
  
    [image: Fighter’s Forever]
  


  
    
      FIGHTER’S FOREVER

      
        Crown MMA Romance: The Outsiders

      

    

    
      
        A. RIVERS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Alexa Rivers

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. All people, places, events, organizations, and brands within it are fictional or have been used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, places, events, organizations, and brands is entirely coincidental.

      Editing by Paper Poppy Editorial

      Proofreading by Hot Tree Editing

      Cover design by Steamy Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Tony

      The scent of menthol and sweat is heavy in the locker room as I test the firmness of the wraps my coach, Seth Isles, has secured around my hands.

      “All good?” he asks.

      “Feels like it.” I stand and shadowbox a few times. “Yeah.”

      He claps me on the shoulder and turns to Leo, one of my training buddies, who’s hovering nearby. Leo doesn’t have a fight tonight, so he’s here to support me. “Leo, will you take him through some pads while I do Gabe’s hands?”

      “Got it.” Leo nods and grabs a couple of focus mitts from a bench along the side of the room.

      We find a small area out of the way, and Leo holds the mitts up and calls for various strikes. I throw them, keeping the impact relatively soft. Right before a fight isn’t the time for hard training. I just need to warm up my body and get my muscle memory firing. At the end of the day, less than half of the things I do during a fight are conscious choices. For the most part, my body simply repeats movements I’ve drilled into it thousands of times before.

      “Tony!” a woman calls over the murmured background noise.

      I wince. I’d recognize that voice anywhere, and while I’m usually glad to see her, now isn’t the best time for my mother to make an appearance. I need to be fully focused, not distracted by the chaos that always follows in her wake. Gia Romano may be vivacious and charming, but she’s also a hurricane in human form. And where she goes, my sisters are sure to follow. They haven’t yet realized the effect five loud and opinionated Romano women have on their surroundings.

      “Hi, Mamma,” I say, indicating to Leo that I’ll be back in a moment. I greet her with a kiss on the cheek. But then I come to a stop because it isn’t one of my sisters standing behind her. It’s a man. A tall, handsome devil who’s gazing at her with adoration. That in itself is nothing new. Much as I’d prefer not to admit it, Mom is a beautiful woman. My friends used to tease me about it mercilessly. But what’s different is the way she glances up at him and her expression softens. She’s always been a cynic when it comes to romance. After her roller-coaster marriage to my father ended in disaster, she never gave her heart away fully again. But now something seems to have changed, and I don’t like it. Who is this guy, and why is he here?

      “Are you going to introduce us?” I ask.

      “This is Kevin.” She grabs his hand and takes a deep breath. “My fiancée.”

      My stomach drops. “Your what?”

      She shows me her left hand, upon which a massive diamond ring sparkles. I have no idea how I didn’t notice it previously because now it’s all I can see. I look from the ring to Kevin’s reserved but proud face to Mom’s own glowing smile.

      “We’re getting married! Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Are you serious?” All I can think is that she’s playing some kind of joke, but much as I wish that were true, her level of excitement tells me she’s not. My mother, who vowed never to be a fool for love again, has decided to remarry. And I hadn’t even met her husband-to-be until now. In a strange way, it’s predictable in its unpredictability. Mom has always been the type of person to act first and deal with the consequences later. “How long have you been seeing each other?”

      She pulls a face, her eyes telling me all I need to know. Their relationship is still new. Once again, she’s rushing fearlessly into something that’s bound to cause trouble. “Only a couple of months, but when you know, you know.” She bounces happily—quite a feat in the heels she’s wearing. “We don’t want to waste any time.”

      I narrow my eyes at Kevin, who has remained silent. I want to demand to know what his game is. I refuse to see Mom get hurt again. It was bad enough the first time around. I was only twelve, but I remember it vividly. The tears, the screaming, the way she became a wreck of a human. Now here she is, lining up to do it again.

