
  
    [image: Fighting Chance]
  


  
    
      FIGHTING CHANCE

      A MAFIA ROMANCE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ASHLYN FABLES

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Fabled Passages]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Ashlyn Fables

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Ashlyn Fables

      

    

    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          
            Jules

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          
            Jules

          

          
            Saint

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          
            Jules

          

          
            Saint

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          
            Jules

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          
            Saint

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          
            Jules

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          
            Saint

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          
            Jules

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          
            Saint

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          
            Jules

          

          
            Saint

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          
            Saint

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Ashlyn Fables

      

      
        About the Author - Ashlyn Fables

      

      
        Sneak Peek: Dancing for Me

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ASHLYN FABLES

          

        

      

    

    
      Fighting Chance

      Dance for Me

      Her Audition

      Theirs to Please

      His Nanny

      All the Kings Men

      Claimed in his Cabin

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      JULES

      “One day you’ll be out of here. One day, you’ll be free.”

      Those were the words said to me from my mother’s sick bed, shortly before she died. I was six at the time, and my whole life revolved around her.

      If only she had stuck around.

      I enter the apartment to dirty laundry strewn across the floor. Old cigarette butts are piling up again. No matter how hard I try to stay on top of them, they’re always there. For every one I pick up, three seem to take its place.

      He’s supposed to be the parent, and yet I can’t even remember the last time he’s lifted a finger to help around the house. It's bad enough he misses the toilet, drunkenly peeing down the porcelain into the cracks of the broken tiles.

      Some days it feels like I’m livin’ in hell.

      I see that another one of my plants died. For as long as I can remember, I’ve wanted to be a gardener, growing flowers, trees, and all manner of vegetation, but living in a small apartment only gives me the opportunity to have small potted plants.

      Once, I bought a small tree, placing it near a window with plenty of sunshine. The nursery I bought it from said that it would stay small, and all I had to do was give it a trim now and then.

      At about the third time my father peed in its pot, I knew I had to get rid of it.

      With only an hour before going to my second job, I want nothing more than to crash on the couch and get a good nap in, but I can't stomach leaving the place such a mess, so I tidy as best I can. Fridays are always the worst for me. There’s just so much work to be done.

      One day, I'II have a place of my own, and I won't have to clean up after anyone but me. The countertops will be immaculate, and floors clean enough to eat off of.

      Or at least that's what I tell myself. With my low-paying jobs that take up all my time, I’ll never afford to pay rent on my own.

      “Jules!” my father barks, stumbling out of the bedroom, smelling like death. He makes me sleep on the couch, which I’m fine with, as long as his friends don’t drop by.

      Why couldn't he have just stayed asleep? The sliver of time I have before I dash out the door again is now ruined by his presence.

      “Yeah, dad?”

      He sneers as he looks up and down my body. “How d’you expect to get any tips looking like that?”

      “Father, this is the diner’s uniform. And besides, I don't want men staring at me?”

      “Why not? You too good for them?”

      I crinkle my brow. “Dad, most of the diner men are old and over half have been in and out of jail.”

      "Well, you're dressin’ up tonight."

      I snort out a laugh. “Dress up for the factory?”

      “You ain't going to the factory.”

      “Where else would I go?”

      “The match.”

      My jaw drops in shock. “I can't miss work to go to one of those street brawls you like so much. Because of them, I have to contribute twice as much toward the rent.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, after tonight, you can quit that factory job of yours.”

      “Will I be serving up drinks or something? Because I'm only eighteen, and that's against the law.”

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize how stupid I sound. Everything my father does is against the law.

      He throws a bag at me. “Put that on.”

      I look inside and find a tiny red dress made from cheap fabric that's meant to imitate silk, a tube of lipstick, fake lashes, blush, shoes, and eye makeup.

      “What the hell, dad? I’m not wearing this.”

      “Hurry up! Time’s a tickin’.”

      I throw the bag back at him. “I'm not wearing this and I’m not going to your wannabe MMA matches.”

      His gaze turns menacing, and I fear he’s going to hit me, but instead, he simply says, “Yes, you will.”

      “Like hell!”

      “If you don't walk out that door with me in twenty minutes, you can forget ever coming back home again.”

      “You can't be serious.”

