming out of his gym with a little kid who looked to be around five or six years old, and they were holding hands. The young boy was wearing a leather coat, and his hair was slicked back as he gazed up at the man beside him. Romeo’s smile was wide, and it took my breath away as I watched. 

			He really is a beautiful man, even if he is a raging asshole.

			And he clearly knew how to smile when he didn’t hate the person in his presence. I wondered if this was his kid. I suppose it was possible. I was twenty-two, and I was fairly certain that he was a year or two older than me, so maybe he had a whole family that I didn’t know about. 

			I turned around and fell back against the couch when my phone vibrated with a message from my brother. 

			Slade

			Hey, sis. I miss you. I’m back in town, but let’s not tell the parents just yet. Want to have dinner? 

			My eyes welled as my fingers lingered over the screen. Slade had always been my best friend—until he wasn’t. Until he’d completely changed. And I’d missed him terribly. After several stints in rehab, I’d stopped getting my hopes up . . . or at least I’d tried to. My parents had washed their hands of him after the last incident at our house a year ago. My grandfather continued paying for rehab, and he and I both believed that even if we didn’t know what the outcome would be, we’d never stop trying. Because once we all gave up on him, he’d give up on himself.

			Hi. Of course. I’d love to see you. Should we meet at The Golden Goose?

			The Golden Goose was a diner in town we’d been going to since we were kids. We both loved the milkshakes and french fries. 

			Slade

			I don’t want Mom and Dad to know I’m here. But I want to see your new place. The business and the apartment. That’s why I came home for the weekend. I’m proud of you. How about we order takeout?

			I swiped at the tear running down my cheek. 

			Hope was a risky emotion when you were dealing with addiction. I’d grieved the loss of my brother in many ways over the years, but every now and then, I’d get glimpses of him, which I was grateful for. 

			This felt like a glimpse of him. 

			I’d love that. See you soon. 

		

	


		
			3

			Romeo

			“Damn. You’re wasting your talent, training and sparring with guys like me, and you know it,” Sergio said, as I moved around him, using my hand to encourage him to throw a few more punches. “You belong in the ring with that clown who won’t stop babbling about you, Romeo.”

			“Stay focused,” I demanded.

			He threw a right hook that I easily dodged, and I jabbed at him a few times, hoping to make him mad enough to light a fire in him. He had a fight in a few weeks, and he was completely slacking. 

			“I need a break,” he said, as he rested his hands on his knees to catch his breath. 

			“Serg, if you don’t start pushing yourself, you’re going to be in trouble when you get in that ring.” 

			“I know. Tomorrow, all right?” He guzzled some water before lifting the ropes and exiting the ring.

			I shook my head. I knew how to train for a fight. How to prepare and how to win. Sergio was going to get his ass kicked if he didn’t start stepping it up. 

			I spent the next hour breaking up an argument between two boxers, training an up-and-coming fighter, Garcia, and then I made my way to my office to go over some paperwork before I called it a day. 

			I glanced down to see my phone light up with a ton of messages. That was never a good thing.

			Lincoln

			This dude is fucking with the wrong guy. Call me and we can talk it through.

			Tia

			Just ignore him. He’s trying to get under your skin. You don’t need to prove anything to anyone.

			My younger sister, Tia, hated that I was a boxer. She and my grandmother and my mom had all been thrilled when I’d stepped back from fighting to run the gym.

			Brinkley

			If you decide to fight this guy, I’ll write a story that will have everyone in your corner. But I support whatever you want to do.

			My brother’s wife was a well-known sports reporter, and I knew that she and Lincoln always had my back.

			The Ride or Die group chat was an ongoing string of text messages, and of course, they all had something to say. 

			River

			Please beat the fuck out of this asshole.

			Kingston

			Time to glove up, brother. We need to protect your pretty face, so let’s start training now. 

			Nash

			This guy could not be a bigger prick if he tried. We’ve got your back, whatever you decide.

			River

			This motherfucker doesn’t know who he’s messing with. I’m ready to get in the ring and kick his ass if you don’t.  

			Hayes

			Let’s burn that fucker down. 