      “Nice to meet you, Kevin,” I grit out, barely able to handle the nicety. Her actions, I understand. She’s impulsive. Reckless. But why the hell would he propose to someone after only a few weeks? “I’m Tony.”

      For the first time, Kevin smiles. He reaches for my hand and shakes it firmly. “Gia has told me a lot about you. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      He’s a little too smooth. I don’t like it.

      “It’s a shame I haven’t heard anything about you.” I can’t resist the barb. My emotions are in turmoil. I can’t believe Mom would spring something like this on me right before a fight. I need my head to be clear, but now, any thoughts of my fight plan are long gone, smothered by questions and concerns.

      “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of opportunities to remedy that.” He nods firmly, as though the matter is settled.

      “Well.” Mom claps her hands. “That’s our exciting news. I was going to wait to share it until after, but I wanted to see you.” She smiles warmly, and I melt a tiny bit in response. Her enthusiasm for life is hard to resist. “You know how I like to wish you luck ahead of time.”

      “Come here.” I scoop her into a hug, eyeballing Kevin over her shoulder.

      When I let her go, she pats my cheek. “We’ll see you later, Antonio. Go do what you do best.”

      I force a smile. “Ciao, Mamma.”

      They leave together, and I return to where Leo had been, only to find Seth has replaced him.

      “Who was that?” Seth asks, nodding toward the exit.

      “Mom’s new fiancée,” I reply.

      His brow furrows in surprise. “I didn’t know she was even dating someone.”

      “Neither did I,” I say meaningfully.

      “Oh.”

      We don’t mention it again, but I can’t get the situation out of my head. It has catastrophe written all over it, and I’ll be the one left trying to pick up the pieces. That’s always how it is when the Romano women get their hearts broken.

      Seth checks my supplies. When an usher comes for us, Seth and Leo accompany me into the stadium. I raise my arms as the audience cheers, hoping if I put on a good game face, perhaps I’ll be able to trick my mind into focusing on what comes next. I spot a couple of pretty brunettes sitting near the aisle and wink at them. One of them blows me a kiss. Usually I’d be thinking about how I could find her later, but instead, she vanishes from my mind the second I look away.

      That’s how I know I’m in a bad place.

      I’m distracted. Something I never should be going into a fight.

      We enter the cage, and the umpire checks my mouth guard and wraps. I stand to one side of the octagon and my opponent, a barrel of a man, stands opposite. They summon us to the center, but I don’t hear the umpire’s usual spiel about safety blah blah blah because my mind won’t settle.

      I return to my side and wait until the buzzer signals the start of the first round.

      My opponent moves forward, circling around me. I throw the first punch, but it isn’t as crisp as I’d like, and he evades and throws a counterstrike. My brain struggles to process his actions, and the fact that responses have been drilled into me repetitively is the only thing that saves me from getting flattened immediately.

      Get your head in the fight.

      I try to read his cues. To see what he’s going to do next. But then I catch sight of Mom and Kevin behind him, in the front row seats they must have reserved.

      Next thing I know, I’m on the mats, in a left side arm bar. The pressure on my upper arm and shoulder is intense. I struggle to break free, but he’s pinned me well. I can’t see a way out, but I don’t want to give up either. Not so soon into the fight. It’s fucking embarrassing.

      “Tap out,” he growls in my ear, deepening the pressure.

      I refuse.

      He tightens the hold again. Sharp pain explodes in my shoulder, and I gasp, my vision swimming.

      That isn’t normal.

      Something seriously bad just happened.

      I think I might be sick.

      My shoulder throbs, nausea churning in my gut, and reluctantly, I reach out and tap the mat. When my opponent releases me, I clutch my arm and gaze sightlessly at the ceiling, hoping I haven’t just lost more than a single fight. This feels like the kind of injury that could ruin my career.
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      Tony

      After one day of being coddled by my entire family—who have seen fit to invite themselves to move into my home temporarily—I’m yearning to be alone to suffer in silence. First, the Romano women descended on the hospital en masse after my injury, and then when I was discharged after an MRI scan confirmed my rotator cuff tendon had been torn, they formed a protective shield around me and haven’t given me a chance to breathe since.