      “I am dead serious. It’s my name on the lease, and you have nowhere else to go. Now hurry your ass up.”

      “But dad⁠—”

      “Don't you ‘but dad’ me. I raised you up, gave you every chance to make something of yourself, and yer still here.”

      “Gave me every chance? I've been working two jobs since I was fourteen. I missed school as I scrambled to make rent money. I barely graduated.”

      “And after tonight, no more scrambling. I promise.”

      Working at the diner, I barely bring home minimum wage. I've heard women working bars can sometimes take home over a hundred dollars a night. Maybe father's right.

      I enter our tiny bathroom and try on the dress, shocked by how short it is. My bra is bulky underneath the thin fabric, so I slip it off, but the vision I'm left with is much worse.

      The dress leaves nothing to the imagination, clinging to my body like a dryer sheet. My nipples jut out through the fabric. Two attention-getting beacons that refuse to go unnoticed.

      At least I can wear my panties.

      There's no way my father is going to buy another dress for me. I'm stuck in this flimsy thing.

      I apply the makeup modestly, but the cherry-red lipstick makes my effort futile. I look like I want attention—which I don’t.

      This is a bad idea.

      All you have to do is serve drinks. Maybe I'll get my ass grabbed a time or two, but I'll get paid enough to quit one of my jobs.

      What if someone wants to do more than just grope?

      But as I look in the mirror, I realize how silly that is. I'm not model pretty. I'm utterly plain, devoid of the refinement and grace of girls from better families, who can afford nice clothes, jewelry, and real food. Not that I'm not grateful for Top Ramen, but it's hardly an ideal diet.

      “Hurry your ass up.” Father's voice booms through the closed door.

      No part of me wants to walk out the door wearing something so crass, but the thought of working less and earning more moves me to action.

      I finish up, giving myself one last look in the mirror before leaving the apartment with my father.

      And no matter how much hope I try to muster, I know that after this night, nothing will ever be the same.
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      JULES

      My father practically pulls me behind the laundromat, down a flight of stairs, to a basement I hadn't known existed. When a burly man asks for his entrance fee into ‘The Pit,’ my father proudly gestures to me and says, “She's working tonight and I'm here to keep her active.”

      Active?

      The man sneers, but steps aside, allowing us to pass.

      Smoke clouds my vision, but once my eyes adjust, I see that we're in a vast dimly lit room with a big cage down a level, at the center. Two sweaty men circle each other with their fists up, waiting for the other to strike.

      I look around to see what I might be doing, and sure enough, there are women in barely there shirts and shorts serving up drinks on trays. None of them are wearing dresses like mine, because the women I’m dressed like are all latched onto men, pressing against them, allowing hands up their thighs, on their breasts, and worse, in between their legs.

      My father didn't bring me here to serve drinks. He wants me to serve myself.

      Bile fills my throat, but I force it down, trying not to cause a scene. I can't stay here. This life isn't for me.

      I quietly step back toward the exit, but just as I’m at the door, the bouncer grabs me by the arm and says, “You better keep an eye on this one, Sid.”

      Father casts me an angry look and drags me forward to the stairs leading to the ground level.

      “What the hell do you think you're doing!” he snaps. “I have a reputation to maintain.”

      “You like being a sleazeball? Having these men look at me?”

      “These men have more money than you’ve ever dreamed of, so show some respect.”

      “I don't belong here,” I insist.

      “Well, what the fuck else ya gonna do for money? You're too damn lazy to get a good job.”

      “I'm not qualified to do anything. I barely graduated because I had to work so hard.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. This is gonna solve all our problems.”

      As I open my mouth to protest, a loud voice booms through the speakers.

      “Saint Romano the Bastard-Scourge is facing off against three-time champion Major Malice. Get yer bets in now!”

      Father calls out to a portly man standing on a chair who's surrounded by men yelling bets up to him. When he finally gets to my father, he shakes his head sharply until my father holds up my hand and gestures to me. The man's brow raises and he gives a nod.

      My father places a bet on Major Malice using me as collateral.

      Somehow, despite things already being bad, they just got worse. There's no way I can escape his tight grip, and even if I could, someone would quickly return me to his side.

      I'm trapped.

      A well-dressed man approaches my father and says, “High rollers get to sit in the
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