			River

			I talked to everyone. Nash has Cutler covered. We’re meeting at Whiskey Falls at 8:00 p.m. to talk this shit through. We’ve got you, Golden Boy.

			I scrubbed a hand down my face. I didn’t know what the fuck had happened in the last few hours, but it was obviously not good. 

			I opened my social media app to see that I’d been direct messaged by countless strangers. I opened the video of Leo Burns standing in front of the gym where he worked out in New York City, holding a fucking cat in his arms while his entourage surrounded him. 

			“Hey there. I wanted to introduce my new pet to everyone. This pussy right here is named Romeo. It just seemed fitting to go with that name, right?” He laughed, and his minions followed suit. And then he stared at the camera. “Stop hiding, young Romeo. Can’t use Daddy’s death as an excuse forever. Time for a rematch. Or you can always just come out and admit to the world that you’re just a big pussy. That works, too. I wonder what your famous brother will think of you being a coward?” He winked just before the video ended. 

			Eight hundred and seventy-two thousand views in four hours. 

			I skimmed through the comments, and the reactions varied. Some people called him out for being an asshole. But some agreed with him that I should stop hiding.

			My phone rang, and I saw my brother’s name on the screen and answered. “Hey, Linc.”

			“Are you all right?” 

			“Yeah. I didn’t have my phone on me while I was training, so I’m just seeing it now.” 

			He let out a breath. “He’s not going to back down, Romeo. He’s got his sights set on you, and he’s getting a lot of attention.”

			“I’m sorry he’s dragging you into it.” 

			“I don’t give a shit about that. He’s trying to get under your skin, and I’m guessing he’s doing a good job, because he’s getting under mine. I told you before, I’d be happy to go public and defend you. Put the asshole in his place.”

			“No. Don’t do that. That’s what he wants. To turn this into a big publicity stunt. They’re offering me a lot of money to take the fight. The last offer came in at seven hundred and fifty grand just to show up and fight him. Winner gets two million dollars.”

			“Don’t do it for the money. You know I’ve got you if you need anything.” Lincoln was always offering to do things for me and Tia. Hell, he was covering the cost of our sister’s schooling and housing, and I was grateful that he’d given her that opportunity. He wanted to give me money for a down payment on a house, but I was doing just fine on my own. I owned this gym, and it came with a small studio in the back. I appreciated the offer, but I didn’t want a handout. 

			I didn’t need it. 

			“Says the dude worth millions of dollars. It’s a lot of money, Linc. I have to consider it when we’re talking about that kind of cash. It could be a one-and-done. Use that money to expand the gym, help my mom and grandma out, buy a house on the lake, and tuck the rest away for now.” 

			“The big question is, do you want to fight again?” he asked. 

			I scrubbed a hand over the back of my neck. “I thought I was done with it. But I don’t know . . . Maybe one more fight wouldn’t be the worst thing. When will I ever have the opportunity to make that kind of money in just a few hours?” 

			“How long would it take you to prepare for a fight like this? He’s been fighting these last few years, while you’ve been out of the game. So he has experience on his side, and he must be decent if he had the belt before Gunner took it from him, right?” 

			“Yes. He’s a cocky son of a bitch, but he’s also a beast in the ring. It would take me a couple of months to get where I need to be. I also know that I’d be putting my mom and Mimi through it. And Tia will lose her shit if I agree to fight again.”

			“Take everyone else out of the equation. What do you want to do?” 

			“I don’t want to get punched in the head for the rest of my life,” I said, leaning back in the chair. 

			“Agreed. I don’t want that for you either.”

			“But I wouldn’t mind getting in the ring for one more fight, just to shut this fucker up and walk away with a lot of money. I just have to make sure I leave in one piece. If I train right, I think I could withstand his hits. But I’d definitely be taking a beating.” 

			“Romeo, it’s Brinkley,” my sister-in-law said, as she must have taken the phone from Lincoln, which was not uncommon when we were talking. “I don’t particularly like the thought of seeing you get punched in the head either. But if you take this fight as a one-time thing, I will talk to the magazine about doing a whole spread on you. We can make it clear that you are taking this one fight on, and you will be retiring for good afterward, not because you’re scared—because you’re smart. Let me tell your side of the story and get you some positive press. Hell, with the way you look, you’ll probably get a bunch of endorsements out of this.”