      My family means well. They’re doing their best to prevent me from dwelling on how this could derail my career. According to the doctor I spoke to last night, and the physiotherapist who visited earlier today, I shouldn’t train for at least two months. After that, if the tendon is healing well, I’ll be able to have a staged return to work. If it isn’t, then I might need surgery, which would mean several more months of recovery. Either way, it throws my training schedule out of whack. Best-case scenario, by the time I build myself up to fighting fitness, I will have been out of action for five or six months. That’s a lot of time in my world.

      And what do I have without training? My life has been MMA and parties for ten years.

      “Tony,” Stella says, bustling into the room. She, Mom, and my other sisters have been taking turns to sit with me as though I’m an invalid while the rest of them gossip in the kitchen. Mia just left, so I knew one of the others would be here within a couple of minutes. I’m just glad it’s Stella and she’s come alone.

      “What kind of Italian man has nothing more than milk, eggs, and protein powder in his kitchen?” She throws her hands up in disgust. “It’s a travesty. How am I supposed to cook for you when I have nothing to work with?”

      I sigh. “Nobody asked you to cook, Stel. If we need food, I can order in. There are a couple of good places nearby that deliver.”

      “Pah!” She glares at me, her hands going to her slim hips. “Don’t insult me like that. You need real food to build your strength up. I’ll send Bianca to the shop.”

      I’m sure Bianca, the youngest of my sisters—and the only one who isn’t divorced—won’t appreciate being sent on an errand. She constantly has a bee in her bonnet about her older sisters bossing her around. “I appreciate you wanting to look after me, but you know B will hate having to go on her own.”

      She purses her lips. “You’re right. Mia can go with her. It’s not her turn to—” She breaks off and glances at me guiltily.

      Despite myself, I chuckle. “It’s okay, Stel. I know you guys have a roster.” I pat the sofa beside me. “Sit for a moment.” It’s the first time I’ve had a chance to get her alone. While all the Romano women are opinionated, Stella, in particular, never holds back. I want her thoughts on Mom’s new fiancée. With a huff, Stella lowers herself onto the cushion and crosses her long legs. “What do you think of Kevin?”

      She cocks her head. “He’s a bit boring if you ask me. Doesn’t have any passion.” She emphasizes this with her hands. “He reminds me of Mr. Black from high school math class. Was he still there when you were in school?”

      I nod, knowing exactly who she means. The guy had been an institution. He taught every Romano child, despite the fact there are twelve years between us. At thirty, I’m the youngest. Adele is the oldest, followed by Stella, Mia, and Bianca.

      “But do you think there’s anything off about him?” I prompt.

      “Who, Kevin?” She taps a finger to her chin. “No, I don’t think so. He seems like the kind of person who files his taxes on time, never gets speeding tickets, and has a pair of underwear for each day of the week.”

      I cringe because I don’t want to think about Kevin’s underwear. “Did you meet him before they got engaged?”

      “No, but she mentioned him a few times.” She reaches over and rests a hand on my knee. It’s intended to be reassuring, but I feel like I’m going to burst out of my skin. “Asking her to marry him is probably the craziest thing that man has done in his life, which must mean he really loves her. Don’t worry so much.”

      I’m not sure I agree. I’m concerned they’re jumping into this too quickly and not thinking things through—something that never ends well when it comes to Mom. I open my mouth to say as much, but the door swings inward, and the rest of the family enters the room. Behind them is Kevin. I take a moment to glare at him while he’s not looking, quickly schooling my features as his eyes find mine.

      “Sorry last night didn’t go the way you wanted,” Kevin says, his mouth tilting sympathetically. “Gia told me you’ve torn your rotator cuff. I did that playing baseball in college. Took forever to heal. If you need any suggestions for stretches or exercises, I’m your man.”