			“It must run in the family, baby,” Lincoln said, and I laughed. 

			“All right. I’ll think about it. If I decide to do it, you can break the story, Brinks. Thanks for doing this for me. Let me sleep on it.” 

			“We support you either way. I just want to shut that asshole down either way.” Lincoln’s voice was hard. 

			“Yeah. You and me both, brother.”

			I ended the call and finished up a few things at the gym before looking down to see a new text. 

			Mom

			It’s the end of January, and it’s still snowing. [image: Imoji: Loving Romeo] I’m ready to be done with the cold. Mimi and I want to watch a Hallmark movie and drink pumpkin chai lattes. Can you grab those drinks and drop them off for us?

			Jesus. What was the deal with those fucking drinks? I wasn’t in any hurry to go back over to the coffee shop after the last time I’d been there. I’d been a complete prick, and I’d like to keep it that way. 

			The Crawfords had fucked over me and River, and I didn’t want anything to do with any of them. Even if Demi most likely didn’t know about what happened, it was still her family.

			It had surprised me that she’d appeared wounded by how rude I’d been, even if she’d tried to act unaffected. It wasn’t like I’d ever been friendly to her or anyone in her family. But I also wasn’t dying to go back and be an asshole again.

			I groaned because I could never say no to my mom and Mimi. 

			Fine. I’ll drop them off in a little bit. But you need to buy some pumpkin tea bags, or whatever the hell is in there. I can’t be going there every day. 

			Mom

			Stop being a baby. You haven’t been there in almost a week. I did give birth to you, remember? That entitles me to a lifetime of pumpkin chai lattes. I swear she puts something special in those drinks. Could you ask her if she adds cinnamon? I could try to make it here if I knew what was in it.

			For fuck’s sake. That would mean I’d have to speak to her. And I highly doubted she’d have anything to say to me after my last visit anyway.

			You do remember that the Crawfords screwed over me and River, right? You’re putting me in a bad situation. 

			Mom

			Demi Crawford was young at the time and was not to blame for what happened. I raised you better than that, Romeo. We don’t even know if the parents knew what happened. Should you be held accountable for the mistakes that your father made? Go get the pumpkin lattes and stop this nonsense. And find out what kind of magic she’s putting in there for me.

			I slipped on my coat and walked out to find the gym empty, minus Ray, who was mopping the floors. 

			“You out of here?” he asked. 

			“Yep. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

			“Hey, Romeo,” he called out. 

			I turned around to face him. “Yeah?”

			“There’s only one way to shut down a bully. You know that, right?” 

			I smirked because I already knew what he was going to say, but I liked to mess with him. “Ignore him?” 

			He barked out a laugh, and it echoed around the gym. “Nah. Punch him in the fucking face.” 

			I shook my head and held up my hand. “I’ll think about it.” 

			I wanted to fight Leo, but I also knew that fighting wasn’t my long game anymore. I’d been reading a lot about real estate and investments. A big chunk of money would allow me to fund a business like that, as well as help my family and secure my future. I knew if I trained hard, I could survive the wrath of Leo—at least, I hoped that was true. My height, my agility, and my youth played in my favor. He was a stocky dude, not very technical, but a scrapper with a badass right hook. Leo was a bit of a wild card at times. He was best known for knocking out his opponents quickly, and the dude could take a punch and bounce back, which had always impressed me. 

			I stepped outside to see there were barely a few flurries falling from the sky. It wasn’t even February yet, so my mom knew we’d still see snow for a while longer. She’d lived in Magnolia Falls her entire life. But every year, she did this. Complained about the snow after the holidays passed, as if it hadn’t been this way every year since she was a kid. 

			I walked next door and tugged the door open, seeing that Demi was behind the counter. The place was empty, as it would be closing up in about fifteen minutes. She looked up, and her green gaze locked with mine. She had a little spatter of freckles across her nose, brown hair cut just past her shoulders, and plump lips. She was fucking gorgeous. 

			Even if she is a Crawford. 

			She didn’t greet me this time. Instead, she just raised a brow, as if she were waiting for me to act like a dick.