      Took forever to heal. Exactly what I want to hear.

      “Thanks.” I rest my head against the back of the couch while my mother and sisters bicker over what they’re going to cook for dinner and who’ll be in charge of the kitchen. I sigh. They’re all excellent cooks, but their behavior right now is the reason I stayed out of their way growing up. The last thing they need is another person getting involved.

      My phone vibrates, and I surreptitiously slip it from my pocket and study the screen. It’s a message from Leo.

      Leo: How are you doing?

      I type out a response.

      Tony: Shoulder aches. Got a headache coming on. My family is all in one room and you know how that usually ends.

      Leo: Oh damn. Need a rescue?

      Tony: No, but thanks anyway. I doubt they’ll let me leave. They’re in overprotective mode. It’s sweet but intense.

      A few moments later, my phone rings. I answer immediately, assuming it’s Leo.

      “Hey, Tony.” It’s Gabe. One of the other fighters at the gym. “Leo said you’re going crazy at home.”

      “Just a little,” I murmur, glancing at my relatives, who have stopped arguing to listen in. “Snoops,” I mouth. Stella rolls her eyes, and Mom raises one brow dangerously. I look away. “What’s up?”

      “You know Sydney and I have a cottage on Cape Cod?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I reply, not sure where the conversation is going.

      “You’re welcome to use it as a getaway. Hide out there for a few weeks while you rest.” He’s obviously smiling; I can hear it in his voice. “The ocean air is great for recuperating.”

      “Wow, thanks for the offer.” I never expected anything like this. Mia leans forward, her bangs falling over her face, clearly interested to know what we’re talking about. Bianca gives her a little shove, gesturing for her to leave me alone. “I don’t know, though. I don’t want to be away from the gym for that long.”

      Gabe makes a sound of understanding. “I get that. But if you’re here all the time, you’ll only be torturing yourself. You know Seth won’t let you join in until you’ve been cleared by a physiotherapist. You can keep up your base fitness from anywhere, and maybe being away will do you some good.”

      I nod because he’s right. I will find it difficult to watch others train and not join them. And I know my sisters will have already planned to visit me every day for the foreseeable future. I love them, but I need space. Maybe it’s not the worst idea.

      “I’ll think about it,” I tell him.

      “Great.” He hesitates, then adds, “If you decide not to, you can change your mind any time, but no pressure. It sits there empty for most of the year.”

      “Thanks.” I manage to summon a smile. “I’ll be in touch.”

      We end the call and my mother begins an interrogation, wanting to know exactly who had called and what they wanted. When Kevin chimes in, I pull a face. Perhaps being on the other side of the country is what I need.
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      Lucia

      I breathe in the salty air and gaze at the ocean as it laps the sand a few yards from where I’m sitting. Sydney and Gabe’s cottage in Provincetown backs onto the beach, with an elevated wooden deck from which I’ve enjoyed many sunsets over the past two weeks. I met Sydney through my sister-in-law, Tempe, and when Sydney said I could use their cottage while I finish the book I’ve been trying to write for months, I leaped at the chance. This romance novel is the story of my heart. My chance to break free of a cycle of freelance magazine articles to enter the world of novel publishing. If only I could finish it. But I tore my hero and heroine apart so well that I haven’t been able to figure out how to put them back together, and the harder I rack my brain for a solution, the more I fear the entire story is flawed.

      I’ve tried writing at home, at the library, in coffee shops, and practically anywhere I can take my laptop, but it hasn’t worked. I was hoping that here, thousands of miles from home, with nothing to distract me, I’d finally be able to write The End. Unfortunately, I haven’t had any epiphanies yet. It’s been more of the same: staring at my screen, typing a few words, then deleting them. Once or twice I thought I was onto something, but as soon as I tried to grab the story thread and follow it, everything unraveled.

      I close my eyes and listen to the sound of the water. Somewhere up the beach, children laugh. I exhale slowly. I still have time. But I’m beginning to lose faith in myself.