			I cleared my throat as I stepped up to the counter. “Can I get two pumpkin chai lattes to go?” 

			She studied me before ringing up the order. “Eleven dollars even.” 

			I set the cash in her hand this time and not on the counter. It had been an asshole move. 

			She dropped the money into the register and moved to make the drinks. I scrubbed a hand down the back of my neck because I knew she hated me, and she had every right to be giving me the silent treatment. 

			I actually preferred it, as making small talk with a Crawford was never a good idea. 

			“Can I ask you what’s in the drink?” 

			“Do you think I’m going to poison you, Romeo?” Her tone was dry, and I kind of liked that she could dish out the attitude. 

			“I doubt it. I don’t think you’d do well in prison, looking like that,” I said, and I wanted to kick myself for the lame comeback. Even if it was true. 

			“Obviously, you’re unaware that orange is my favorite color.” She smirked, and it was cute as hell. I pushed the thought away. 

			“No one’s favorite color is orange.” I leaned over the counter when she turned around to fill the cups with hot water, and my eyes moved down her lean body and soft curves. Her jeans covered her tight little ass perfectly. 

			Snap the fuck out of it, dickhead. 

			It had been a while since I’d been laid, and clearly, I needed to find myself a woman. Maybe tonight at the bar I’d make that happen. 

			She turned around, lips pursed. “Shocker. You’re wrong. My favorite color is orange. Maybe you shouldn’t jump to conclusions about everything.”

			It was a dig. I’m sure she knew that I was being a prick because of who her family was. She probably didn’t know the half of it. The real reason. 

			I didn’t hate them because they were rich. I hated them because they were liars and entitled pricks. 

			It didn’t mean that she was—but she was still one of them.

			“All right. Your favorite color is orange. I got it. Can you tell me what you put in that drink? My mom is nagging me to find out.” 

			She turned around and set the cups down on the counter in front of me. Her lips turned up in the corners, and her smile reached her eyes. “You want me to tell you all my secrets when you were a complete jerk the last time you came in here?”

			“I do.” 

			“Well, at least you aren’t denying it.”

			“I don’t lie.” 

			Her gaze narrowed. “Neither do I. But I also don’t appreciate someone being an asshole to me for no reason. You don’t even know me.” 

			“I know enough.” 

			“Yet you came back a second time.” She crossed her arms over her chest, which pushed her tits up the slightest bit. I could make them out perfectly in her white fitted turtleneck, which made it difficult not to stare. They weren’t big, but they were perky and proportioned to her petite frame. Her nipples poked against the fabric, and I forced my eyes back up to meet her gaze.

			My mouth watered at the thought of using my tongue to flick her hard peaks, and I wondered what her pretty pink nipples would taste like. 

			For fuck’s sake. I’m losing my mind. 

			This girl’s family nearly ruined my life. And it sure as hell caused a lot of heartache for my family. 

			“I came back a second time because my mother and my grandmother won’t stop texting me about it.” 

			“I’ll tell you what . . . Next time you come in here, how about you lose the attitude, and I’ll be happy to tell you the secret ingredient in my tea. Or you can have your mama call me here, and I’ll tell her directly.” 

			“You’re serious?”

			“Do I look like a joker to you?” She raised a brow, and her tongue poked against her cheek as she stared at me. 

			“You’re not going to tell me?”

			She pinched the tips of her thumb and pointer finger together and slowly ran them along her mouth, acting as if she were zipping her mouth closed. 

			Her lips were pursed, pink, and plump, and I wondered how they’d look wrapped around my cock. 

			Hey, I was a horny dude. Apparently, I could dislike someone and still be attracted to them. 

			I quickly grabbed the two cups off the counter and glared at her. 

			I was leaving here without the secret ingredient, and now I had a raging boner. 

			I definitely hated Demi Crawford a little more than I did when I first walked in here a few minutes ago. 

			“You’re ridiculous,” I said, turning toward the door. 

			“That’s not the attitude that’s going to get the recipe out of me. You better try again next time, Mr. Knight.” 

			“Don’t count on it,” I grunted, as I pushed the door open with my back and stepped outside. 

			Now, I was in a foul mood.

			My mother would have to call to get the recipe because I was not coming back anytime soon.
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