      Bang!

      I shoot to my feet and whirl around to face the glass sliding doors that lead into the house. The sound came from inside, I’m sure of it.

      But I’m the only one here.

      Heart in my throat, I debate whether to investigate or call the police, but that seems like overkill. I’m a strong, capable woman.

      There’s another clatter, and I flinch. That one definitely came from inside. I look around for something I can use as a weapon and spot a kayak paddle leaning against the rail. I brandish it like a baseball bat as I make my way in, ducking through the entrance so the paddle doesn’t hit the doorframe. I tiptoe through the living room and pause at the entrance to the hallway, just out of sight. I position myself to one side of the doorway and raise the paddle, straining to hear anything. There are soft footfalls down the hall. The floor is wooden, so it’s easy to follow the intruder’s progress. They pause midway along the hall, then resume. They’re nearly at the living room. The footsteps draw closer and I hold my breath, tense my muscles, ready to strike if needed.

      A man appears in the doorway, and I shriek and start to swing the paddle, but then I catch sight of his face. Recognition sets in. But I’m already in motion. I stumble backward to avoid hitting him and trip over the edge of a mat, falling on my ass. The paddle lands on my lap and I give an “oof.”

      “What the fuck?” Tony stares at me with astonishment, his eyes wide with shock. It takes a moment for him to realize who I am. “Lucia?” He glances from me to the paddle. “I hope you weren’t planning to attack me with that.”

      A laugh escapes. “I thought you were a burglar.”

      His brows draw together. “You thought I was a burglar, and you planned to confront me?”

      Put like that, it doesn’t sound like the smartest idea.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      He shakes his head in disbelief. His dark brown hair hangs loose around his face and shoulders. Long hair makes some men seem softer, but not Tony. With his chiseled features and muscular body, all it does is make him seem more like a gladiator… or a pirate.

      Hmm, I could write a romance novel about a pirate. That would be fun. I immediately picture Tony as a swashbuckling hero. Bad idea. I’m attracted to him on the best of days without adding that image. Not that anything could come of it. He’s a first-class playboy, and I’m the kind of girl who won’t settle for less than happily ever after. No matter how tempting a romp with Mr. Right Now might seem.

      I inwardly chastise myself for even thinking of it. It’s not as though I’d have the opportunity to engage in a wild fling with Tony, even if I wanted to. He keeps his distance from me. I suspect Mercy and Tempe are to blame for that. They’re a bit overprotective.

      Tony reaches for me, but then he flinches and swaps hands, offering me his right one instead. Curious. “Here.”

      “Are you okay?” I ask, eyeing the arm he withdrew.

      His lips press together. “Got injured in a fight a few days ago. But it’s fine.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I take his hand and let him pull me to my feet. “I hope it’s nothing serious.” The fact he doesn’t answer makes me think it is. “What are you doing here?”

      “Me?” he asks, sounding surprised. “Gabe gave me a key and said I could use the cottage to recover in peace and quiet. There’s not much of that at home at the moment. He didn’t mention you’d be here.”

      “Oh.” I manage not to flinch. He came here wanting to be alone, and he’s been landed with me instead. “Maybe Gabe forgot.” I dust myself off and sit on the sofa, gesturing for him to join me. “Sydney is letting me use this as a writing retreat to finish a book I’m working on.”

      His eyes light with interest. “You’re writing a book?”

      “Yes.” My cheeks heat. I’m not about to explain exactly what type of book it is. Knowing him, he’ll tease me. Not to be cruel, but because he wouldn’t realize it’s a sensitive topic.

      “That’s awesome.” He smiles, and it’s the first time he’s done so since he entered, which is strange. Tony is usually all smiles and charm. “What’s it about?”

      “Uh. It’s a historical novel, set in England.” Technically, that’s correct. There’s no need for him to know it’s a regency romance about a duke and an American heiress.
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